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INTRODUCTION

A competition entry by Terroir for the New National
Library of the Czech Republic prompted an essay
by Ancirew Benjamin on the Idea of the library and
its relationship to nationalism and public spacea,

READING AND WRITING
I PUBLIC
The library houses. Ta think, however, that the
problematic of the house provides a way into the
library — as though all that Is really al slake is the
provision ot public lounge rooms — Is o fail grasp
the increasing complex relation between public
and private space in which the library needs to
be located, Equally, librarles are at the forefront of
any concetn wilh Lhe archive and thus (he proc-
ess of archivigalion. The relationship between, for
exampls, a national historical collection of docu-
ments and books and their subsequen! digital
storage and use necessitates that this aspect of
the library be reconsidered. This reconsideration
will beras much curatorial as architectural.
Approaching the library therefore demands
that what predominates are questions of public
space on the one hand and the nature of the
archive on the other. These two domains shauld
overlap productively within the process of design.
Making this elaiim is nol to assert that the design




public architecture can be defined in ways that
conflate or identify the pubilic with an essentialist
sense ol nalional identity. In the context of
Plegnik's project the public is conflated with the
natienal. Il this move is no longer possible, how is
public space to be understood?

Any response Lo this queslion and thus any
altempt to create public space have to lake a
diverse senge of the public inlo congideralion,
That diversily has an effect on how space is
conceplualised. Equally, however, public space
Is a locus of control. Securily guards and CCTV
define public space in lerms of manitoring. Public
space cannol be conceived oulside s assumecd
relation ter the quastion of policing. That there may
be a tension between policing and the diversity
that defines the public, a diversily thal reworks
the public in tarms of the cosmopalitan, has to be
acknowledged as a given. Design cannol resolve
the conditions that generate it; nonetheless, the
practice of design has to register Ils presence.
What then af public concerns?

Another way in is needed. Indeed, the answer
ta this guestion resides in a reconsideration of
the archiva. The library's relation to storage is
ubiquitous, Librarles are repositories. As such
they are sites in which material is deployed and
used, oreating and recreating national and inter-
national narrative constructions, reconstructing
lives, projecting possibilities and undaing alreacly
determined histories. Archives hold possibilities
Traditionally, access to the archive works through
a hierarchy, Such a structure has lis inevitable
sel of protocols. With the assumed centrality of
material objects the hierarchy will have a structure
Ihat is determined by the materialily of the object
and the role of the objects within already existing
hislorical, national and regional narratives: A
clear example is SOM's Beinecke Library at Yale
Universily, which was buill for the maintenance
and celebration of 1are books and manuscripls.
With the material object access will aways need
lo be policed in-a number of different ways such
that filters begin to limil approaches ta the books
and manuscripts, Al each level there will be
turther forms of restriction. At work Is a gradation
of access. It is not loo difficull to envisage that
such a programmatic imperative will have a direct
Impact on dasign.
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A ‘essay

While the digitalisation of the archive does not
resolve the question of storage, nor does it
eliminate a hierarchy of access; however, what It
does achieve is a radical reconfliguration of that
process. Digitalisation operates in a number of
differant ways. Collections of documents and
manuscripls can be stored digitally. Books and
Journals can be accessed digitally. Databases
allow for searches that extend beyond the
material confines of the bullding. The corpus of
entire literalures can be stored digitally. (This has
already occurred with the bady of work in Ancient
Greek and Lalin ] Images representing 1he major-
ity holding of museums are increasingly at hand.
The screen therefore becomes a site in which
material can be employed that reaches wilhin the
building whilst reaching outside.

It should net be thought that the impact of the
digital on the library irvelves the move from
malerial presence 1o digital presence. Such a
description is too simplistic. What Is reconfigured
in the process is the reading, the writing that
slems from it and, more significantly, the status
ol the reader. This reconsideration is enacted
within the library. It will no longer, however, be a
refationship between the reader and he process
ot reading and writing that was struciured by

the same hieralical process that defined the

relation when centrality had 1o be altributed to the
materialilty of the book or the documenit. Or where
the malerials (the read) were defined exclusively
by their location in the library.

Through the process of digitisation the
agsumed difference between the archive and
the apen collection is more nuanced. While
the archive will necessitate slorage and while
there will always be the nead for originals to be
consulted, the nature of that need will be subject
to change. Mareover, the readers accessing rare
and precious documents and baoks will no longer
occupy an already defined category. The question
of the reader will have opened. If thera is a paral-
lel situation then this epening has its cotrelation In
the potentiality that the archive - in the broadest
sense of the lerm - will have always contained.

In thig regard il is significant that Terroli's
competition entry for the New National Library of
the Czech Republic 2007uses the presence of the
aclual archive ag a structuring device within their
design. Refusing fo canflate the archive with mere
storage they conceive a different relation. The
archive is defined by its potentiality, The archive
therefore Is nelther literal presence nor s it mere
metaphor. The archive 1hal would be located
within the terrain's folds is envisaged to work up
through the building, Interrupting predetermined

spatial arangements. Parl of the work would be
the consttuction of public spaces. In so doing,
the archive as a reality as well as an architaclural
concept has a material and thus a tectonig effect,
Onee the archive is defined by potentiality
then it accords with a conception of the public In
which the latter is ho longer equated with a forced
homogeneity In which hisrarchies are naturalised
The public becomes a locus of diversity and the
cosmopolitan. It is therefore a collectivity the
aclions of which cannot be regulated |n advance,
Hence, public:space is its awn archive. If thare &
away of negotiating the presence of palicing then
it has lo do with the recagnition that the policing
that hinders experimentation operates within
structures which contain and limil the given, What
cannot be policed is potentialily. The digitalisation
of the archive and thus its emergence as an open
structure defined by Infinite use coupled to a
conception of the public and public space defined
interms of & potentially unmasterable diversity
should reposition the library. A repositioning that
will demand & different respanse to the guestion
of what it means to read and write in public,
ar



