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New building of the Central Law Library of Universität Hamburg
A transparent tower of books
The optics of its glass cladding change according to light exposure, time of day and time of year. During the day, the colors of the outside world shine into the building’s interior, while reflections of the same are captured on the building’s façade. At night, the tower is lit from within in shades of yellow and orange. Certain panes of glass are tinted in soft, natural tones while others reflect the outer environment – the lush greens of the surrounding trees in summer, followed by the colors of autumn. The mirror effect is interrupted by glass elements with a sandblasted pattern of stripes in varying widths. The cladding of the law library’s new building thus provides visual diversity.

The new building was planned by me di um Architekten, Hamburg. It was felt that a university library for prospective jurists should not entrench itself behind thick walls. On the contrary: It ought to promote transparency, communication and interaction between its interior and the outer world. The glassy complex confidently claims its place between a heritage-protected, Wilhelminian-period villa and the reinforced concrete frame construction of a pre-existing university building. The seven-storey addition brings all twelve, formerly separate, specialized law libraries under one roof.

To connect the old building with the new ‘cube of books,’ the architects had the façade of the old building built back. A worthwhile effort: The buildings are now joined by an imposing, glassed atrium, 5 meters wide and 25 meters high. The floors are diversely connected by steep staircases, atrium-spanning bridges, little spiral staircases and an elevator. A 110-m2 turquoise reflecting pool on the main floor creates an attractive atmosphere while improving the building’s interior climate. The two structures have been successfully united as a complete ensemble, in terms of compositional form as well as function.   

The ground floor of the new building houses the public seminar rooms and cloakrooms, while the remaining six floors contain the library itself. Visitors are provided with approximately 600 naturally lit reading places along the façade’s interior expanse. Located in the galleries looking into atrium are 75 modern, computer-equipped research stations. To protect them from direct sunlight, the books are shelved within the building’s core. The library’s reference section contains over 370,000 volumes and 900 periodicals that cover every area of the law.

A remarkable feature of the building is its ecological, passive energy concept: Ventilating flaps on the two gable walls of the atrium provide natural ventilation. The thermal stack effect of the high-ceilinged atrium is used to create a downstream flow of warm air from the upper library floors, thereby causing a natural flushing effect of the air. The building’s compact construction also has a positive impact on its energy balance. Due to its minimal outer surface, the cube-shaped building cools less quickly. In addition, the solid concrete floors serve as thermal accumulators, absorbing energy and then gradually releasing it.

In order to ensure sufficient brightness in the atrium’s lower space and adjacent galleries, reflective louvers channel daylight as far inward as the building’s shady north side. On the southern façade, there is a 20-cm, gap between the outer, ‘cold constructed’ glass surface and an insulated firewall, serving to pre-warm air from outside.

me di um Architekten also took great care in selecting suitable materials for the interior décor. The tinted windows transport daylight into the building, creating a sympathetic atmosphere – even on long days of intensive reading, research and study. Glass partitions and impact-noise dampening flooring ensure a quiet environment conducive to concentrated work. The architects chose DLW Fibrebonded Strong flooring from Armstrong particularly for this reason. Its robust durability and easy-cleaning characteristics offered added advantages, considering that over 1,000 students use the building’s facilities daily. The flooring was impregnated with Armstrong Floor Protect, effectively preventing soiling spots from penetrating the fiber. The metered Fibrebonded Strong flooring has a lightly mottled, nearly monotone appearance. The discreet green chosen by the architects perfectly harmonizes with the exposed concrete columns and ceilings. 

The new building of the Central Law Library of Universität Ham-burg has not only been well received and heavily used by law faculty students. Those of other faculties as well as graduated lawyers value the ‘transparent tower of books’ as a pleasant environment for study. In fact, there is a proposal to keep the building open on a 24-hour basis.
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The new ‘tower of books’ of the Central Law Library of Universität Hamburg is illuminated at night in warm shades of yellow and orange.
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The glass façade is composed of panes individually tinted in soft natural tones and other panes that mirror the outer environment. The reflective effect is interrupted with a sandblasted pattern of stripes in varying widths. 
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Set between the pre-existing building and the new ‘cube of books’ is an imposing glass atrium, 5 m wide and 25 m high. Steep staircases, atrium-spanning bridges, little spiral staircases an elevator connect the floors.
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Even on long study days, the tinted windows ensure a friendly atmosphere. DLW Fibrebonded Strong flooring from Armstrong, with its impact noise-dampening characteristics, ensures a quiet environment ideal for concentrated study. Strong’s discreetly mottled, nearly monotone surface is in harmony with the exposed concrete of the columns and ceiling.
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Along with its robust durability, the easy cleaning characteristics of DLW Fibrebonded Strong flooring from Armstrong offered additional advantages.
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