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“I
t looks like a discotheque,” 
said an elderly man stand-
ing next to me, wrinkling 
his nose. But the throng of 

tourists around us, excited to be at the 
United Kingdom’s biggest tourist draw 
outside London, didn’t care. They were 
going selfie-crazy in their pursuit of the 
perfect picture in front of the new Li-
brary of Birmingham. Standing back for 
a better view, I was forced to admit that 
the man was right. It did indeed look like 
a spangled discotheque. Or a “cuboid 
hive”, as one critic called it. 

Had the gentleman hung around, I 
would have told him not to judge the 
library, which opened in September 
2013, by the glitz and glamour of its 
facade. Inside, the ten-floor library is 
packed to the rafters with a million 

books. About 43,000 of these are in the 
mock-Tudor Shakespeare Memorial 
Room, which includes rare, valuable 
copies of the first, second, third, and 
fourth folio editions of the Bard’s works. 
Scattered through the stacks are 3,000 
comfy seats to sink into while reading. 
And to ensure that the young people of 
England’s youngest city wander in too, 
there are 200 computers. The building 
also has an art gallery, theatres, and a 
string of music rooms. Plus, it has two 
garden terraces on the third and seventh 
floors for those who want to commune 
with nature while imbibing knowledge. 
And access to everything is free. 

Built at a cost of £189 million, when 
many similar institutions around 
the world are shutting down, the 
library is the city’s new beating heart. 

Open Book
IN THE DIGITAL AGE, A MODERN LIBRARY EMBRACES CHANGE | BY SHREYA SEN HANDLEY

Birmingham, England
The Library of Birmingham is the 10th 
most popular tourist site in the United 

Kingdom. It received 2.4 million 
visitors in 2014.
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Appropriately, it was inaugurated by 
Malala Yousafzai, Birmingham’s famous 
new resident, who once compared a 
town without a library to a graveyard.

Architect Francine Houben describes her design for the Library of Birmingham as an ode to the circle. Its aesthetic is meant to reflect the city’s 
industrial past and its prominence in the jewel trade.


