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[bookmark: _Toc226147779]Introduction
This essay examines the Latvian National Library, widely known as Gaismas pils (“Castle of Light”). The building was designed by Latvian-American architect Gunārs Birkerts and completed in 2014 in Riga, Latvia (Vilks, 2014). It stands as one of the most significant cultural infrastructure projects in the Baltic region and is a major example of post-Soviet civic architecture. More than a functional library, it operates as a multi-layered symbol. The structure reflects Latvia’s historical memory, cultural identity, and political transformation following the restoration of independence in 1991 (Barikadopedija.lv, n.d.).
Designed by Birkerts, whose professional career was largely developed in exile in the United States, the building can be understood as both an architectural and personal return to Latvia (Neighborhood.lv, n.d.). The project connects the architect’s biography with the wider national narrative of independence and cultural reconstruction.
This essay will examine the historical development of the project, Birkerts’ architectural philosophy and professional influences (Schwartz, 2015), as well as the political and cultural context of Latvia following the collapse of the Soviet Union (Biblioteka.lv, 2025). It will also analyse the building’s urban context along the Daugava River, its architectural design and material expression, and the symbolic narratives embedded in its form. Through these aspects, the essay seeks to answer the central question: how does the architecture of the Latvian National Library express symbolism, memory, and national identity through form, spatial experience, and material construction?
The analysis draws on architectural criticism, including Architectural Record (Cohn, 2010), ArchDaily, and academic commentary, while also acknowledging that some sources, particularly those associated with the architect or cultural institutions, may present a partially idealised narrative.
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Figure 1  Latvian National Library (Gaismas pils), Riga (2014). Designed by Gunārs Birkerts. (Source: Latvian National Library, n.d.).
[bookmark: _Toc226147780]Gunārs Birkerts: Life in Exile and Professional Formation
Gunārs Birkerts (1925–2017) was born in Riga, Latvia, in 1925, and his life story is closely tied to the political upheavals of the 20th century. During World War II, he was forced to leave Latvia and went into exile in Germany, later emigrating to the United States. This experience had a profound impact on his identity and perception of architecture.
For Birkerts, exile meant not only physical displacement, but also a constant search for a connection with his lost homeland. As Jānis Dripe points out in the book Latvian National Library: Architect Gunārs Birkerts (2015), Birkerts’ works often feature the motif of “return through architecture”, an idea particularly vividly embodied in the Latvian National Library.
During his years in Germany, Gunārs Birkerts graduated from Stuttgart Institute of Technology (Technische Hochschule Stuttgart); however, his career developed mainly in the USA. Soon after, in the early 1950’s, he moved to the United States, and his work experience at Detroit architectural offices and collaborations were particularly important. He worked for Eero Saarinen, collaborating with modernist architects (Michigan Modern, n.d.) such as Robert Venturi and Kevin Roche. He was also a chief designer for Minoru Yamasaki (FX Design, 2013). In this environment, he sought metaphorical and symbolic expression, whilst rooted in the traditions of international and Northern European modernism.
Birkerts’ work reflects a synthesis of Alvar Aalto’s organic materiality and Eero Saarinen’s sculptural monumentality. When asked about these influences, his response to Blueprint was concise: “We are all North Europeans, we have these climatic conditions, we have the same vegetation and all that. I was working with Saarinen. There was something with us in common, otherwise he would not have hired me, probably.” (FX Design, 2014)
Across his career, Birkerts designed around 300 buildings, including approximately 19 libraries. (National Library of Latvia, 2025) This repetition of typology is significant: for Birkerts, the library became a primary architectural problem through which he explored knowledge, light, and spatial experience. As noted in De Gruyter's research, his work consistently integrates symbolic form with technological innovation, positioning him as a key figure in late modernist experimentation (De Gruyter, 2026).
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Figure 2  Architectural works and portrait of G. Birkerts. Top Left: Corning Museum of Glass Extension, 1980; Bottom Left: Federal Reserve Bank, Minneapolis, 1973; Right: Portrait of the architect

[bookmark: _Toc226147781]Context: Location and Urban Setting
The Latvian National Library is located in Riga, Latvia’s capital city, on the left bank of the Daugava River (Neighborhood.lv, n.d.), directly opposite the historic medieval Old Town (Valters un Rapa, n.d.; Latvian National Library (n.d.)). This location is fundamental to its meaning, as it physically and visually serves as a threshold between historical memory and contemporary national identity, connecting the inherited imperial past and the reconstructed present.
During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as Riga expanded as an important Baltic port within the Russian Empire, industrial infrastructure developed along the riverbanks. The left bank, therefore, became associated with industry, transport infrastructure, and working-class neighbourhoods rather than cultural or administrative institutions. This spatial pattern largely continued during the Soviet period and, as a result, the river functioned not only as a geographical boundary but also as a symbolic division between the historic centre of the city and the more utilitarian landscapes of the twentieth century. Therefore, even though connected by several bridges, with the site of the library mere 800 m from the guild hall and the main city square, it would be described as a suburb.
Following the restoration of Latvian independence in 1991, however, the urban role of the left bank began to change significantly. The newly independent state sought to redefine Riga’s urban identity and to create new cultural and governmental institutions that would reflect Latvia’s renewed sovereignty. The library anchors a new cultural district intended to include government and educational buildings. According to Birkerts, the planning approach also aimed to protect Riga’s Old Town from overdevelopment, working in cooperation with UNESCO guidelines for heritage preservation (Cohn, 2010), playing a role in managing urban heritage pressures. Thus, from its conception, the library was not merely a building but part of a strategic urban and political landscape intervention.
The synthesis of these influences is visible in the National Library of Latvia, where modernism merges with symbolism.
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Figure 3 The Latvian National Library in its urban context. Left: Site context within the urban fabric. Right: Elevation view from the Daugava River right bank.






[bookmark: _ao4odc66zu0m][bookmark: _Toc226147782]History: The Long Development of the Latvian National Library
The construction of a purpose-built national library in Latvia was a long and complex process that extended across nearly a century. The need for a dedicated building for the Latvian National Library was first formally expressed in 1928, during the period of Latvia’s first independence following the establishment of the Latvian state in 1918 and the birth of the National Library a year later. At this time, the library’s collections were expanding rapidly, yet the institution lacked a permanent architectural home suitable for preserving books and providing public access to knowledge.
Instead, for nearly one hundred years, the library had to adapt to a wide variety of unsuitable buildings (a total of 38 addresses), never designed for library use. These included basements, adapted residential houses, factory hangars and old bank buildings. Such improvised spaces created significant challenges for both the preservation of the library collection and the functioning of the institution as a public cultural centre.
The situation became even more complicated after the Soviet occupation of Latvia in 1940 and the subsequent incorporation of the country into the Soviet Union. Cultural institutions such as the national library continued to operate, but their development was limited by centralised planning structures and shifting political priorities.
The first significant attempt to address this issue occurred in 1966, when a possible site for a future national library building was officially announced. However, despite initial planning discussions, the project did not progress beyond the early stages. The absence of a purpose-built library, therefore, reflected not only architectural shortcomings but also broader political and economic instability in the region.
A decisive turning point occurred in the late 1980s during the political transformation that preceded the collapse of the Soviet Union. In 1988, during the period of political reform and national awakening known in Latvia as the Atmoda (Awakening), the idea of building a national library re-emerged. At this time, cultural institutions became increasingly important symbols of national identity and intellectual independence. A design competition for the new library building was therefore organised, representing not only an architectural project but also a broader cultural and political statement about Latvia’s future.
In January 1989, the public was introduced to the first conceptual sketches for the building designed by Latvian-born architect Gunārs Birkerts. His proposal, which later became known as the “Castle of Light” (Gaismas pils), immediately distinguished itself through its strong symbolic architectural language. Inspired by Latvian folklore and particularly the mythological image of a glass mountain, the design presented architecture as a metaphor for the nation’s historical struggle and cultural revival.
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Figure 4  Early site and conceptual development. Left: Early surveyor location for the future National Library. Right: Original sketches of the Gaismas pils by Gunārs Birkerts.
As David Cohn notes in Architectural Record, Gunārs Birkerts won the international design competition in 1991, the same year Latvia regained independence from the Soviet Union (Cohn, 2010). This temporal coincidence is critical: the library is not simply post-Soviet architecture, but architecture of independence itself.
Nevertheless, the realisation of the building proved extremely difficult. The newly independent state faced severe economic challenges, and debates over public expenditure repeatedly delayed construction.
As a result, although the architectural concept was developed in the early 1990s, the building itself was not completed until 2014. The construction process, therefore, lasted more than two decades. This unusually long development period reflects the broader political and economic transformation of Latvia after independence. The library’s construction became intertwined with debates about national priorities, cultural investment, and the symbolic role of architecture in representing the state.
Despite the long delay of construction, the conceptual integrity of the design remained largely unchanged. Birkerts himself stated that although the building underwent internal modifications, “the shell has not changed” (Cohn, 2010). This continuity is architecturally significant: it suggests that the symbolic framework of the building was strong enough to survive changing political as well as economic conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc226147783]Architectural Symbolism: The Glass Mountain and the Castle of Light
Symbolism is the central conceptual driver of the Latvian National Library. The building's visual story is based on a Latvian folk tale about a glass mountain that heroes must climb to rescue a captive princess. Birkerts explicitly translated this narrative into architectural form.
As Birkerts explained, the folktale is universally known in Latvia and metaphorically represents the country’s political struggle to break free from Soviet occupation (Cohn, 2010). The architecture, therefore, plays the role of a national allegory, where spatial form encodes historical memory. The library’s sloping, asymmetrical massing reflects the idea of ascent, struggle, and transformation. Large glass surfaces and reflective materials reinforce themes of fragility and transparency.
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Figure 5  The Library stands in stark contrast to the urban architectural relics in the foreground
[bookmark: _Toc226147784]Materiality, light and Structural Expression
The building combines reinforced concrete, steel, and glass in a deliberately expressive composition. It seems like each material carries symbolic weight - concrete representing permanence and historical grounding, steel enabling the dynamic structural geometry of the sloping form, while glass introduces transparency and fragility, reinforcing the metaphor of openness and knowledge.
Internally, warmer materials such as wood are used to humanise the scale of the vast interior spaces. This contrast between monumental exterior and tactile interior creates a layered architectural experience.
Light plays a critical role in shaping perception. It filters through glass and structural elements, constantly changing throughout the day. FX Design describes this as a dynamic environment where light and structure interact to produce shifting atmospheres (FX Design, 2013).
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Figure 6  Interior of the Library (Notice the bookshelves on the left)
[bookmark: _Toc226147785]Spatial Experience and Phenomenology
The interior of the library is organised around a vast central atrium that extends vertically through the building. This space functions as both a structural and symbolic core (De Gruyter, 2026).
In the phenomenological theory of architecture, developed by thinkers such as Christian Norberg-Schulz and Juhani Pallasmaa, the idea of ​​architecture as an art of experience is essential. Architecture is not just an object, but a spatial situation in which a person perceives, feels and interprets the environment. In the case of the National Library of Latvia, this experience is carefully constructed.
Upon entering the building, the visitor finds themself in a space that initially seems relatively closed and even somewhat heavy. This spatial compression creates a contrast with the further experience - a gradual opening and expansion of the space. This creates a dramatic experiential shift that mirrors intellectual discovery.
The central atrium becomes the main phenomenological space, where light, movement and the vertical dimension converge. Here, the user experiences the space as a dynamic and changing environment. The light that flows through the glass structures is constantly changing, creating different atmospheric states. This change reinforces the awareness of time and presence, which is an essential part of the phenomenological experience.
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Figure 7 Top: The main entrance foyer. Bottom: The "zigzag" arrangement of the internal stairways.

[bookmark: _g199h9ruc5ga][bookmark: _Toc226147786]Semiotics: The Library as a System of Signs
From a semiotic perspective, the National Library of Latvia functions as a system of symbols. Its form, materials, and spatial organisation form a set of signs that are interpreted in a cultural context. The shape of the Glass Hill is a signifier that refers to Latvian folklore, while the concept of the “Castle of Light” functions as a signified—the idea of ​​knowledge being regained after a period of darkness. This symbolic structure is reinforced by the building’s location in the urban environment.
The experience of ascending through the building also reinforces symbolic meaning. Movement upward becomes a metaphor for knowledge acquisition and enlightenment, comparing physical movement with intellectual progression.
However, these meanings are not fixed. They depend on cultural interpretation and individual experience. For Latvian users, the symbolism may evoke national identity and historical memory; for international visitors, it may function as an abstract architectural gesture.
The building, therefore, operates as an open semiotic system, capable of generating multiple readings.
Phenomenological and semiotic analysis also reveals that Birkerts’ architecture operates on the border between the material and the immaterial. 
This duality is particularly significant in the Latvian context, where architecture often serves as a means of articulating historical experience. The National Library of Latvia, in this sense, becomes a spatial narrative that tells the story of occupation, the restoration of independence, and hopes for the future
In addition, the spatial structure of the building also facilitates social interaction. Public spaces, reading rooms, and shared areas create an environment in which people can meet, discuss, and share ideas. This social dimension complements the phenomenological experience, making the library a living public space.
Analysing the building within this theoretical framework, it becomes clear that the National Library of Latvia is not just an architectural object, but a complex cultural artefact. It simultaneously functions as a space, a symbol, and an experience that influences both individual and collective consciousness.
[bookmark: _dgw0vm7jqfhs][bookmark: _Toc226147787]Critical Evaluation
While the Latvian National Library is widely celebrated as a national symbol, it also raises critical questions about the role of symbolic architecture in contemporary society.
One critique is that its strong metaphorical form risks prioritising symbolism over everyday functionality. Large-scale civic buildings must balance expressive identity with practical usability, and this tension is evident in the library’s monumental spatial organisation.
Another issue concerns urban integration. While visually powerful, the building’s scale and form can appear detached from the surrounding urban fabric, functioning more as an icon than as an integrated public space.
However, these critiques must be balanced against their cultural significance. The building successfully embodies a national narrative at a moment of historical transition, which may justify its expressive architectural language.


[bookmark: _z4bhvqai4ahx][bookmark: _Toc226147788]Conclusion
The Latvian National Library by Gunārs Birkerts is a highly symbolic architectural work that embodies the intersection of memory, identity, and transformation (Birkerts and Schwartz, 2009). Through its form, spatial organisation, materiality, and urban positioning, it constructs a powerful narrative of national renewal.
The building’s symbolism is not decorative but structural: it is embedded in the architecture itself. The symbolism speaks on multiple levels: mythological, political, spatial and material. The glass mountain metaphor, the manipulation of light, and the spatial journey through the building all contribute to a unified narrative experience.
Ultimately, the library functions as both a cultural institution and a national monument. It reflects not only Birkerts’ architectural philosophy but also Latvia’s broader historical trajectory from occupation to independence.
The persistence of the design also reinforces its symbolic role as a national project rather than a purely functional building. It becomes a fixed ideological image of Latvia’s independence journey.
In this sense, the building is not only a container for books but a spatial articulation of collective memory and cultural aspiration.
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