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José Vasconcelos Library
Alberto Kalach

Mexico DF, Mexico

Project Year: 2004-2006
Project Area: 38,091 sq.m (410,008 sq.feet)
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Competition Team: Alberto Kalach, Gustavo Lip-
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Ortiz, Roland Oberhofer, Paola Acevedo, Alejandro 
Castañeda

Botanical Garden: José Ma. Buendía, Carlos Muril-
lo, Teobaldo Eguiluz, Jardín Botánico UNAM

Structural Engineering: Martínez Romero – EMR-
SA

Structural Design: Enrique Arriaga

Interior Design: Adriana León – TAX
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In 2003, Mexico held its fi rst international contem-
porary architecture competition. Out of the 592 ar-
chitects that participated, this proposal progressed 
through several stages of juries and reviews without 
undergoing any signifi cant transformation from the 
original concept. 

    “The winning team reaffi rmed what it had submit-
ted in the fi rst stage of the competition: a linear build-
ing unfolding parallel to the rail lines that depart from 
Buenavista station, with a symmetrical section that 
favors the central botanical garden space and the ap-
parent solidity of the slightly inclined facades.” 1

This birth of this building follows Kalach’s fundamen-
tal design principle, which consists of repeated lines 
that give shape to a spatial idea which allows the 
penetration of light. 2 Instead of following the recent 
trends in lightness and transparency, this three-bayed 
mega-library boasts a heaviness and sense of rigidity. 
This is contrasted by the fact that through signifi cant 
natural lighting, a great sense of openness and con-
nection to the exterior can easily be attained. Seeing 
as the botanical garden is the big, central idea of the 
project, an intimate relationship exists between the 
library and the natural world.

    “The plan of the building is the map of the library, 
the support of a cartography of knowledge which, like 
the great projects of the Enlightenment, refl ects an 
encyclopedic desire to understand and to order both 

Project Scope

Outlining project goals and concepts

container and content” that “desire to see it all, to con-
tain it all, goes back as far as the Garden of Eden and 
Noah’s ark. It is not by chance that the garden and the 
ark are the two recurring Biblical references in every 
bibliographical mention of the new construction.” 1 

Kalach’s design was driven by four fundamental con-
siderations:

Mexico City is one of the largest, most polluted, 1. 
and aggressive urban environments on the planet. 
The planning of public-funded buildings should 
address this in the expansion of car-free open 
spaces and greenery.

The library will be placed in an arid urban context 2. 
and should generate civil and ecological regenera-
tion.

The library itself is an attempt to culminate the 3. 
sum of human knowledge and culture. The botani-
cal garden hosts a collection of indigenous plants 
that serves as a living vessel for knowledge.

Allow the citizens an opportunity of in direct con-4. 
tact with the garden, combining intellectual and 
sensory experience.

The signifi cance of the botanical garden is addressed 
in every part of the building as it not only provides 
shading and atmosphere, but also a buffer between 
the building and the dense urban context. Users can 
wander freely about the garden and re-establish their 
coexistence with mother nature’s library.

      

       “The idea consists of creating an ark, a carrier 
of human knowledge, immersed in a lush botani-
cal garden. 1

photo by Yoshihiro Koitani



4.4

Site Context
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The Biblioteca Vasconcelos will serve as the central node 

of a national network of public libraries, located between 

two other metropolitan nodes: that of transport, once the 

Buenavista train station has been recovered as a future 

hub, and that of electricity, with the existing substation. To-

gether they will transform the area into a central pole of 

the metropolis, aimed at the regeneration of the damaged 

urban fabric of the Colonia Guerrero and the explosion of 

information flowing out to the four corners of Mexico. The 

botanical garden is a key element in addressing contextual 

response, as the garden attempts to re-create what was 

once there before human development: a lush conglomer-

ate of trees and shrubs to replace the derelict urban wound 

that now houses the library. The library was strategically 

placed near multiple nodes of public transportation to max-

imize physical presence among the citizens. 1
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The great scale of the complex, however, transforms 
the library into an important element in articulating the 
areas of Insurgentes Norte, the Buenavista train sta-
tion –abandoned, but on its way to recovery—, and the 
Colonia Guerrero, in a zone that has lost its centrality 
in the city for many years now.
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Botanical Garden
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ecological lines and organized thematically, giving favor to 

species native to the Mexico valley. The botanical garden, 

just like the books and computers inside the library is a 

source of knowledge and acts to educate the visitors of the 

library. There are over 60,000 specimens of 168 species 

of trees, shrubs and herbaceous plants with over 26,000 

square meters of garden area, including ponds and streams. 

Each plant is identified and arranged in a harmonious bal-

ance strongly based on type (trees, fruit trees, shrubs, etc).  

While the garden boasts a stunning collection, the foliage 

continues its natural path and moves skyward, as the roofs 

of the building are also covered in vegetation and serve to 

insulate and protect the buildings below.” 1

“This Project seeks to embody a unique landscape in the 

Mexico valley, in order to make known, propagate, and re-

cover the wealth of flora in the area, be a monument to en-

vironmental preservation, and to create an environmental 

context for the best possible functioning of the building. 

The design team’s vision was to create an extensive ar-

rangement of flora that would be interfaced with the library’s 

collection, stimulating both knowledge of and contact with 

nature. The garden structure is based off geographical and 
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Entering the Space
The library addresses the street corner with a respect-

able amount of foliage and with the underground park-

ing entrance. The cavernous mass that stretches out 

is a stepped public space that serves well as a sunny, 

but semi-private space. The public entrance is set yet 

further back beneath more urban foliage. The expan-

sive plaza to the west is that of the Buenavista Station, 

currently being remodeled. 

EDUCAL Library
Auditorium
Administrative Offi ces

Main Entrance

Parking Entrance
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The functioning of the library as a library starts from a clear 

division of space. the building consists of three levels 

above the ground floor and the underground parking. Hori-

zontally the nave is divided into three parts by two service 

cores that coincide with the constructive joints, resulting in 

six sections which, added to those at the head of the struc-

ture, generate the ten principal areas demanded by the li-

brary science program. The areas for Consultation, Digital 

Consultation, and Users’ Centers, with special equipment, 

orbit around the two service cores, where the controlled 

entrances and the main information counters are located 

on platforms above the cloak room. This zonal division of 

the building is determined by its very structure, and per-

mits the differentiated and yet interrelated functioning of its 

parts. The stacks and the reading rooms work in the same 

way. The ground floor opens up as a processional space: 

it begins with a great lobby and unfolds beneath the levels 

of the library. It constitutes a level of interchange between 

the controlled areas of the library and those with free ac-

cess, and is flanked by the general, cultural, and special 

services of the complex, including a museum, gallery, gift 

shop, post office, and an e-Mexico cell as well as meet-

ing rooms and administrative offices. The interior street end 

at the 500-seat auditorium and the informal reading area, 

which communicates with an open-air forum, the garden, 

greenhouse, and cafeteria.1

Lower Elevators                 Emergency Stairs
                      Full Elevators                       Access to Yard                                                      

N
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The Stacks

BOOK TRANSPORT LIFTS

E L E V AT O R S

EMERGENCY STAIRS

SELF-CHECKOUT STATIONS

PRIMARY FLOORS SECONDARY FLOORS BOOK STACKSMAIN STAIRS
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0 0 0  G e n e r a l

100 Philosophy

2 0 0  R e l i g i o n

300 Social Sciences

4 0 0  L a n g u a g e s

500 Pure Science

600 Applied Sciences

7 0 0  F i n e  A r t s

8 0 0  L i t e r a t u r e

900 Geography & History

Reference Desk

Chi ld Col lect ion

Brai l le Col lect ion

International Collection

P e r i o d i c a l s

N

The interior street is the interface between the city 

and the library. It is where the visitors come together, 

whether they have entered from the entrance plaza, 

from the renovated Buenavista train station and sur-

rounding neighborhood -by way of a perpendicular 

interior street-, or from the parking levels, by the main 

elevators. The main interior street, which follows the 

longitudinal axis of the building, has two raised plat-

forms located at the meeting if its three parts, by way 

of which users enter the controlled areas of the library 

through security arches. The platforms are reached by 

the stairways or small elevators for wheelchairs, The el-

evators follow two routes: one going up from the park-

ing area to street level, and another, independent of 

the first, which serves all the levels both main and sec-

ondary, of the library. Beyond the security check are 

the information modules and panels, and immediately 

thereafter the consultation and digital consultation ar-

eas, as well as areas for users with special needs. This 

distribution exists on either side of the platforms, and 

from these areas the six main sections of the library 

can be accessed. The same arrangement is repeated 

on every level.1
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Structural Grid



 4.13

The structure consists basically of a series of rigid concrete 

macro-frames which sustain the floor slabs and the three 

levels of reading rooms. The slabs have a double-shell grid 

structure with polystyrene insulation. This unitary structure 

can be adapted to various purposes: library, parking, ser-

vice departments. The shelving is an independent struc-

ture, suspended from the top of the rigid frames by means 

of a system of secondary beams and steel tensors. This 

reduces the possible effect of horizontal seismic motion on 

the structure, which would be considerable aggravated by 

the weight of the books. The pressure is absorbed by a sys-

tem of buffers located on all three levels where the shelving 

is connected to the main structure. The sawtooth roof, with 

its northward orientation, provides the space with uniform 

lighting. 1
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Building Services 
and Systems

N
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The book stacks correspond to the simplicity of the build-

ing’s skeletal structure. They run along both sides of the 

main spinal column, with elevators located in the circula-

tion towers. The control center of the data and intercom 

systems is located on the lower level in the center of the 

building, from where all of the networks can be distributed 

to the rest of the building with maximum efficiency. All of the 

building systems are centralized. The air conditioning runs 

along the top of the three upper levels, exposed to sight. 

Due to efficient natural ventilation, operation of the air con-

ditioning is limited to a minimum. The climatic regulation 

provided by the botanical garden mitigates the urban heat 

island effect. The system of blinds is controlled by a cen-

tralized computer system. Special emphasis is placed on 

the water collection, recirculation, and sprinkling systems 

for the care of the garden. 1
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