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Ceuta Public Library
Ceuta, Spain

I.   Introduction 

  The project involved the construction of a public library for the city of Ceuta in Spain. Ceuta’s location in 
North Africa makes it an important connection between Morocco and mainland Spain, and its population is 
therefore very diverse. 

  The brief was to incorporate important archaeological remains from an Arab settlement found on the site 
into the design. These comprise two streets from the 14th-century Marinid city and the remains of the houses 
along them. 

  The scheme makes the archaeological site into a key feature of the building. The library draws its inspiration 
from Islamic architectural tradition, using perforated panels to screen the light. It has become an important 
cultural facility, well used by residents of all ages and very popular for the quality of the space it provides. 

II.   Contextual Information 

A.  Brief historical background

  Excavations in the 1990s revealed important 14th-century archaeological remains on a site earmarked for 
development. The city archaeologist and the director of culture in Ceuta successfully lobbied for the site to 
be put to cultural use, and it was decided that it should be used to house a city library. A national competition 
was organised by the Spanish Ministry of Culture and the scheme by Paredes Pedrosa Arquitectos was 
selected as the winner, to a large extent because it made a feature of the archaeological site rather than seeing 
it as a constraint. 

B.   Local architectural character

  A mix of typical European-style apartment buildings from the 19th to the 21st centuries, much of the architecture 
of Ceuta is indistinguishable from the architecture of most other small- and medium-sized towns and cities in 
Europe. Building restrictions mean that buildings are less than six storeys high.

	 	 Impressive	medieval	fortifications	still	survive,	and	these	are	of	solid	rubble	construction	with	battered	walls	
and thick buttresses. In many respects, the treatment of the ground storey of the Library is in a similar spirit 
to	the	medieval	fortifications,	and	its	beige	rough-concrete	base	somehow	echoes	their	texture,	colour	and	
form. 

C.   Climatic condition

  A typical southern Mediterranean climate leads to a landscape that is neither dry nor very verdant. One 
striking feature is the blinding glare of the sun, even in the period between winter and spring. 
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D.   Immediate surroundings of the site

  The site covers an area of ground that rises sharply from the front (northern) side of the site to its back 
(southern side), leading to a steep side street forming the building boundary on its eastern side, and a steep 
ramp and a staircase to the west. The different in gradient between the northern facade of the building and its 
southern façade is 8.40 metres.

  There are two entrances: the main one on the northern facade; and a subsidiary entrance for direct access to 
the archaeological display and the children’s area from the southern side of the building. 

  There are no open areas pertaining to the Library, however, immediately to its east is a small, hilly, open area 
planted with a few olive trees and other plants and shrubs. Overlooking the Library from the southwest is a 
fenced-off military area with palm trees and shrubs.

III.  Programme 

A.  History of the inception of the project 

	 	 The	 site,	 known	as	Huerta	Rufino,	was	originally	one	 that	 the	municipality	of	Ceuta	had	 earmarked	 for	
residential development. It was known that the area was one with archaeological value but it was originally 
assumed that any remains to be found in this part of Ceuta would be related to a necropolis. It was a surprise, 
therefore, when archaeological work in the mid-1990s revealed remains of a Muslim urban settlement, 
comprising two parallel streets and the remains of the houses along them. Although the houses are not large, 
they were evidently built by wealthy families and were richly ornamented. Wall paintings with elaborate 
Andalusian	designs,	carved	marble	sockets	for	the	door	hinges,	and	decorative	floor	tiles	still	survive	and	
shed light on the status of the inhabitants. The archaeologist who excavated the site is of the opinion that 
much of it was built in the 14th century by Muslim families retreating from Spain as “short- to medium-term” 
accommodation. Economic pressure created by these recent migrants put a strain on the city’s resources, 
and the new arrivals were encouraged to think of Ceuta only as a temporary base. Some immigrants are 
known	 to	 have	 stopped	 briefly,	while	 others	 settled.	However,	 a	 Portuguese	 invasion	 in	 1415	 drove	 the	
remaining Muslims away, leading them to abandon these homes. The houses themselves show some features 
characteristic of Islamic cities: namely bent entrances and courtyards. The city itself, however, dispels the 
view that Muslim urban settlements were always labyrinthine; the streets here are orthogonal, probably 
because this was a settlement that was built rapidly. 

	 	 Once	the	value	of	this	archaeological	site	had	been	recognised	following	excavation	in	1995,	pressure	was	
put on the municipality to abandon the idea of building housing, and instead to integrate the archaeological 
remains into a new cultural institution. Concerted efforts on the part of the Executive Councillor for Culture 
on Ceuta City Council and the site archaeologist convinced the municipality of the validity of this approach, 
and it is from here that the project started as a library building that would incorporate the archaeological 
remains of Marinid Ceuta. 

  Subsequently, the library project was initiated in 2007 through a public competition held by the state.
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B.  How were the architects and specialists chosen? 

  A government-run architectural competition was held in 2007, and Paredes Pedrosa’s entry was selected as 
the	winner	from	over	15	submissions	from	architecture	firms	based	in	different	areas	of	Spain.	Despite	the	
proximity	of	Ceuta	to	Andalusia,	there	weren’t	many	submissions	from	firms	based	in	that	region.	Ceuta	is	
perceived as different and distinct (and it was this quality that made it appealing to Paredes and Pedrosa). 

  For their own site architect, Paredes and Pedrosa found a local Ceuta-based architect to oversee the work. 
Their	own	office	is	located	in	Madrid,	and	their	team	is	small	(seven	people).	Finding	somebody	with	good	
local knowledge was important to them, and they supplemented this with over 100 site visits during the 
course of the project.

C.  General programme objectives 

  The general programme objectives were related to the provision of all functions for a city public library. As 
well as space for the collection itself, work and group space was essential as was a place for periodicals, 
a	multi-purpose	 event	 space,	 a	 book-storage	 area,	 a	 conservation	 area,	 an	 office	 space,	 and	 a	 space	 for	
children and for teenagers. In terms of a programme, therefore, it was not an unusual list for a library and 
spatial	requirements	were	very	clearly	specified.	The	main	twist	to	the	project	was	the	incorporation	of	the	
archaeological remains found on the site as an integral part of it, and to design a library that would respect 
and enhance its remarkable historic context. One major requirement was that the archaeological site would 
be incorporated into the building to ensure its preservation. 

	 	 According	to	the	architects,	the	use	programme	itself	was	not	particularly	difficult	to	achieve.	The	complexity	
came from the need to make the archaeological area an integral part of the building.

D.   Functional requirements 

  The architect’s brief was a very clear one: to design a building that would provide all of the functions 
required for a modern city library in a city of 100’000 people. In addition to books and periodicals, it was to 
comprise	a	library	of	films	and	a	music	space	where	school	groups	could	undertake	group	activities	as	part	
of an educational visit, and a space to accommodate, talks, recitals, art exhibitions and a host of other events. 

IV.  Description 

A.  Building data 

  Building regulations stipulated that the building not exceed six storeys high. The site covers approximately 
1’050	square	metres	of	land,	and	floor	space	within	the	building	is	6’759	square	metres.	

B.  Evolution of design concepts

  One of the main design principles was that the library was to look like a public building – in other words 
to be immediately recognisable as a public building by members of the public who stumbled across it. The 
architectural programme needed to be simple and easy to understand, and the architects were keen that 
casual	users	of	the	building	would	find	it	user-friendly	and	easy	to	navigate.	One	element	they	mentioned,	
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for	example,	is	that	they	provided	toilets	in	the	same	place	on	every	floor,	specifically	for	ease	of	access	and	
legibility. 

  The architects also wanted it to look and feel simple, peaceful and tranquil – for it to provide an appropriately 
meditative place to read and work. 

	 	 In	most	 traditional	 libraries,	 the	 book	 storage	 area	 is	 located	 in	 the	 basement,	 or	 even	 the	 ground	floor,	
primarily because of the weight of the books. In this case, however, it was clear from the outset that the book 
store would need to be located at the top of the building, given the presence of the archaeological remains. 
Although not ideal, it was accepted as a constraint that would shape the building’s spatial distribution. 

  The views to and from the building were very important: located on an undulating site which slopes upwards 
quite dramatically, the site offers views of the sea, especially to the north towards mainland Spain and 
Gibraltar. One of the early stages in the process was for the architects to draw view-points. They wanted to 
identify good views of the sea and the city, and to make sure that these became an important component of 
the design. The design “cuts the veil” with these voids that overlook the surrounding city. 

  The hilly topography of the site was an important element in shaping the design concept, and the architects 
chose to highlight this topography by using it to articulate the exterior form of the building.

	 	 Discussions	 between	 the	 architects	 and	 the	 archaeologist	 were	 extensive,	 especially	 over	 the	 interface	
between the structural elements of the building and the archaeological remains. The initial design was to use 
a larger number of very thin columns – a bit like pins. The archaeologist felt that having a small number of 
thicker columns located in unimportant areas of the site was preferable, and his wishes were respected. The 
discussions enabled the architects to identify where columns could be used to support the library structure, 
and it was found that there were three points within the archaeological site itself where the historic layers 
had disappeared and where, therefore, it would be acceptable to penetrate the ground. To ensure minimal 
disruption with the site, these columns were constructed on micro-piles.

	 	 The	challenge	was	to	find	a	balance	between	the	archaeological	site	and	the	modern	interventions	required	
to construct the Library. The architects point out that the ground covered by the archaeological site did not 
require an overly large span in terms of construction technology, but that, nonetheless, it was a sensitive 
relationship and they had to make sure that it they could respond to it well. They noted that the sense of the 
design changed for the better when they changed the column design. The current columns are described by 
Ignacio Pedrosa as being “like walls” – a bit like the structure of the historic houses themselves. Pedrosa 
noted the appropriateness of this visual relationship between the historic site and the modern structural 
elements. 

  The archaeologist’s original vision was for the ruins of the houses that he had discovered to be reconstructed. 
The architects were in favour of conservation and cleaning the site but leaving the ruins to speak for 
themselves, and instead to use interpretive aids such as a site model to show what the original settlement 
may have looked like. Thus, a viewing gallery was created to enable the site to be appreciated by visitors by 
seeing it from a high point, thereby effectively seeing the site “in plan”. A model was created to act as a visual 
aid towards understanding the archaeological site. 

  The archaeologist’s desire was for the building to have a separate entrance for groups of visitors who were 
only interested in seeing the site (for example groups of tourists or school groups) and this necessitated 
creating an entrance around the back of the building where the street level is much higher.
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  The building consists of many different components and the architects wanted to give it a sense of uniformity, 
to cover it all with one unifying surface. They developed the idea of a “veil” (a perforated screen) in order to 
link	it	all	together.	This	also	had	the	advantage	of	screening	the	interior	of	the	building	and	creating	a	filter	
from the sunlight which is remarkably glaring and blinding. It proved to be a good way to hide utilitarian 
functions such as the ducts, all the more important given that the undulating topography of the site meant that 
building is very visible and effectively has no “back”. It also meant that the building reads very differently 
at night, as it becomes partially transparent.

	 	 Because	this	is	a	state-owned	and	financed	building,	once	the	design	had	been	approved	the	architects	had	to	
stick	with	it.	This	ruled	out	the	possibility	of	making	significant	changes	during	the	construction	phase.	

  Response to physical constraints 

  The building responds well to the physical constraints, namely a sharp difference in ground level between its 
front (north) and its back (south) elevation. As a result of its change in gradient, its main entrance is located 
on the ground level of the library whereas its second entrance (for visitors to the archaeological site and 
exhibition) is at the mezzanine level. In terms of architectural articulation, the design makes a feature of this 
change in level and uses it to its best advantage. 

  Response to user requirements 

	 	 As	 the	 requirements	were	 very	 clearly	 defined,	 the	 architects	 did	 not	 have	much	 trouble	 developing	 an	
architectural response.

  The building has been designed to be easy to maintain. A gallery between the concrete structure and the 
aluminium veil allows cleaning. The aluminium pieces themselves are screwed on and can be removed or 
replaced easily. The aluminium is specially treated to make it resistant to salt and wind. (The wind is very 
strong in Ceuta). 

  Level -1   371,10 m2   Basement, dressing rooms and storage. 
  Level 0   434,30 m2		 	 Main	entrance	and	auditorium.	Huerta	Rufino	Archaeological	Centre.
	 	 Level	1		 	 597,50	m2   Newspaper area. Visitor centre and access to archaeological site. 
	 	 Level	2		 	 620,50	m2   Children’s area (0-12 years), activity rooms. Entrance to visitor centre.
  Level 3   949,00 m2   General book display, reading area, study rooms and work rooms.
	 	 Level	4		 	 957,40	m2   General book display and reading area. Video and audio area.
	 	 Level	5		 	 586,00	m2   Teen area (13-18 years) Study rooms, multimedia and work rooms.
	 	 Level	6		 	 901,50	m2		 	 Director,	administration	area.	Book	depots.	Technical	and	document	area.	
	 	 Level	7		 	 607,70	m2   Terrace, outdoor reading area. Technical area.
  Level 8   133,00 m2   Technical area.

  Purely formal aspects 

  This is a very simple building, with clean lines and no visual clutter, and interesting, dynamic massing. While 
there aren’t decorative features as such, there is attention put into the details. For example, the hanging light 
fixtures	(each	with	three	lights)	have	been	designed	to	recall	the	superimposition	of	the	two	street	patterns	of	
Ceuta: the street pattern of the remains of the 14th-century city that forms the centrepiece of the Library, and 
the street pattern of the modern city. The roof plates on the atrium above the archaeological area also recall 
this relationship.
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  Landscaping 

  There is no landscaping to speak of. A simple paved area precedes the main entrance to the building acting as 
a gathering/waiting space used to linger/chat by people entering or leaving the building and taking a break. 

C.  Structure, materials, technology 

  The structure is of reinforced concrete with a perforated aluminium covering (the veil). 

  As all material had to come by ferry, it all needed to be simple and small in size. The modular nature of the 
aluminium veil was therefore ideal. 

  Materials
  
	 	 •	 Structural	members:		 	 	 Reinforced	concrete	
	 	 •	 Infill	materials:			 	 	 	 Aluminium	
	 	 •	 Renderings	and	finishes:			 Whitewash,	aluminium,	slate	floors	in	some	of	the	public	areas,	linoleum.

  Construction technology

	 	 •	 Reinforced	concrete	
  One of the challenges in constructing this building was erecting the scaffolding above the archaeological 

site which needed to be done with great sensitivity and care, in order not to damage the archaeological 
remains. 

  Building services, site utilities

  The site utilities include storage areas, some of which are cleverly concealed. For example, a chair storage 
area is located behind the multi-purpose space. The air-conditioning units are located on the room and also 
concealed. 

D.  Origin of

  Materials

  Initially the architects were keen to use building materials from Morocco but found that customs duties made 
what were actually low-cost materials too expensive. In the end they found that it was cheaper to important 
building materials from Portugal, which is where all the aluminium for the “veil” came from. It was designed 
in	their	office	and	manufactured	for	them,	but	was	easy	to	make	and	can	be	replicated	easily	in	the	future.	
The panels on the north and south facades of the building have different sized holes. The holes are larger on 
the south side. 

  The Cemex cement comes from Mexico. The right sand plus white cement gives the concrete a warm colour, 
making it resemble local stone. 

  Much of the other building material came by ferry from mainland Spain.
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  Labour force

  The labour force is mixed. Some of it was local, some from Andalusia, some from Morocco and some from 
Portugal. A site architect from Ceuta was recruited to oversee the construction of the project. 

  The architects note the carpenters for the concrete were particularly skilled and were able to deliver exactly 
what they wanted. 

V.   Construction Schedule and Costs 

A.   History of project design and implementation

  Commission:       September 2007
	 	 Design:		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 October	2007	–	May	2008
  Construction:       February 2010 – April 2013
	 	 Occupancy:			 	 	 	 	 	 December	2013
  Exhibition Area Opening:   November 2014 

B.   Total costs and main sources of financing 

  8’800’000 million EUR, provided by the state

C.   Comparative costs 

  Not Applicable

D.   Qualitative analysis of costs 

  1’300 EUR per m2

E.  Maintenance costs 

  Building maintenance cost in 2014:

  Mechanical cost:             22’834 EUR
	 	 Cleaning:		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 		 	 	 26’400	EUR
	 	 Security:		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 		 	 	 	3’516	EUR
	 	 Light,	energy,	water,	air	conditioning	and	telecommunications:		 45’206	EUR
                   (31’000 EUR of which is for energy) 

	 	 Total	maintenance	cost:		 	 	 	 	 	 		 	 	 97’956	EUR
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F.  Ongoing costs and “life performance” of building 

  The building has been designed to be easy to maintain. A gallery between the concrete structure and the 
aluminium veil allows cleaning. The aluminium pieces themselves are screwed on and can be removed or 
replaced easily. The aluminium is specially treated to make it resistant to salt and wind. (The wind is very 
strong in Ceuta). 

VI.  Technical Assessment 

A.  Functional assessment 

  The building functions very well and both the management and the users appear to be very happy with its 
design and performance. The Library is a busy place: apart from being well-frequented by researchers, 
readers, and people studying or working on their own personal projects, it hosts a wide range of cultural 
activities which are public and free. 

B.   Climatic performance 

  The pierced aluminium panels covering most of the building work very effectively as they screen the light 
without obstructing the view. The Library is a well-lit space with great views towards the city and the sea 
beyond it. There is an air-conditioning system in most of the building except at the level of the archaeological 
site. As the temperatures are moderate all year round, it was felt that the archaeological site did not really 
need air-conditioning, and, as the budget wasn’t particularly high for the scale of the project, it was felt 
that it would be a good cost-saving decision. The cavity between the metal veil and the rest of the structure 
presumably helps insulate the building. 

D.  Response to treatment of water and rainfall

	 	 Channels	filled	with	white	pebbles	are	used	to	capture	rainwater	and	lead	it	into	the	drainage	system.	This	
seems to work well, as there is no evidence of excess dampness (moss, weeds, etc.).

E.  Environmental response 

  As this is an urban, city-centre site, there is not much relationship to the natural environment except for the 
view of the trees and shrubs in the military area to the southwest of the Library. These can be seen through a 
window behind the archaeological site.

F.  Choice of materials, level of technology

  The choice of materials was one dictated by the context and economic constraints. Materials and architectural 
solutions had to be affordable. The aluminium panels act as light screens, in the same way that wooden 
lattices did in medieval times, and are an important feature to screen the Library without making it into a dark 
or unwelcoming space. 
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G.  Response to, and planning for, emergency situations

	 	 The	 building	 is	 equipped	 with	 modern	 emergency	 response	 equipment	 in	 the	 form	 of	 smoke	 and	 fire	
detectors,	addressing	a	library’s	main	worry.	As	the	building	is	on	high	ground	and	not	on	the	shore,	flooding	
is unlikely. 

H.  Ageing and maintenance problems

	 	 So	far,	the	Library	seems	robust,	and	the	simplicity	of	the	construction	and	finishing	materials	bodes	well	
for future maintenance. The simple maintenance galleries on the inner side of the aluminium view were a 
practical and well thought-out solution. Some of the windows, however, require exterior cleaning. I asked 
the	architects	whether	the	hanging	lighting	fixtures	above	the	archaeological	site	and	in	the	main	reading	
space were manoeuvrable or whether the only way to change the light bulbs was by using a ladder. The 
architects	noted	that	a	system	whereby	the	lighting	fixtures	could	be	lowered	close	to	ground	level	would	
have been desirable, and something that they would push for harder today if they were to start the project 
afresh. However, they also noted that budgetary constraints excluded the possibility during the design phase. 
As can be expected, changing the light bulbs above the archaeological site is a bit tedious, but, fortunately, 
this is not required very often. 

I.  Design features 

  The massing and volume, and the articulation of spaces, is both simple and beautiful. It is interesting to 
compare	the	Library	to	its	next	door	neighbour,	the	Department	for	Social	Security,	which	is	of	a	similar	
age	and	scale.	The	Library	 is	much	more	successful	 in	reflecting	the	 topography	of	 the	sloping	site.	The	
lines	created	by	the	aluminium	panels	reflect	the	gradients	of	the	streets,	and	the	warm	beige	colour	of	the	
concrete and the taupe colour of the aluminium panels create a pleasing link between the building and the 
rocky landscape around it.

  This is very much a sculptural building in the way that it has been designed, making it a dynamic feature in 
the urban landscape without seeming contrived.

  The interior achieves the architect’s vision of a building that is easy to understand and easy to use. The 
interior	spaces	flow	well	and	the	building	is	easy	to	navigate.	There	are	large	open	spaces,	and	the	smaller	
work	spaces	leading	off	from	them	are	glazed,	meaning	that	it	is	easy	to	see	what	each	floor	has	to	offer	
without having to resort to a site plan. The relationship between the bookshelves and the space is a successful 
one as the Library is not cluttered or crammed.

J.  Impact of the project on the site 

  Ceuta is a small, walkable place. That, in addition to the Library’s central location, means that most users 
access the building on foot, and thus the impact of the project is to generate pedestrian and cyclist movement 
to and from the building. There is a neighbourhood feel to the project; a local café opposite the library acts as 
the place where library users take a break. The neighbourhood is mixed-use, with some residential buildings 
interspersed with schools and a pool/sports centre. 
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K.  Durability and long-time viability of the project

  This is a building and an institution that will last for a very long time. Fifty or a hundred years from now 
it will probably still be there. Even if some of the aluminium panels require replacing, this will be an easy 
task to achieve; one of the strengths in this project is that it is based on design success rather than the use of 
complicated technology. Here, the technology used is tried and tested. 

L.   Interior design and furnishing 

	 	 Very	simple,	mainly	white	furnishings	fit	in	well	with	the	rest	of	the	building,	which	is	largely	white	from	the	
inside,	with	pale	grey	linoleum	flooring	and	slate	floors	in	the	more	important	public	areas.	To	a	large	extent,	
the white interior gives the archaeological site prominence, as it is the only large expanse of colour.

  The furnishings are also practical and easy to move around, a plus in a building like this, which has many 
uses. The entrance lobby area was very quickly transformed into a performance space on the day that I was 
there, simply with the introduction of black and white stackable chairs. 

  The fact that the furnishings are commercially manufactured and easily available is a big plus. It means that 
it is easy for the Library to acquire more, if necessary, and to maintain the interior of the building. 

VII.  Users 

A.  Description of those who use or benefit from the project 

  The Library caters to a very wide range of users in terms of ages; on a weekday morning, there were many 
in between the ages of 18 and 40. I spoke to a group studying to become teachers who were undertaking a 
group project about education, a couple applying for jobs (one wants to become a teacher and the other a civil 
servant) and a medical student. 

  Because of its proximity to Morocco, many of the users are of Moroccan origin. One young woman from 
Ceuta, whom I spoke to in Arabic, is half-Moroccan and half-Ceutan. Ceuta is an unusual place in that 
respect: it is a meeting point between Spain and Morocco, and there seemed to be easy social integration 
between people of different ethnic and religious backgrounds. 

  There was a large school group in the children’s area acting out the story of the Emperor’s New Clothes and 
were very excited to be there. They said they really liked it (and seemed very happy). The lesson they were 
doing was about values. 

	 	 In	the	early	evening,	there	was	an	archaeology	conference	attended	by	around	50	people.	

  Later the same evening, there was a piano recital by two young pianists, one 11-year-old Moroccan who 
lives in Tetouan and another 14-year-old from Granada, both studying at the conservatory in Ceuta. A large 
number of the audience were older, well-dressed ladies, quite different from the younger crowd that were 
using the library during the day, although there were also people in their twenties and thirties in the audience. 
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  The Library is clearly a busy place, and has hosted an impressive number and range of activities since it 
opened. The managerial team is enthusiastic and dynamic. There were 144’000 visits to the Library in 2014, 
a remarkable number given the size of Ceuta. 

  Earlier in the week that I visited, they had been hosting a conference about libraries, with delegates from all 
over Spain. It was considered an honour for the conference to be held in a location as remote as Ceuta as such 
events are usually held on the mainland. 

B.  Response to project by clients, users, community, etc. 

  The community really seems to like the building. Children were very excited and said that they liked coming, 
seeing it as a fun day out of school. There were many people working on private projects. 

  When I asked people what they like about the building, many of them said the tranquillity, the light, the 
views, the resources and the helpfulness of the staff. Some people said they came to use the Internet. 

  I asked the group of young adults studying to become teachers what they thought about the building and 
they said that it joined old and new very well. They knew about it before because they had been brought on 
a school trip. 

  The archaeologist, whom I spoke to at length, said that he was really happy with the outcome because it made 
a	feature	of	the	archaeological	site	that	he	had	unearthed	in	1995	and	that	it	was	integral	to	the	experience.	

	 	 He	said	that	developing	the	project	was	a	process	of	compromise.	He	had	identified	the	only	parts	of	the	
archaeological site where columns could be built (using micro-piles to prevent causing too much damage) 
and was happy that the design enabled visitors to experience the archaeology of the site from different angles 
and levels, including a bird’s-eye view. His request was for a separate entrance for archaeological visitors 
and	this	was	respected,	meaning	that	visitors	can	view	the	site	and	the	exhibit	of	archaeological	finds	without	
having to go through the main entrance. 

  What do architectural professionals and the cultural “intelligentsia” think about the project?

  The project has won several awards and numerous articles have been written about it.

  Amongst the awards it has won are:

	 	 •	 AADIPA	European	Award	for	Architectural	Heritage	Intervention	2015
	 	 •	 Shortlisted	for	the	Mies	Van	der	Rohe	Award	2015	
	 	 •	 Mansilla	COAM	Award	2014
	 	 •	 Cemex	Award	2013

  What is the popular reaction to the project? 

  This is certainly a popular project, just judging by the number and range of users. It came across clearly 
that it is a well-liked building, a building where people of different ages choose to spend time to work, to 
socialise, to pursue their interests and the advancement of what they enjoy.



12

  It was also notable to see a large age range among the users. Those using the library as a work/leisure space 
were often young (teenagers, and young adults). Yet there were many people, doing research or reading, who 
were middle-aged. It was striking that a notable percentage of those attending the evening concert that took 
place	when	I	was	there	were	older,	in	their	fifties	or	sixties.	The	popular	reaction	to	the	project	can	therefore	
be ascertained by observing and interacting with its audiences. All of the people I spoke to clearly liked the 
building; in fact, that seemed to be one of the main reasons they were there. While it is without doubt a useful 
facility, it was not only for its usefulness that people were there. 

  What do neighbours and those in the immediate vicinity think about the project? 

	 	 A	lady	from	the	tourist	office	who	was	helping	out	with	a	translation	mentioned	that	her	sister	worked	in	the	
social-security	office	next	door.	So	I	asked	her	to	find	out	what	her	sister	thought	of	the	Library.	This	is	what	
she said:

  “She has told me that they have been watching Library construction since the beginning, so it has been very 
interesting. They think it is a very modern and beautiful building, and perfect in this new neighbourhood, 
because a lot of young people are around all the time!”

VIII. Persons Involved 

  Client:               Amando Cuellas, General Manager for
                  Infrastructure Works, Ministry for Culture

  Architects:              Angela Garcia de Paredes and Ignacio G Pedrosa 

  Project team:             Lucía Guadalajara, Álvaro Rábano, 
                  Clemens Eichner, Álvaro Oliver, 
                  Guiomar Martín, Eva Urquijo, 
                  Ángel Camacho, Ignacio Cordero, 
                  Blanca Leal, Roberto Lebrero 

  Technical control:            Luis Calvo, Antonio Zoido 

  Structural/mechanical:          Alfonso Gómez Gaite, 
                  GOGAITE S.L/JG Ingenieros 

  Archaeologist, director of excavations, city of Ceuta:  Fernando Villada Paredes 

  Archaeological team during construction:    José Suárez, Elena Ortuño, Estrella Arcos, 
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The general programme objectives were 
related to the provision of all functions for a 
city public library.
The main twist to the project was the 
incorporation of the archaeological remains 
found on the site as an integral part of it, 
and to design a library that would respect 
and enhance its remarkable historic context. 



The building consists of 
many different components 
and the architects wanted 
to give it a sense of 
uniformity, to cover it all 
with one unifying surface. 
They developed the idea 
of a ‘veil’ (a perforated 
screen) in order to link it all 
together.

A mix of typical European-style 
apartment buildings from the 
19th to the 21st centuries, much 
of the architecture of Ceuta 
is indistinguishable from the 
architecture of most other small 
and medium sized towns and 
cities in Europe.



Impressive medieval 
fortifications still survive 
in Ceuta. In many 
respects, the treatment 
of the ground storey of 
the Library is in a similar 
spirit to the medieval 
fortifications – and its 
beige rough- concrete 
base somehow echoes 
their texture, colour and 
form.

The hilly topography of the site was an important 
element in shaping the design concept, and the 
architects chose to highlight this topography 
by using it to articulate the exterior form of the 
building.



A viewing gallery was created to enable the site to be appreciated by visitors by seeing it from a high 
point, thereby effectively seeing the site ‘in plan’.

The discussions enabled the architects to identify where columns could be used to support the library 
structure, and it was found that there were three points within the archaeological site itself where the 
historic layers had disappeared and where, therefore, it would be acceptable to penetrate the ground. 



The results of the archaeological excavations are persented in a gallery above the remains of the Marinid 
Ceuta.

The entrance hall is used for cultural events and offers an overview on the remains, before driving 
visitors to upper floors.



From the rooftop, used 
for book launch, the site 
offers views of the sea, 
especially to the north 
towards mainland Spain 
and Gibraltar.

The pierced aluminium panels covering most of the building work very effectively as they screen the 
light without obstructing the view. The Library is a well-lit space with great views towards the city and 
the sea beyond it. 




