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London / Baghdad, March 2013

AMBS Architects have revealed their ambitious design for the new Baghdad Library. The building brings together form, 
function, and cultural significance. The 45,000 sqm structure will be the central focus of a planned Youth City that has 
been designed to inspire Iraq’s younger generations.  

The new Baghdad library scheduled to tender this year, will be a public space and cultural center designed to encourage 
intellectual, creative and social exchange. With this elegant, multipurpose building, AMBS Architects, who were commissioned by 
the Ministry of Youth and Sport in Iraq last year, hope to inspire a new model for libraries in Iraq and internationally. 

Saad Eskander, Director of the National Library of Iraq said: “It is imperative for the new Iraq to consolidate its young democracy 
and good governance through knowledge. New libraries have a notable role to play by promoting unconditional access to 
information, freedom of expression, cultural diversity, and transparency. By responding to the needs of Iraq’s next generations, the 
new library, we hope, will play an important role in the future of our country.”

The project represents a crucial step in the rebuilding of Iraq, which has been underway since 2003. Over the past nine years 
AMBS founder Ali Mousawi has played a significant role in the country’s redevelopment. He said: “Before 2003 Iraq had almost 
collapsed after a thirteen year embargo and eight years of war. This kept the country isolated from the world and from modern 
technology. I had to leave Iraq myself in 1982 and returned in 2003 to assist with the rebuilding of the country, with the aim of 
revitalising Iraq and establishing a new vision for the future.

“What I saw when I returned and still see today is that the Iraqi youth are in many ways lost. They have been surrounded by 
violence, and for years there has been a lack of services and few opportunities for work or personal development. We hope that 
the library will help shape Iraq’s next generation of intellects and politicians, artists and writers, poets and musicians, doctors and 
lawyers, and change makers.”

AMBS Architects are partnering with New York based firm ACA Consultants, one of the world’s leading library consultants and 
planners, with the aim to build a collection of over three million books, including rare manuscripts and periodicals. The library will 
also house cutting edge technology, performance and event spaces. AMBS Director Amir Mousawi said: “This will be an accessible 
library for all ages. Our ambition is to create a space where people can run a serious and consolidated programme of public events; 
art exhibitions, book clubs, theatre events, educational conferences, film screenings and workshops.” 

A spokesperson for the Ministry of Sport and Youth said: “Our vision is to bring hope back to the young people, to build them a new 
cultural centre where they can express their talent and ideas. The whole library will be modern; it won’t simply be a place to find 
books, but a freely accessible place of knowledge.” 

The library is designed to engage and empower visitors, and to encourage open exchange. The building’s lightweight, single-
span roof, creates a vast open plan space, allowing people to read and navigate the building logically. The practical and cultural 
importance of light is demonstrated through an encrypted message in the the design of the roof, which forms the word ‘read’ written 
in Arabic Kufic script. This is documented as the first word spoken by God to the Prophet (PBUH). 

Functionality, intuitive organisation, and rational user-friendly design were all key concepts which shaped the building from the 
inside out. AMBS Co-Director Marcos De Andres said: “The Baghdad Library is more than simply a sleek and strikingly beautiful 
structure – what makes this building truly remarkable is the user interface. Our focus was the building’s behaviour, and our 
systematic approach started with a creative dialogue; thinking rationally, reasoning and discussing how the building should work. 
We have challenged the conventional library model, conceiving it as a modern, multi-functional public space. We identified core 
activities and paid special attention to the exchanges we wanted to engender through use. Thoughts and ideas gave shape to a set 
of unique spaces, and little by little an ideal model was formed.”

BRITISH-IRAQI ARCHITECTS ANNOUNCE FIRST PUBLIC LIBRARY TO BE BUILT IN 
IRAQ SINCE THE 1970S
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Notes to Editors 
Baghdad Library, Youth City, Baghdad Iraq 
Dates: Awarded November 2011, scheduled to tender late 2013
Project size: 45,000 sqm
Client: Ministry of Sports and Youth 
Services Provided: Architecture

Location
In plan, the building takes the shape of a drop-like peninsula, which projects out onto a lake. The 45,000 sqm structure will be the 
cultural centre of Baghdad’s Youth and Sport City development.

Roof 
The library’s double curvature roof structure is formed by a two-way steel cable net with a span of 80m across, making it the 
biggest single span reading room in the world. The roof is comprised of modular panels which support both a photovoltaic system 
and arrangement of skylights. The skylights follow the curve of the roof and were designed specifically to allow constant levels of 
illumination into the reading areas. 

Interior
The heart of the building is surrounded by floor plates, which form a cascading terrace and create a directional valley that contains 
the various reading areas and event spaces. The building features a continuous slot around the perimeter, which lets indirect light 
filter through to internal spaces on the lower ground floor. The floors and walls are designed to create flexible, functional spaces for 
different cultural, social and educational purposes. 

Sustainability
AMBS Architects went beyond the brief to create a visibly sustainable building; a structure that will educate visitors about 
architecture and technology. This is communicated through the integration of solar panels into the roof, and subtly through the 
building’s mass, form and orientation, making it an example of both renewable energy and passive design. This represents our 
wider commitment to minimising environmental impact, optimising energy efficiency, and working towards a future where Iraq’s 
economy is not solely dependent on oil. 

AMBS Architects
AMBS is an international team of highly skilled architects, designers and engineers, delivering a two-fold expertise in architecture 
and project management. Their approach puts into practice participation, creativity and interdisciplinarity, giving primary allegiance 
to a design process that directly engages the client and end user.  AMBS was founded in 1996 by Ali Mousawi. In 2007 he was 
joined as Co-Director by Amir Mousawi and Marcos De Andres. Expanding on Ali’s 40 years of experience working in both the UK 
and Iraq, they have established themselves as one of Iraq’s foremost architectural firms, with a growing team of 60 employees in 
offices in London, Baghdad and Basra.
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