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Bibliotheque nationale de France

hen entering the reception hall of honor of France’s National

Library, one is first welcomed by Voltaire (in his dressing gown!)
and cannot escape the impression that this intellectual figure dominates
the place, which contains France’s most precious books as well as its
largest number. Indeed the French Enlightenment philosopher belongs
to the century that witnessed the library’s move to the first rank among
all royal libraries in Europe. This
was achieved thanks to the abbot
Bignon who gave the library all its
splendor by organizing it into five
departments: Manuscripts, Books in
Print, Titles and Genealogies,
Engravings on Plate and Wood, and
finally Medals and Engraved Stones.
It was during the eighteenth century
when Bignon was a librarian, but not
just any librarian : he was librarian for
Louis XV, King of France and
Navarre. During Bignon’s twenty-five
year tenure in the position, not only Vil seaicd
did he acquire important academic Stz by JJeanv Rt omdon
documents, as did his predecessors,
but he also succeeded in obtaining
them from eminent scholars from all
over Europe. Bignon granted those
scholars full-time access to the Royal
Libraries and even allowed the
general public in, half a day per
week, thanks to the 1720 Act,
ordered by the king only one year
after Bignon’s appointment as
librarian. Then in 1721 he insisted
on gathering the entirety of the
king’s collections into one single
building, now known as the
“Richelieu site”.
The abbot Bignon had acceded to
this prestigious librarian post some
350 years after the creation of the
first royal library by Charles V the
Wise. In 1368, Charles V decided to gather 917 manuscripts into a
single tower of the Louvre Palace. During this three and a half
century period, two kings should be particularly remembered: Louis
XI for founding a perennial library for the country’s dynasty, and
Francis I for creating the system of legal deposit in 1537, according to
which printers were ordered to give the library one copy of any new

(BnF Bibliotheque nationale de France

[Reading Room, Richelieu site.]

[Frangois Mitterrand site]

Photo by Garance Bailly

Richelieu site: 5 rue Vivienne 75002 Paris  Frangois-Mitterrand site: Quai Frangois Mauriac 75013 Paris
http://www.bnf fr/fr/acc/x.accueil .html
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book printed and sold in the kingdom; the new law was a decisive step
to the creation of the National Library.

In the same square, between rue Vivienne and rue Richelieu, the new
National Library (now called the “Richelieu site”) was built in the
nineteenth century with modern materials from the industrial age; it
replaced the old stone buildings. The much larger Bibliotheque
nationale then allowed more room for the ever-increasing number of
books, as well as visitors to its precincts. In the second half of the
twentieth century the acquisitions grew to such a point that the library
could no longer accommodate them, nor the growing number of
scholars who wished to study in the grand oval reading room. The
reading room’s illustrious rows of wooden tables and green lamps were
adequate for only 200 readers.

In 1989 the French President chose a new site for the expansion of the
suffocating National Library, hence the name “Francois Mitterrand
site”. The old and the new sites were to be linked by an entirely new
automated subway line (# 14), crossing Paris and the Seine. As a
symbol of their unity, the two sites together became the new
Bibliotheque nationale de France. The facility can now accommodate
the digital data of the century as well as the ever-growing number of
books and journals; it also follows an active digitization program: one
million books to the day.

Four open book-shaped glass towers
contain the library’s 14 million books
while two lower central floors, one
for study and one for research, can
accommodate 3314 readers, as well
as visitors to various exhibitions and
concert halls.

The four enormous glass buildings
offer ample space for contemporary
artists to make various interactive
lighting installations and projections
every year, especially at night during
the popular and quintessentially
Parisian “White Nights” events. For
example in 2002 the towers were
luminously transformed into the
famous Mona Lisa or a ludicrous
and stylized Mancki-neko.

Seven hundred years ago an illustrious French King used one of his

Photo by Zubro

palace’s towers for the preservation of his precious manuscripts;
nowadays the French people party around four pretty towers at night,
somehow forgetting what it is all about: reading the precious books
kept within.
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