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Solvay Library to become the 'Library of Europe' 
Thanks to the European Parliament, the old Solvay Library will soon once again fulfil its original purpose as a 
European cultural centre. Founded by Belgian industrialist Ernest Solvay, the library of the Brussels Institute of 
Sociology made its mark through the originality of its architecture and functional layout. Designed in 1902 as a 
working laboratory for research in the then emerging field of social sciences, it soon became the hub of an 
international documentation network, using a pioneering system for the classification of books and periodicals. 
The library, a listed building that has been fully restored to its original condition, will soon open its doors to the 
public and thus fulfil its original destiny, under an agreement between the European Parliament and the Belgian 
authorities. 

 

Ernest Solvay, a self-made man 
Born on 16 April 1838 in the small Belgian village of Rebecq-Rognon, the young Ernest Solvay was soon 
carrying out experiments with a view to directly transforming sea salt into sodium bicarbonate. He achieved 
this through a simple process using ammonia and carbon dioxide. Solvay immediately patented his 
discovery, which was to have a global impact. The final product, sodium carbonate, would make him rich 
and famous. As early as 1863, he and his brother Alfred founded the Solvay chemical company to put his 
findings into practice for the industrial manufacture of sodium carbonate, which soon gained a foothold in 
key growth sectors such as chemicals, glass production, textiles, the manufacture of detergents and 
metallurgy. The second industrial revolution was now under way. In the 20 years following its creation, the 
Solvay company extended its activities throughout Europe and America. Elected a Belgian senator for the 
Liberal Party between 1892 and 1900, Ernest Solvay decided to devote much of his life and wealth to 
scientific progress and social improvements. In particular, he encouraged members of the international 
scientific community to hold regular meetings in Brussels, which became known as the 'Solvay Conferences' 
to discuss and get to grips with various controversial modern theories in the fields of chemistry and 
quantum physics. He died in Ixelles (a district of Brussels) on 26 May 1922. 

Fostering research in new scientific fields and responding to a plethora of 
international documentation 
As early as 1894, Solvay, who was inspired by the developments transforming society at the time, created 
the first Institute of Social Sciences. He cooperated actively with Paul Otlet and Henri La Fontaine, joint 
directors of the International Institute of Bibliography. In a determined bid to stimulate academic learning 
and experimental scientific research, Solvay then set up a scientific hub in the Parc Léopold in Brussels and 
founded a number of leading research centres, including the Solvay Institute of Sociology. 
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The Universal Decimal Classification (UDC) system was developed by the International Institute of Bibliography 
in response to an exponential increase in written documentation. Based on an original card indexing system, the 
UDC gained recognition and was soon being used by libraries all over the world. Areas of knowledge were 
divided into subject categories, which were in turn progressively split into further subcategories until each 
specific subject could be designated by a single number. The International Institute of Bibliography also created 
a universal repository for the centralisation and storage of all bibliographic references and areas of knowledge 
using a comprehensive analytical classification system designed to make the information retrievable by all. In 
this way, information could be obtained regarding publications produced at any time and in any country and 
covering any subject, regardless of where the documents were being kept. 

The Parc Léopold scientific hub 
At the end of the 19th century, having hosted a zoological garden and a 'jardin d'acclimatation' for the 
acclimatisation of exotic species, the Parc Léopold was given a new vocation, becoming a scientific hub 
designed to extract the essence of modern scientific knowledge by drawing on the findings of research 
laboratories and universities. The architectural splendour of the park was thus placed at the service of 
science and progress. Between 1892 and 1914, an Institute of Physiology, an Institute of Public Health, 
Hygiene, Therapeutics and Bacteriology, an Institute of Anatomy and Histology, an Institute of Sociology 
and a School of Business Studies successively came into being. For the construction of the Institute of 
Sociology, Ernest Solvay decided to commission his trusted architects – Henri Vandeveld and Constant 
Bosmans. 

Émile Waxweiler: providing a modern building for the budding social sciences 
Émile Waxweiler, the director of the new Institute of Sociology, which was inaugurated on 16 November 
1902, was an engineer who took charge of everything down to the smallest details. This example of Art 
Nouveau architecture was built on simple lines in the shape of a basilica, as befitting a temple of learning, 
study and research. The main hall, extending the full height of the building, housed the reading room with 
adjoining study areas. The overall effect was intended to be one of refinement, as reflected in the choice of 
marble, balustrades, stained glass, panelling, murals and mosaic flooring, not to mention the furnishings. 
The reading room was illuminated by high windows and a glazed roof.  

No better place to encourage modern research and develop the instruments of 
learning 
The Solvay Library rapidly gained international renown in the field of social sciences and immediately rose 
to prominence among the international scientific communities that were spreading their networks across 
the European continent in the face of prevalent nationalist sentiment. The library was simultaneously 
engaging in research and producing documentation. A veritable hive of intellectual activity, it contained 
from the outset thousands of publications (monographs, atlases, directories, brochures, magazines and 
newspapers), not to mention a 'multimedia' section with a comprehensive collection of maps, wallcharts, 
autochrome pictures, photographs and ethnographic slides that could be viewed on the premises. The 
whole idea behind the project was to make works directly available to readers. This involved an original 
system of box files, all of a uniform size, set out on the wooden shelves. This powerful research tool was 
complemented by a European inter-library loan system that contributed to the emergence of a European 
scientific cooperation network. The Solvay Library also pioneered the development and testing of modern 
information and learning tools that would gain general acceptance in major research libraries before the 
advent of information technology (organisation and use of space, purchasing arrangements, cataloguing 
systems, indexing, document transmission, user feedback, processing, stock management, etc.).  

As an integral part of the Directorate-General for Parliamentary Research Services (EPRS) of the European 
Parliament, the 'Solvay Library of Europe' can now hope to fulfil once again the triple role for which it was 
originally intended, as a European library, a multimedia library and a library of the future. 
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