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Tl1e Susan Morse and 
Frederick Whiley Hilles Library at 

Radcliffe College* 
Alnx Abrcnnovitz 

FTEN~ ,vhen a building has been co1npleted and several 
n1onths l1ave elapsed~ if the building has failed in one ~spect 
or another., polite friends say very little to the architect. 
If it is a success d 1e c 01nn1ents ref er to the practi r.:a l and 

to the aesthetic., hut the I-Iillcs Library has produced yet another range 
of cotnments, comments of special interest to the librarian~ They ref er 
to the ,varmth., the charn1., the pleasantness., and tl1e ]ivability of the 
building. I ts cnviro n1n en t sce1ns to envelop as , v c lJ as p I ease the read er 
,vho con1es to use this academic building in a residentjal corner of 
the Cambridge community. 

Hn\v did this con1e about? Before any ,vork ,vas done on the 
graphic planning of the Library, th ere , ,-ere earn est discussions be-
nve en the architect and J\1rs. Bunting, the President of lladcliffe; her 
Library Comn1i tree; and her librat}T adv jsors - Ruth K. Porritt, the 
Radcliffe Libradan; llichard De Gennaro, Assistant Harvard Univer-
sity Librarian; and Douglas T\T. Bryant, the Harvard University Li-
hraria n - concentrating on the character and the atn1osphere in \Yhich 

""' The Hi Iles Library- H rrrriso n and Abramovitz, {lfCh itects - op end in Sep-
tem L er 1966. It '-''as inadc possible by the generosity of many friends of Raddiffci 
~nd is narned in hunor of J\'lr. And ~J r.i,. Frcderjck '''~ Hilles of New· H fl Ven, Con-
necticut. l\-lrs-+ Hille.':i, a trustee of Raddii1u College, is a collector of co~1tc1nporary 
art; J\fr. [Jjllcs:~ Bodn1:a.n Professor of English E111eritus at Y rile University- and ,,jce 
President of the Y~lc UnhTcn:ity Prc,i;:s, is an author, editort :a.nd authority on eigh-
teenth century literature. The cun1n1itn::c uf libr:11'18.n~ \vhoin T\1r. Ahr~n1ovitz Jlaincs 
in th 1 s rticle ,vorked ·wj th a connni ttce of trustees consisting of 1\-1rs. H o\vard J. 
Sa dis ( ch:1irn1an) i I\ frs. Frederick ''- 7• J-1 i lcs1 j\ 1 rs. J amcs L~ugh l i o, i\ 1 rs. A th cnon 
Loring, /vlrs. Ed \vard Sr Sthn pson1 rind J\ 1 r~. John G. \~V· illi :~..1n~; JJ c-r-i. n Ba rL r-i.ra A I. 
Solornon scnTed as liaison officer bcnvcen the two conunittces and th~ architects. 

-Ens. 
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PLATE \ 7IIJ 
THE HILLES !.\BRA.RY~ .J\-iA lK EK TRANCE COURl' 

Reproduced by peru1isrio11 of 
,~·zra Stoller Associatesj Jue~ 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XVII, Number 4
(October 1969)

Susn12 A1orse and Frederick T17biley Hilles Library 405 
the Radcliffe student might best thrive and be comfortable4 Again 
and again their talk turned to the sense of intin1acy., to the kind of 
friendly an1biance one 1night feel upon entering the hon1e of a friend 
1-,1ho possessed a large ,Ycll~lit librat) 7 ,vherc one ,vas con1fortab1) 7 sur-
rounded by books; a space pleasantly· carpeted, furnished ,vith an easy 
chair, an arn1 chair or r,vo., a.nd a table; a place ,vhere one could ,vork., 
relaxt or gaze out to the sky· and a garden. 

Ho\v to achieve such an environn1ent in a college library ,vithin 
the tradition a I discipline of opera ti on., control, and n1a in tenan cc~ and 
,vith consideration for an econon1ic use of personnel ,vas a challenge. 
1\-ian y past efforts ha v c b cgu n ,vi th sin1i} a r d esircs, y·er soon th c na r ru\ v 
h1terprctation of unifor1nit)7 and control ,vould enter the discussion 
and the ~'\vardenn a.pproach to books and their users took comn1and 
and the drean1 became yesterday's stereotyped librat)T· 

Constant vigilance and consideration ,verc required to nvoid thist 
and to effect the original drcarn. Its nchicven1enr is a credit to the 
sincere interest in the idea by· the Radcliffe leadership and their ad-
visors ,vho kept the origjnal goal constantly in vic\v. l\1oreover, this 
library ,vas to complement the adjacent clonnitories as \Vcll as to he-
co1nc nn intellectual center open and available to the students and their 
associates at a 11 hours; to be in spirit an cxtcnsio n of th c c d uc a ti ona l 
environrne.nt of Can1bridgc and to include study and ]oungc rooms~ 
faculty and advisors' offices, and scminRr roon1s to bring Harvard 
professors into daily association ,vith the students of Radcliffe. An-
other jmportant requiren1ent., since this ,v2s a library to be predo1ni-
nantly occupied by 3roung ,von1cn, 1,vas that an ambiance be sought 
that related in scnle -and in character to the feminine. 

It , vas a 11 ad van rage to the a.rchitcc t th at existing libraries , v ere 
nearby and h1 regular use by· the Radcliffe ,vo1nen. A study of these 
Iihrarie~ and of the reading habits as \veH as the behavior patterns of 
students as individuals or groups served as an invaluable guide to the 
rcser.tch undertaken. Since the existing Iladcliffe l..ibrary\ soon to be 
turned over to others~ functioned not unlike 8 departmental }ibr'il.ry, 
patterns ,vere discernib]c ,vhich could be elaborated on. One ,vns a 
tendency 2111011g 1n11ny of the girls to seek out corners in the upper 
floors out of the ,va)7 of traffic, ,vhere they- could sit casually· and 
con1f orta b 1 y· and read 8.t l cisure nl on ct or discuss a su 6 j cc t ,vi th a friend 
quietly~ infor1na1it)r-,vas evident ,vhcncvcr privacy ,vas available. 
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It \\ras apparent that an incin1atc library convenient to the student 
could easily cncoumge study and bro\Ysing. Srudy--patterns in refer-
ence areas , v here f or111 al reading occurrc d or in specific are as ,v here 
th c us c of hooks and per i odi cu ls ,vns lin1 i tcd, varied decidedly f ro1n 
patterns of study ·prevailing in informal reading areas next to stacks 
and especially open stacks. Study· patterns of 111alc and female students 
sharing an area arc quite unlike the patterns of fen1alc stndents study-
ing in nn area ,vhich provides privacy. A consideration of the differ-
ences suggested a need for various spaces of different sizes. Further 
research sho\vcd that large reading areas ,vcre too inforn1al nnd dis-
turbing~ ,vhiie single carrells ,vere too s1nall and too difficult to use 
if a leisurely· air ,vcre be created. 

Defore long- ,vithin the frame,vork of n1inimal control, i.e., en-
uance and exit control and imn1ediate access to the catalogue and 
reference areas - it -appeared desirable to create an array of spaces 
for special uses on d iff crcn t levels, , vi th a variety of Ii g ht or icn ta ti on 
(\varn1 south, shado,vless north, morning east light, a.nd very little~ if 
any., ,vest light). 

T11e library as a study and reference center close to th c living qua r-
te rs ,vould of ten be used during the n1orn ings and evenings us ,veil as 
during tile day; and since daylight entering the reading spaces changes 
in direction and intensity· ,vith the hour of the day, it \Vas agreed that 
the spaces should permit a choice, a preferred corner for each reader. 
All this ,vas to be achieved ,vith n1aximum possible use of the open 
5 tack sy stein. 

Slo,vly there evolved a concept of a series of book-\vallcd spaces 
1.vithout the architectural discipline of the old~fashioncd stacks; a series 
of alcoves not unlike -a horne library \Vith nvo or three ,valls of books 
and -a ,vindo,v \\'all,. ,Yith shapes and proportions oriented to various 
jnteresrjng vie,vs, ,s_omctin1es to the souch1 or north, or cast~ ,vith each 
al cove designed to ho Id -a con1 f orta ble seating group of chairs of the 
lounge type as ,veU as straight chairs, and a table or nvo ,,rith a seat-
ing group of fron1 four to eight readers. Each space ,vas organiz.cd 
,vith its Looks so arranged in relation to the natural light that direct 
sun on either readers or books ,vould be avoided. Nan1rally1 this 
ca1led for different solutions 1 depending on "'hcthcr the space faced 
north~ s.outh, east,. or ,vest. Every alcove had sonic outside light. The 
artificial light that f e 1 l on boo ks an <l read crs , ,,. oul d be i u dire ct. The 
arch forn1., ,vhich contributed to the architectural design on the ex~ 
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terior and the interior~ proved functional and cconon1ical; it also 
provided nn exccl1ent light diffuser .. The light from a long indirect 
fixture 1vas thro,vn onto the ceiling, deflecting 8nd diffusing the light 
to th c read er. It \Vas a 1 so pl casing to the eye, =ind it clin1i na tc d g larc. 

Each floor nnd alcove ,vas planned to assure a close relation benvccn 
books and study .spaces. A special design for a drop table ,vas de-
veloped to provide additional seating during exan1inadon periods. 

A.re.as of solid 1vall and glass vary from -alcove to -alcove. A bronze 
glass on the exterior reduces g larc. Roorn partitions for offices arc 
hjgh cnoug h to assure privacy but they arc g1ass-top ped to allo\v 
maximun1 Jight to co1nc througl1 to ~urrounding spaces~ The only 
solid elerntnts rising to the ceiling arc the four corner service cores 
evident in the plans; they· contain elevators, enclosed st~i.rs, rest rooms, 
and some soundproof t)Tping roon1s. 

A full-size 1110 ck-up ,v2s built and revised n1 any times. Adj nst 
mcnts ,-vere rnade in t11e length and _,vidth of the spaces, in the position 
of the entering light~ in the quality of the artificial light, and in the 
hejght of th c book shelves to per1nit easy vie,ving and access to the 
books by }7oung 1.vomen. The types and nun1 bcrs of scats and the 
tab] e arrangcn1 en ts , verc rev i C\ vcd,. as ,vcll as th c type of .floor cover-
ing. Teak \Voods and harmonious 111aterjals and carpeting 1vcrc sc.-
lectcd to add to the ,varn1th of the spaces~ 

Th c hui l ding ,vas also affected. by the desire of a 11 concerned to 
ha v c its height and character rela tc to the 1 oca l residential neighbor-
hood as , veil as to the existing adjacent dorn1i tor y b uildj ngs. 

Outdoor spaces for lounging and reading ,vcre encouraged in the 
program. The final design produced a building of four stories and 
penthouse ,vith a surround of lo,v brick garden ,valls enclosing a 
she ltcred outdoor garden ,r ith alcoved seating spaces. The building 
is approached through a h1rgc, carefully landsc-a.pcd -and paved -area 
.of brick .. The bayst terraces, and balconies., \Vith their plantjng boxes 
for shrubbery an<l Rovv-eis, and the inner court and arcade, ,vith its 
Hght and shado,v, all contribute to a peaceful and invitjng en,Tiron-
ment .. ,,rithin, the many reading alcoves and study and seminar roon1s 
-are fully carpeted to contribute also to the -a.ttnosphere of con1fort 
and quiet~ 

The pl -J n of the building rcfl ects the n1ann er in , v hi ch the ljb rary-
functions -
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l ... hc lower 1nain floor (see Plate ]\!), entered h)7 a stair frorn the 

main paved level above, contains facilities for a center for study as 
,veU as the library ,vork area, ,vhich is Jocated at the south end ad-
jacent to a service ra111p. A large open room is giyen over to book 
preparation and binding, storage, and order ,vork; it Hes directly be-
Jo,v and in a good ,vorking relation to the professional offices above, 
,vhich are situated behind the circulation d csk on the rnain floor, and 

I 

are interconnected h)r u book lift and a staff stair\va y. Deliveries are 
made dircctl)r from the service ran1p. The study center's focal point 
is a srecp~rumpcd cine111a auditorium .seating 120, off a broad lobh)7 

accessible to the 1nain floor above by .stair and opening onto garden 
areas at each end. Herc inf or1na l groups can gather for conversation 
~f ter a progran1. Ad jaccnt to the cinema is a language lab orntory 
,vith individual listening booths and several sc1nina.r roon1s. 

The 1n a in floor { see Pl a tc \T) a cco111 n1 od a tcs the ,var king core of 
the prof cssiona 1 l ibrar)7 scr vices behind the 1nain circulation d csk f ac-
ing the main en trance. 1."he ,vorking core con rains the offices of the 
librariant the nssist~nt ~ibrariani and the staff for circulation and cata-
loguing. The reserve~book section and desk are located near the .side 
entrance, Hdjaccnt to the quadrangle on the eastt and since its facilities 
arc he av i 1 y used ::1 nd can b c 11oisy 1 th is I oca ti on diverts such traffic 
from the 1nain reading area~ ,vhich quiet and undisturbed. 
A ref ere nee section on th c opposite side is c asil y avail ah le to staff -a.no 
stud en ts~ Per io dica ls a re ar ran gc d in a 1 arge alcove , vi th n1a gazi nes 
and jonrn~ls on open shelves; arn1chairs, sofas~ -and casu-a.l tables are 
nearby. Readers can move conveniently fron1 the 1nain floor by stair 
and elevator to the main book collection and to the 1norc secluded 
reading alcoves on the floors above. 

On the second and tbird fioors (see Plate VI) the reading alcove 
b ecorne s the d om in ant architectural el c111cn t. These floors c.o n tai n 
the 111:iin coJlecdon of .13 7,000 volu1ncs. (The book c.:apacity of the 
entire library is 170,000 volun1cs, and there is a seating capacity of 
600) r The second and third floors arc simi1ar in plan and the peritn-
eter is that of the previously described reading alcove~ f.or1ned hy 
the book shelves. The corner alcoves arc larger, acco1nmodating 
larger groups of students. E-a.ch floor has ten teak-paneled faculty· 
offices facing on a large inner court. Each floor l1as t\VO large con-
f eren cc rooms .seating nv el ve for study, tu to rials l or se1nin ars ,v hile 
the second floor has a large open exhibition space immediately off the 
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main stair,va:y·., designed as a flexible space to pcr1n1t hanging of n 
sn1nll art exhibit or for sj mil ar com pa tib I e uses. 

The fourth j]oor (see Plate ''II) or penthouse floor is devoted 
to extra-library functions and also hou~es at its south end a special 
collection of music and poetry. The 1nusic library contains tables 
c quipped for listening h)r earp I 1 one~~ and op en she 1 v es for a co 11 ecri on 
of 7"800 records and 4,300 scores. The poetry roorn has a Jargc 
collection of spoken recordings:- tapes of poetry~ plays~ and literary 
lvorks. This floor a]so contains a Colloquium Roo1n at the north end 
seating r 50,. and three conference roo111s, each .seating fourteen. A 
f requcntly used coff ec 2nd sand ,vich bar opens onto n terrace that 
extends around the inner court. 

The building expresses its function and form in daylight by its 
balconies, terraces, and bay·s ,vhich follo,v the forn1 of the alcoves 
,vi thin; at night., the glass areas gl ff\ v and sh o,v a gain the alcoves as 
though the building ,vcre a negative of a photograph, illustrath1g the 
activities and the domesticity~ of its surroundings ,vhile the light 
glances on gardens and large landscaped areas surrounding it. This 
building becomes a live and beckoning structure - <la}' and night~ 
to all Ii brary users, and the last three years have sh o,vn that , v e have 
produced a sympathetic and human library environrnent. 

What ,vould ,ve do differcntl y· if ,vc ,vcre to do it again? I don 1t 
kno,v - except that ,ve .surely ,vould not give up those. guali ties 
,vhich, though they n1ay require a bit more personal attention and 
1nain tena n cc, make for n ~'cared for,' hon1 e, a hon1e for bo.o k5. 
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VoL X\71I, No. 3 (July 1969) 

On page 302 1 Jine lj, ~1Thonlas Bo1vlder'1 should be Thomas Ilo,vd]cr. 
On page 343, the note on Dr. Shiptonis rctirctnent should have stated that he 
,v:1s Director of the .A.lnerican A11tiquarJan Society from 1959 to 1967, ~vhc.n 
he ,vas succeed cd by 1\1 a rcus A. J\,f cCorison. 
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