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An Architect's View: 
Libraries in the Twenty-First Century 

Geoffrey T. Freeman 

In the course of planning and designing a library today, we are often asked 
whether the "book," as we now know it, will be with us in the not too distant 

future. Fortunately, we are still designing space for "books" and manuscripts but, 
quite significantly, we are being asked to plan much more space for new informa-
tion technologies and the activities surrounding their use. In response to this trend, 
the library of the future from the architect's perspective clearly must be all encom-
passing: it must function both as the vehicle for change-the library as the dy-
namic translator of emerging information formats-and as a facility for preservation 
and access to irreplaceable historical documents. The library must continue to pro-
vide the record of the past, and it most certainly will continue to be the principal 
resource for collecting and organizing information of the present, but it must also 
be one of the most important vehicles for moving us into the future. 

The question from an architect's point of view concerns what physical form 
the library of the future should take. What are the forces or issues that, in their 
possible resolution, will inform the organization and, in tum, the physical expres-
sion of the library? My brief remarks at this gathering are focused on this topic: 
the physical future of the library. My opinions are obviously not those of a librar-
ian but rather those of someone who has had the good fortune to be involved in 
the planning and design of over fifty college and university libraries throughout 
the country. 

Given the economy of the past few years, it is remarkable to see the continuing 
commitment to building library space in one form or another at institutions of all 
sizes and descriptions. It is also impressive to see major academic institutions con-
tinue to make the very difficult trade-offs in raising and/ or allocating large sums of 
money for the future of their libraries in spite of increasingly competitive demands 
for the limited resources they have available. At a time when questions are being 
repeatedly asked about the need for enlarging or even maintaining significant print 
collections at major libraries in the face of the staggering deterioration rate of a 
major part of most collections and the anticipated impact of the age of electronic 
information, we are being commissioned to plan, design, and construct numerous 
additions as well as major new facilities. Why is this happening? 

The answer lies in two significant realizations. First: even the most prestigious 
institutions have finally concluded that it is impossible to meet all of the informa-
tion needs of their students and faculty through the independent development of 
their own collections. Given the exponential rate of growth of new information 
and the skyrocketing costs of acquisitions, it has become self-evident that a greater 
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interdependence must take place among leading institutions. Efforts must now 
focus on the determination of sharing methodologies and, most significantly, on 
the preservation of existing collections unique to each research facility. As elec-
tronic reproduction and access continue to be developed for the creation of the 
so-called "virtual" library, pressure will increase substantially for the preservation 
of traditional collections. 

The second realization affecting the future oflibraries concerns our knowledge 
about the environment necessary for preserving collections. We now know a great 
deal about what it costs to provide a "supporting" environment in new construc-
tion or in a renovated facility, both for construction and longer-term operations. 
Given the acidic nature of a great deal oflibrary materials and, unfortunately, the 
continuing pollution of our air, we know that the majority of most unprotected 
collections are embrittling and self-destructing at an alarming rate. In combination 
with the expectations of institutions to be able to share electronically their infor-
mation and collection resources, the burden will increase for the leading research 
libraries to maintain and preserve their substantial general collections. As a result, 
projects such as we are now commencing at both Columbia and Yale are paradig-
matic: how to take the Butler Library and Sterling Library as buildings, resources, 
and irreplaceable collections into the next century. Given the Sterling's approxi-
mately 490,000 square feet of area, eighty-eight separate roofs, and eight thousand 
independent windows, it becomes a significant challenge to provide a supportive 
environment for approximately four million volumes that, given the trends previ-
ously mentioned, should by all standards be considered a special collection. 

It is my conclusion that as we are now beginning to develop electronically in-
teractive, interdependent library facilities on campuses throughout the country, 
equal focus must be placed upon the need for preservation of increasingly expand-
ing special collections. 

As the fiftieth anniversary of the Houghton Library indicates, the decision to 
recognize the value of special collections, of rare books and manuscripts, has fortu-
nately been with us for many years. It was renewed again at Harvard with the 
construction of the Pusey Library in 1976, where decision-makers had the appar-
ent wisdom to build this important facility in the central campus even though it 
had to go underground. Harvard's decision set an important precedent, to which 
I shall soon return. 

If those responsible for providing the stewardship at our leading institutions 
throughout the country become, as they appear to be, aware of the priority to 
preserve original print materials while they simultaneously lead us into the new 
electronic age, then the future oflibraries as we know them today looks bright. If 
in recognizing the need to preserve significant collections these same decision-
makers can also realize the importance of the centralized location of these facilities, 
as Harvard University did with Houghton and Pusey libraries, then future genera-
tions of students and scholars will be ideally served. 

From a planning perspective, it is extremely important that the center of the 
academic campus maintain as its focus a library with books. The electronic inter-
active library previously mentioned will serve as a gateway to collections on cam-
pus and throughout the world; it should also be centrally located, but not at the 
expense of pushing books to the periphery. In seeking solutions for bringing all 
information formats together, facilities dedicated to preserving the original format 
of materials must be combined with new-age buildings in unique ways. Our 
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Figure 1 . The main Arts quadrangle 
on the Cornell campus, with Stimson 
Hall in the background. (Photo: Esto 
Photographies) 

Figure 2 (opposite). The skylights 
illuminate a three-story atrium space 
within the underground Krach 
Library. (Photo: Esto Photographies) 
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recently completed Krach Library for Special Collections at Cornell University is 
such an example. 

The Carl A. Krach Library occupies essentially all of the underground space 
between Stimson and Goldwin Smith halls on the main Arts quadrangle of the 
Cornell campus. Approximately 80,000 cubic yards of dirt and blasted rock were 
removed, including twenty-five vertical feet of bedrock, to build the three stories 
plus a mezzanine of space that now constitute this facility. A view of the com-
pleted project, from across the campus to Stimson Hall (figure r), provides little 
clue to the vast collection and scholarly activity that now lie beneath its surface. 
We met the mandate of the Trustees, and the only visible changes to the site are 
four pyramidal skylights scarcely visible to the passing visitor or, more importantly, 
returning alumni. 

The skylights are, however, the organizing feature of a magnificent three-story 
atrium space that brings life to the readers and staff clustered around it fifty-two 
feet into the ground. As seen in figure 2, natural light is mirrored down to provide 
a carefully controlled environment suitable for the preservation and secure use of 
what ultimately will be approximately r.3 million volumes and more than 20,000 

cubic feet of priceless materials. All of Cornell's Asian Collections, plus the Divi-
sion of Rare Book and Manuscript Collections, the History of Science Collections, 
and the Fiske Icelandic Collection, are now housed in this state-of-the-art climate-
controlled, fire-protected, tightly-secured space. 

As the extensive excavation depicted in an early construction photograph shows 
(figure 3), protecting the collections from sub-surface water conditions became a 
critical element in the design of this facility. It is interesting to note that the success 
of the Krach Library, like that of the Pusey Library, has to do more with systems 
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Figure 3. Extensive excavations 
reached a depth of fifty-two feet. 
Controlling sub-su,face water was a 
critical element in the design and 
construction of this library. (Photo: 
Shepley Bulfinch Richardson and 
Abbott) 
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for collection and drainage of water (which literally surround the Krach Library) 
than with the actual barriers created with continuous waterproofing material. In 
constructing underground library facilities, techniques for base slab drainage, wall 
drainage, and roof drainage are absolutely critical. 

An underground location does, however, have some distinct advantages. Be-
cause the library is not subject to the vagaries of seasonal weather, demands for the 
mechanical systems to meet the design temperatures and relative humidity control 
for the collections and reader/service areas are quite reasonable. An added attrac-
tion is that mechanical equipment required to provide the proper environment for 
this type of facility is also underground and out of sight. In Cornell's case, a r IO-
ton booster chiller is in a mechanical room one story underground, with only a 
large areaway located unobtrusively next to Goldwin Smith Hall giving any evi-
dence of its existence. 

The Krach Library is wonderfully successful evidence of an institution's com-
mitment that special collections, rare books, and manuscripts remain a central part 
of the major academic and research activities on campus. As shown by the quality 
of space that has been achieved for collections, readers, and staff at Cornell (figures 
4-6), we are likely to see more facilities of this type constructed in the near future. 

As President Frank H. T. Rhodes said at the dedication of the Krach Library, 
"The creation of a new library is more than an opening of a new building, it is an 
extension of the very heart of the campus." 
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Figures 4-6: An underground 
location can provide a superior 
environment for the storage of special 
collections (top l,ji), as well as quality 
space for patrons, (top right), and 
library stciff (bottom). (Photo: Esto 
Photographies) 


