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The La1nont Library 
I. Desig11 

S the first }ibrary building to be planned pri111arily· to nicer un-
dergraduate needs~ the lA1n1ont Librar)r ,vas necessarily· 
an experin1e11t in construction as ,veil as jn function .. The 
pioneer nature of the uses to ,vhich the building ,vus to he 

put naturally led to a particu]arly crtrcful ,vorking out of requirements 
botl1 in size a11d ::1rrangcn1cnt before the sclcclion of a site ,vas con-
sidered. 

The phil~sophy· on V{hich the functioning of the Library \VrlS based 
required, first,. that it be conveniently located and inviting of access. 
It ~hould he on one of the main undergraduate traffic routes, and there 
should be no flights of steps to climb to the entrance or monurnental 
vestibules or foyers to traverse before coming to the books .. Second., 
once ,vJthin the J....ibrary., the student should find the entire book coHec~ 
tion as accessi blc as possible.. The arran gen1en t d~vised by the Librar-
ian to accomplish these rcq u irc1n c n ts call cd for I on g rca ding ro on1 s on 
three floors on one side of the building paralleled for their entire length 
by open stack areas do,vn the center .. Specialized reading rooms., such 
as those for reference, bro,vsingl and the n1odcrn poetry collection., 
,vcrc to be on the opposite side of the stack area .. As a rcsu1t, students 
,vould pass through the stac~s in going to the reading roon1s or in pass-
ing fro1n one re3ding area to another .. 

Tl1is arra11gcrncnt of a long stack area benvecn t,vo reading areas 
produced a building altnost as ,vide as it ,vas long. Further, the ar-
rangement complicated the exterior treattnent by creating eight foot 
high stories at the ends of the building, corresponding to the stack 
heights, ,vhilc the reading roon1 sress on the nvo Jong side.s ,vere in 

. ~torie:s sixteen feet high. 
Besides the undergraduate Iibrnry proper, the bui]ding ,vas required 

to house the conference rooms -and offices of the nevl General Educa-
tion Center. Although the Center ,vns not .strictly a library· function., 
its roo1ns ,vere to be entcrcq through the n1ai11 Library entrance and 
,verc to have free access to the Librar) 7 on all floors. 

v\'ith these bnsic rc:quircn1cnts clearly in vic,v, four sites \'\"'ere con-
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sidcrcd by the University~ as described in a previous jssue of the HAR-
VARD LIBRARY BuLLETIN/ -and prcli1ninnry sketches ,vcrc prepared by 
the architects for each site. The Boylston I-Iall site proved to be too 
small altogether, and \Vas early abandoned. The t\\'O sites on i\1ount 
Auburn Street ,vere adet]uate in S\i'.e and presented no particul~r 2r-
chitectural pioble:i;ns, but the Yard site on the corner of Quincy Street 
and i\1assachusctts Avcnuc 1 ,vhich had great advantages fro1n the L .. i-
brary point of vic,v., ,vas a different 1nattcr. There ,vus gllcstion 11s to 
,·vhcthcr the very large square shape of the plan ~nd the three stories 
of reading rooms could be satisfactorily· handled on the restricted site, 
or ,vhcthcr the hlli]ding could be rel a tcd co111f ortnbI y to its neighbors, 
the Union, the Houghton Libr:Jry, "\Vigg1cs,vorth 1-IaH~ nnd the Ba~ 
con-Ro oscvcl t Gate to the sou th, the 1110 nu n1cn tal b o, ve d ,vill l of 
,vhich en1phasized an axis that could not he ignored .. Ho,vever, after 
considerable deiiberationJ the advantages of the Yard site appeared so 
compe11ing fro1n a University point of vie,v that this ,vas selected in 
spite of the severe architectural difficulties+ 

The prublen1 ,vas intensified ,vith the public announcc1ncnt that the 
l.~amon t lJibrary ,,ras to be buiJ t in the Yard. At once certain grad u-
ates sought assurance that it \Yonld be in the colonial stylct ,vhile oth~rs 
as urgentl)T adYocated that it be n1odern. IViany expressed their con-
cern to 1\1 r J .Ja n1 on t, Prcsi dent Conant, lv1r 1\ilctca 1 f, and the nr chi te cts, 
advocating one or the other. The correspondence on this point he-
t\veen I'vi r T.,amont1 1\1r l\·1 ctcalf and the ,vritcr is jnreresting, and js 
here,vith quoted: ,. 

1 .. ho111tYs Tl'. La111011t to IC. D. ,11ctcalf - 3 A1arcf:J 1947 
• 

+ • I looked ov-r-t the dra\vjngs that Shepley sent through my sonj =.lnd the 
only c.iuestion that aro~e in n,y n1ind, ,,·hich I a111 sure that ivlr. Shepley ".rould 
ans,vc r j n th c aili rn1 a ti ,re~ ,v.1.s as to \V 11 e th er1 ,v Lt h the nnh er a ,vlnva rd si cc on a 
hillside that ,ve had to u ti Uzc and ,vi ch tb c tech nicn l opera ti on of the Library, 
"'c h:id btcn able to adhere as n1uch as possibie to the general spirit of the ar-
chitecnlrc of the Yardr I Im \TC no doubt thnt effort has ahva ys been strongly 
in mind and that it has been car1·jcd out so far as it po5sibly could be.· · •• 

HRS to 1.,ho1Hns Tl'. La111ont - 7 Afnrch 1947 
I _have seen your recent~ etter to l\1r. i\Ictca1f antl ,,rnnt to r1ssure you that ,vc 

are nudc.i ng every effort to treat the exterior of the Library so that it ,vill blend-
,vith the oth~r bujldjngs in the \ 7 ard. The rnaterJa] "\\7il1 be dark red brick like 

• 
1 K. D. i\lctc:,ilf~ (The Undergraduate and the Harv::ird Library-;' HARl'.AtuJ L1-

lJRAin: TiuLLETlK, I ( r 94 7 ), 30:i-3-04 . 
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The La1no11t Library 7 
the Chapel., ,v.ith Jimestone trim Hkc the Union. The grading and planting ,vill 
he caref uHy done to make the building look :it home f rorn the start~ 

Actua1Iyi that part of the Yard ,vhere the Ljbrary is to be contains a very 
vn ried asso r tm c nt of bui 1 dings of di ff er en t types, \:V j den er i Em ets on a ad Rob~ 
fr1son arc Classic, Sever is Richardson Ron1anesqo e, the Union is Eng]isht the 
Presidenes House, I-Ioughton ~nd '\'1ggles,vorth arc 1nodern Colonfo.l. l\1any 
of these are distinguished cx:nn1plcs of the style in vogue at tl1c tjn1ei nnd thus 
niake an jnteresting historical record. ]\Jost of then1 ,vere carefully designed 
to fit into the general spfr.it of Lhc \ 7 nrda .. fhe Library is b cing studied ,vith 
great cnre in this: respect and I a1n confident that you ,vill not be d1sappointed 
'-'Vith Lhc result. 

Tbo111ns JfT_ La,11011t to lll~S- 11 Alarch 1!)47 
j\ 1Iany thanks for y0l1r n1ost excellent A.nd .satisfactory Jetter of 1\-farch 7th. 

I ggrcc ,vith everything you sny as to the other buiidings in the Yard+ I rc-
n1embcr in my frcshrn:in ye~r from n1y rooin on the third floor in Gray~s I-Iall 
J used to g:azc out on 1\1:itthc,\TS at n,y left -and ,~l eld at n1y right, and ,vonder 
a Ertle ,vhy they happened to he so different froin each olhcri and both uf 
then1 coincident in no ,vay ,vith Unh,.ei-sity· HalL 

I kno,v v.1ell that I shall not be dis~ppointed, but more than pleased ,vjth your 
final res· t1 l ts. 

Th~nking you for the great attention that you are L esto\,·ing on this nlattcr 1 

I :a.111 _ _ • 

IC D. A1etc.alf to rIRS- 21 1lfay 1947 
I had an opportunity to tn lk ,vith J\1f r. Lan1ont Sr. yesterday, and he asked 

me to report to you that he had seen the;: Tnodel and the plans :ind that he likes 
them. He ,r.·anted you to I..::no,v tha.t he did ltke them .... 

In the intensive study by the architects to ~dapt the building to the 
site., the three st-orjcs in height ,vere redllccd to an apparent t\vo by 
placing the tl1rce stories of reading roon1s on the ~-1assachusctts Ave~ 
nuc side~ ,vhere the slope of the land brought .the lo,vcst stOl"j7 partly 
underground and the Bacon-Roosevelt Gate 1 ,vith its retaining ,val1, 
provided further conccahncnt. The actual size of the building on the 
ground ,vas considerably reduced b)7 restricting the Gc11eral Education 
Center to a group of conference roon1s along tht Quincy Srrcct side 
,v-ithin the hody of the building and placing the other sections of the 
Center in a Jo,v roof house set back sufficiently on all sides so as not 
to count in the apparent over-all height.~· 

The n1ain entrance ,vas put on the north side~ on the main path f ram 

:: The present a rtjck: is acco1n panied IJy eight pl :1tcs and scv·cn p1 ans, the pla tcs 
reproducing. exterior ~nd interior v.ie,Ys of the Library, :.:lnd the plans representing 
se,·cn of the eight )c\1ds which comprise the building. 
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the Yard to the UnionJ along ,,;hich nlinost all the frc·shn1cn pass going 
to and fro1n their n1ea1s+ The entrance in this locution hns the advan~ 
rage of being on the middle level of reading rooms1 requiring only one 
flight of stairs to the upper or the 1o,vcr reading rootn level. A second 
entrance \Vas established at the ]o\ver ]evel on the ,vest side next to the 
end of "\?\'igglcs\,:rorth, so that those approac}ling f ron1 tl1is side ,\:rould 
not ha vc to clin1 b the hill to the 111ain entrance. 

The urchitcctur~1 trcatn1cnt is rnodcrn~ but the exterior h:is heen 
. ca ref u 11 y st n di cd in proportions, f cncs tra ti on, and ma tcri a1 s to 1n a kc it 
fit in co111fortably and naturally ,vich its traditional surroundings. Ex-
aggerated n1odern features and affectations have been avoided a11d the 
treatn1e11t restricted to a .si1nple and direct expression of the interior 
arrangen1ent and philosophy, ,vith specia] en1phasis . in certain apJJro-
priatr; cases. 

This emphasis of jnrcrior features in exterior treatment may be seen 
in the projection of the 111ain ci1trancc motive beyond the face of the 
no rtl 1 front~ increasing the i nl portance of the entrance -and giving :;i v:11-
u ah le accent to ~n other,vise long unbroken f2~ade. This entrance is 
very ,vide, almost the ,vidth of the lobby inside., ~nd consists of six 
glass doors in a g]ass ,va 11, flanked b)T J in1estone buttresses carrying a 
thin roof slab. The glass ,-vall is recessed several feet from the but-
tresses and roof to give a sense of shelter. The ,vidc glass entrance 
tends to le-sscn the barrier benvccn exterior 2nd interior; nnd to en-
hance this effect the lobby lighting has been 1nade to si1nulate daylight. 
Furth crn1 ore, the interior arran g c1nen t is such that f ron1 , vi thou t one · 
1n~y look through the lobby jnto the stacks, and bey·ond into the read-
ing room on the farther side of the buliding. 

Next to the n1ain entrance is ·the Reference Room ,vith its great 
north ,vindo,v over]ooking the-Yard a.nu offering to all those passing a 
clear viclv into the l.,ibrary. fhis ,vindo\Y, occupying practicnlly the 
,vholc side of the room, can afford to be spacious as it never receives 
-any snn., ,vhile all the other 1vindo,vs on the 1nnin floor have to be 
shaded on sunny days. 

The n1nin floor rending roon1 on the south side is en1phasized on the 
exterior by tall ,vindo\vs extending from floor to ceiling, spaced nvicc 
as far apart as the ,vindo,;,rs of other roon1s. This gives an effect of dig-
nity that relates ,vc11 in scale ,vith the Union, and particularJy ,veil 
,vith the Ilacon-ltooscvelt Gate. 

One important feature of the exterior is the free use of large un-
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broken ,vall surfaces. Thi~ i~ 1nade possible by the fact that it-is pref~ 
er'1-h1c to light the reading areas fron1 one sjde only. The introduction 
of these ,vall areas at the corners of the building h:ts the effect of break-
ing up the apparent bulk of the building by interrupting the continu~ 

, ity of "~indo,v trcatn1ent. This interrupt1011 has the additional advan-
tage of pern1itting each elevation to be treated appropriately and 
honestly in itse] f ,vithou t the necessity of reconciling it too closcJy 
,virh its neighbors. The result has oeen an exterior ,vith 1nore interest 
and vitality tha.n 1voul d oth cr,visc have been possib]c. 

During the studicst son1c consideration ,vas given to a sloping roof.. 
"f'his could not have been put on the ma111 portion of the building be-
cause it \Yould have covered the ,vjndo,vs of the General Education 
Center in the roof house" but it could have been put on the roof house 
it.self. It ,vas tried here on the 1nodel and looked ,vcll enough, but even 
the rnost conservative \Vere not strongly in its favor.. It ,vould have 
been so evidently· a rather feeble concession to tradition! at consider-
ab]e cost, that it ,vas ul tin1ately abandoned. 

\-, 1ith complete air-conditioning, the ,vindo\vs arc of t,,,o thicknesses 
of plste glass .separated by a sn1all air space., and are sealed .. 1""his prc-
·vents heat transfer bchvccn interior and exterior and :llso acts as insula-
tion against noise from lvlassachusctts Avenue. 

The lighting \Vas studied ,·vith the greatest care. The Ljb1:aria11, the 
architects" ~nd the lighting engineers visited ,vorking cxa1nples of all 
types of fluorescent lighting and based their final selection on special 
installations set up .side by .side in the san1c roon1~ The se]ecriun for 
the reading roon1s is the al un1inun1 ceiling troff er type set three feet 
apart, ,vhich gives the required nvcnty·-.five f oat-candles on the read-
ing p1ane ,vith the ]east apparent light jn the roon1, rcducjng eyestrain 
to the minin1utn. The corridors and stacks and areas ,vith eight-foot 
he adro 01n ha vc exposed flu oresccn t cci ling fix tores, , vi th nl u tnin u 1n 
louvers to cut do,vn the glare. The Jobby has 2 thrcc-jnch-sqnare 
louvered ceiling from ,vall to \Vall \Vjth high h1tcnsit) 7 Jighting above to 
1nakc it bright and inviting f rorn ,vithout. 

A n1odular systcn1 has been· used as far as it see1ned appropriate and 
no fl1rthcr. It has been applied principa11y to the stack areas and adja-
cent spaces to perrnit freedon1 of rcarrangen1ent at ,vi]lr The basic plan 
for the Library, ,vhi~h required circulation through the stacks, has 
resulted in a'n exceptiona1ly efficient use of space, ,vith practicall)• no 
,vastc. The n1 ain stain va y near the center of the b ui 1 ding, is gen crous 
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and ,viH easily handle the main traffic in and out of the Library. It 
should be noted that c,gch of the t,vo end stair\vays is double, one over 
the other, so that the double stairs occnp) 7 the sa1ne space jn plan as a 
single stair, but add ·up to four separate stairs in the building. The eRst 
stair, ,vhich is opposite the n1ain entrance, serves the occupants of the 
General Educi1tion Center, leading directl)r to their conference roon1s. 

The intcrjor colors ,vere selected "rjth a vie,v of avoiding sharp con-
trasts, \Vhich \Von]d cause eye f~tigue. The \VOod,vork, stalls (or read~ 
jng cubicles) '.I and furniture are n1ostly of birch, Jight colored, in a 
natural finish. · f he easy chairs are covered in leather, colored tan, red, 
or green. 1."'hc bookc~ses arc finished in a mediu111 value of ena1ncl of 
different colors for the three n1ain floors: old go1d for the ground i1oor1 

du11 red for the first :floor, and gray blu~ for the second floor. The 
floors throughout the building are cork of u n1cdiurn bro,vn co]or, ex-
cept in the Jobbies,. ,vhere light gray n1arble has been used. In the main 
Johhy the piers arc £nished in dark cedar Tennessee n1arblc, as are the 
,vest ,vall and the ,vall of the 111-a.in st~ir\vay up to the second floor. 
The use of n1arhle here ,vill ensure a pern1ancnt n1aterial for the areas 
of greatest ,vear. 

The li'arns,,rorth Roorn, on the second floor, is finished in natural 
cherry fron1 floor to ceiling, and h2s bookcases recessed in the ,valls · 
frun, a height of t~~,.o to seven feet above the floor. '"fhere arc also free-
standing cherry book-cases forn1i,1g alcoves. The furp.iture forn1cr]y 
in the Farns,vorth Roorn in "\\iidener has been 1novcd here .. The light-
ing is h)7 floor lan1ps, to 1naintuin the at111osphere of a private librnry. 
The intent· has been to n1akc this the 111ost conservative roon1 in the 
nc"r building. 

1 .. he ,,rooJ.berry Poctt') 7 Room 1 on the other hand 1 is the n1ost mod-
ern. The interior arrange1nenl and furnishings have been designed hy· 
Finland~s forcn1ost architect, Alvar Aalto, ,vho is ,veil kno,vn through-
out this country as one of the 111ost talented in the profession. The 
roon1 difTcrs f ron1 any other at I-Iarvard, and n1akes an jntercsting and 
stin1ulating contribution to the Library·. 

In vie,v of their lcngth 1 the three main reading Ioo1ns on the south 
side of the building have. been given a sense-of division into three parts 
by· lo\v screens projecting froJn the \ValJs, ,vith the furniture grouped 
so as to accentuate the divisions. Each of these roun1s is entirely open 
on one side to the stacks, "rhich on the t\vo lo,Ycr floors iu<.:lud~ ,nez-
zanincs. 1""he other three sides of each roon1 arc lined \vith light-col-
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orcd ,vood cubicles, ,vith dividing partitions and a dado against the 
\Vall. The stair,vays nt the end of the stacks have glass ,val]s giving on 
to the reading roon1s, ,vhich contributes to the feeling of openness. 

Aside fro111 these similarities, each roon1 has, to a considerable extent, 
an individuality of its o,vn. The south or ,vindo\v siqes have been 
treated quite differently in each case. 1 .. hc ground floor roon1, being 
half underground, has a continuous horizontal ,vindo\v high up near 
the ceiling for its entire length. On the n1ain floor the \Vindo-\vs arc 
tall and ,videly· spaced, running from floor to ceiling, as already noted. 
On the second floor there is a ro,v of individual \yindo,vs of non11al 
spacing ,vith their sills three feet fro111 the floor. This latter roon1 has 
a lo,ver ceiling and no stacl~ n1czzaninc. T"11e colors of the bookcases 
are different for the three floors, as previously descdb~dJ and the ,va11 
c!o]ors arc considerab]y varjcd. 

The furniture in the building is of special design ,vorked out h)7 the 
architects in close conjunction ,vith the Librarian. In general, it is very 
si1nple, and as light in ,veight as is consistent ,vith con1fort and sturdi-
ness. In order to avoid 111onolony and give added interest, the first 
floor has been ]argcly equipped ,vith furniture designed h)7 Aivar 
Aalto -and mati.ufactured in S\vcdcn. l\1r Aalto n1odificd so1ne of his 
desig1.1s to suit 1l1e conditions. This fur11iturc is n13rkcdly individual jn 
sty]e~ and the ,voods 11sed arc very· handson1c. All of it has been 
shipped to this country knocked do\vn and has been assen1blcd here, 
the prices co111paring very~ favorably ,vith prices for furniture 1n-ade in 
An1crica. 

The co1nbination of light natural finish in the ,voodsJ soft i1Jun1ina-
tion~ absence of contrasting colors and values, and reduction of jnside 
,val1s produces a general effect ,vhich is quict'l cheerful, 2nd spacious .. 
l"'his interior and the carcfu11)7 re]atcd exterior have been designed 
prin1aril~v to tneet f ult )7 the ex~ct111 g conditions of function and site. 
Altl~ougl1 both interior and exterior arc necessarily modern in coriccp-
tion and treatn1ent, it is believed they have been so handled that the ... 
Librar1T ,vilI fit into the spirit of the I-I~rvard Yard and be an interest-
ing -and appropriate ::1ddition to its architecture. 

HE1'TRY R .. SHEPLEY 
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