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Abstract

IMPROVING THE PUBLIC: CULTURAL AND TYPOLOGICAL CHANGE IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY LIBRARIES

by

Jill Marie Lord

Adviser: Professor Kevin Murphy

Concurrent with New York City’s emergence during the nineteenth century as the
leading financial and cultural center in the United States, the city’s pildshcy
architecture underwent a transition from buildings designed in romantic retylesd to
monumental, neoclassical edifices that were intended by their arclaitecpatrons to
rival municipal libraries in other cities. New York’s Astor Librarguhded in 1848, was
the first public library in the United States, and although its Romanesque Revival
architecture was not a model for later libraries, its existence spurredtti#ishment of
other public libraries. Before then access to all other libraries in theeqired either
membership in a particular group, such as a trade union, or a fee. The Neo-Gpec desi
for the Lenox Library, founded in 1870, pushed public library design toward that of other
emerging cultural institutions such as art museums in that it used simites. fdhese
two libraries, along with $2.5 million provided by the Tilden Trust, were consdiidate
1895 to form the New York Public Library. The public hoped that the new library would
improve civic life by amassing a great collection and making it avaitald#, regardless
of age, sex, or country of origin. These three institutions are the basis of thisfstioel
library type as the embodiment of larger developments in the nineteenth-century

architecture and culture of New York City. In this dissertation, | @xathe



development of the public library type—which entailed debates about both function and
style—against the backdrop of New York’s emergence as a world-class city.

The New York Public Library was one of the last, large public libraries built in
the United States during the Gilded Age. Other rival cities such as Boston aadd&hi
completed libraries prior to the consolidation of the New York Public LibrAsya
result, its architects had the benefit of studying these other institutions irt@mrde
determine what characteristics should be incorporated into the new building, and what
should be avoided. New York Public Library represents the culmination of the public

library type in New York City.
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Introduction

Concurrent with New York City’s emergence during the nineteenth century as the
leading financial and cultural center in the United States, the city’s fildvhcy
architecture underwent a transition from buildings designed in romantic retyled to
monumental, neoclassical edifices that were intended by their arclatecgsatrons to
rival municipal libraries in other citi€s.New York’s Astor Library, founded in 1848,
was the first public library in the United States, and although its RomanesqgualRe
architecture did not become a model for later libraries, its existencedpoer
establishment of other public libraries. Before then access to all otheiesbrathe city
required either membership in a particular group, such as a trade union, or & feay B
of contrast, the Astor Library admitted all men over the age of fourteen. Th&deo
design for the Lenox Library, founded in 1870, pushed public library design toward that
of other emerging cultural institutions such as art museums in that it useat $omis.
These two libraries, along with $2.5 million provided by the Tilden Trust, were
consolidated in 1895 to form the New York Public Library. The public hoped that the
new public library would improve civic life by amassing a great collectrmhraaking it
available to all, regardless of age, sex, or country of origin. These thréaimssi are
the basis of this study of the library type as the embodiment of larger devalspmthe
nineteenth-century architecture and culture of New York City. In thisrthtea, |
examine the development of the public library type—which entailed debates about both

function and style—against the backdrop of New York’s emergence as a woddaitjas

The term “neoclassical” is used here in its broadesse to refer to the use of classicizing matifs
nineteenth-century architecture.. In this cagés not refer to a specific movement or styligtiom.



The New York Public Library was one of the last, large municipal public libraries
built in the United States during the Gilded Age. Other rival cities suBosten and
Chicago completed libraries at the end of the nineteenth century, prior to the
consolidation of the New York Public Library. As a result, the architects of the New
York Public Library had the benefit of studying these other institutions in order to
determine what characteristics should be incorporated into the new building, and what
should be avoided. Interms of typology this meant that the New York Public Library
could expand upon existing models of the public library type, which was one that
designers struggled with during the second half of the nineteenth century.

The Astor Library (fig. 1) was an unsuccessful attempt at creating & fibkhry
type. Alexander Saeltzer, the library’s architect, modeled the extetiloe diuilding
after European examples of public buildings, including Freidrich von Gartid&ed {

1847) Munich Staatsbibliothek (1831-42) and the Museum of Economic Geology (1846-
51) in London, designed by James Pennethorne (1801-1834gltzer used brick and
brownstone for the exterior, and the building was criticized for a lack of monunyentali
that resulted from the use of these materials.

Saeltzer used the alcove plan for the interior of the Astor Library, whislona
of the two preferred plans for private libraries at the time. By mid-cehkuayies in the
U.S. generally used one of two specific plans, the hall library or the alcoas/fibThe
hall library, orSaalbibliothekfirst seen in the United States in William Thornton’s

(1759-1828) 1790 design for the Library Company of Philadelphia, consisted of a large

2plexander Saeltxer’s life dates are not known.

3See BreischHenry Hobson Richardsoehap. 2.



room lined with books, and an iron gallery on a second level for reaching the upper
shelving. Other buildings that used this plan include: the arts end of the Bodleiaw Libra
at Oxford (1610 and 1613); the New York Society Library’s Nassau Street Building
(1795); the Portsmouth Athenaeum (1817) in New Hampshire; and the British Museum
Reading Room (1854-56). In the alcove plan, derived from British academic lilataries
Oxford and Cambridge, books were arranged by subject. Thomas Jefferson embraced
this plan in his design for the Rotunda at the University of Virginia (1821); other
universities, such as Harvard and Yale, also used this plan for their libraries.

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century a third library plan emerged! Met
library stacks became available, and these enabled librarians to inteasenber of
books in their collections. Readers were no longer seated among the shelves,hagtead t
consulted materials in a separate reading room. Librarians were reguoedte and
deliver books to their readers. Concurrent with the use of library stacks, librarians
developed methods of cataloguing such as the Dewey decimal system that made i
possible to find one book among thousands of volumes. Architects added stacks to
existing libraries, such as Gore Hall (1878) at Harvard University. Otheteatshilike
McKim, Mead and White at the Boston Public Library (1887-1895), incorporated stacks
into their designs for new buildings. Likewise Carrére and Hastingsdptéaeks in their
design for the New York Public Library.

Twenty years after Saeltzer designed the Astor Library, Richarddvdunt

(1827-1895) began work on the Lenox Library (fig. 2). Like his predecessor, Hunt

“For a discussion of the evolution of library desigee Nikolaus Pevsnétjstory of Building Types
(Princeton:Princeton University Press, 1979), ciiafale Allen Gyure, “The Heart of the University:
History of the Library as an Architectural Symbaélimerican Higher EducationVinterthur Portfolio42
(June 2008): 107-132.



struggled with the library’s exterior appearance. As a result of his eslueatine Ecole
des Beaux-Arts Hunt would have looked to architectural types derived from French
architectural theory as a means to organize the library form. The stbdildhg types
had its foundation in eighteenth-century architectural thought. Frencheatstand
theorists such as Claude-Nicolas Ledoux (1736-1806), Etienne-Louis Boullée (1728-
1799), and Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremeére de Quincy (1755-1849) all studied
architecture in terms of its presumed origins. Their work led to later devetagnmost
notably to the work of Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand (1760-1834), who advanced the theory
that all architecture is derived from a modular system of predetermines. fotencalled
these forms “types” and they served as models for architectural dedignEaidle des
Beaux-Arts> Hunt knew of Durand’s types, and used them as a starting point for design
of the Lenox Library. Hunt used the museum type, however, instead of the library type
to create the plan for the Lenox Library. He combined an alcove plan wilaydsases
that held rare books to create a hybrid library-museum space.

On the exterior Hunt used his own Neo-Grec architectural vocabulary. The
choice of a neoclassical style was significant given that New York’s pthgic library,
the Astor Library, was not neoclassical. Hunt’s use of the Neo-Gwectlya building an
appearance of monumentality that critics found absent from the Astor Lilhri&iy.
Saletzer with the Astor Library, Hunt did not establish a definitive Americancpubl
library type at the Lenox Library. The building was very personal and was linked mor
to the needs of James Lenox (1800-1880) to display his collection than to the need of the

public who might access its contents.

*Michael K. Hays, ed Architecture Theory since 19¢8ambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2000), 284.



As mentioned earlier the New York Public Library was created aftay rotoer
cities had large municipal libraries. Not only did its designers thus benefitliestudy
of those libraries, but also from the study of the two existing public librariég icithy.
The trustees of the New York Public Library wanted a building that would be
monumental because they aimed to create a library that would be recogmiare of
the greatest in the world. The first librarian of the New York Public Lybgohn Shaw
Billings (1838-1912) wanted a building that functioned best for the library’s mayps
of users. He also sought to avoid the excessive costs that library projebtsrioitids
had incurred. In sum he called for a public library that was monumental, useful, and
could be constructed within the limits of its budget. Billings’s goals forilbinariy were
the culmination of fifty years of library design, and resulted from his studgrier
attempts to perfect the public library type.

In this dissertation | will chart the emergence of the American publarir type
in New York City as it came to fruition in the design of the New York Public kybra
The Astor and Lenox libraries will be examined within the larger context of Wk
City’s architecture and contemporary library design. Although these tworimsldi
represent false starts in establishing a public library type, they wgarécant
predecessors to the New York Public Library. It was through their consofidhatt the
New York Public library was able to come into being; therefore it is partigular
instructive to study these three buildings as a group. Together theibuste
emergence of a viable public library type in New York City.

This is a typological study, which considers issues of style, function, and urban

appearance within the particular context of the second half of the nineteenth century in



New York City. This fifty-year span was one in which the population of the city
exploded in both number and diversity. Along with libraries there were a variety of
institutions, especially schools and museums that emerged at the same tioeate,e
and possibly assimilate immigrants into the city’s established cultuke. otlher
institutions that provided immigrants and working-class New Yorkers with sothe of
education, which the elite deemed necessary for improvement, librariesamsidered
essential to providing appropriate material to better understand the socidtich the
lower classes were expected to contribute. The practical function of the Igaralig, its
appropriate architectural expression, and its place in the growing eitg,all issues in

the typological development of the public library in New York.

Libraries in New York City

The history of libraries in New York City began in 1754 with the founding of the
New York Society Library, a subscription, or social, library modeled on tharyibr
Company of Philadelphia which was established in 1731 by Benjamin Franklin (1706-
1790). At the turn of the nineteenth century, New York institutions such as The New-
York Historical Society, Union Theological Seminary, New York Hospital, and the Ne
York Academy of Medicine opened specialized libraries. At the same timeatrdde
religious groups started social libraries as a means to educate and to ithprovagals

of their members through readifigrhese were the existing models for a public library

®Phyllis Dain, “Libraries,” in Kenneth T. Jacksoml.eThe Encyclopedia of New York C{tyew Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 667-70.



when the Astor Library was founded—small, private, requiring a paid subscriptobn, a
located in rooms within larger, general-purpose buildings.

New York colonial libraries were not open to the general public and were housed
in specialized rooms modeled on seventeenth-century European gentlemenéslibra
During the first half of the nineteenth century, purpose-built libraries sutte &éetv
York Society Library’s building at 16 Nassau Street and Broadway, as opposed 8 room
within larger buildings, were constructed. These early library buildirege based on
domestic models and in fact were merely oversized versions of them. The Astoy Li
broke with this mode of design. Its plan—derived from a combination of European
models, specifically a city library and a scientific museum—was #rérsj point for
American public library design, but its form was outside of the Americantectinial
tradition. Likewise the Lenox Library’s Neo-Grec exterior relied cgnEh and classical
models filtered through the Ecole des Beaux-Arts education of Richard Maimis Rihe
architects of these two buildings used European models for these new publiedibrari

Before the Revolutionary War, the city’s population was confined to the southern
tip of Manhattan. In 1807 the state legislature appointed a three-person comtoiss
study the island and to create a plan regulating its further developmensulimge
Commissioners’ Plan was revealed in 1811. The plan called for a grid to be applied to a
city expansion. This grid created a regular street pattern that defined haty theutd

eventually take shape. The plan had exceptions to its rigid form, these includedexisti

"Much of early American building was based on a rfiedihouse type. Whether buildings at The College
of William and Mary or Bulfinch’s MassachusettstStilouse, American architects tended to model their
public buildings after large houses. It was theegyance of professional architects and new modern
building types that pushed American design ouhf lomestic mode. Dell UptoArchitecture in the
United StategOxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 899



development as well as discrete areas for central markets and wiatleuttis). These
regulated spaces were unlike the overall commercial nature of the city lahd
development was not restricttdThe opening of the Erie Canal on October 26, 1825,
cemented New York City’s position as the dominant commercial center imitedU

States. In addition to the city’s harbor and its dry goods markets, thecosai@d a hub

from which transportation and communication lines developed throughout the remainder
of the century. Linked to Europe by steamship and packet boat and to the interior of the
U.S. by railroad, by mid-century New York City became the major trangjgortaub for

the nation. As a result the city maintained its dominance in dry goods marketsand al
became a center for banking, shipping, communication, and publishingas in this
environment that the nation’s first public library was created.

The Astor Library, the first privately funded public reference librarjhenWnited
States, was endowed by the German-American furrier John Jacob Astor (1763-1848) who
bequeathed $400,000 to the city and a building site on the east side of LafayetterPlace fo
the construction of a public librafy. The New York State Legislature incorporated this
library in 1849 and its board of trustees selected Alexander Saeltzer, born and educated i
Germany, as the architect. Since Astor himself had not amassed a collebibak®f

during his lifetime, Joseph Green Cogswell (1786-1861), the Astor Library's firs

®Eric HombergerThe Historical Atlas of New York Cifi}lew York: Henry Holt and Company, 1994), 68-
69. Dell Upton, “Inventing the Metropolis: Civikition and Urbanity in Antebellum New York,” in
Catherine Voorsanger and John K. Howat, e&id.and the Empire City: New York, 1825-188lew
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 3, 6-9.

°See Edwin G. Burrows and Mike Wallag&otham: A History of New York City to 18@8ew York:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 649-73.

The Astor Library was unusual in that it never upatllic funds or public lands. Almost all of the
libraries founded after it had some means of pubdixpayer support. For a general history of mubli
library building in the United States prior to 18 88e Kenneth Breischienry Hobson Richardson and the
Small Public Library in AmericéCambridge: The MIT Press, 1997), chap. 2.



librarian and superintendent, traveled to Europe to purchase a collection thatdppeal
both popular and scholarly tastes. While the Astor Library was a philanthropiceges
conveying gratitude to the city that had made its patron wealthy, his belipiest
include an endowment large enough for the library’s long-term survival; and tleeitefor
was supported by contributions from its board of trustees, including the founder’s second
son, William Backhouse Astor (1795-1878)As the first public research library in the
United States, the Astor Library was open to all who wanted to use it, at no,cradge
became the model for large, public libraries throughout the country.

Unlike many private subscription libraries that appealed to a limitedrazedie
such as a trade union, the Astor Library’s collection was non-circulatohgnaluded a
wide range of books. In consultation with Cogwell, Saeltzer arranged thagylibr
according to an alcove plan, whereby each alcove was dedicated to a padigeletr s
The library had a single alcove dedicated to theology, whereas the remairtyrgetien
were given to other subjects including history, literature, classicscesieand fine
arts?

Twenty years later James Lenox commissioned Hunt to design a library to house
his personal collection of Bibles, Americana, and other rare works. Unlike the Ast
Library, where the board of trustees selected the architect, Lenox had a persona

relationship with Hunt and asked him to design his libtarits then-remote location at

113.J3. Astor’s eldest son, John Jacob Astor Jr. (IB¥B), was mentally disabled and not capable of
conducting public affairs.

2Frank H. Norton, “The Astor Library;The Galaxy7 (April 1869): 528.
¥Hunt, who also designed the Gothic Revival PrestanieHospital (1872) for Lenox, first met Lenox in

Newport in 1867. Henry Clay Frick purchased thadeLibrary in 1911, razed it, and built a mansion,
designed by Carrére and Hastings, that eventualigdthe Frick Collection.
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Seventieth Street and Fifth Avenue, its limited hours of operation, and its severe Neo-
Grec exterior gave the Lenox Library an air of exclusivity that was idétimg to the
casual user. lIts interior design combined aspects of a gentlemaary Aind a picture
gallery. Hunt's education at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, in parttialreliance

on building types, and his subsequent trips to France informed this particular
arrangement.

Before 1875 fewer than ten percent of all public, municipal libraries in the United
States were in purpose-built buildingsNew York was unusual in that it had two public
libraries as well as several other private library buildings. But by th&é8x@s the
public considered New York’s two public libraries, the Astor and Lenox, inadequate in
serving its needs. InMew York Timesditorial written in 1879, the editors noted that
smaller cities such as Boston, Cincinnati, and Chicago all had public municipakfbr
whereas New York only had a few small public libraries, private libraaies,
booksellers. The editors wrote that it was not possible to meet the various wasts of t
public without administration of a public authority, although the financial reqemésrof
such an endeavor would be a burden to taxpayers. Although they asserted that the
“demand for reading matter should in some way be met by an adequate supply,tithey di
not propose a solution as to how to meet this nigedew York City’s public school
system began in 1826 when the Free School Society, which was created to educate free

blacks, joined with the Sunday School Union and became the Public School $bciety.

“Kenneth A. BreischHenry Hobson Richardson and the Small Public Ligriar America(Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 1997), 13.

Bibid.

®Burrows and Wallace3otham 499-500; Diane Ravitcfhe Great School Wars: A History of New York
City Public School¢Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Pres€)®0
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Although a small number of children actually attended school, there was a conaserent
in literacy rates alongside an increase in reading material. ubikersal education itself,
reading was considered beneficial for the city if its citizens reddrrabthat supported
republican ideas about working towards a common good. The benefit of reading was
lost, however, when works such as popular romances and murder mysteries became the
material of choicé’

By 1895 the public, according to the popular press, was outraged that there was
no public library in New York City. Not only did other major American cities have
public libraries, but New York was a city with international aspirations.tsToredit,
New York had always looked to private individuals to create its public institutions; f
example, private citizens financed both the Astor and the Lenox libraries. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art was also financed by a group of private citizens, wherea
the government funded the major museums in London and Paris. New Yorkers tended to
look to private philanthropy to step into the void left by its municipal government. The
Settlement House movement, where wealthy individuals chose to live in community
houses located in poor sections of the city in order to assist and provide a model for
domestic life, was an example of this call to action by private citizeres\te the public
good!® Ultimately it was private philanthropy in the donation of $2.5 million from the

Tilden Trust that made the creation of the New York Public Library possible.

"The emergence of the murder mystery as a literanyegin nineteenth-century America is described in
Karen Halttuneniviurder Most Foul: The Killer and the American Gattinagination(Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2000).

¥See Allen Freeman DaviSpearheads for Reform: The Social SettlementstanBriogressive
Movement, 1890-191@ew Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1984
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The accumulation of wealth by Americans families led to increased philanthropic
activity during the second half of the nineteenth century. Not only did the amount of
money they spent on charitable causes grow, the amount of time they devoted to helping
others also increase@uildings such as libraries and museums were erected to display a
family’s largesse and to reinforce its position within society. Unlikegeans,

Americans had no landed aristocracy and therefore status was based on wealth and
personal connections. The Astors, James Lenox, Samuel Tilden, and other ricls familie
and individuals used their wealth to create libraries not just to give back to dmdiety

also to ensure their position within'it.

In hisTheory of the Leisure Clag$899), Thorstein Veblen addressed American
wealth in general terms and argued that people usually try to emulate thequkrcei
wealth of their peers. For example, the citizens of Boston built the firsbrBBsiblic
Library in 1852 in direct response to the opening of the Astor Library and a desire to
have a library of the same quality. Likewise, the first three major artumssie the
United States were all incorporated in 1870: the Boston Museum of Fine Arts (opened to
the public in 1876), the Corcoran Gallery (built before the Civil War), and the
Metropolitan Museum of Ar.

Another purpose for cultural philanthropy by the elite was the assimilation of the

lower classes. New York was always a city of immigrants. Irish amth@n

For additional sources on cultural philanthropye Eathleen McCarthyAmerican Creed: Philanthropy
and the Rise of Civil Society, 1700-186hicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003); Keaeinl
MacCarthy Noblesse Oblige: Charity and Cultural PhilanthrojpyChicago, 1849-1928Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982); and KathleerClsithy, Women’s Culture: American Philanthropy
and Art, 1830-193(@Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).

#calvin TomkinsMerchants and Masterpieces: The Story of the Meligm Museum of ArfNew York:
E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1970), 21.
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populations fleeing unrest in Europe arrived in the 1840s and 1850s, while European
Jews, Italians, and Chinese came during the 1880s and 1890s. Some of these groups, in
particular the Germans, settled in distinct areas of the city and meitdieir cultural
identities. The middle and upper classes, however, were interested in creatungpins
that reinforced upper-class ideals and gave instruction to those who did not share their
values?!

The Metropolitan Museum of Art is an example of an institution that had cultural
philanthropic goals to compete with museums in European cities, to display pariie
art that previously was in private hands, and to educate the pubiitiis opening
address at the dedication of the new museum building in March 1880, Joseph H. Choate
(1832-1917) spoke of art and the museum as a means to diffuse knowledge to the lower
classes:

[A]rt belongs to the people, and has become their best resource and most

efficient educator, if it be within the real objects of government to promote

the general welfare, to make education practical, to foster commerce, to

instruct and encourage the trades, and to enable the industries of our

people to keep pace with, instead of falling hopelessly behind, those of

other States and other Nations, then no expenditure could be more wise,
more profitable, more truly republican....

Their [the museum’s founders’] plan was not to establish a mere cabinet of
curiosities which should serve to kill time for the idle, but gradually to
gather together a more or less complete collection of objects illustodt

the history of art irall its branches, from the earliest beginnings to the
present time, whiclshould serve not only for the instruction and
entertainment of the people, but should also show tsttidents and

artisans of every branch of industry, in the high and acknowledged

ZBurrows and WallaceGotham chaps. 42 and 63.

Vinifred E. Howe A History of the Metropolitan Museum of Art: WittChapter on the Early
Institutions of Art in New Yorikl913; repr., New York: Arno Press, 1974); andvital omkins,Merchants
and Masterpieces: The Story of the Metropolitan &ums of Art{New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1970).
For a historiography of cultural institutions iretb.S. see Kathleen McCarthy, “Creating the America
Athens: Cities, Cultural Institutions, and the At820-1930,’American Quarterly87 (1985): 426-39.
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standards of form and of color, what the past had accomplished for them
to imitate and excef

For Choate and the founders of the Metropolitan Museum, wanted to best European
museum with their institution. The Victoria and Albert Museum in London, which
specialized in the collection of “industrial art”, influenced the Metropolitanddorsof

Art in its attempt to collect all types of art in an effort to educate itow8s*

Like the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the New York Public Library served a
variety of citizens. In particular it responded to the needs of immigrants wko wer
coming to the city in large numbers. New York City established Castle Garden in 1855,
which was then the city’s official immigration center. In 1860 there wesgl 2@ total
immigrants, of those 47,330 were Irish, 37,899 were German, and 11,361 were £nglish.
The city’s established society wanted new residents assimitateéw York culture.

To this end the periodical reading room was placed near the front entrance ofttye libr

so it would be easily accessible to those who came to the library only to readyhe dail
paper. Library designers assumed that immigrants would use the library lueainb

lunch hour, but not at other times, and therefore believed the number of people moving in
and out of the periodical room would disrupt the study of other users. The placement of
this room thus served two functions: it made the library accessible to the worldag cla
including immigrants; and it allowed other users to read undisturbed. Similarly, the

children’s reading room was separated from the main reading room on theabird fl

Howe, History of the Metropolitan Museyrt96-99.
%K enneth Hudsorlyluseums of Influengg€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987)664-

see New York City’s Immigrant Museum website,
www.nyc.gov/html/nyc100/html/imm_stories/museumérdtml(accessed January 24, 2009).




15

This separation allowed the library to serve a variety of groups, presumiinbyiiv
offending any of them.

Toward the end of the century the press criticized the Astor and Lenox kbrarie
for not adequately serving the needs of the public, especially those of the wdaksig c
eventually New Yorkers became convinced that they needed a public likeatlydse in
Boston and Chicago. In 1886 the former New York State governor Samuel J. Tilden
(1814-1886) left the bulk of his estate ($5 million) to build a public library in New York
City. Tilden’s heirs contested his will, however, and the resolution of this dispute
reduced his gift to the city by half. In the spring of 1895 the Tilden Trust chente
the financially struggling Astor and Lenox Libraries to form the New York Bubli
Library (fig. 3). Its organizers intended this new library to serve theeesgmmunity,
from society millionaires to recent immigrants. The board of trusteesestlbet
architects through a two-part design competition, which was won by the firargr€
and Hastings. Its monumental Beaux-Arts design recalled European modelsass we
the American Renaissance, which embodied a variety of neoclassicabsiyless
popularized by the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago.

The World’s Columbian Exposition was the pinnacle of neoclassicism in
nineteenth-century architectural design. The exposition brought togetherding lea
architectural firms in the United States and, under the leadership of Banmdam
(1846-1912), they created a unified complex of buildings that revived the taste for a
Renaissance-inspired neoclassical architecture in the United Stateshoiitwmental
scale of the fair and the variety of buildings showed the promise of clagsitiéeture

as an organizing force. Although some of the individual structures were not cedsider
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outstanding, as a group they presented a classical composition that expressed the
greatness of the entire enterprise.

The arrangement of the buildings around a man-made lake signaled the
beginnings of the City Beautiful moveméhtCity Beautiful was a reform movement in
American cities that grew from the notion that society could be morallyeglfy its
physical surroundings. Everything from street lamps and park benches to mohumenta
buildings, contributed to the city as a whole, and, as a result of a unified priesentat
citizens would feel responsible for their surroundings and in turn would act in a manner
appropriate to the environment. The city was a space that fostered civiamuidsoral
virtue. The design of Carrere and Hastings for the New York Public Library adeapte
City Beautiful mode of neoclassicism, and the building’s central position withinity
as well as its classical vocabulary signified its importance to the pebiple city. The
library’s architecture embodied the trustees’ hope that it would become ondedding
research institutions in the world, but it also signaled a belief—central tatleedan
Renaissance—that a world-class city should have monumental public buildings on par
with those in other Western capitals.

At the opening of the New York Public Library on May 23, 1911, John Bigelow
(1817-1911), president of the trustees, said:

Some six centuries ago... the cathedral of Notre Dame [Paris] gave to

France a standard in the department of architecture which, dovelike, has so

brooded over that and all other departments of art in France for the

succeeding years that Paris has only become not only the most attractive

city in the world, but in proportion to its accommodations the city of the

world most economically built and maintained. Need we despair that

before the lapse of another 600 years, nay, even before Albany and Troy
become, like the Bronx and Brooklyn, only boroughs of Greater New

*The term American Renaissance was first used i0,I88 Californianl (June 1880): 1-2; see Richard
Guy Wilson,The American Renaissance, 1876-19Bioklyn: The Brooklyn Museum, 1979), 63.
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York, this temple of Minerva in which we are assembled today may do as

much for the commercial metropolis of America as Notre Dame has

assisted in accomplishing for the metropolis of Fr&hce.

Bigelow, who was also a trustee for the Astor Library, saw the librarglstecture as a

way of enhancing the city’s stature within the U.S. In the context of thdBEawtiful
movement, the middle and upper classes saw the library’s neoclassical, ifepncd
building as an agent for social change. Lower classes and immigrants would be able to
use the library as a public university of sorts, and therefore could educatepaodam
themselves.

In another speech at the opening ceremony, U.S. President William Howard Taf
(1857-1930) spoke of the library’s role in educating New York’s citizens. Helsdid t
the library and its collection were secondary to the access given to its users

The accumulation of books however valuable, however rare, however

great in number, in a single library, without facilities for their consultation,

examination, and distribution, is like the deposits of great veins of

valuable minerals deposited in the earth, known to be there, but without

the means and the transportation needed to make the materials available

for the use of man.

It is not in the treasures of the various collections that go to make up this

library that its chief value consists.... It is not in the number of volumes or

pamphlets or manuscripts that this library stands out first in the world...

but it is in the facility of