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Meenakshi  Sr iniv isan, Chair
Landmarks  Preser vat ion Commiss ion

Support for Landmarking Public Spaces in the New York Public Librar y

Dear Commissioner Srinivisan:

Within a few blocks of each other on 42nd Street stand two of the greatest public 
buildings designed by American graduates of the Ecole des Beaux Arts: the New 
York Public Library and Grand Central Terminal. All the most important public 
spaces in the station are landmarked, but some of the best and most important 
rooms in the library are not. The most important room in the library, the Rose 
Reading Room, is one of those unprotected rooms.

The Rose Reading Room is important for many reasons: it and the adjoining Wal-
lace and Astor Rooms have been an historic center of scholar ly research in New 
York City since the ear ly 20th century ; it is one of the most beautiful rooms built 
during the American Renaissance period; it is one of the most beautiful rooms 
designed by the great New York City firm of Carrère & Hastings, widely acknowl-
edged at the time as one of the two or three best architecture firms in America; it 
is an important statement of the Metropolitan period, when New York consciously 
set out to show the world that it was the equal of any global city ; and the design 
of the library inside and out points to the Reading Room as the most important 
room in the building, the public reading room in the public library. 
 
I bring architecture students to New York to show them the New York Public Li-
brary and Grand Central, so that they can see in person the design philosophy of 
the Ecole des Beaux Arts, which taught architects to use plan, elevation, and sec-
tion to give public buildings a legibility and hierarchy in their public spaces. Just 
as the great design of Grand Central leads the first-time visitor to the great hall 
and the trains, the NYPL is organized around beautiful and powerful halls and 
stairs that almost inevitably lead the visitor up to the Rose Reading Room.

We wrote in New York 1900, Metropolitan Architecture and Urbanism 1890-1915,

The monumental elevations expressed the functions of the plan within. 
Pediments located the main reading rooms on the facade.... The main 
reading room... culminated a logical and impressive architectural progres-
sion form the principal entrance on Fifth Avenue. Ingenious scissor stair-
cases on the Forty-second Street side provided more direct circulation and 
integrated the lending facility, included at the last moment as a result of 
the city ’s request with the reference facilities which were at the heart of 
the building’s purpose. 
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The New York Publ ic  Librar y  i s  a  master ful  and power ful  express ion of  the 
architectura l  phi losophy of  the Ecole  des  Beaux Arts . The Rose Reading 
Room is  the culminat ion of  the character is t ic  and iconic  c i rculat ion in the 
bui lding, an impor tant  organizing pr inciple  in  the architectura l  movement 
that  gave New York City  many of  i t s  most  beaut i ful  and popular  bui ldings . 
The Rose Reading Room is  one of  the great  rooms of  New York City. I f  any 
room is  deser ving of  landmark status  in New York City, the Reading Room is . 
The New York Publ ic  Librar y  has  been a  good steward of  the Reading Room 
thus far, but  as  we learned with the unpopular  plan for  the stacks , there  i s  no 
te l l ing what  the future  wi l l  br ing. The Rose Reading Room, the other  impor-
tant  rooms of  the l ibrar y, and the great  s ta i r  on 42nd Street  must  be saved.

W hen I  was  a  chi ld, I  was  pr iv i leged to be able  to  take the tra in into Grand 
Centra l  Terminal  and to walk to the New York Publ ic  Librar y. To me, as  to 
Ada Louise  Huxtable  when she was a  l i t t le  g i t l , these  bui ldings  epitomized 
and embodied a  great , sophist icated c i t y  where impor tant  things  took place. 
I  c lear ly  remember my fi rs t  v is i t  to  the Reading Room at  age 11. The hushed 
workplace s tuck in my mind as  an express ion of  how architecture  could e levate 
work and learning. I t  contr ibuted to my becoming an architect  and later  wr i t-
ing New York 1900 with Robert A.M. Stern and Gregory Gilmartin.

Almost  two decades  later, I  had the pr iv i lege of  c l imbing the great  s ta i rs  to 
use  the cata log room, the main reading room, the map room, and the ar t  and 
architecture  col lect ion to research New York 1900. The l ibrar y  suppl ied an 
incomparable  resource in an incomparable  sett ing. W hen I  needed a  break, I 
would of ten s imply wander  the bui lding, admir ing the architecture. The s ide 
s ta i rs  to  42nd Street  were a  favor i te  place, because of  the great  sculptura l 
character  g iven to a  mundane funct ion (gett ing in and out  of  the bui lding 
more quickly  than on the ceremonial  s ta i rs—Bob Stern taught  me that  many 
publ ic  bui ldings  by Ecole  graduates  had “express” and “ local ” s ta i rs) . P lease 
landmark these  remarkable  New York places .

       S incere ly,

       John Massengale
       Chair, CNU NYC


