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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The St. Paul Public Library and the James ;j. Hill Reference Library, built 
in 1917 as one building housing two libraries, is a fine product of the public^spirit 
of the City of St. Paul and James J. Hill. Designed by architect Electus D.«/ 
Litchfield, New York City, with the aide of Charles C. Soule"^ Brookiine, Massachusetts, 
national library expert and adviser, this building is an excellent example of North 
Itali^n Renaissance architecture.

The building is of a symmetrical design with seven bays and two pavillions. 
The exterior walls are constructed from Tennessee marble. Flat and smooth, these 
cream colored walls serve as a neutral background for the Palladian entries, arched 
windows, dentilated band courses, garland and swag freize, and the heavy dentilated 
cornice, which created the rich Renaissance front of the building. The Palladian 
entries are graced with Etruscan columns and lined with coffered ceilings. Semi­ 
circular sculptural nitches are located in the interior walls of the entries. The 
entries are topped with an arched molding with an egg and dart motif and cartouches 
containing the initials of the respective libraries. Double stairways lined with a 
balustrade approach the entries; while single scroll topped walled stairs lead 
directly into the building. The entire building and grounds are surrounded by a 
balustrade.

The east wing of the building contains the James J. Hill Reference Library, 
a two story, oblong chamber reminiscent of a Roman temple. The chamber, finished in 
Kettle River sandstone, is lined with two levels of Ionic columns, the bottom columns 
fluted and the top columns plain. Three narrow aisles lined with a repeating scroll 
decoration at the base of bronze railings provide access to books which line the 
walls. These aisles are reached by a low groin-vaulted staircase. A coffered ceiling 
forms a large skylight which sheds a soft light throughout the room. The beams of 
the ceiling are painted with classical designs. The library retains most of its 
original furnishings.

The east wing (James J. Hill Library) and the west wing (reference rooms 
for the St. Paul Public Library) are connected by the main circulation room of the 
St. Paul Public Library. A coffered ceiling, painted with classic motifs, adorns 
this high one-story chamber. The walls are finished in Kettle River sandstone as 
they are throughout the building. The walls are decorated with sculptuary inset 
panels. The west wall contains an entrance portal with a dentilated cornice flanked 
by Doric pilasters. Large arched windows line the north and south walls of the 
chamber. Modern stacks are located at the east end of the room.

The main floor of the west wing of the public library contains a small 
reference room at the north end, separated from the stacks located in the south end 
by an aspe containing Corinthian columns. The ceiling is beamed and painted with 
the Greek alphabet and roundels depicting characters from classical mythology.

The second and third floors of the public library are reached by a 
marble stairway with a brass railing. The walls of the stairway are decorated with 
a swag and garland freize.

(see continuation sheet)
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The second floor of the west wing also contains a small reference room at 
the north end. The reference room is separated from the stacks in the south end by 
three groups of four Corinthian columns. The ceiling in the reference room is made 
of cast plaster and painted with brightly colored floral patterns.

The basement rooms, completed after the main rooms of the public library, 
are decorated in the art deco style. The central area of the basement contains the 
childrens 1 and young adults 1 section and the west wing is used for storage space and 
physical plant.

The exterior of the building has not been altered since its construction 
in 1917. The Tennessee marble retains its cream and white color and the carved 
architectural detail is in excellent condition. The windows have recently been 
replaced by brown metal frame windows which retain the character of the Renaissance 
building very well. The interior of the building also remains essentially unaltered. 
Modern stacks and lighting have been installed in the St. Paul Public Library section. 
However the majority of the spaces in the Public Library and the James J. Hill 
Reference Library retain their original classical design.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The St. Paul Public Library and the James J. Hill Reference Library is a 
significant building in St. Paul both architecturally and historically. Architecturally 
it is an excellent example of the Northern Italian Renaissance architecture which 
flourished in the United States from the 1850s to the early 1900s. The James J. 
Hill Library, which retains its original design and furnishings, is an excellent 
example of a turn of the century library -- a 'classical temple of learning. The 
location of the libraries is also architecturally significant in St. Paul. Situated 
across from Old Federal Courts Building and separated from it by Rice Park, this area 
forms an important visual element in downtown St. Paul.

Historically, the building, in particular the James J. Hill Reference 
Library, is significant as an example of the philanthropy of the late James J. Hill. 
Mr. Hill, often known as "The Empire Builder" was a very prominent and influencial 
figure in St. Paul's early history. As founder of the Red River Transportation 
Company and developer of the Great Northern Railway system, he amassed large sums of 
wealth. He used this wealth to endow various cultural and educational institutions 
in St. Paul; the James J. Hill Reference Library being one of these institutions. 
Cooperating with the City of St. Paul, and in part financially enabling the city to 
build the libraries, the reference library was opened in 1924.

The James J. Hill Reference^Library is thus historically significant 
because it was endowed by one of St. Paul's most wealthy and influencial citizens 
in the late 1800s. As such, it sheds important light on the historical balance 
between the tremendous growth and wealth experienced in St. Paul during this time 
and the cultural, and architectural development.
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