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The Louisville Free Public Library is on the southern edge of Louisville's 
central business district. Other significant structures in the vicinity 
include the Fifth Ward School (National Register, March, 1978), the YMCA, 
(National Register, December, 1977), the Weissinger Gaulbert Apartments 
(National Register, December, 1977), the Brown Hotel (National Register, 
February, 1978), and the Heyburn Building (passed Kentucky State Review 
Board, May 1979) .

The Louisville Free Public Library is the most dut^m^Mt e'x^Riple :of 
Beaux-Arts Classicism in Louisville. The architects considered the building 
to be derivative of the style of Louis XVI, which is most appropriate in 
Louisville's close connection with the French King. ;  <

The building is a two *and a half story structure of Bowling Gtfeen limestone 
which follows a T-shaped plan. The main facade which faces York Street 
is dominated by the two-story portico. The portico consists of two pairs 
of fluted Ionic columns and one pair of fluted Ionic pilasters on either 
side of an arched entry. The columns support a banded architrave and an 
elaborately carved frieze is decorated with rinceau motifs, which have 
putti in the center. The central area of the frieze, over the entrance, 
contains the word LIBRARY, which is flanked by two panels with medallions 
and swags. All exterior sculpture on the building, including the capitals 
of the columns, were done "in situ." The portico is capped by a pediment 
with dentils and a corbel table. The entry is encased in stone with an 
architrave whid} .is,, embellished with dentils and cartouche and 'volutes. 
Above the doorway is a stone archw.ay with windows . The entry is further 
emphasized by a perron, typical of Beaux-Arts plans.

The entrance is ; , flanked by. two identical wings. A raised 'basement level is 
observable in the wings. The first and second floors consist of five windows 
set in plain st;one ;wal Is. Stone panels, decorated with three interlaced fleur- 
de-lis, separate the first floor windows. Below each window of the first floor 
is a stone panel with the name of a discipline. The second floor windows are 
encased in stone with lions' heads protruding from the sills. The wings have 
an extended cornice with a corbel table and dentils. Lions heads also protrude 
from the cornice. The corners of the building are chamfered. In the center 
of each end is a bay with two Doric columns supporting a pediment with a corbel 
table. In the bay is a niche with a. grotesque- head in the center. The bay is 
above a basement entrance which has an iron fence in front of it. A fleur-de-lis 
panel flanks each side of the bay. The chamfered walls are embellished with 
great bronze heads which were part of a fountain. The rear of the building 
forms the base of the "T" and was -the area of the work rooms. It is this 
area which connects the library to the new addition of 1969.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Louisville Free Public Library is significant as the finest example of the 
Beaux-Arts style in Louisville.1 The Carnegie-endowed building was designed 
by the prominent New York architecture firm of Pilcher and Tachau. The Library is 
one of the most important cultural and educational institutions in the city.

The Louisville Free Public Library is an outgrowth of the Public Library of 
Kentucky and the Polytechnic Society. The Scottish Society headed a drive 
to obtain a grant from Andrew Carnegie to build a Carnegie Library. In 
anticipation of this the Polytechnic Society changed its name to the Louisville 
Library in 1902.

In order to receive the grant, certain stipulations had to be met which included
guaranteed annual income of ten per cent of the original grant for
maintenance. The necessary state and local legislation was adopted in 1902.
The state allowed the establishment of free public libraries by cities and
the local government authorized the mayor to appoint twelve trustees for four year
terms and levy an annual tax.

The Louisville Free Public Library was formed and trustees appointed,much 
to the dismay of the Louisville Library. The Louisville Free Public Library 
and the Louisville Library later merged giving the Louisville Free Public 
Library 65,00 volumes and a temporary home. A site was selected between 
Third and Fourth Streets on York for the new building . A grant of 
$250,000 was received form Mr. Carnegie on April 12,1902.

Considerable planning went into the library. The Library Planning Committee 
was more concerned with a structure which functioned well as a library than 
one which was a grandiose architectural display. The Library Committee decided 
to have an architectural competition. Anderson Hopkins, the Librarian for 
the Free Public Library, and Professor William Ware of Columbia University's 
School of Architecture established the format for the competition and would 
make recommendations to the committee. Ten architects were to be invited, 
who were to include the Louisville firms of Clarke and Loomis, D.X. Murphy, 
Henry Wolters and J.B. Hutchings as well as the firms of Albert Randoff Ross

In terms of its being representative of the Beauz Arts Style as applied to public 
buildings, it can also be said to be one of the finest examples in the state.
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The only room of the interior which continues the Louis XVI style was the 
Delivery Room (now a foyer). This room is two stories in height with two 
staircases. The railings of the stairs are in bronze and iron with a 
circular motif which contains the monograph LL. The room has a barrel 
vault supported by engaged columns. The vault contains stained glass 
panels. The floor and trim are in white marble. The second story 
contains murals done in a neo-Renaissance style.

In 1969 an addition was made to the library and connected at the rear 
of the T. The new building is constructed primarily of textured concrete 
and glass and is harmonious in scale and rhythm with the older building. 
The new building in no way effects the appearance of the main facade. The 
new structure is richly landscaped with terraces and fountains.

For additional information see: Kentucky Survey of Historic Sites
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of New York, Pilcher and Tachau of New York, McKim, Mead and White of Boston,
P.M. Andrews of Dayton and Mairain, Russell and Gardiner
of St. Louis. The plans of Pilcher and Tachau were recommended by
Ware and Hopkins and accepted by the committee.

The work on the library was begun in 1905 and not completed 
until 1908, due to strikes in the building trades. The library was formally 
opened June 25, 1908. One of the most popular and innovative features 
was the open stack room.

The main library of the Louisville Free Public Library is one of the 
most important cultural and educational institutions in Louisville 
for all ages. The library houses extensive periodical and ̂research 
collections, leisure reading collections, an extensive children's 
program, an audio visual department and an FM Radio station. The major 
library service divisions are also housed in the building.

Lewis Pilcher, one of the architects of the building, was from Brooklyn 
and received his early training from the Columbia School of Architecture. 
He also served as the State Architect of New York and designed 
Sing-Sing Prison in that capacity. Pilcher was a professor of Fine 
Arts at Vassar, a professor of Architecture at Pennsylvania State 
University and the editor of Architecture for the Encyclopedia Americana.

William Tachau (d,1969), originally from Louisville, graduated from
Columbia School of Architecture and was a classmate of Pilcher's.
He also studied at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. The firm of Pilcher and
Tachau was formed in 1900. The Haviland Building in New York, the
band shell in Central Park, New York, the Squadron B Armory in Brooklyn,
and the Church of Christ Scientists in Glen Falls,#ew York are a few of the
buildings which they designed.

The Louisville Free Public Library is Louisville's finest example of the 
Beaux-Arts style and an excellent example of the harmonious blending 
of an older structure with contemporary architecture. The library is 
also an important educational and recreational resouce and an important 
architectural element in downtown Louisville.
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