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The Tomah Public Library was constructed in 1916 and has remained essentially 
unchanged since its original construction. The exterior form is a simple rectangular 
solid, measuring 33 by 68 feet, capped with a hipped roof having generous overhangs.

An emphasis for the horizontal is achieved through both the use of the over­ 
hangs of the roof and a terra cotta frieze surrounding the building just below the 
roof overhang. The frieze is executed in a foliated design very reminiscent of 
the designs of Louis H. Sullivan. The frieze contains high windows of the main 
library floor on either end elevation; however the reading room windows on the 
front facade are much larger, reaching almost from floor to ceiling in broad bays. 
All of the windows are glazed with leaded glass panes, noted as "art glass" by j 
the architects. The entrance to the library is through a protruding vestibule at j 
a landing elevation almost midway between the lower floor and the main reading ! 
room. The library originally contained a lecture room and classroom at this lower • 
level, that have since been converted to a young people's collection.

i
The exterior of the building is a deep red brick, with raked joints emphasizing 

the horizontal; horizontality being an essential characteristic of prairie archi- ! 
tecture. The building base is of concrete, while trim at both the front and side 
entrance is of carved stone. The roof is covered with a green glazed clay roofing 
tile, sloping to an integral galvanized iron gutter and formed facia of the same 
material,. While the_original design drawings, dated January 5, 1916, show a 
stucco soffit, it is evident that this was actually constructed with beaded boards, 
probably „.an.,690591^.,move .when ,buj.]lt e -,.....,..*;...~ n

Concessions to modern improvements have been made in the replacement of single 
bulb incandescent light fixtures with fluorescent fixtures, and an unfortunate 
replacement of original wood doors glazed with leaded glass.by..narrow line aluminum 
doors. Otherwise the building remains true to its original design.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Tomah Public Library is recommended for architectural significance as it 
represents a fine example of Prairie style architecture applied to a public build­ 
ing and designed by a firm of statewide importance. -

Public buildings had traditionally been executed in monumental forms utilizing 
Greek or Roman designs. Occasional examples may be found in other styles and it 
is of some significance that a limited number of libraries, usually in small com­ 
munities, were designed by Claude and Starck in an innovative manner utilizing 
forms associated with Prairie architecture.

The firm of Claude (Louis W.) and Starck (Edward F.) is an important one both 
in the history of the City of Madison, where their office was located, and in the 
regional expansion of the library construction program dating from about 1903 through 
1921. During this period some 35 libraries in Wisconsin, Minnesota, Michigan, 
Illinois, and Washington were designed by the firm-*--Mu«h of the^program was financed 
through the Carnegie Foundation, as was the Tomah Library.

The firm developed a simple, compact and attractive series of schemes that 
appealed to i Library..Boards and Commissions. A substantial number of these-departed 
from Classical designs, and one design in particular that is found at Evansville, 
Merrill, and Rochelle, Illinois (all on the Register or nominated for it), repre­ 
sents a refreshing, original concept. Clothed in deeply raked brick courses, 
richly foliated ornamental terra cotta frieze ornamentation and generous overhangs 
from a hipped roof form with clay roofing tiles distinguish this from little 
classical temples.

The Tomah Library is an excellent example of this style representing the design 
characteristics just mentioned, as well as the simple functional plan that was 
found in many of the Carnegie libraries, and indeed, seemed to meet with favor in 
small libraries within Wisconsin.
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