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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Des Moines Public Library measures 80' x 150', and consists of a central, 5-bay
main block and two 3-bay wings (7 bays deep). It is made of pink Minnesota limestone
with terracotta detail and granite base trim. Its overall plan and exterior features

. suggest a scaled-down m del of the Library of Congress, particularly the east
acade.

The elevation is divided into three stages. A basement stage, faced with smooth, regalar
ashlar, has deeply recessed, six-light windows. Its upper part forms the surbase of an
intermediate stage which is faced with rusticated limestone. It features semicircular-
arched windows with voussoirs on east, west and north facades, and narrow rectangular
stack windows on the south. These latter windows are the only interruption in the
general scheme of the exterior, and are strictly functional in nature.

The first and second stages form a base for the upper stage, which features pilasters and
engaged columns of the Corinthian order supporting a full entablature below the parapet.
On the 3-bay pavilion of the north face (where the art gallery is located) are pedimented
cossetted blind windows between engaged columns, above which are cossetted panels con-
taining swags.

The east facade of the main block has pedimented end pavilions framing a colonaded
loggia. The main floor in this section features a 3-bay arcade of keystoned, semicir-
cular arches. This was originally the main entrance, reached by a double quarter-turn
staircase (removed 1956). The main entrance is now into the main block from the west.
This west face features a porte-cochere with Ionic columns on high pedestals supporting
a parapet and full entablature. Above the portico is a high, round-arched window with
a keystone rlslng to ‘the level of the capltals of the upper stage.vto;_

The interior is planned around a central rotunda The main floor plan is symmetrlcal
with circulation on the east-west axis and functional use on the north-south axis.

The second floor is arranged around the rotunda, but the space is irregularly divided
to accommodate a variety of cultural and social activities.

Interior design features include stained glass in the dome of the rotunda, extensive
use of oak for wainscoating and other woodwork, and semicircular-arched arcades

on the main floor. Alterations include the addition of an elevator and rearrangement
of basement space in 1928; the opening of a children's department in the basement,
with WPA murals depicting natural history, episodes of U.S. and Des Moines, history,
the fine arts, and uses of the library. The staircase and acrotarium with globe,

on the east facade, were removed in 1956. The main floor is unaltered, except for
periodic rearrangment of shelves and counters. The upper levels have been turned
into office space and storage.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Des Moines Public Library
influences, Beaux Arts in its

is a excellent example of a combination of architectural
concept and design, neo-Palladian in its detail. Major
exterior features include the symmetrical elevation, variation of window heights by
story, elevation in stages, with a main floor level in rusticated stone, and use of
classical details and colums supporting a full entablature. ‘

The completion of this structure in 1903 marked the first time the collections of
the Des Moines library had been housed in a building of their own.
in 1866, the library was housed in a variety of pre-existing structures, including

a bank, Methodist Church, and YMCA building.

the library's construction was accomplished through city tax levies.
of funds resulted in some alterations in the original plan, most obviously the construc-
tion of an interior, rather than exterior, dome.

From its founding

Purchase of the land and financing of
However, a shortage

The library was initially planned, and used, as a cultural complex rather than just

a repository for books and other printed materials.
departments were an art gallery, music and art departments, a medical library,
facilities for public meetings, a music club, and '"story hours'".

Among the early activities and

and

Most of the area

on the second floor devoted to these activities has been remodelied to accommodate

staff offices.

prominent feature of the library's service functions.

Architects:

Frank A. Gutterson (1872-190)) attended the University

Boston School of Technology, and studied in Paris, probably at the £

Arts.

The basement children's department, with its murals, is still a

of Miﬁﬁesota,
cole des Beaux-
He worked with the firm of Ernest Flagg in New York City, and with H.M. Colburn

in Mason City, Iowa, before establishing a partnership with Oliver O. Smith of Des

Moines in 1897.

exclusively in Des Moines, with brief periods of study in Boston and St. Louis.

Oliver O. Smith (1868-1916) appears to have studied and worked almost

Other

buildings in Des Moines designed by Gutterson and Smith include the State Historical
Building, Mercy Hospital, and buildings at the Iowa State Fair Grounds.
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