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Central Public Library, facing south on Mt. Vernon Square, N. W., con
sists of a rectangular central section 111'5" long (north to south) x 90'10"
wide (east to west) with equal east and west side wings each 63 f 6" long
(east to west) x 54'10" wide (north to south). It is a 3-story building wit*
basement walls and approaches of pink Milford granite and upper exterior
walls of white Vermont marble. Heavily ornamented with purely decorative
forms, this massive building is an excellent example of the neoclassicism in
vogue at the beginning of the 20th century. The exterior marble carvings
and other ornaments were from models by Philip Martiny, executed under the
direction of the architects Ackerman and Ross.
The principal K Street facade is composed of a 3-arched central section
with two pedimented single-bay end pavilions flanked by 3-story, 3-bay side
wings. The approach is by a series of granite steps, across a paved terrace
with two banks of curved granite seats flanked by pedestals and inscribed
with the words A UNIVERSITY FOR THE PEOPLE. These seats frame the steps
leading up to the single entrance door set within the high central arch.
Over the lintel of the entrance door is a plaque bearing the legend PUBLIC
LIBRARY. Above this plaque the bracketed broken triangular pediment is sur
mounted by two seated cherubs holding an emblazoned shield. The top of the
arch is filled with windows which provide light for the stair hall within.
Like the central arch, the two flanking arches are composed of engaged pilas-!
ters with round-arched moulding and a scroll keystone. The top half of these
arches is filled with windows; the marble walls of the lower half have rec
tangular bracketed blind niches with triangular pediments. In the spandrels
over the arches are carved circular monograms in which are inscribed the
letter W. Between the central arches, engaged Ionic columns, one on each
end and two in front of each arch-supporting pier, are crowned by a frieze
inscribed with the words SCIENCE POETRY HISTORY. On the second attic story
above a strongly dentilled cornice are three large stone tablets inscribed
from left to right: THIS BUILDING A GIFT OF ANDREW CARNEGIE; WASHINGTON
PUBLIC LIBRARY; and DEDICATED TO THE DIFFUSION OF KNOWLEDGE. Between these
tablets paired standing cherubs hold rectangular shields.
On the first story the single-bay end pavilions each have a round-archec
curved niche at the back of which is set a smaller round-arched window.
Above each of these niches a group of three narrow mullioned windows have a
common elaborately bracketed sill bearing the year 1899 on the left and 1902
on the right. Over these windows each of the dentilled triangular pediments
is filled with a carved marble Medusa-like head.
The side wings consist of a low granite basement story and a high mar
ble main floor separated from the low attic story by an overhanging cornice.
The walls of each of these wings are divided into three recessed rectangular
niches in which are set the large round-headed window arches. The small
mullioned windows of the second story are placed in groups of three above
the arches of the main story. Originally these rectangular windows were
covered by stone screens which were removed in 1926 because they shut out
air and light.
The central section of the north rear facade is notable for its bold
arrangement of narrow slotlike windows which light the book stacks.
(Continued on Form 10-300a)
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The Joint Committee on Landmarks has designated the Central Public
Library a Category II Landmark of importance which contributes significantly
to the cultural heritage and visual beauty of the District of Columbia.
This turn-of-the-century Beaux Arts Library was one of many buildings given
to American cities by Andrew Carnegie to promote free library systems. It
occupies the center of Mt, Vernon Square, a Category I Landmark and one of
fifteen major squares on L'Enfant's 1791 plan of Washington. Although the
Public Library is scheduled to move to new quarters in the near future, this
distinguished building on its historic site should be retained for public
use.
Mount Vernon Square was originally part of a parcel known-as Port Royal
owned by Lynch and Sands, two of the original proprietors of the District of
Columbia. Although defined on L'Enfant's map of 1791, the square remained
undeveloped until 1840 when the Northern Liberty Fire Company erected an
engine house on the K Street side. In 1845 the Northern Liberty Market
House was opened on the east side of the square. In the Know-Nothing Riot
of June 1, 1857, 110 Marines drove off a group of Baltimore rowdies known
as the Plug-Uglies who were obstructing voting at the K Street polls. The
Northern Liberty Market was summarily torn down by the Board of Public
Works on the night of September 3, 1872, as part of "Boss" Alexander Shep
herd's massive city-wide improvement plan. Mount Vernon Square was then
enclosed as a public park and remained so until the library was constructed.
The Washington Public Library system had its inception in 1895 when the
Washington City Free Library, a voluntary institution supported by private
contributors, was organized. An act of Congress of June 3, 1896, created
the city library, but no Federal appropriations for its opening was made
until 1898. The voluntary library of 12,412 books was then transferred to
the city and the Board of nine trustees appointed by the D. C. Commission
ers.
In 1899 Andrew Carnegie offered funds to construct a central library
building provided that the city would maintain a free library service.
After a national competition to which 24 architects submitted plans, Ackerman and Ross of New York were selected to design the library. The building
was begun on April 24, 1901, and formally dedicated on January 7, 1903, with
President Roosevelt and Andrew Carnegie attending the ceremony, Carnegie
funds were also used to build the library's first three branches: Takoma
[Park, 1911; Southeastern, 1922; and Mount Pleasant, 1925,
(Continued on Form 10-300a)
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7.

Description Central Public Library

Compared to the elaborate exterior ornament, the interior embellishment
is relatively simple. Perhaps the most striking interior elements are the
double white marble stairways with ornamental iron railings on either side of
the entrance door leading up to a halfway landing where they become one cen
tral flight to the second story exhibition hall. The ceiling over the stair
way is barrel vaulted. Most of the second floor is lighted by skylights, as
is the middle of the first floor from a well in the center of the main pavil
ion. In the entrance lobby paired square piers hold supporting beams on which
are lettered the names Bacon, Shakespeare, Newton, Plato, Homer, and Galileo.
In 1952 severe overcrowding forced the library to greatly alter the shape of
its interior space in order to provide more open book shelves. The partitions
added at that time and the galleries in the large reading rooms could easily
be removed, however, and the building returned to its original floor plan.

8.

Significance Central Public Library

From its modest beginnings the D. C. Public Library has now grown to a
collection of almost 2 million volumes, as well as a large number of micro
films and recordings. Of particular interest is the Washingtoniana Collection
which contains the most -complete history of the District of Columbia in
existence. Nineteen branch libraries, several bookmobiles, and an extension
service which lends to schools and institutions provide library services for
the entire city of Washington.
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