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ON THE MOVE

The Los Angeles Central Library

he Los Angeles Central Library, a

major late work by architect Ber-

tram G. Goodhue completed in
1926, is one of Los Angeles’ most signifi-
cant civic monuments and public spaces.
Ever since its functional inadequacies as
a modern library facility were formally
recognized and documented in 1965, the
building has been under periodic threat
of demolition. Preservationists and ar-
chitects in Los Angeles maintain that any
solution to the Central Library’s func-
tional dilemma must include a scheme to
preserve the landmark building and its
low-density downtown site.

Recently, the possibility of a satisfac-
tory solution to this perennial and com-
plex problem has emerged. For the first
time, a powerful constituency has formed
which has tied preservation of the build-
ing and its site to the larger issue of li-
brary program and services. The Citizens
Task Force for Central Library Develop-
ment includes representatives from the
influential Central City Association, the
Community Redevelopment Agency of
Los Angeles, the Los Angeles Chapter of
The American Institute of Architects, the
Los Angeles Conservancy, and the Los
Angeles Library Association. The Task
Force was formed in 1981, in response to a
Board of Library Commissioners’ pro-
posal for a new library which virtually
guaranteed demolition of the Central Li-
brary building.

The management consulting firm of
Arthur D. Little, Inc. was commissioned
to conduct a major reassessment of cen-
tral library needs. Their approach em-
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phasized library service and access to in-
formation, preservation of the landmark
building and site, and a feasible financing
plan. The results of this reassessment, en-
titled “The Los Angeles Public Library
in the Information Age,” were presented
publicly in November, 1981. Response to
the report was highly favorable. High-
lights of the Little recommendations in-
clude:
e cmploy contemporary information
technology to organize and integrate
all materials in the Los Angeles Public
Library system;
e extend this .collection access system
through electronic networking and
cooperative loan agreements with
other important regional and national
libraries;
e provide access to various data bases
on a tiered fee structure;
® separate functions integrated in the
present central library: a Research Ar-
chive function that requires infrequent
access to little-used materials, and a
Downtown Branch function that serves
the downtown professional and resi-
dential community. Each function re-
quires a 150,000 square foot facility.
According to the Little report, the
Downtown Branch function could be
comfortably housed in the existing
Goodhue building, appropriately reno-
vated. The Research Archive function
could be located on-site underground
(thereby preserving the open-space char-
acter of the site), or relocated to a rel-
atively inexpensive building outside the
congested central business district.

While some of these recommendations
have not been warmly embraced by the
City’s library administration—particu-
larly splitting the collection and reduc-
ing, by a total of 100,000 square feet, the
space provided by the new and renovated
facilities—the report has generated wide-
spread support at City Hall and among
interested segments of the community. A
committee of the Los Angeles City Coun-
cil has directed the Community Rede-
velopment Agency to negotiate this new
library package with developers and to
secure the necessary funding, which will
probably combine new tax increment fi-
nancing methods, development rights
transfers, and a special tax district for the
library’s corporate users. The particulars
of the financing and programming pack-
age and the details of the Central Library
building’s renovation are, as yet, unde-
cided. Some of these issues may prove
controversial in their own right.

But the outlines of the long-awaited so-
lution to the Los Angeles Central Li-
brary’s services and facilities problem are
now taking shape. A grand civic mon-
ument and its valued open space will be
preserved. And the needs of the Central
Library—and the Los Angeles library
system as a whole—will be met.

— Margaret Bach

Margaret Bach is a Board member of the Los
Angeles Conservancy and a former editor of
L.A. Architect, the monthly publication of the
Los Angeles Chapter, AIA.
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