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Introduction

This paper was written with two intentions. Firstsiintended as a
response to the recent work of Karen Franck, Leanne Raviuh others
regarding an idea they term "loose space."” While niatlgtdefined, they
consider loose spaces to be places of possibility that offietyand
unpredictability and stimulate imagination and intenanti As an example
of loose space, Rivlin speaks specifically about "found spacesstudy
begun in 1986 of 11 public places in New York City. One siteudsed in
the study was the stairway located in front of the NexkYPublic Library
on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan.

Rivlin suggests that the library steps can be considefeund space
because they provide a range of options for use varyingadnamymous,
personal behavior to people watching to active engagemgnt wi
entertainers, vendors, or other persons. She argudbdHabseness of the
library steps maximizes the choices and freedoms of paoplabiic spacé.
However, by interpreting the steps and terrace surroutickny’YPL as
loose or found space, both Rivlin and Franck discredit antbfail
acknowledge the significant design features of the sipatgrovide the
affordances that are so treasured in any public place.

This paper will counter argue that the public space arthenNYPL

is actually a highly articulated and intentional laygrof architectural space

! Franck, Karen.Loose Space2006
2 Rivlin, Leann. "Found Spaces: Freedom of Choice iri®Life" from Loose Space2006.



that allows for the varied use described by Rivlin ingtedy. In discussing
the features that define and regulate the space dfYRa, this paper will
argue that when public space is thouglrgtially, it can be understood on
a single continuum from public to private.

Among the various aspects of public places, one of the &@teim
that of architectural space. Architectural space finel@ by a variety of
elements the most basic of which are walls, floor plamkecailing plane.
These elements are further articulated by openingsnéladtions of the
horizontal and vertical planes (e.g. ramps, steps or)sedtsarchitectural
space falls on a single continuum of accessibility detexanby physical and
social boundaries. The boundaries of public space are oftemietd by
elements such as walls, stairs, doors or other physigalres such as water
or vegetation. However, these boundaries may also bedreatsecurity
forces (e.g. guards, dogs, or cameras), legal restsct@ég. national borders
or limited by municipal codes), or social convention (e ayisg off grassy
areas).

While space can be thought of as having boundariesalgas
designed with points of access that can be considereddiussh
Thresholds can be thought of as any feature that craatassition between
two spaces or areas. Sometimes elements that act atabesralso serve
as thresholds. For example, a stairway may prevent @serpEom
entering, while it allows another person access tosaddevel of space.
When the boundaries and thresholds of a space are ideritieshace can
be seen in layers from most accessible to least ac@s3ibls, space can
be understood and represented in terms of bounded layersetima¢@inted
by thresholds. These layers and thresholds distinguéshegulate the

degree to which a space can be considered private or public.



This discussion of boundaries and thresholds defined byeothl
elements raises the second intent of this paper, whichdommunicate and
illustrate how architects tend to think about public spdonegeneral,
architects look at the built characteristics of a spa@gder to analyze the
way it is inhabited and utilized. By looking at threshads boundaries,
they comprehend the progression and circulation of occupbntee way a
place is occupied and used, it can be understood as beingdldrean

public and open to private and intimate.

Site and Methodology

As mentioned above, the oldest and most renown New York Public
Library building is located on Fifth Avenue between 40tt 42nd Street in
Manhattan. The library is located on the transvergels®tween Grand
Central Station and Times Square, with Bryant Park éiréx the west.

The trustees of the library chose this site in 1897 beazuteprominence
and proximity to transportation hubs. In 1898, the firm of €&arand
Hastings was announced as the winner of the librarglesimpetition.
Work was begun in 1899 and eventually completed in 1911.

Initially, the library offered both lending and reseasehvices and
was hailed by President Taft for "bringing within thagp of the humblest
and poorest citizen the opportunity for acquiring informatioecery
subject of every kind." Today, while lending is only petedtby the branch
libraries scattered throughout the boroughs, the originiaihg houses the
7 million volume research collection and continues to kg dgen to the
public. The building itself has remained essentiallygame since its
completion in 1911, with the exception of an expansion of st@paee

underneath Bryant Park (1992) and the construction of d®ix-structure



within the south courtyard (2002). In 1965 the NYPL was daségha
National Historic Landmark.

To study the public space surrounding the library, two austhvere
employed. The first undertaking was an architectuedd Burvey that
consisted of photographs and measurements of the site wieh
converted into two and three-dimensional drawings (Figusd 2). The
architectural survey was useful in identifying dedegtures that served to
create boundaries and thresholds for the space. Elemehtasthe entry
stairs and the low walls surrounding the terrace wepaudicular interest.
Other features like the grass borders and seatingaerasalso found to be
important items in determining what behaviors were posaifieengaged in

by occupants of the space.
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Figure 1. Architectural Plan of the NYPL



Figure 2. Isometric Drawing of the NYPL

The other method employed in studying the space of theLNWéR a
series of behavior mapping sessions. These sessionsaveeel out at
various times on a number of weekdays between October aminbec
2006. For the sake of this study, behaviors were grouped e® th
categories: walking, standing, and sitting. The numbeeople and their
location was marked on the maps produced by the architefitloiedurvey.

The behavior mapping sessions were conducted from a number of
locations around the library, including from the 6th flooaafearby
building in order to accurately trace the flow of pedess¢rianaround and
through the public space. Figure 3 displays an aggref#te behavior

mapping sessions.



Much of the pedestrian traffic consisted of people walkingrbthe
Fifth Avenue sidewalk. A number of people passed throughbitzey
terrace on their way to Bryant Park or as a detour betd@#nand 42nd
Streets. Many people walked directly across the ternad@athe steps on
their way into the library. Another major group of persentered the
terrace area in order to stand, often talking on cell phamest at the light
metal tables and chairs. A portion of people found places oo siand on
the steps or ledges. Other activities included a smaiber of children
chasing pigeons, groundskeepers on the grassy areas atehanace

people tidying up the area.
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Figure 3. Behavior Mapping at the NYPL



Layers of Public Space

As discussed above, this paper aims to show that arciékspace
can be understood in layers, which allow an occupant tsiti@nbetween
public and private spaces. By mapping the behavior of peatestand
analyzing the design features surrounding the NYHE,pbssible to
understand how the space allows for transition from publrivate and at
the same time offers affordances for people in each tdytae public-

private continuum.

The zero, or baseline layer of public space in New Yorki€ithe
public sidewalk. In the area surrounding the library sidewalk ranges in
width from 16 feet (along Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street) toe&? (fon 40th
Street) and is elevated approximately 6 inches from teetdevel by a
granite curb. The predominant activity on the sidewallsists of people
walking by. Along Fifth Avenue many people stand alongoiltside edge
of the sidewalk, waiting for buses or to cross the strébere are also
occasional vendors with carts along the sidewalk espeoidly the street

intersection.
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Figure 4. Public Space Layer 0

The lot line establishing the library precinct can besidered the
boundary of the first layer of public space. A thresholtrésted by
elevating the library precinct slightly from the sidékyaiequiring
pedestrians to take one step up and off the thoroughfare sitithealk.
This step distinguishes this entry space from the pald&walk and signals
the pedestrian that they are entering the realm dittey. By establishing
such a threshold and then providing areas that are bordep@ariiyngs, the
architects have created a layer of space that feels ematosed than the
sidewalk, yet open for virtually all public interactions. this way, the first
layer of space is hardly distinguishable from the sidewakit subtly sets

up the transition into the next layer of space.
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Figure 5. Public Space Layer 1



The second layer of space is formed by the stone balusiv@dedges
the terrace area in front of the library. In additiothe low bounding wall,
this layer is characterized by another change in etevaonsisting of a five
step rise above the first layer. It is also demarcatdtéion statues
flanking the central stair and two parallel rows of trglasited to the sides
of the main entry. A number of activities occur irstlayer of space, most
of which are significantly different from those occugrion the sidewalk or
first layer. The main difference is that there t@atdes and chairs provided
which allow groups or single individuals to take a seatelzabite, and
perhaps read or work. All of these activities happen kivees pace and are

more intimate than those occurring on the sidewalk.




Figure 6. Public Space Layer 2

The third layer of space is produced by the main staiena#g to the
entrance of the library. These stairs are divided et parts staggered by
landings and gradually narrow from 80 feet at the base t@sipmtely three 10-
foot openings at the top, which break the vertical plankeolibbrary facade. The
first and widest section consists of three steps that amaund the fountains on
either side of the entry; the next level is elevepstetween two stone piers; the
final six steps pass between the tall columns markim@thry to the library. At
the top of the grand stair is a portico and one final stegndgghrough the doors of
the library. The majority of people transverse thegessba their way directly into
or out of the library. However a large number of people @dsothese steps as

perches or resting places before entering or leaviniiptiaey.



Figure 7. Public Space Layer 3



Figure 8 is a composite of the layers and also showsrthehblds
marking the transitions between layers. This diagraticates that these
threshold areas serve multiple purposes: indicating the&bkpaundaries,
while also mediating access and providing places to pausstorThese
thresholds can be formed by steps or landings, or simply Brpaf use
exemplified by the 4-foot edge of sidewalk that is occupied by peopl
waiting for the bus. This diagram also includes theestas another layer of
public space; one that is usually occupied by automobiléctrafit often

shared by pedestrians and cyclists.

Figure 8. All Layers of Public Space and Thresholds



The interior spaces of the library comprise additionalriapé space
on the public-private continuum. Accordingly, a recent jgalibn on the
library states that design of the New York Public Libnagas “guided by the
idea that the architectural progression of the spaceddsiadiaw a logical,
hierarchical sequence from the most easily accessidigablic spaces, to
the most removed, scholarly retreats...Today most visitors zetgiur of
the Library by proceeding through a series of ever moresswt spaces:
from the exterior steps, past the lions, through theesival portico, and
into the gracious space of Astor Hall.However, this study has not taken
the interior spaces into account, nor has it consideredaiteand varied
access to the library provided by the Internet. Thesdayf public space

will have to be addressed by future research.

This paper concludes with a few design suggestionsakatnto
account the idea of a layered public space and remarks othe/kgyering
of space is significant. In creating public spaces gdess should:

1) Create spatial boundaries to differentiate areaseof

2) Use thresholds to create smooth transitions betlagers of space.

3) Provide features that allow opportunities to réstnge pace, or take a seat.
Layering space and creating thresholds in architectumatonments is important
because it emulates the boundaries inherent in therhpsyahe. These physical
layers allow for both physical and psychological transitiamwben spaces and
activities. Thresholds and boundaries operate in a tangéleby preventing or
allowing access, as well as in a symbolic way thairm$ our perception and
interpretation of places. In this respect, space can coioate and be inhabited

in a way that is shared publicly.

3 Steffensen, Ingrid. The New York Public Library: A#Be-Arts Landmark (2003)
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