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Introduction 

 This paper was written with two intentions. First, it is intended as a 

response to the recent work of Karen Franck, Leanne Rivlin, and others 

regarding an idea they term "loose space."  While not strictly defined, they 

consider loose spaces to be places of possibility that offer variety and 

unpredictability and stimulate imagination and intervention.1  As an example 

of loose space, Rivlin speaks specifically about "found spaces" in a study 

begun in 1986 of 11 public places in New York City.  One site discussed in 

the study was the stairway located in front of the New York Public Library 

on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. 

 Rivlin suggests that the library steps can be considered a found space 

because they provide a range of options for use varying from anonymous, 

personal behavior to people watching to active engagement with 

entertainers, vendors, or other persons.  She argues that the looseness of the 

library steps maximizes the choices and freedoms of people in public space.2  

However, by interpreting the steps and terrace surrounding the NYPL as 

loose or found space, both Rivlin and Franck discredit and fail to 

acknowledge the significant design features of the space that provide the 

affordances that are so treasured in any public place. 

 This paper will counter argue that the public space around the NYPL 

is actually a highly articulated and intentional layering of architectural space 

                                                
1 Franck, Karen.  Loose Space.  2006 
2 Rivlin, Leann.  "Found Spaces: Freedom of Choice in Public Life" from Loose Space.  2006. 



that allows for the varied use described by Rivlin in her study.  In discussing 

the features that define and regulate the space of the NYPL, this paper will 

argue that when public space is thought of spatially, it can be understood on 

a single continuum from public to private.   

 Among the various aspects of public places, one of the foremost is 

that of architectural space.  Architectural space is defined by a variety of 

elements the most basic of which are walls, floor plane and ceiling plane.  

These elements are further articulated by openings and inflections of the 

horizontal and vertical planes (e.g. ramps, steps or seats).  All architectural 

space falls on a single continuum of accessibility determined by physical and 

social boundaries.  The boundaries of public space are often determined by 

elements such as walls, stairs, doors or other physical features such as water 

or vegetation.  However, these boundaries may also be created by security 

forces (e.g. guards, dogs, or cameras), legal restrictions (e.g. national borders 

or limited by municipal codes), or social convention (e.g. staying off grassy 

areas).   

 While space can be thought of as having boundaries, it is also 

designed with points of access that can be considered thresholds.  

Thresholds can be thought of as any feature that creates a transition between 

two spaces or areas.  Sometimes elements that act as boundaries also serve 

as thresholds.  For example, a stairway may prevent one person from 

entering, while it allows another person access to a raised level of space.  

When the boundaries and thresholds of a space are identified, the space can 

be seen in layers from most accessible to least accessible.  Thus, space can 

be understood and represented in terms of bounded layers that are mediated 

by thresholds.  These layers and thresholds distinguish and regulate the 

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



 This discussion of boundaries and thresholds defined by architectural 

elements raises the second intent of this paper, which is to communicate and 

illustrate how architects tend to think about public space.  In general, 

architects look at the built characteristics of a space in order to analyze the 

way it is inhabited and utilized.  By looking at thresholds and boundaries, 

they comprehend the progression and circulation of occupants.  In the way a 

place is occupied and used, it can be understood as being layered from 

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 40th and 42nd Street in 

Manhattan.  The library is located on the transverse axis between Grand 

Central Station and Times Square, with Bryant Park directly to the west.  

The trustees of the library chose this site in 1897 because of its prominence 

and proximity to transportation hubs.  In 1898, the firm of Carrere and 

Hastings was announced as the winner of the library design competition. 

Work was begun in 1899 and eventually completed in 1911. 

 Initially, the library offered both lending and research services and 

was hailed by President Taft for "bringing within the grasp of the humblest 

and poorest citizen the opportunity for acquiring information on every 

subject of every kind."  Today, while lending is only permitted by the branch 

libraries scattered throughout the boroughs, the original building houses the 

7 million volume research collection and continues to be fully open to the 

public.  The building itself has remained essentially the same since its 

completion in 1911, with the exception of an expansion of storage space 

underneath Bryant Park (1992) and the construction of a six-story structure 



within the south courtyard (2002).  In 1965 the NYPL was designated a 

National Historic Landmark. 

  

 To study the public space surrounding the library, two methods were 

employed.  The first undertaking was an architectural field survey that 

consisted of photographs and measurements of the site which were 

converted into two and three-dimensional drawings (Figures 1 and 2).  The 

architectural survey was useful in identifying design features that served to 

create boundaries and thresholds for the space.  Elements such as the entry 

stairs and the low walls surrounding the terrace were of particular interest.  

Other features like the grass borders and seating areas were also found to be 

important items in determining what behaviors were possible and engaged in 

by occupants of the space. 

 

 

Figure 1.  Architectural Plan of the NYPL 

 



 

Figure 2.  Isometric Drawing of the NYPL 

  

 

 The other method employed in studying the space of the NYPL was a 

series of behavior mapping sessions.  These sessions were carried out at 

various times on a number of weekdays between October and December 

2006.  For the sake of this study, behaviors were grouped into three 

categories: walking, standing, and sitting.  The number of people and their 

location was marked on the maps produced by the architectural field survey. 

 The behavior mapping sessions were conducted from a number of 

locations around the library, including from the 6th floor of a nearby 

building in order to accurately trace the flow of pedestrians in, around and 

through the public space.  Figure 3 displays an aggregate of the behavior 

mapping sessions.   



 

Much of the pedestrian traffic consisted of people walking by on the 

Fifth Avenue sidewalk.  A number of people passed through the library 

terrace on their way to Bryant Park or as a detour between 40th and 42nd 

Streets.  Many people walked directly across the terrace and up the steps on 

their way into the library.  Another major group of persons entered the 

terrace area in order to stand, often talking on cell phones, or sit at the light 

metal tables and chairs.  A portion of people found places to sit or stand on 

the steps or ledges.  Other activities included a small number of children 

chasing pigeons, groundskeepers on the grassy areas and maintenance 

people tidying up the area. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Behavior Mapping at the NYPL 

 

 

 



Layers of Public Space 

 As discussed above, this paper aims to show that architectural space 

can be understood in layers, which allow an occupant to transition between 

public and private spaces.  By mapping the behavior of pedestrians and 

analyzing the design features surrounding the NYPL, it is possible to 

understand how the space allows for transition from public to private and at 

the same time offers affordances for people in each layer of the public-

private continuum. 

 

 The zero, or baseline layer of public space in New York City is the 

public sidewalk.  In the area surrounding the library, the sidewalk ranges in 

width from 16 feet (along Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street) to 12 feet (on 40th 

Street) and is elevated approximately 6 inches from the street level by a 

granite curb.  The predominant activity on the sidewalk consists of people 

walking by.  Along Fifth Avenue many people stand along the outside edge 

of the sidewalk, waiting for buses or to cross the street.  There are also 

occasional vendors with carts along the sidewalk especially near the street 

intersection. 

 

     



 

Figure 4. Public Space Layer 0 

     

       

 The lot line establishing the library precinct can be considered the 

boundary of the first layer of public space.  A threshold is created by 

elevating the library precinct slightly from the sidewalk, requiring 

pedestrians to take one step up and off the thoroughfare of the sidewalk.  

This step distinguishes this entry space from the public sidewalk and signals 

the pedestrian that they are entering the realm of the library.  By establishing 

such a threshold and then providing areas that are bordered by plantings, the 

architects have created a layer of space that feels more enclosed than the 

sidewalk, yet open for virtually all public interactions.  In this way, the first 

layer of space is hardly distinguishable from the sidewalk, yet it subtly sets 

up the transition into the next layer of space. 



              

     

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Public Space Layer 1 



 

 The second layer of space is formed by the stone balustrade that edges 

the terrace area in front of the library.  In addition to the low bounding wall, 

this layer is characterized by another change in elevation consisting of a five 

step rise above the first layer.  It is also demarcated by the lion statues 

flanking the central stair and two parallel rows of trees planted to the sides 

of the main entry.  A number of activities occur in this layer of space, most 

of which are significantly different from those occurring on the sidewalk or 

first layer.  The main difference is that there are tables and chairs provided 

which allow groups or single individuals to take a seat, have a bite, and 

perhaps read or work.  All of these activities happen at a slower 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 stairs ascending to the 

entrance of the library.  These stairs are divided into three parts staggered by 

landings and gradually narrow from 80 feet at the base to approximately three 10-

foot openings at the top, which break the vertical plane of the library façade.  The 

first and widest section consists of three steps that wrap around the fountains on 

either side of the entry; the next level is eleven steps between two stone piers; the 

final six steps pass between the tall columns marking the entry to the library.  At 

the top of the grand stair is a portico and one final step up and through the doors of 

the library.  The majority of people transverse these steps on their way directly into 

or out of the library.  However a large number of people also use these steps as 

perches or resting places before entering or leaving the library.  



       

 

 

 

Figure 7.  Public Space Layer 3



 Figure 8 is a composite of the layers and also shows the thresholds 

marking the transitions between layers.  This diagram indicates that these 

threshold areas serve multiple purposes: indicating the spatial boundaries, 

while also mediating access and providing places to pause or rest.  These 

thresholds can be formed by steps or landings, or simply by patterns of use 

exemplified by the 4-foot edge of sidewalk that is occupied by people 

waiting for the bus.  This diagram also includes the street as another layer of 

public space; one that is usually occupied by automobile traffic, but often 

shared by pedestrians and cyclists. 

 

 

 

Figure 8. All Layers of Public Space and Thresholds



 The interior spaces of the library comprise additional layers of space 

on the public-private continuum.  Accordingly, a recent publication on the 

library states that design of the New York Public Library was “guided by the 

idea that the architectural progression of the spaces should follow a logical, 

hierarchical sequence from the most easily accessible and public spaces, to 

the most removed, scholarly retreats…Today most visitors begin a tour of 

the Library by proceeding through a series of ever more enclosed spaces: 

from the exterior steps, past the lions, through the sheltering portico, and 

into the gracious space of Astor Hall.”3  However, this study has not taken 

the interior spaces into account, nor has it considered the vast and varied 

access to the library provided by the Internet.  These layers of public space 

will have to be addressed by future research. 

 

 This paper concludes with a few design suggestions that take into 

account the idea of a layered public space and remarks on why the layering 

of space is significant.  In creating public spaces, designers should: 

     1) Create spatial boundaries to differentiate areas of use. 

     2) Use thresholds to create smooth transitions between layers of space. 

     3) Provide features that allow opportunities to rest, change pace, or take a seat. 

Layering space and creating thresholds in architectural environments is important 

because it emulates the boundaries inherent in the human psyche.  These physical 

layers allow for both physical and psychological transition between spaces and 

activities.  Thresholds and boundaries operate in a tangible way by preventing or 

allowing access, as well as in a symbolic way that informs our perception and 

interpretation of places.  In this respect, space can communicate and be inhabited 

in a way that is shared publicly. 

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