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SAUL HERNER

The Physical Planning of

Special Libraries

Mr. Herner is Librarian, Applied
Physics Laboratory,! The Johns Hop-
kins University, Silver Springs, Md.

N 1908, THE GREAT PHYSICIAN and

librarian, Sir William Osler, made
the statement, “Money invested in a
library gives much better returns than
mining stock.”> More recently industry
has adopted the spirit, if not the letter,
of this interesting quotation. Consider-
able thought has been given to putting
libraries to work in bolstering industry’s
capital and intellectual stock by making
available the background information
that is a vital part of modern industrial
research and development. The increas-
ing significance of special libraries on
the industrial scene is a direct result of
this trend. :

Unfortunately industry, for the most
part, has adhered to another idea, ex-
pressed in the statement, “Libraries are
not made; they grow.”® The typical spe-
cial library usually begins as an un-
official collection housed in the office of
a person in the organization who has
shown a greater-than-nominal interest
in books. Very often, the secretary of
this “bookish” individual is given the
task of superintending the collection.
Eventually, the collection grows to the
point where neither the space alloted
to it nor the personnel charged with its
supervision is adequate. Then a search
is made for a librarian, and for some
free space in which an independent li-

1 Operating under contract NOrd 7386 with
the Bureau of Ordnance, U. S. Navy.

2 Cushing, Harvey W. Life of Sir William
Osler. 1940.
3 Birrell,
Buyer. 1925,

Augustine. Obiter Dicter. Book

brary might be established. Generally
the area chosen for the purpose is not
optimal for a library, but is the only one
available. In the world of the special
librarian, the question is more likely to
be, “Is there any space left for a libra-
ry?” than is it to be, “This space is ideal
for a library; may we have it?”

However, given an area to house the
collection with allowances for its expan-
sion, and given an experienced librarian
to supervise the operation, it is possible
to set up a respectable library even
where the space alloted for the purpose
is not ideal. But this requires careful
planning and no small amount of fore-
sight and ingenuity on the part of the
librarian.

The organization of a special library
is usually a tightly-budgeted project. It
is rare indeed when the special librarian
is permitted to enlist the services of out-
side experts. At one point or another, in
planning and building a library, the
librarian is likely to function as archi-
tect, time and motion expert, and in-
terior decorator——this, in addition to the
regular duties of librarianship.

Another factor to be considered is the
ever-present curb on expenditures for
“creature comfort” in the library. This
limitation results from the fact that
often the men in the upper echelons of
most organizations-—the men who con-
trol the purse-strings— are not the
primary users of the library. Thus, it is
often difficult to project the importance
of adequate tables and chairs, comfort-
able ventilation, a pleasant color scheme
that is restful to the eyes, and other
necessary items. More often than not,
the librarian must improvise, making
the layout of the library fit its physical



environment rather than making the
environment fit the library. The two
plans illustrated are applicable to this
situation. Both required expenditures of
less than $5000.

The Floor Plan and Its Function

The typical library is made up of the
following components: The reference
area, in which the most-often-used print-
ed sources of information are shelved;
the card catalog in which the library’s
book, periodical and pamphlet holdings
are listed; the vertical file, where spe-
cial information sources, generally tear-
sheets, pamphlets and bibliographies,
are filed; the current periodical room or
area; the main shelving area (or areas,
depending upon the physical layocut of
the library and upon whether it is to
have a closed or open shelf arrange-
ment); the reading or study area; and,
finally, the work-area for the library
staff. These, and other more specialized
library appurtenances should be laid
out in a scaled floor-plan as soon as the
space is made available. The floor-plan
serves two important purposes. First, it
is an objective, dependable means for
evaluating a given area’s potential as a
library. Second, the floor plan mini-
mizes the elements of speculation and
improvization incumbent in the task of
converting empty floor space into an
efficient library. Alterations of plans on
paper are likely to be much simpler,
less time-consuming and a good deal
cheaper than the shifting and rearrange-
ment of actual library furnishings.

Anyone who has used a rule and
drawing pencil in an art or mathematics
course can prepare a utilizable floor-
plan. The writer made the original
rough drawings of the two floor-plans
shown, and he did so with nothing more
than a pencil, a rule and a copy of the
architects’ drawings of the areas to be
occupied by the projected libraries.!

1 The finished floor-plans used to illustrate
this paper were prepared by Doris Rubinfeld
from the original rough drawings, which were
scale at 1/4 inch per foot.

6

The Allowable Live Floor Load

Before the floor plan is prepared, it
is wise to ascertain the allowable live
floor load of the library area. This in-
formation is generally available from
the building superintendent or mainte-
nance office. Most office buildings have
an allowable live floor load of about 75
pounds per square foot. Live floor load
refers to actively-used floor space, as
contrasted to dead-storage space, in
which the allowable floor load is several
times greater.

The average weight of a row of books
one foot long is 20 pounds. Seven such
rows, one above the other, would create
a floor-load of 140 pounds per square
foot. This, added to the weight of the
shelving used to hold the books, could
result in a weight that is in excess of
the allowable live floor load of the pro-
jected library area.?

Closed Versus Open Stacks

There are definite advantages and
disadvantages to both open and closed
systems. It would, of course, appear that
the ready availability of books in an
open-stack arrangement allows the read-
er a great measure of freedom and per-
mits him to examine quickly all of his
library’s holdings in a given subject.
The open-shelf does do just that, and
for the advanced library-user, who
knows exactly what he is looking for
and how to go about locating it, this
may be beneficial. However, the free-
dom incumbent in open stacks can be
dangerous for the uninitiated library-
user. The person who is not well-versed
in the literature of his field may stum-
ble in going directly to the books. True,
he may pick the book he wants from
the shelf, but he is just as likely to over-
look other important works which
might better suit his needs. For this
type of library-user, it is best to situate
the card catalog between him and the
place where the books are shelved.

2 It should be pointed out that the allowable
load is usually greater around the walls than
in the center of a room. Thus it is often safer
to utilize wall areas for book shelving.
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The most obvious fault of the closed-
stack reference library is its slowness in
delivering requested reading materials
into the hands of the reader. There is
an unfortunate but widely-accepted
axiom in the bibliographic world which
states that the speed of reader-services
is inversely proportional to the size of
the library.

A closed-stack arrangement means
that the bulk of the collection must be
kept some distance away from the read-
ers. It also means that a book, once re-
quested, must go through several hands
before it is delivered. This may deter
the busy industrial researcher, who gen-
erally needs his information in a hurry,
and it may place a strain upon the li-
brary staff.

From the space utilization viewpoint,
there is little difference between the
open and closed-shelf systems. Those
differences that do exist will tend to
favor the open-shelf system. Figure 1,
an open shelved library, contains 805
linear feet of stacks and has a shelving
potential of 4,840 bound volumes and

200 current periodical files. It occupies
a floor area of 932 square feet and has
a seating capacity of 18. Figure 2, a
closed-shelf library, contains 777 linear
feet of stacks, has a shelving potential
of 4,616 bound volumes and 200 cur-
rent periodical files, occupies 1,440
square feet of floor-space, and seats 56
persons. The difference in seating ca-
pacities is due to the additional 408
square feet of available floor-space.

Selecting the Shelving

Shelving should be selected on the
basis of durability, maneuverability,
cost and attractiveness. Since it involves
a large capital investment, a shelving
installation should be planned in terms
of maximum longevity and usefulness.
A well-planned shelving unit will func-
tion for as long as the library in which
it is used is in existence. The ideal unit
can be dismantled and used elsewhere,
should the library move or cease to
exist.

Shelving must be sturdy enough to
do the job for which it is installed. It
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Figure 1. The library of the Applied Physics Laboratory, The Johns Hopkins University.

Situated on the third floor of the Main Building of the Laboratory, the library has several

physical encumbrances to contend with.
right hand side of the staff work room.
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Most noteworthy is the large chimney in the upper
On the positive side is the fact that the library has
high ceilings and ample window area, which make the lighting probl [ i

2 1.
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