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NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY, AGUILAR BRANCH,  172-174 East 110th Street,

Manhattan. Built 1898-1899, enlarged with new facade 1904-05; architects, Herts & Tallant.

Landmark Site: Borough of Manhattan Tax Map Block 1637, Lot 141.

On July 15, 1991, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a public hearing on the
proposed designation as a Landmark of the New York Public Library, Aguilar Branch, and the
proposed designation of the related Landmark Site (Item No. 4). The hearing had been duly advertised
in accordance with the provisions of law.  A total of eight speakers testified in favor of the proposed
designation; all eight of those speakers were in favor of this as well as other items on the calendar at
the hearing, but urged the Commission to continue its work in Harlem.  Three speakers declined to take
a position regarding this proposed designation until such time as that work continues.  A representative
of the Library noted that the Aguilar Branch was scheduled for renovation.

Summary

The Aguilar Branch of the New York Public
Library initially was built for the Aguilar Free
Library Society, which was founded in 1886 as an
independent library to provide circulating books
for immigrant Jews. The society was named after
Grace Aguilar (1816-1847), a popular British
novelist and essayist of Sephardic Jewish descent,
and this building serves as a reminder of the
legacy of private philanthropic support of the
city's libraries during the late nineteenth century.
A first Aguilar Free Library was built on this site
in 1898-99.  In 1903, the library consolidated with
the New York Public Library, and a year later with
funds from Andrew Carnegie, the building was
extended at the rear, a third story was added, and
the existing facade was enlarged and redesigned.
Both the first building and the extant Classical
Revival structure were designed by the firm of
Herts & Tallant, which is best known for its
theater designs. The Aguilar Free Library is an
impressive example of the firm's non-theater work.
Part of the New York Public Library system for
nearly ninety years, this  branch, which was
renovated in 1993-96 and reopened in May 1996,
continues to bear Grace Aguilar's name.
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D E S C R I P T I O N  A N D  A N A L Y S I S

T h e  N a m e s a k e  o f  t h e

A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y 1

G r a c e  A g u i l a r  ( 1 8 1 6 - 4 7 ) ,

b o r n  n e a r  L o n d o n ,  E n g l a n d ,

w a s  a  m e m b e r  o f  a  S e p h a r d i c

J e w i s h  f a m i l y  w h i c h  h a d

b e e n  i n  E n g l a n d  s i n c e  t h e

t i m e  o f  t h e  e x p u l s i o n  o f  t h e

J e w s  f r o m  S p a i n  i n  t h e  m i d -

s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .    H e r

f a t h e r ,  E m a n u e l ,  a  m e r c h a n t

a n d  t h e  p r e s i d i n g  Parnass

( P h i l o s o p h e r )  o f  a  S e p h a r d i c

C o n g r e g a t i o n ,  h a d  e d u c a t e d

h i s  p r e c o c i o u s  d a u g h t e r .  A t

a g e  1 4 ,  G r a c e  h a d  p u b l i s h e d

a  v o l u m e  o f  p o e t r y ,  a n d

w h e n  s h e  w a s  2 6  s h e

p u b l i s h e d  The Spirit of Judaism,  w h i c h

m a d e  h e r  f a m o u s .   S h e

p u b l i s h e d  f o u r  o t h e r  m a j o r

w o r k s  d u r i n g  h e r  l i f e t i m e ,  a s

w e l l  a s  e s s a y s  a n d  p o e m s  i n

B r i t i s h  a n d  A m e r i c a n

j o u r n a l s .

G r a c e  A g u i l a r  w a s  a l s o  a n

i n s i s t e n t  a d v o c a t e  f o r  E n g l i s h

t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  H e b r e w  h o l y

t e x t s .   S h e  i n s p i r e d  R a b b i

I s a a c  L e e s e r  t o  p u b l i s h  t h e

f i r s t  E n g l i s h  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e

P e n t a t e u c h  i n  1 8 4 5 ,  a n d  s h e

w a s  t h e  i m p e t u s  f o r  D r .

A b r a h a m  B e n i s c h ' s  1 8 5 1

E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n  a n d

t r a n s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  H e b r e w

B i b l e . 2  S h o r t l y  b e f o r e  h e r

d e a t h ,  a  g r o u p  o f  y o u n g

J e w i s h  w o m e n  s e n t  h e r  a

m e s s a g e  o f  a p p r e c i a t i o n

r e a d i n g ,  " U n t i l  y o u  a r o s e ,  i t

h a s  i n  m o d e r n  t i m e s  n e v e r

b e e n  t h e  c a s e  t h a t  a  w o m a n

i n  I s r a e l  s h o u l d  s t a n d  f o r t h  a s

t h e  p u b l i c  a d v o c a t e  o f  t h e

f a i t h  o f  I s r a e l . " 3

G r a c e  A g u i l a r  d i e d  o f  a

s t r o k e  a t  t h e  a g e  o f  3 1  w h i l e

v i s i t i n g  h e r  b r o t h e r  i n

F r a n k f u r t ,  G e r m a n y .   A f t e r

h e r  d e a t h ,  h e r  m o t h e r ,  S a r a h ,

d e d i c a t e d  h e r s e l f  t o  t h e

p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  G r a c e ' s  s e v e n

r e m a i n i n g  u n p u b l i s h e d

w o r k s .   A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e

n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  h e r

n o v e l s ,  p o e t r y ,  a n d  e s s a y s

w e r e  w i d e l y  p o p u l a r ,

e s p e c i a l l y  a m o n g  y o u n g

p e o p l e ,  J e w i s h  a n d  n o n -

J e w i s h  a l i k e .   T h e  A g u i l a r

F r e e  L i b r a r y ' s  n i n e  c o p i e s  o f

t h e  V a l e  o f  C e d a r s ,  h e r

p o s t h u m o u s l y - p u b l i s h e d

n o v e l  a b o u t  t h e  S p a n i s h

I n q u i s i t i o n ,  w e r e  i n  c o n s t a n t

c i r c u l a t i o n . 4  T h a t  n o v e l  a n d

Home Influences, 5 a  n a r r a t i v e  a b o u t  a

g r o u p  o f  y o u n g  p e o p l e  l i v i n g

t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e i r  a u n t ,  w e r e

h e r  m o s t  p o p u l a r  w o r k s .  

T h e  A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y ' s

O r i g i n s 6 

A s  a  p o p u l a r  n o v e l i s t  a n d

a d v o c a t e  o f  t h e  w r i t t e n  w o r d ,

G r a c e  A g u i l a r  w a s  a  h i g h l y

a p p r o p r i a t e  n a m e s a k e  f o r  t h e

A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  S o c i e t y .

T h e  S o c i e t y  w a s

i n c o r p o r a t e d  N o v e m b e r  1 5 ,

1 8 8 6 .   T h e  b o a r d  o f

d i r e c t o r s ,  c o n s i s t i n g  o f

a f f l u e n t ,  p h i l a n t h r o p i c  J e w s ,

o r g a n i z e d  a  l i b r a r y  " f o r  t h e

f r e e  c i r c u l a t i o n  o f  c a r e f u l l y

s e l e c t e d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i n  t h e

h o m e s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  t h i s

C i t y ,  w i t h  d i s t r i b u t i n g

b r a n c h e s  i n  l o c a l i t i e s  w h e r e

t h e  J e w i s h  p o p u l a t i o n  w a s

d e n s e . "  T h e y  i n t e n d e d

p r i n c i p a l l y  " t o  m e e t  [ t h i s ]

g r e a t  n e e d  i n  t h e  l o w e r
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d i s t r i c t s  o f  t h e  c i t y ,  w h e r e

t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  w h o l e s o m e

l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t

f a c t o r  i n  u p l i f t i n g  t h e  m e n t a l

a n d  m o r a l  t o n e  o f  a  c l a s s  t h a t

w o e f u l l y  l a c k s  r e f i n i n g

i n f l u e n c e s . " 7  

A m o n g  o t h e r  t e r m s  f o r

f r e e  c i r c u l a t i n g  l i b r a r i e s ,  t h e

C i t y ' s  1 8 8 6  A c t  o f

I n c o r p o r a t i o n  r e q u i r e d  t h a t

t h e  S o c i e t y   a c q u i r e  a

m i n i m u m  o f  $ 2 0 , 0 0 0  w o r t h

o f  r e a l  e s t a t e ,  1 0 , 0 0 0  b o o k s ,

a n d   m a i n t a i n  a  c i r c u l a t i o n  o f

a t  l e a s t  7 5 , 0 0 0  v o l u m n s  p e r

y e a r .  T h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l

f i n a n c i e r ,  p h i l a n t h r o p i s t ,  a n d

S o c i e t y  t r u s t e e  J a c o b  H .

S c h i f f  ( 1 8 4 7 - 1 9 2 0 )  g a v e  t h e

S o c i e t y  $ 1 0 , 0 0 0  i n  1 8 8 7 ,  a n d

t h e  S o c i e t y  r a i s e d  a n o t h e r

$ 1 0 , 0 0 0  t h r o u g h

s u b s c r i p t i o n s . 8  I t  t h e n

p u r c h a s e d  T h e  H e b r e w  F r e e

S c h o o l  a t  2 0 6  E a s t

B r o a d w a y .

B y  1 8 8 9 ,  t h e  A g u i l a r  F r e e

L i b r a r y  S o c i e t y  h a d

e s t a b l i s h e d  t h r e e  b r a n c h e s :

o n e  a t  7 2 1  L e x i n g t o n  ( a t  E a s t

5 8 t h  S t r e e t )  w h i c h  h a d  b e e n

t h e  Y o u n g  M e n ' s  H e b r e w

A s s o c i a t i o n ;  a n d  t w o  i n

b u i l d i n g s  f o r m e r l y  o w n e d  b y

t h e  H e b r e w  F r e e  S c h o o l

A s s o c i a t i o n  o n  t h e  L o w e r

E a s t  S i d e ,  2 0 6  E a s t

B r o a d w a y  ( a t  J e f f e r s o n

S t r e e t )  a n d  6 2 4  E a s t  F i f t h

S t r e e t  ( b e t w e e n  A v e n u e s  B

a n d  C ) .   B o t h  o r g a n i z a t i o n s

a l s o  d o n a t e d  t h e i r  l i b r a r i e s  t o

t h e  S o c i e t y .   T h e  S o c i e t y

a i m e d  t o  s e r v e  c o m m u n i t i e s

o f  i m m i g r a n t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y

J e w i s h  o n e s ,  w h o s e

n e i g h b o r h o o d s  w e r e  f a r  f r o m

t h e  e x i s t i n g  B o n d  S t r e e t  a n d

O t t e n d o r f e r  b r a n c h e s  o f  t h e

N e w  Y o r k  F r e e  C i r c u l a t i n g

L i b r a r y .  

T h e  A g u i l a r  S o c i e t y

c o n t i n u e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  i t s

t h r e e  b r a n c h e s  d u r i n g  t h e

1 8 9 0 s . 9  O n  M a y  1 ,  1 8 9 6 ,  t h e

S o c i e t y  o p e n e d  i t s  f o u r t h

b r a n c h  a t  1 7 6  E a s t  1 1 0 t h

S t r e e t ,  b e c a u s e  " a  g r e a t

d e m a n d  f o r  a  l i b r a r y

e x i s t [ e d ]  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n . " 10 

T h e  a r e a  w a s  d e v e l o p i n g

q u i c k l y ,  d u e  i n  p a r t  t o  t h e

r e c e n t  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e

S e c o n d  a n d  T h i r d  A v e n u e

e l e v a t e d  r a i l r o a d  l i n e s .   A l s o ,

m o s t  o f  t h e  r e s i d e n t s  o f  t h i s

n e i g h b o r h o o d  w e r e  J e w i s h ,

b o t h  o f  S e p h a r d i c  a n d

A s h k e n a z i c  o r i g i n .   

T h e  S o c i e t y ' s  p r e s i d e n t ,

J u d g e  S a m u e l  G r e e n b a u m ,

p r e d i c t e d  i n  t h e  Eighth Annual Report,

1896 t h a t  " a t  t h e  e n d  o f  a n o t h e r

y e a r  i t  w i l l  b e  n e c e s s a r y  t o

l a r g e l y  e x t e n d  t h i s  l i b r a r y . "

T h e  S o c i e t y  v o t e d  t o

c o n s t r u c t  a n  e n t i r e l y  n e w

l i b r a r y  b u i l d i n g ,  t h e  f i r s t  a n d

o n l y  t i m e  t h e  S o c i e t y  h a d

d o n e  s o .    I n  1 8 9 8 ,  t h e

S o c i e t y  p u r c h a s e d  a  2 5 - b y -

1 0 0 - f o o t  m i d b l o c k  l o t  a t

N o . 1 7 4  E a s t  1 1 0 t h  S t r e e t  f o r

t h i s  p u r p o s e .   T h e  S o c i e t y ' s

Tenth Annual Report, 1898 d e c l a r e d  t h a t

" t h e  n e w  l i b r a r y  w i l l  b e  a

m o d e l  o n e .  A s  s u c h  i t  c a n  n o t

f a i l  t o  e x e r t  a  p o w e r f u l

i n f l u e n c e  f o r  g o o d  a n d  t o

b e c o m e  a  p o t e n t  f a c t o r  i n  t h e

u p b u i l d i n g  o f  t h e

n e i g h b o r h o o d  w h e r e  i t  i s

l o c a t e d . "    T h e  r e p o r t  f u r t h e r

n o t e d  t h a t  t h e  n e w  f a c i l i t y

w a s  t o  h a v e  a n  o p e n - s h e l f

s y s t e m  " f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n

t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  L i b r a r y . " 11 
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T h e  A r c h i t e c t s ,  H e r t s  &

T a l l a n t 12

H e n r y  B e a u m o n t  H e r t s

( 1 8 7 1 - 1 9 3 3 )  a n d  H u g h

T a l l a n t  ( 1 8 7 0 - 1 9 5 2 )  f o r m e d

t h e i r  f i r m ,  H e r t s  &  T a l l a n t ,  i n

1 8 9 7 ;  t h e  f i r m  r e m a i n e d  v e r y

a c t i v e  u n t i l  i t  d i s s o l v e d  i n

1 9 1 1 .  T h e  f i r m  w a s

c e l e b r a t e d  f o r  i t s  t h e a t e r

d e s i g n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e

T i m e s  S q u a r e  a r e a  o f  N e w

Y o r k  C i t y .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  f i r m

a l s o  c a r r i e d  o u t  c o m m i s s i o n s

f o r  r e s i d e n t i a l  a r c h i t e c t u r e .

T h e  A g u i l a r  L i b r a r y  i s  a  r a r e

e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  f i r m ' s  d e s i g n s

f o r  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  b u i l d i n g .

H e r t s ,  t h e  s o n  o f  H e n r y  B .

H e r t s ,  t h e  f o u n d e r  o f  t h e

H e r t s  B r o t h e r s  d e c o r a t i n g

f i r m ,  s t u d i e d  a r c h i t e c t u r e  a n d

e n g i n e e r i n g  a t  C o l u m b i a

U n i v e r s i t y ,  w h i l e  H u g h

T a l l a n t  r e c e i v e d  t w o  d e g r e e s

f r o m  H a r v a r d  C o l l e g e .   T h e y

b o t h  a t t e n d e d  t h e  E c o l e  d e s

B e a u x - A r t s ,  P a r i s ,  w h e r e

t h e y  m e t .   U p o n  t h e i r  r e t u r n

t o  N e w  Y o r k ,  t h e y  f o r m e d

t h e i r  p a r t n e r s h i p .

A m o n g  t h e i r  e x t a n t  N e w

Y o r k  C i t y  t h e a t e r  d e s i g n s  a r e

t h e  N e w  A m s t e r d a m  ( 1 9 0 2 -

0 3 ) ,  t h e  L i b e r t y  ( 1 9 0 4 ) ,  t h e

L y c e u m  ( 1 9 0 2 - 0 3 ) ,  a n d  t h e

B r o o k l y n  A c a d e m y  o f  M u s i c

( 1 9 0 7 - 0 8 ) .   H e r t s  a l o n e

d e s i g n e d  t h e  S h u b e r t  a n d

B o o t h  T h e a t e r s  ( 1 9 1 2 - 1 3 ) . 13

E x a m p l e s  o f  t h e i r  d e s i g n s  f o r

r e s i d e n t a l  b u i l d i n g s  i n c l u d e

t h e  I s a a c  L .  R i c e  m a n s i o n

( 1 9 0 1 - 0 3 ) ,  3 4 6  W e s t  8 9 t h

S t r e e t  a t   R i v e r s i d e  D r i v e  ( a

d e s i g n a t e d  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y

L a n d m a r k ) ,  a n d  N o .  4 9  W e s t

7 1 s t  S t r e e t  ( 1 9 0 9 )  i n  t h e

U p p e r  W e s t  S i d e / C e n t r a l

P a r k  W e s t  H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t .

T h e y  a l s o  d e s i g n e d  t h e  C i t y

A t h l e t i c  C l u b  o n  W e s t  5 4 t h

S t r e e t .   T h e  A g u i l a r  L i b r a r y

i s  a n  i m p r e s s i v e  e x a m p l e  o f

t h e  f i r m ' s  n o n - t h e a t e r  w o r k .  

       

T h e  I n i t i a l  L i b r a r y  D e s i g n 14

T h e  A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y

S o c i e t y  s e l e c t e d  t h e  d e s i g n

o f  t h e  f i r s t  b u i l d i n g  o n  t h e

E a s t  1 1 0 t h  S t r e e t  s i t e  a f t e r

h o l d i n g  a  c o m p e t i t i o n . 15   T h e

b o a r d  o f  t h e  S o c i e t y  c a l l e d  i n

P r o f e s s o r  W i l l i a m  R .  W a r e

o f  C o l u m b i a  U n i v e r s i t y  t o

h e l p  j u d g e  t h e  c o m p e t i t i o n

e n t r i e s  w h i c h  w e r e  s u b m i t t e d

b y  a r c h i t e c t s  O s c a r

L e w i n s o n ,  H e n r i  F o u c h a u x ,

R o b e r t  D .  K o h n ,  a n d  H e r t s  &

T a l l a n t .   T h e  f i r m  o f  H e r t s  &

T a l l a n t  w a s  a w a r d e d  t h e

c o m m i s s i o n  f o r  i t s  l a t e

R o m a n e s q u e  R e v i v a l / A r t

N o u v e a u - i n s p i r e d  s c h e m e . 16

T h e  t h r e e - s t o r y  s y m m e t r i c a l

f a c a d e  w a s  c o m p o s e d  o f  t w o

m o n u m e n t a l  r u s t i c a t e d

l i m e s t o n e  p i e r s  s u p p o r t i n g  a

s e g m e n t a l ,  r u s t i c a t e d

l i m e s t o n e  a r c h .   T h i s

l i m e s t o n e  e n s e m b l e  f r a m e d

a n  i n t r i c a t e  r e c e s s e d  t h r e e -

s t o r y ,  t h r e e - b a y  c a s t - i r o n

s c r e e n .   T h i s  w a s  t h e  " f i r s t

r e a l  a t t e m p t "  m a d e  b y  H e r t s

&  T a l l a n t  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  t h e

d e c o r a t i v e  u s e  o f  c a s t  i r o n ,  a

u t i l i t a r i a n  a n d  s t r u c t u r a l

m a t e r i a l ,  i n t o  t h e  f a c a d e ' s

d e s i g n . 17  T h e  c e n t r a l  f i r s t -

s t o r y  b a y  p r o j e c t e d  a n d  w a s

f l a n k e d  b y  p a i r e d  e n t r y  d o o r s

a n d  f i v e - s t e p  s t o o p s .   T h e

1 1 0 t h  S t r e e t  b r a n c h  o f  t h e

A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  o p e n e d
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o n  J u n e  1 9 ,  1 8 9 9 ,  a n d  b y

N o v e m b e r  1 ,  1 9 0 0  c o n t a i n e d

1 5 , 0 0 0  b o o k s .   I t  w a s

p a r t i a l l y  f i n a n c e d  b y  t h e

$ 3 9 , 7 0 8  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  g i v e n

i n  1 8 9 8  b y  t h e  C i t y  o f  N e w

Y o r k . 18

T h e  E n l a r g e d  L i b r a r y

I n  1 8 9 9 ,  P r e s i d e n t

G r e e n b a u m  a n n o u n c e d  t h a t

A n d r e w  C a r n e g i e  h a d

g r a n t e d  a  " p r i n c e l y  g i f t "  o f

$ 5 , 2 0 0 , 0 0 0  " t o w a r d  t h e

c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  f o r t y - t w o

( e v e n t u a l l y  s i x t y - o n e )  b r a n c h

l i b r a r i e s . . . " 19 t o  t h e  C i t y .   A t

t h e  s a m e  t i m e  h e

a c k n o w l e d g e d  t h a t  " i t  i s  c l e a r

t h a t  t h e  t i m e  i s  v e r y  n e a r  a t

h a n d  w h e n  a l l  t h e  f r e e

c i r c u l a t i n g  l i b r a r i e s  w i l l

n e c e s s a r i l y  c o m e  u n d e r  o n e

g e n e r a l  c o n t r o l . " 20  B y  1 9 0 1 ,

t h e  l i b r a r y  n e e d e d  t o  e x p a n d .

O n  F e b r u a r y  2 4 ,  1 9 0 3 ,  t h e

A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  w a s

r e l u c t a n t l y  a b s o r b e d  i n t o  t h e

n e w  N e w  Y o r k  P u b l i c

L i b r a r y  s y s t e m  o f

n e i g h b o r h o o d  l i b r a r i e s . 21 

I n  1 9 0 4  t h e  C i t y ,  u s i n g

b o t h  C a r n e g i e  a n d  C i t y

f u n d s ,  p u r c h a s e d  t h e  l o t  a t

1 7 2  E a s t  1 1 0 t h  S t r e e t .

A l t h o u g h  t h e  j o i s t s  a n d

f l o o r s  o f  1 7 4  E a s t  1 1 0 t h

S t r e e t  w e r e  m a i n t a i n e d ,  t h e

b u i l d i n g ' s  f a c a d e  w a s

r e m o v e d .   T h e  C i t y  t h e n

r e t a i n e d  H e r t s  &  T a l l a n t ,  t h e

o r i g i n a l  a r c h i t e c t s ,  t o  d e s i g n

a  n e w  f a c a d e  ( f i g . 1 )  t w i c e  a s

w i d e  a n d  a  s t o r y  h i g h e r  t h a n

t h e  f i r s t  f a c a d e ,  w i t h  n e w

f l o o r s  t o  m a t c h  t h e  e x i s t i n g

s t o r i e s .   T h i s  r e c o n s t r u c t e d

b u i l d i n g  o p e n e d  o n

N o v e m b e r  2 9 ,  1 9 0 5 ,  t h e

t h i r t e e n t h  l i b r a r y  i n  N e w

Y o r k  C i t y  f u n d e d  b y  t h e

C a r n e g i e  g i f t .

B a s i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l

e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  f a c a d e ,

a n  o v e r s c a l e d  m a s o n r y

e n f r a m e m e n t  a r o u n d  c e n t r a l

i r o n - a n d - g l a s s  b a y s ,  a r e

r e p e a t e d  i n  t h e  n e w  d e s i g n .

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  o v e r a l l  s t y l e  o f

t h e  b u i l d i n g  w a s  c h a n g e d

f r o m  t h e  o r i g i n a l

R o m a n e s q u e / A r t  N o u v e a u .

I n s t e a d ,  t h e  r e d e s i g n e d

C l a s s i c a l  R e v i v a l  f a c a d e  u s e s

c o l o s s a l  f l a n k i n g  p i l a s t e r s

s u p p o r t i n g  a n  e n t a b l a t u r e  a n d

e n c l o s i n g  o r d e r s  o f  e n g a g e d

i r o n  c o l o n n e t t e s  i n  a n  a l m o s t

t h e a t r i c a l  m a n n e r ,  a s  i f  a

p r o s c e n i u m  a r c h  w e r e

f r a m i n g  a  s t a g e .   T h i s  d e s i g n

g i v e s  t h e  A g u i l a r  B r a n c h  a

p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i s t i n c t i v e

c h a r a c t e r  w h i c h  s e t s  i t  a p a r t

f r o m  o t h e r  c o n t e m p o r a r y

b r a n c h  l i b r a r y  b u i l d i n g s .

I n  1 9 0 3 ,  f o l l o w i n g  t h e

c o n s o l i d a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  N e w

Y o r k  P u b l i c  L i b r a r y ,  t h e

A g u i l a r  L i b r a r y ' s  s i z a b l e

c o l l e c t i o n  o f  Y i d d i s h

m a t e r i a l s  w a s  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o

t h e  J e w i s h  D i v i s i o n  a t  t h e

m a i n  b r a n c h ,  f o r m i n g  t h e

n u c l e u s  o f  h o l d i n g s  w h i c h

h a v e  s i n c e  g r o w n  t o  g r e a t

i m p o r t a n c e .  T h e  A g u i l a r

B r a n c h  h a s  b e e n  i n

c o n t i n u o u s  u s e  a s  a  l i b r a r y ,

a l t h o u g h  t o d a y  t h e  r e s i d e n t s

o f  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g

c o m m u n i t y  a r e

p r e d o m i n a n t l y  H i s p a n i c  a n d

A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n .   I n  1 9 9 3 ,

t h e  b r a n c h  w a s  t e m p o r a r i l y

c l o s e d ,  a n d  t h e  b u i l d i n g  w a s

g i v e n  a  m a j o r  r e n o v a t i o n  b y

t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  f i r m  o f
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G r u z e n  S a m t o n . 22  T h e

A g u i l a r  B r a n c h  r e o p e n e d  i n

M a y  1 9 9 6 .

     

D e s c r i p t i o n

T h e  A g u i l a r  B r a n c h  o f  t h e

N e w  Y o r k  P u b l i c  L i b r a r y

( f i g . 1 )  i s  l o c a t e d  o n  t h e  s o u t h

s i d e  o f  E a s t  1 1 0 t h  S t r e e t

b e t w e e n  L e x i n g t o n  a n d  T h i r d

A v e n u e s .   T h e  t h r e e - s t o r y

s t e e l - f r a m e  b u i l d i n g  i s  f a c e d

w i t h  l i m e s t o n e  a b o v e  a

g r a n i t e  b a s e ,  e n c l o s i n g  a

s c r e e n  o f  g a l v a n i z e d  i r o n  a n d

g l a s s .   I t  i s  e n r i c h e d  w i t h

t e r r a - c o t t a  o r n a m e n t .  T h e

C l a s s i c a l  R e v i v a l  f a c a d e  i s

c o m p o s e d  o f  t w o

m o n u m e n t a l  f l u t e d ,

l i m e s t o n e  p i e r s  w i t h  c a r v e d

g r a n i t e  t o r i  ( f i g . 2 )  d e c o r a t e d

w i t h  a  g u i l l o c h e  p a t t e r n  a n d

p l i n t h s .   T h e  t e r r a - c o t t a  I o n i c

c a p i t a l s  s u p p o r t  a  l i m e s t o n e

e n t a b l a t u r e  ( f i g . 3 ) .   A t  t h e

e n t a b l a t u r e ,  t h e  a r c h i t r a v e ,

f r i e z e ,  a n d  c o r n i c e  a r e

e n r i c h e d  b y  t e r r a - c o t t a

o r n a m e n t a l  d e t a i l s ,  i n c l u d i n g

f a s c i a ,  e g g - a n d - d a r t ,  d e n t i l ,

a n d  f l o r a l  c o u r s e s .  A t  e i t h e r

e n d  o f  t h e  f r i e z e ,

R e n a i s s a n c e - i n s p i r e d

r i n c e a u x  a n d  h e r o i c  n u d e s

b o r d e r  a n d  h o l d  t h e  e n f r a m e d

c a r t o u c h e ,  r u n n i n g  t h e  l e n g t h

o f  t h e  f r i e z e ,  o n  w h i c h  i s

i n c i s e d  t h e  i n s c r i p t i o n ,  " N e w

Y o r k  P u b l i c  L i b r a r y " ( f i g s .  3

a n d  4 ) .   T h e  b u i l d i n g  i s

t o p p e d  w i t h  a  f l a t  r o o f .   

T h e  s t o n e  e n s e m b l e  f r a m e s

a  t h r e e - s t o r y ,  t h r e e - b a y ,

i n t r i c a t e  g l a s s  a n d

g a l v a n i z e d - i r o n ,  r e c e s s e d

s c r e e n  ( f i g . 5 ) .  T h e  b a y s  a r e

s e p a r a t e d  b y  a t t e n u a t e d

c o l o n n e t t e s  e n g a g e d  t o

d e c o r a t i v e  f r i e z e s  s e p a r a t i n g

t h e  s t o r i e s .   T h e  o r d e r s  o f  t h e

c o l o n n e t t e s  a r e  D o r i c  a t  t h e

f i r s t  f l o o r ,  I o n i c  a t  t h e

s e c o n d ,  a n d  C o r i n t h i a n  a t  t h e

t h i r d .   ( A t  t h e  t i m e  o f

d e s i g n a t i o n ,  t h e  r e s t o r a t i o n

o f  t h e  f a c a d e  w a s

i n c o m p l e t e .   T h e  f i r s t  s t o r y

f r i e z e  a n d  D o r i c  c o l o n n e t t e s

h a d  n o t  b e e n  r e p l a c e d . )  T h e

d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  c a s t - i r o n

t r a n s o m  b a r s  a n d  m u l l i o n s

i n c l u d e  l e a f - a n d - d a r t  a n d

w a t e r l e a f - a n d - t o n g u e  m o t i f s .

T h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  e n t r a n c e ,

l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  e a s t  b a y ,  i s

a p p r o a c h e d  b y  a  s e t  o f  f o u r

g r a n i t e  s t e p s ,  t h e  w a l l s  o f

w h i c h  a r e  t o p p e d  w i t h

c a r v e d ,  o v e r s i z e d  c o n s o l e s

( f i g .  2 ) .  B o t h  p l i n t h s  o f  t h e

f l u t e d  p i e r s  a r e  a l s o  a d o r n e d

b y  c a r v e d ,  o v e r s i z e d

c o n s o l e s .   T h e  r e c e s s e d  d o o r

h a s  a  d e c o r a t i v e  c a s t - i r o n

e n f r a m e m e n t  a n d  a  c a s t - i r o n

o r n a m e n t a l  s c r e e n  o v e r  t h e

t r a n s o m .   ( T h e  o r i g i n a l

d o u b l e - d o o r s  h a v e  b e e n

r e p l a c e d . )   T h e  w i n d o w  b a y s

c o n t a i n  p a i r e d  o n e - o v e r - o n e ,

a l u m i n u m  s a s h  a n d  s i n g l e -

p a n e  t r a n s o m  l i g h t s  ( b o t h

i n s t a l l e d  d u r i n g  t h e

r e n o v a t i o n ) .   T h e  f l a g p o l e

p r o j e c t i n g  a t  t h e  c e n t r a l  b a y

o n  t h e  s e c o n d  s t o r y  i s  n o t

o r i g i n a l .   I n  t h e  1 9 9 3

r e n o v a t i o n ,  a  h a n d i c a p -

a c c e s s  r a m p  w a s  i n s t a l l e d  i n

t h e  a r e a w a y  a t  t h e  E a s t  1 1 0 t h

S t r e e t  e n t r a n c e  ( f i g .  6 )  a n d

t h e  i n t e r i o r  r e n o v a t e d .

A l t h o u g h  t h e  i n s t a l l a t i o n

n e c e s s i t a t e d  t h e  c u t t i n g  o f

t h e  w e s t e r n  s t o n e  w a l l  o f  t h e

e n t r y  s t a i r s ,  n o  c a r v e d  s t o n e

o r n a m e n t  w a s  r e m o v e d .   A
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1 . F o r  f u r t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  s e e ,  B e t h - Z i o n  L a s k  A b r a h a m s ,  " G r a c e

A g u i l a r :  A  C e n t e n a r y  T r i b u t e , "  The Jewish Historical Society of England, Transactions

Sessions, 1945-1951,   1 6 ,  1 3 7 - 1 4 8 .

2 . I b i d . ,  1 4 3 .   T h e  P e n t a t e u c h  a r e  t h e  f i r s t  f i v e  b o o k s  o f  t h e  B i b l e .

T h e  H e b r e w  B i b l e  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  O l d  T e s t a m e n t .

3 . I b i d . ,  1 4 6 .

4 . A s  c i t e d  i n :  A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  S o c i e t y  o f  t h e  C i t y  o f  N e w

Y o r k ,  Seventh Annual Report, 1895,  2 6 .

5 . B y  1 8 6 8 ,  Home Influences h a d  b e e n  p u b l i s h e d  i n  2 4  e d i t i o n s .   I n  t h e

i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  n o v e l  A g u i l a r  w r o t e  t h a t  s h e  b e l i e v e d  t h a t

s e n t i m e n t  i n f l u e n c e d  t h o u g h t  a n d  t h o u g h t ,  a c t i o n .   T h e r e f o r e ,  t o

i n f l u e n c e  b o t h  s e n t i m e n t  a n d  a c t i o n ,  p a r e n t s  a n d  t e a c h e r s  n e e d e d

t o  r e f i n e  t h e  t h o u g h t s  o f  c h i l d r e n  b y  p r o v i d i n g  g o o d  l i t e r a t u r e .

A b r a h a m s ,  1 4 4 .  

6 . S e e  Aguilar Free L ibrary Socie ty of the C ity of New Y ork, Annual Reports,1886-1903, passim; Harry Miller

Lydenberg, History of The New York Public Library (New York, 1923), 241-246, 532; and Sam P. Williams, Guide

to the Research Collections of the New York Public Library (Chicago, 1975), 27.

7 . Aguilar Free Library Society , First Annual Report 1889,  5. These a re statements of the Society's President, Judge

Samuel Greenbaum.

8 . L y d e n b e r g ,  2 4 3 .

9 . A l t h o u g h  t h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  e a c h  o f  t h e  t h r e e  b r a n c h e s  w a s  c h a n g e d

t o  a  n e a r b y  b u i l d i n g  a t  l e a s t  o n c e  d u r i n g  t h e  d e c a d e .

1 0 . Aguilar Free  Library  Socie ty, Ninth Annual Report, 1897, 9. 

1 1 . S e e  A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  S o c i e t y ,  Eighth Annual Report, 1896,  1 2 ;  Tenth

Annual Report, 1898, 9,  22.  T h e  l a n d  w a s  p u r c h a s e d  f r o m  L o u i s e  L e s e  o n

M a y  1 2 ,  1 8 9 8 ,  f o r  t h e  s u m  o f  $ 9 , 5 0 0 .   Eleventh and  Twelfth Annual Reports,

1899-1900,  3 0 .

n o n - h i s t o r i c  c a s t - i r o n  f e n c e

t h a t  l i n e s  t h e  r a m p  w a s

i n s t a l l e d  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e

a l t e r a t i o n  a n d  b a r s  p l a c e d  o n

t h e  f i r s t  s t o r y  w i n d o w s . 23 

R e p o r t  p r e p a r e d  b y  

J o s e p h  C .  B r o o k s ,  

L a n d m a r k s  P r e s e r v a t i o n i s t

A s s i s t e d  b y  S a r a  J .  O s h i n s k y ,

R e s e a r c h  I n t e r n

N O T E S
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1 2 . H . B .  H e r t s  o b i t u a r y ,  New York Times,  M a r c h  2 8 ,  1 9 3 3 ,  1 9 : 1 ;  H .

T a l l a n t  o b i t u a r y ,  New York Times,  D e c e m b e r  9 ,  1 9 5 2 ,  3 3 : 2 .  For further

detail on Herts & Tallant, see the Landmarks Preservation Comm ission's files for the Isaac Leopold Rice

Mansion, the New A msterdam  Theater, and the  Shubert Theater.

1 3 . T h e  N e w  A m s t e r d a m ,  L y c e u m ,  S h u b e r t ,  a n d  B o o t h  T h e a t e r s

a r e  d e s i g n a t e d  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y  L a n d m a r k s .   T h e  B r o o k l y n

A c a d e m y  o f  M u s i c  i s  i n  t h e  B r o o k l y n  A c a d e m y  o f  M u s i c

H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t .

1 4 . Eleventh and  Twelfth Annual Reports,  1899-1900,  9 ,  1 9 ,  2 5 ,  3 0 -  3 1 ;  Thirteenth  Annual Report,

1901,  1 0 .

1 5 . Eleventh and Twelfth Annual Reports, 1899-1900,  3 0

1 6 . A  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  t h e  f i r s t  b u i l d i n g  a p p e a r s  a s  t h e  f r o n t i s p i e c e

o f  I b i d .  and is also published in A b b o t t  H a l s t e a d  M o o r e ,  " I n d i v i d u a l i s m

i n  A r c h i t e c t u r e :  T h e  W o r k s  o f  H e r t s  &  T a l l a n t , "  Architectural Record

1 5  ( J a n u a r y  1 9 0 4 ) ,  7 8 ,  8 3 .

1 7 . M o o r e ,  7 8 .

1 8 . Tenth Annual Report, 1898,  1 8 ;  Eleventh and  Twelfth Annual Reports,  1 8 9 9 - 1 9 0 0 ,  1 9 .

1 9 . I b i d . ,  9  a n d  R o b e r t  A . M .  S t e r n ,  G .  G i l m a r t i n ,  a n d  J . M .

M a s s e n g a l e ,  New York 1900: Metropolitan Architecture and Urbanism, 1890-1915 ( N e w

Y o r k :  R i z z o l i ,  1 9 8 3 ) ,  9 8 .

2 0 . Eleventh and Twelfth Annual Reports, 1899-1900,  9 .

2 1 . T h e  A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  b e c a m e  p a r t  o f  t h e  C i r c u l a t i o n

D e p a r t m e n t  ( n o w  t h e  B r a n c h  L i b r a r i e s )  o f  t h e  N e w  Y o r k

P u b l i c  L i b r a r y .   A l s o  s e e :  C h r i s t o p h e r  G r a y ,  " A  L i b r a r y

B r a n c h  T h a t  W a s n ' t  D e s i g n e d  b y  t h e  B o o k , "  New York Times,  J u n e

9 ,  1 9 9 6 ,  V I I I : 7 .

2 2 . T h e  w o r k  w a s  c a r r i e d  o u t  u n d e r  N o t i c e  O f  R e v i e w  N u m b e r

9 3 0 4 4 ,  1 1 / 0 9 / 1 9 9 2  f o r  f a c a d e  r e s t o r a t i o n .  N o t i c e  o f  R e v i e w

N u m b e r  9 6 0 0 0 7 ,  1 1 / 2 1 / 9 5  w a s  i s s u e d  f o r  w i n d o w

r e p l a c e m e n t s .   

2 3 . S o m e  o r i g i n a l  e l e m e n t s  h a v e  b e e n  m a i n t a i n e d  i n  t h e

r e n o v a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n t e r i o r .   T h e  i n t e r i o r  i s  n o t  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e

d e s i g n a t i o n .
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O n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  a  c a r e f u l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  h i s t o r y ,
t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e  a n d  o t h e r  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h i s  b u i l d i n g ,  t h e
L a n d m a r k s  P r e s e r v a t i o n  C o m m i s s i o n  f i n d s  t h a t  t h e  N e w
Y o r k  P u b l i c  L i b r a r y ,  A g u i l a r  B r a n c h ,  h a s  a  s p e c i a l
c h a r a c t e r  a n d  s p e c i a l  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  a e s t h e t i c  i n t e r e s t  a n d
v a l u e  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  h e r i t a g e ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y .

T h e  C o m m i s s i o n  f u r t h e r  f i n d s  t h a t ,  a m o n g  i t s
i m p o r t a n t  q u a l i t i e s ,  t h e  A g u i l a r  B r a n c h  o f  t h e  N e w  Y o r k
P u b l i c  L i b r a r y  w a s  a m o n g  o n l y  a  f e w  c i r c u l a t i n g  l i b r a r i e s
b u i l t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  b e n e f i t  p o o r e r  J e w i s h  i m m i g r a n t s  i n
N e w  Y o r k  a n d  w a s  t h e  o n l y  b u i l d i n g  c o m m i s s i o n e d  a n d
e r e c t e d  b y  t h e  A g u i l a r  F r e e  L i b r a r y  S o c i e t y ;  t h a t  i t  w a s
e n l a r g e d  a n d  g i v e n  a  n e w  f a c a d e  a f t e r  t h e  c o n s o l i d a t i o n
w i t h  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  P u b l i c  L i b r a r y  i n  1 9 0 3  w i t h  f u n d s
f r o m  A n d r e w  C a r n e g i e ;  t h a t  i t  s e r v e s  a s  a  r e m i n d e r  o f  t h e
l e g a c y  o f  p r i v a t e  p h i l a n t h r o p i c  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  c i t y ' s
l i b r a r i e s  d u r i n g  t h e  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ;  t h a t  i t  i s  a
d i s t i n g u i s h e d  C l a s s i c a l  R e v i v a l  s t y l e  d e s i g n  b y  t h e
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  f i r m  H e r t s  &  T a l l a n t ,  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  t h e a t e r
a r c h i t e c t s ;  t h a t  i t  r e t a i n s  g r e a t  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i n t e g r i t y ;  t h a t
i t  c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e  u s e d  a s  a  p u b l i c  l i b r a r y ;  a n d  t h a t  i t
c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e  c a l l e d  t h e  A g u i l a r  B r a n c h ,  a f t e r  a  p o p u l a r
B r i t i s h  n o v e l i s t  a n d  e s s a y i s t ,  G r a c e  A g u i l a r .

A c c o r d i n g l y ,  p u r s u a n t  t o  t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  o f  C h a p t e r
2 1 ,  S e c t i o n  5 3 4 ,  o f  t h e  C h a r t e r  o f  t h e  C i t y  o f  N e w  Y o r k
a n d  C h a p t e r  3  o f  T i t l e  2 5  o f  t h e  A d m i n i s t r a t i v e  C o d e  o f
t h e  C i t y  o f  N e w  Y o r k ,  t h e  L a n d m a r k s  P r e s e r v a t i o n
C o m m i s s i o n  d e s i g n a t e s  a s  a  L a n d m a r k  t h e  N e w  Y o r k
P u b l i c  L i b r a r y ,  A g u i l a r  B r a n c h ,  1 7 2 - 1 7 4  E a s t  1 1 0 t h
S t r e e t ,  B o r o u g h  o f  M a n h a t t a n ,  a n d  d e s i g n a t e s  T a x  M a p
B l o c k  1 6 3 7 ,  L o t  1 4 1 ,  B o r o u g h  o f  M a n h a t t a n ,  a s  i t s
L a n d m a r k  S i t e .



New York Public Library, Aguilar Branch 
172-174 East 100th Street, Manhattan 

 
Fig. 1. Overall view of the facade 

Photo: Carl Forster 



Fig. 2. Detail: Limestone pier on granite base 

Fig. 3. Detail: Ionic capitals supporting entablature 

Photos: Carl Forster 



Fig. 4. Detail of frieze 

Photo: Carl Forster 



Fig. 5. Detail: Three-story, three bay recessed screen 

Photo: Carl Forster 



Fig. 6. Detail: Ramp in areaway Photo: Carl Forster 



New York Public Library, Aguilar Branch 172-174 East 110th Street, Manhattan 
Landmark Site: Manhattan Tax Map Block 1637, Lot 141 

Source: Sanborn, Manhattan Land Book (1995-96), pl. 124 



New York Public Library, Aguilar Branch 172-174 East 110th Street, Manhattan 
Landmark Site: Manhattan Tax Map Block 1637, Lot 141 

Source: Dept of Finance, City Surveyor, Tax Map 
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