Monroe Township Public Library: More than just books

By Daniel Klein

It is 45,000 square feet of books, magazines, CDs and DVDs. There’s a children’s section complete with toys and story area. There’s also a café and large, comfortable seating scattered throughout the building, but the sign outside doesn’t say Borders or Barnes and Noble.

It says Monroe Township Public Library. 

The central New Jersey community’s library reopened last January after a year-long $6 million expansion that more than doubled its size and remade the building to be slightly familiar to anyone who has stepped inside a big box bookstore.

Anthony Iovino, a principal at Arcari + Iovino Architects of Little Ferry, New Jersey, the firm behind the expansion, says that the lesson of the big bookstores is that they are successful, can attract a full range of the demographic, and do so in a comfortable marketing environment.
“New Jersey libraries have been at the forefront of bringing retail marketing to their public spaces.  Mount Laurel Public Library was a demonstration site for the Trading Spaces Project in 2005 which received much attention nationally.  Like a typical retail environment, they are rearranging and rethinking the layout of their “merchandise” to keep the customer experience fresh.  We have been able to take lessons learned from our design work with Mount Laurel’s latest approach and incorporate them into Monroe and other libraries.”
“The challenge was to take a really beautiful building, add on to it and increase its beauty,” says Monroe Township Library Director Irene Goldberg, who started the library 20 years ago on a card table in the basement of the municipal building.

One of the bright spots of the expansion, says Iovino, is that the Monroe Township Council hired the firm early enough in the process to allow a little freedom for the planning stages.

“What was terrific about this project was that we had ample time to spend on conceptual and schematic design,” says Iovino.  “The bottom line is, the more you plan, the better your project is going to be. The more you investigate and research and think, the less you’re going to change down the road. We had the ability to work out all different kinds of options, down to the furniture level.” The result is a warm, inviting building that is large, but contains intimate, comfortable spaces.
 “Anthony and his firm were an absolute dream to work with,” says Goldberg. “He doesn’t pull rank. He never says that’s not artistically correct. He listens to your concerns and tries to translate them into an architectural piece.”

The library’s layout is built around the original 20,000 square foot building, which opened in 1997. With plenty of space on either side of the original building, it was decided to expand the building out from both sides.  As a large one-story structure, the challenge was to maintain an appropriate scale of space while being able to easily find your way through the building.  This is important for both patron and staff from a security and service perspective.
According to Iovino, the clear sightlines and wide avenues allow patrons to see and recognize their destinations without the need for signs.  
“This is a signature of our libraries…whereas the architecture, the ceiling configurations, the furniture arrangements, the colors of walls, fabrics, carpeting all contribute to inform the visitor of their destination.”
Visiting the building it is easy to recognize this concept.  The entrance aisle runs down the middle of the original building and greets guests with Circulation and Welcome desks on each side.  This aisle serves as the main avenue of the building where all spaces can be reached.  Grab-and go materials, new books, and numerous computer terminals reside within the space.  Branching off this main avenue is another wide walkway, or “secondary avenue” as Mr. Iovino calls it, that cuts across left and right to lead to the children’s and adult’s services respectively.

Just beyond the Circulation and Welcome points, the secondary avenue becomes clear.  A glance to the left will fill your vision with playful curved walls, strategic touches of color, materials and furniture that are clearly about children.  In the distance is abundant natural light from a north facing skylight that washes a soft sitting area and display wall that serves as the visual destination.  Along that route you are greeted by a staff service point from which you pass a Zen rock garden, an interactive play/learn area, ample collection and study tables and arrive at soft seating and secondary vistas to the programs room and other unique reading/activity spaces.
An interesting feature of the design is the curved walls that define the children’s interactive area.  The architect designed the series of walls to soften the straight lines of the building’s interior and to define a space without enclosing it.  The walls are clad in wood panels and reach toward the ceiling but remain free.  The overlapping segments each serve different functions on the outside; a computer/information center, parenting station, and a learning tree.  Inside the curves is an interactive environment similar to one found in a children’s museum.
Throughout the area are display and merchandizing opportunities.  Along the main circulation paths, all furniture is low to promote visual directions and is easily moveable to reconfigure as needed for events or simply to refresh the layout.
Turning to leave the Children’s wing, one gets a glance of the Young Adults’ area through the Zen garden.  “Teen Central” is back off the main aisle, well in sight of library staff, holding a dedicated Young Adult collection, counter seating and study space. 

Traveling across the main avenue toward the adult wing, the eye is drawn again to the distance.  A fireplace with a sculpture wall above is flanked by tall walls of glass overlooking a garden area.  The sitting area is filled with comfortable lounge chairs and is bathed in natural light from the clerestory glass above.  The space is defined by the face-out periodical collection on its left and right sides, and the Reference desk along its front.
The path leading to the fireplace area is another prime “merchandizing” zone.  The library’s popular audio visual materials reside here and are displayed just as you might see them in a trendy bookstore.  The wide path allows for patrons to browse and travel at the same time.
The reference desk is positioned in a space that Iovino says can grow with the library’s needs, such as more seating or shelving. There’s also a copy center, conference room and smaller study rooms that serve the department.  The desk is also located at the junction of another secondary avenue so as to maximize the staff’s viewpoint outward and to aid the patrons search for assistance.
This secondary avenue culminates in another unique space rarely found in a public library, The Fine Arts Rotunda.  The dramatic, high-ceilinged room with an off-center skylight allows plenty of natural light into the room. Wood paneling covers the bottom half of the curved wall and serves as the backdrop for the room’s art exhibitions, while acoustic panels go the rest of the way up to the ceiling, which breaks out above the building’s roof line. The space is purposely devoid of shelving, but Iovino says that some shelving can be rolled in, for example, photography books can be present during a photographic exhibition to support the topic and to promote circulation.
The Rotunda is a prime example of Iovino’s belief that the library of the future is more than just a place that holds books and computers.  “As libraries move into the next decade they will need to be more of a community space rather than a storage facility.  It’s our belief that as more material becomes digitized and readily accessible at home, there needs to be another reason why people would visit their library…and it is clear that it’s a social reason.” 
Goldberg says she sees that happening already in Monroe Township.

“It’s the only place in town where all the age groups come together,” she says. “Kids are here to do research, adults come to read. Sometimes I see three generations of one family step out of their minivans and they all come here to do their own thing and also do things together. It’s amazing.” 

Outside the Rotunda is a Café with vending machines and deli-style seating. On the other side of the rotunda is more bookstore-style seating, looking out onto a beautifully manicured lawn that will become an area for outdoor seating. Administrative offices have been expanded as well, because it’s important that not only public spaces be improved in a renovation, Iovino says. 

“The purpose of an addition or renovation of a new library building is rooted in the desire for better library service. You need good staff to provide better service and a good workplace to attract good library staff. We feel strongly that staff areas are not forgotten about, that administrative space is just as important as public space if the goal is better service.”

One feature of the building that’s a hit with patrons is something you’re more likely to find at a fast food restaurant than a library.

“One of the things we are very proud of is our drive-thru service,” says Goldberg. “It’s a staffed drive through window, just like Dunkin’ Donuts, not just a return slot. Patrons can call ahead and we’ll put the book at the window for them to pick up. It’s even more popular than I thought it would be. 

All the destination points were strategically placed, and the library’s 120,000 volume collection fills the space between the points, allowing people to browse on their own, or as they’re on their way to the meeting rooms or one of the other points of interest in the building.

“People pass through the collection now,” Iovino says. “We could have put all the attractions together and put the collection on the periphery, but in this manner you cross all the merchandizing zones.”
Many of the building interior features are expressed on the exterior, such as the Fine Arts Rotunda, the kids’ window seats and the fireplace lounge. 

“The aesthetic of the building came from language of the original building, with modern, slick lines. It’s more about geometric forms and less about traditional roof lines,” Iovino says. “The challenge is to create internally and express externally while still making a composition that is attractive and balanced.  I think we achieved that.”

The firm held meetings every other week with representatives from the township, library and construction management to keep lines of communication open and the project on track.  In the end there were very few changes and the project came in about $600,000 under budget. 

The new building has proved to be a success with the library’s 28,000 patrons. Goldberg praises Monroe Township Mayor Richard Pucci (who received a Library Champion Award from the New Jersey Library Association in 2008) and the township council who have been very supportive of the library.

“The mayor and council have been behind the library since day one,” Goldberg says. “They’ve made a place for people to meet, that’s safe to get to, right in the middle of town.” 

Daniel Klein is a former newspaper reporter and editor, now a freelance writer based in northern New Jersey.
