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Architectural design is work that can be deeply rooted within community. 

Architects inspire, suggest, and bring to life wonderful ideas that shape the environment 

around us. Often, they work with clients representing the public's interest for projects 

such as civic buildings, schools, churches, and performance halls. One public building 

type that is particularly interesting today is the library. These sources of information are 

becoming obsolete as technology-based learning takes precedence in the United States. 

Useful libraries need to be designed for the future of learning. As a student of 

architecture I chose to study exactly what this entails. The following pages explain my 

exploration of this concept, combined with design issues pertaining to site specificity. 

The result is a theoretical design proposal for a future library on a chosen site. 

I dedicate this writing to Zachary, my reason for discovering Omaha and the one 

person who has been there for me since day two. 

A big thank you to Rod Underwood for your help with developing and overseeing 

this project. Jeff and Ryan, I appreciate all the reviews and suggestions in studio 

regarding this design. My chica Nicole: without you helping me get through these past 

3~ years, I don't know ifI would have made it. Thank you for going above and beyond 

your responsibility as a classmate. Thanks to all my fellow archies for countless 

memories made along this tough journey. Good luck as we go our separate ways. God, 

thank you for the strength you have given me to come this far. Schulte: thank you for 

keeping this thesis in perspective. 



THE SITE: 

This was no preconceived notion. It is a jewel of place that I happened to stumble 

upon while vacationing to see a friend in Omaha. I wasn't aware that Nebraska housed 

much of anything worth celebrating, but during my stay I quickly discovered that 

Omaha's downtown is one of intriguing character. 

The north end is mostly newer office buildings: high rise structures, glass, and 

lots of vehicular traffic. The south side preserves the architectural character of the 
---~ 

original downtown with tall, thin brick 

buildings lining the brick paved streets. 

Horse drawn carriages, vegetation, fountains, 

and pedestrians bring vitality to this area. I've never had so much fun at a fanner's 

market. The place was booming with little hole in the wall spaces to discover: a brewery, 

a gallery, countless shops, and my favorite, 

the "Passageway." This was simply a 

narrow space connecting two tall buildings 

that used to be an alleyway. A translucent 

roofing material let sunlight fill the space 

and plants were growing everywhere along 

the brick surfaces. It felt like being outside. 

Upon entering the Passageway a traveler 

could rest, take shelter from the rain, enter 

several shops, or stop to eat. 
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From the downtown area, the city of Omaha sprawls only to 

the west. It is completely linear. On the east end of downtown 

flows a canal, straight to the Iowa border. It is truly a beautiful 

section of town, and we spent a lot of time exploring it. It is part of 

a pedestrian walk called the Gene Leahy Mall which stretches for 

about six blocks. Fountains and sculpture mark the beginning of 

the canal, and it flows between and under streets and bridges and 

around an island complete with geese. Part of the canal is very 

structured and bordered by hard materials, while another part is 

completely organic and natural. Concrete slabs dot across the 

canal like stepping stones to reach the other side. 

The pedestrian mall terminates near the wax paper slides, 

which were unlike anything I had ever seen. In a small clearing, a 

group of people were gathered around two big aluminum slides. 

Tons of people, mostly children, were sitting on 

pieces of wax paper that they had brought from home, 

and sliding down the slides. Down they would go, 

over and over again, until their wax paper was tom 

and used to shreds. It seemed to be a lot of fun. This 

simple past time was bringing families together on a Saturday afternoon. 

The area where downtown's north and south sides, the beginning of the canal, and 

the rest of Omaha meet seemed to be a very important node. Sitting on this city block 

was an old, uninviting, traditional library. A community building, a landmark, reaching 

OMAHA: THE LIBRARY REDEFINED - 2 -



out and educating the citizens and tying activities together is what this site needed. This 

is where I chose to design a new library, a 

hub of information. 

DESIGN INTENT: October 2, 2005 

The unique aspect of libraries today 

is that they are in a state of change. Their purposes are being redefined as technology 

and the computer continue to alter our way of life. Currently, libraries still operate the 

way they always have and are only being aided by technology, but soon access to all sorts 

of resources will be reached by using a computer. Stacks will give way to desks wired 

and configured for exchange of information from around the world. The design solution 

must compliment the needs of today while accurately predicting the needs of future 

decades and integrating those as well. 

The building will be as flexible as possible, so that later change is as easy as 

possible. The structure will be post and beam of either concrete or steel and the walls 

will then be infilled. Partitions can be taken down in ten years and built in a different 

place. Keeping the plan open is key. This allows major reconfiguration of spaces 

without being limited by the structure. Rather than spaces being divided by walls, they 

will be set apart by differences in things like ceiling height, materiality, plants, or 

groupings of movable furniture. Chairs can be rearranged every week. The plan should 

be kept as efficient and orthogonal as possible to allow most ofthe spaces to be used for 

multiple functions. This will be relatively easy to do with a city block for a site and a 

post and beam structure. An exposed mechanical system or some type of plenum system 
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should be used in order to avoid dropped ceilings because they are a hassle to deal with 

during times of change. Care should be taken to avoid excessive gains of heat or cold, 

allowing the mechanical system to be minimized. An efficient natural daylighting 

system should be integrated into the design to limit the amount of an overall artificial 

system needed, as this could be hindering to change also. The most important part of 

designing for a library of the future is to make the electrical system flexible enough to be 

tapped into at any location in the building. No one knows where we are going to need a 

computer station in thirty years, but we still need to be prepared for it. Raised access 

flooring will be used to house mechanical equipment and wiring. This system is 

modular and tangible, making it easier to adapt air conditioning and technical service 

later when functions change. 

Regarding the library's surroundings, it must integrate the context of vitality that 

downtown Omaha offers. The site is in the center of the action, so it should be a node, a 

landmark to the pedestrian. It is at a point in the city where old meets new and the built 

environment meets nature. The library needs to incorporate elements relating it to each 

of these things. It needs to be the starting pOint of the pedestrian mall that ends at the 

wax paper slides several blocks east. The current library ignores the context, focusing 

its attention inward. There is little interaction between the building and the street action 

going on around it. Rather than reaching the building by way of a bridge like it is now, it 

needs to front the street and keep the urban grid. It needs to be a place that people can 

wander into if something catches their eye. Books, computers, etc. need to be 

showcased to the outside world with a visual connection, creating more interest in 

library activities and drawing walkers in. Nothing is visible right now. The library is a 
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place you go only if you plan to, but it should be alive with research activity and the 

interaction of people. An infonnation hub on this site should openly support learning or 

reading for leisure while on lunch break, vacation, or quiet time by the canaL Spaces 

for self or group education and relaxation need to be created on the surrounding site, 

integrating the building with the landscape. A ground level plaza and a private rooftop 

terrace will provide a number of spaces to pass time. The main atrium and perimeter 

balconies provide more spaces with varying levels of privacy, which can be utilized in 

the event of bad weather. A mixture of fixed and movable furniture will be present to 

allow the user to adapt the space to his or her needs. 

Integrating the mall and canal with the library's site is the driving force of 

the project. The characteristics and the axis of the pedestrian mall will be drawn 

through the interior of the library by way of the atrium. Flooded with daylight, the 

atrium can be opened to allow natural ventilation, and its configuration can be changed 

to support a variety of uses, such as a community job fair. Plants, seating, concrete pads 

suspended in still water, and exterior fayade materials will give this interior space the 

excitement of being outdoors. 

The new library needs to address the large modem buildings being built around it 

with regard to scale and materiality. It will hold its own in the Omaha skyline, while 

still respecting nearby buildings with regard to environmental conditions. A decision 

negatively impacting the surrounding area will not be made. The library needs to 

contribute to the overall community character of the downtown, rather than trying to 

ignore it or reign over it. Exterior spaces should be created along the south edge of the 

site to take advantage of the warm sun and to connect with the canal. The street level of 
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the library should be left partly open and very public, with the more private spaces 

hovering above. 

DESIGN SOLUTION ONE: 

The core element of the earliest design solution was the atrium. It was a linear 

five story volume penetrating through the site from east to west, dividing it into north and 

south wings. The atrium extended the character of the canal another block, through the 

library. It was to be constructed of steel and glass, allowing users to visually connect 

with the canal. The materiality of the atrium was 

hard, to reflect the streetscape of the outdoors. 

Stone flooring and a series of concrete pads ( , 

suspended in shallow water gave the user the --
effect of enjoying the canal. A series of 

walkways crossed overhead, connecting the 

north and south wings, reminiscent of the 

bridges and crossways spanning the canal to the east. 

On the northern part of the site I placed the more traditional library spaces. This 

volume became about four stories in height, housing periodicals, reading spaces, and of 

course, books. The southern wing was smaller, 

with the footprint extending only halfway across 

the site from west to east. This allowed for the 

atrium to be exposed to an outdoor gathering 

area across the street from the canal, on the 
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southeast side of the site. This plaza could be used for educational purposes or as a place 

of relaxation for the public. Activities from the atrium could spill out onto the plaza in 

the event of good weather. The atrium walls could be opened up to allow natural 

ventilation and blending of plaza and indoor spaces. The plaza would receive direct 

morning and some afternoon sunlight. The southern wing adjacent to the plaza only rose 

to two stories. It was the more technological part of the library, with new ways to learn. 

Its low height set it apart from the northern end and allowed light to shine on the tall 

atrium. 

The structure of this solution was quite 

simple: concrete columns and beams. Bays 

spanned about 31 feet. Floor to floor height was 

about 15 feet, with about three feet being 

devoted to floor structure. Raised access 

flooring housed electrical and mechanical 

equipment. Each wing and the atrium were on separate HV AC systems, due to their 

different functions. If the atrium was going to be exposed to the elements at times, it had 

to be shut off from the area housing books so that humidity in the air wouldn't age the 

pages. The entire library was to be completely open plan so that future expansion would 

not be hindered by load bearing walls. Each wing would house its mechanical shafts in 

small chases pushed to the perimeter of the building so as not to interfere with this 

thinking. 

The interior was to function as a hub of information, especially the south wing. I 

spent a lot of time trying to defme what types of spaces and equipment would be needed 
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to support innovative learning techniques of the future. Education can be given 

personally or in groups. Small study spaces and rooms for private tutoring were included 

in the design, as well as a lecture hall open to the public. Larger rooms were made 

available for classes, and areas were designated for labs or workshops to be held. 

Meeting rooms, audio instruction, and a special space designated for children's education 

were designed. Video conferencing was made available to connect people to places other 

than Omaha with the click of a button. Perhaps the most intriguing spaces were those 

installed with virtual reality capabilities, so that rather than reading a book or story, a 

person actually becomes a character and experiences the events he or she is learning 

about. This type of learning would be highly effective. Aside from these cutting edge 

spaces, computer labs for research, magazines, and books would still be available as well. 

All spaces would be carpeted to help reduce noise levels and would be filled with 

movable furniture, adaptable to users' tastes. If someone wanted to sit by the window, 

they could put a chair closer to the window. Partitions were all temporary and dropped 

ceiling was not used to make future reconfiguration of spaces easier. Proportions of 

books to technological learning devices will surely change, so shelving is removable so 

that it can be replaced with lab areas. The building would be ready to become anything, 

to still be one hundred percent usable as the library is redefined. 

MID-REVIEW: November 2005 

After pinning up and discussing my 

project with classmates Jeff and Ryan, it was 

clear that some issues still needed to be 
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worked out. I felt that the building still was not united as one sculptural landmark. The 

two wings and the atrium all seemed to be 

competing for importance with each other, giving 

the building an overall lacking of coherence. It 

was suggested to me that I try to unite the two 

wings across the west end of the building, 

enclosing the atrium. At first, this suggestion 

seemed all wrong because then the atrium would 

not extend the east-west axis of the canal through 

the entire site. However, I realized that the 

pedestrian mall didn't need to go through and exit 

the building, because there was nothing to see on 

the other side. What I really wanted was for my 

library to BE the starting point of the canal, not 

just a link in the chain. This suggestion to end the 

atrium and mall within the library's core actually 

reinforced my own design intent. 

The problem was coming up with the right 

form. A simple linear atrium stopping midway 

through the building didn't seem like much of a 

landmark. Without penetrating all the way 

through, it didn't stand as much of a design element. I chose to curve the south wall of 

the atrium to create more of a gathering space within the building, and then curve it back 
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the other way once it became an exterior wall, 

thus defining and shaping the outdoor plaza. 

Plus, it stood alone as more of a sculptural, 

moving element, like the water nearby. 

Structurally, this wall carried no load and was 

simply a boundary. Reshaping the atrium in this 

way added to the integrity of the design, while 

ENTRY 

also uniting the two competing wings into one mass on the site. 

After the review I also developed 

fenestration for the library. The east and west 

ends had many thin, vertical windows with 

ENT RY 

vertical shading to protect the books and equipment from the low straight angles of the 

sun. I put larger picture windows in the south 

fayade, with light shelves to block direct rays and 

reflect indirect light to the interior of the building. 

The library was to be clad in stone, metal panels, and large panes of glass to blend 

contextually with the buildings surrounding it. Neutral colored stone would be the main 

material used on the facades, with the metal paneling used only on walls pushed in from 

the perimeter of the building to create protected balconies. The large amount of glass 

would balance these heavy materials and blur the boundaries between inside and outside. 

The following images are from a 3-d computer model rendered in FormZ. They 

show a section cut through the atrium of the building, a section perspective of the atrium 
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flanked by the two wings, and a view from the west end of the atrium looking east toward 

the canal. 
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These images represent users' views of the building from across the street and 

from several blocks down the canal. 

OMAHA: THE LIBRARY REDEFINED - 12 -



The final jury of this project gave mixed comments. Overall, it was good, but 

there were things that I could have done better or differently to make the concept really 

work. While away on internship for a semester, I revisited the final product with a fresh 

mind and decided another stab was in store for the design. I set out to touch a few things 

up ... 

The form itself was unsatisfactory to me. The north and south ends still competed 

and kept unity from the form. The plaza took up the entire southeast corner, wasting 

valuable area for square 

footage. After 

exploring many 

different ways to 

arrange the building on 

the site, I stretched the 

plaza out along the 

south facade and built 

four floors overhead to gain square footage in the library. This actually worked quite 

well because the overhang shades the plaza, creating a sort of colonnade. The first two 

levels of the library's exterior walls are now a glass curtainwall, creating a very thin 

boundary between the library's activities and the stepped plaza outside. The raised 

volume then continues over the entire southeast corner, only at the fifth and sixth floor 

levels, creating a very important focal point of the building. During dark hours of the 

night, this floating box will shine like a beacon and draw attention to the activities of the 

information hub. Plus, it still allows pedestrians on the street to view into the atrium 
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behind. This change created unity in the form, added interest to the design, and allowed 

for more floor area to be built on site. 

The vocabulary of the windows had been quite boring. The thin slits gave a jail

like appearance that I 

had entirely wanted to 

avoid. To help this 

problem (while adding 

interest to the fa9ade) I 

grouped windows in 

threes and lessoned the 

space between them. 

This lets the groups of windows read as one framed view. Also, balconies along the 

perimeter of the 

building were 

reconfigured. The idea 

was that a wall pushed 

back read as an opening 

like a window, but the 

actual windows were 

then placed in the moved fa9ade. This related the building to two different scales of 

openings and provided the actual windows of the moved walls with a depth that blocked 

direct sunlight. 

OMAHA: THE LIBRARY REDEFINED - 14 -



The location and fonn of the atrium changed one final time in this phase. 

Previously, one wall had been curved to help shape spaces. This was no longer necessary 

since the plaza was relocated, and nothing special was happening at the point where the 

walls intersected. The new atrium is like an orthogonal funnel, tall and thin, leading 

people toward the core of the library, and then suddenly doubling its size as you reach the 

heart of the building. This change makes the design simpler, more efficient, and less of a 

construction cost or headache. Also, because the atrium is more simplistic, it now 

extends through the roof of the library. It can be seen by many pedestrians as an element 

penetrating into the library and stopping within, an exact representation of what we want 

the user to do. 

The final product holds its own in the Omaha skyline, inviting people to wander 

through and discover new types of learning. The library integrates efficient lifetime 

design while taking advantage of specific restraints given by the site. It can be used by 

individuals, friends, families, students, and workers alike. This design functions as a 

node at the intersection of special parts in downtown, a landmark, reflective of the 

characteristics of the community's canal. 
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