


















































To the NYC Council Committee on Cultural Affairs and International Group Relations: 
 
It is quite apparent that our libraries in NYC are in dire trouble.  The problem is not, as usually claimed, a 
lack of funds.  Those in positions of responsibility like to ply us with sugary words about the importance of 
libraries in our culture, but their actions speak otherwise. The NYPL at 42nd Street and SIBL at 34th 
Street are present examples revealing the greed, the cold indifference behind those actions. 
 
Anthony Marx, president of the NYPL, was thwarted in his Central Library Plan when he saw that he was 
about to lose the lawsuit brought against the NYPL.  He backed down and gave the face-saving excuse 
that he had no funds for his plan, anyway.  That was in 2013. 
 
When he gave up on the plan, he should have immediately updated the temperature-humidity controls in 
the seven tiers of book stacks and returned the more than three million books he had already shipped to 
storage in New Jersey.  Instead, he did nothing, effectively destroying the designation of our magnificent 
library as among the four greatest research institutions in the world.  It is the second largest in the United 
States, next to the Library of Congress. The stacks are intended to form both the architectural and 
intellectual core of the Library.  After four years they remain empty, nor have they been updated with the 
proper controls in any anticipation of the books' return to their intended space.  It would cost the NYPL 
only $46 to $47 million to update the controls.  Yet they spend countless millions keeping the books in 
storage and transporting them back and forth daily in trucks from New Jersey, 60 miles away. 
 
In spite of claims that a good percentage of the books have been returned for storage beneath Bryant 
Park, we know the truth.  Researchers must wait one to four days or more, to get a book they need. And 
when the book is there, the amount of time to retrieve it upon request is doubled. The books are shipped 
carelessly back and forth in the trucks from New Jersey.  Some arrive badly damaged. Others are lost or 
destroyed.  Anthony Marx and those representing him say otherwise, though the facts are there to prove 
them wrong.    
 
We know, too, that the area beneath Bryant Park, is only half the size of the stacks or less.  Therefore it is 
impossible that a good percentage of the books in storage have been returned to the library.  The space 
beneath Bryant Park was originally intended for new acquisitions. Not only is it smaller, but new books 
already occupy that space.  And, if the NYPL's constant plea over the internet for more funds to buy new 
books means anything, then the library clearly intends to fill up that space with still more books.  There is 
certainly no intention to return the precious, rare, important books that were shipped away from the 
stacks. 
 
Stories are fabricated for the public about how many books were originally in the stacks, how many have 
been returned, what their present condition after truck transportation over the years, how many can be 
accommodated beneath Bryant Park.  We are insulted by these stories.  And we are insulted, once again, 
by the NYPL's latest attempt to fool the public with meetings supposedly meant to hear their opinions on 
what the NYPL is now calling their Master Plan!  
 
The first meeting was held just a few days before Thanksgiving, perhaps to insure a relatively small 
attendance.  We were given a presentation of the Plan, which included a film of things to expect.  The 
audience in Celeste Auditorium was outraged by the cafe intended for the first floor to replace the map 
room, which has been closed for years.  The library will have to move the maps to a space more 
appropriate, but that does not mean they must put a cafe in its place!  (And, by the way, we wonder why 
they did not move those maps several years ago, instead of simply closing the room.)  They say that 
people want to have a place to drink coffee!   I assume that across the street is too far, wastes too much 
time, as would the restaurant behind the library.  Best not to keep people waiting for coffee, though it's 
perfectly all right to keep them waiting for books. 
 
And they had no answers about their plan for the stacks.  They are keeping that a secret, I assume, to 
spring on us when there is too little time to stop whatever destructive fate they have in mind for 
them.  They have been thinking about that plan for years, one can be sure, or else they would have 
returned the books there immediately.  The rage was so loud from the audience, that Iris Weinshall had to 



call the room to order.  Over and over, people were insisting that the stacks be used for their original 
purpose, nothing but that purpose. Yet the people in charge were not listening. 
 
At the second meeting they said that they were still "brainstorming" about the stacks!  It was astonishing 
to the audience, who were invited, this time, just days before the December holidays.  At the second 
meeting, the NYPL merely repeated everything it had said at the first meeting.  They even showed the 
same film to sharpen it all in our memories!  Once again, we all expressed outrage, having to repeat our 
powerful objections.  But instead of a promise to heed us, we received an online message, thanking us 
for for attending the meeting and showing an interest!  Clearly, they held these meetings in order to claim, 
later on, that they opened discussion to the public.  But we will see whether they change their minds 
about any of our objections, including ones I did not even mention in this testimony, regarding other 
needless construction in the building.  Those projects, too, present huge problems.  They, too, are 
wasteful of money, as they contribute to the ruin of a great, world-famous research institution. 
 
We learned that the NYPL intends to spend $317 million on this Master Plan, plus whatever additional 
millions it will cost for the secret plan they have in mind for the space now occupied by the stacks. The 
renovation of the Mid-Manhattan Branch will be an additional  $200 million.  When Anthony Marx backed 
down from the lawsuit a few years ago, he said he lacked funds for the Central Library Plan, estimated 
then at nearly $300 million.  Now, in 2017, he possesses over $500 million!  I wonder how.  The Brooklyn 
Public Library likes to claim a need for $300 million in repairs alone.  But the NYPL intends a needless 
five-star renovation for itself.  How they mock their sister borough!   
 
And SIBL is still being sold off.  Why?  It was recently renovated at great cost.  It is super-modern, super-
abundant in all it offers.  It is very heavily used, and many thousands of signatures on petitions have been 
submitted to save it.  Angry crowds have rallied in front of the library demanding that it remain for their 
continued use.  Deaf ears again.  Cold indifference.  Greed.  Many of its books will be discarded, and the 
people in charge, who know nothing about libraries, say all information in books can be found on 
line.  Their ignorance is appalling.  So are their downright lies.  They make the same nonsensical 
statement about books at 42nd Street.  Yet they keep pleading with the public for funds to buy 
books!  Books?  What are books? 
 
I strongly suspect that greed is the motivation behind all these schemes.  There are many financial deals 
involved here, including big real-estate profits, contracts conferred, numerous possibilities of pay-for 
play.  I was never one to speak with such cynicism, until I witnessed that kind of greed in the demise of 
our Brooklyn Heights Library, now rubble.  While Anthony Marx will not be able to tear down the 
magnificent NYPL at 42nd Street, he will turn it into a mere shadow of itself, especially as he destroys the 
stacks, known as the architectural and intellectual core of the library, and deprives the world of one of its 
greatest research institutions.  Please do not allow this to happen. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
Marilyn Berkon 
 
Brooklyn, NY 11201 

  



Testimony presented for the City Council Hearing 18 December, 2017 of the City Council Committee 

on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International Intergroup Relations and the Subcommittee on 

Libraries: 

Cynthia M. Pyle, New York City   (Active Independent Scholar, Fellow of the American Academy in 

Rome, Founder of the Renaissance Studies Program at the Graduate Center of the City University of New 

York; Co-Chair, Columbia University Seminar in the Renaissance.)    <c.m.pyle@nyu.edu> 

Chairman Van Bramer, Members of the City Council, thank you for holding this 

hearing. 

The City has had far too little to say in recent years about the 42nd Street Research 

Branch of the New York Public Library.  Yet it is New York City that owns the Building 

and Grounds of the Research Branch.  This includes the interiors of the Carrère and 

Hastings Building, whose Book Stacks support the two main Reading Rooms in an 

ingenious engineering feat.  These remarkable and perfectly functional stacks have been 

empty for too many years now – empty of the books needed by researchers and writers 

who frequent the Library, and who must wait from one to three days to receive books 

from 60 miles offsite.  This also damages the books, which are no longer maintained by 

resident binders or curators.  We are all grateful for digitization of certain books, but it 

is never enough, and requires scrolling through one text in time, rather than being able 

to easily compare portions of it by flipping pages – not to mention comparing various 

books and texts during one library session. 

I have been saying for several years, internationally, in various contexts of public 

hearings and professional meetings (and I am publishing this in a number of places), 

that the Library is the Laboratory of the Humane Sciences, or Humanities.  Would a 

chemist in the middle of an experiment be told to wait days for a reagent he 

needed?  That is the situation at the 42nd Street Research Branch of the New York Public 

Library.  The stacks could easily be refurbished, and the air conditioning upgraded; 

they are perfectly functional.  Millions of books are off site.  Some are now under Bryant 

Park (for as long as it is in shape to keep water out), but that storage was created for 

Overflow, not for the only books kept on site.  

Learning is little prized by the Real Estate and other Moguls who sit on the board of the 

NYPL (some of whom are great supporters of the culturally destructive policies being 

enacted in Washington).  But Our City -- which used to prize learning greatly -- has 

ownership of the Building and Grounds, of which the Stacks are an important 

part.  You, our City Council, can decide to make your and the City's presence and voice 

known in these matters, and represent us, your constituents, by restoring the Stacks to 

their intended and needed use.  Please give us back our former justly world-famous 
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Research Library!  And its erudite librarians, curators, binders and restorers of real 

books (which are needed, despite the handy internet).  Librarians and curators, binders 

and restorers, not to mention chasers and distributors of books -- unlike administrators -

- are paid normal, reasonable wages, and therefore also cost far less than the current 

top-heavy system.  And they keep many more jobs in this Great City of ours. 

 

Sebastian Brandt, Ship of Fools (1498), Chapter XI: 

On the Uselessness of Books 

(Modern English, from the 1509 Barclay Translation) 

 

I am the first fool of all the whole navy 

To keep the pomp, the helm and even the sail; 

For this is my mind -- this one pleasure have I -- 

Of books to have great plenty and adornment. 



I take no wisdom from them, nor yet avail, 

Nor perceive them.  And then I them despise. 

Thus am I a fool, and all that suits that guise. 
 

 

 

 

 
-- 
C. M. Pyle 
Intellectual and Cultural Historian 
Co-Chair, Columbia University Seminar in the Renaissance 
(Ph.D. Columbia University;  
Fellow, American Academy in Rome 1978;  
NSF Individual Grant 1988-89;  
Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts iii-iv2001;  
Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study 2002-3) 
http://sites.google.com/site/cynthiampyle/ 
https://nyu.academia.edu/CMPyle 
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Subject: New York Public Library matters, related also to Brooklyn 

 

I am writing to express concern about the operations of the New York Public Library. 

The Library trustees are supposed guardians of both the 42nd Street main research collection and 

the branches, but their proposals for the future warrant critical supervision by public 

officials.  Senator Schumer’s wife, Ms. Iris Weinshall, is a paid spokeswoman for the Library 

and will attempt to counteract the following remarks, but she will not serve the public well by 

repeating everything she is told to say. 

For the past several years, the stacks under the main reading room at 42nd Street have been 

emptied of research books under the pretext that the stacks require improved air-conditioning 

and sprinklers to safeguard books against fire.    Books from the stacks were sent to expensive 

storage in New Jersey, not even in our own state, at a time when the Library proposed a 

physically impossible, financially calamitous remodeling of the whole building---a plan now 

abandoned.   

When readers need the books in New Jersey, the books must be trucked to Manhattan, an 

expensive system.  The Library claims that an equal number are in “the stacks” now, but  1. 

Those stacks are under Bryant Park, not under the main reading room from which delivery was 

faster.  The Bryant Park stacks were meant to add to available books in Manhattan, not to 

replace what was there already   2. The number of books formerly under the reading room and 

those under Bryant Park has never been recorded. This makes the public suspicious of the 

Library’s public statements of storage in Manhattan     3. The stacks are in fact usable; they now 

hold books from the temporarily closed mid-Manhattan branch which is under renovation!   They 

do need improvement but the Library refuses to give verifiable estimates of the cost, and 

proposes to ‘study’ what can be done with the stacks when the obvious answer is to rehabilitate 

and refill them. 

Under the Library’s renovation plans, plenty of space is being proposed for instructing  high 

school and college students in library use. That is best done locally, given the distance that many 

young people live from 42nd Street. Moreover, research advice is given in every school and 

college library.  The Library officials are therefore pseudo-populists, given that they 

are  1.  shrinking branch libraries  (the shrunken Donnell under a condo is a scandal, as the 

Inwood branch will be under another condo) and  2.  thinking up vague purposes for 42nd Street 

when what readers need at 42nd Street are books and professional librarians.  Readers need books 

in the main stacks under the reading room for rapid access, and need them in specialist research 

reading rooms, as in the former Slavonic Division, joined for some years with the Jewish 

Division and deprived of its own specialist librarian.    

****Why do the trustees insist on keeping so many books in New Jersey?  Do public officials or 

Library trustees have a financial interest in that ReCAP storage facility?  No one knows.  ****** 

While the trustees have certain rights to secrecy and to exercising their prerogatives, citizens are 

concerned about  their increasing concealment of statistics, costs, reasons for actions, and real 



estate interests.   At least four  trustees have Ph.D.s but are not active researchers at present, so 

they cannot speak for those who use 42nd Street for their daily needs.  

We rely on responsible civic leaders to safeguard our need for knowledge and access to it. No 

scientist has to wait days for access to the next test tube; for researchers, efficient access to books 

is equally essential.  Education is a major industry in our city, and thousands of students and 

professors and independent researchers in many fields add to our economy.  These facts make 

your supervision of the New York Public Library essential, and since the Brooklyn system has 

comparable problems, it would be responsible of your office to initiate a study of our city’s three 

library systems and to enforce important regulatory recommendations. 

               Respectfully yours, 

               Prof.   Carol Herselle Krinsky  (NYU College of Arts & Science, Department of Art 

History/Architecture and Urban Design Studies.) 

  



 

Written Testimony regarding NYPL’s Master Plan for the 42nd Street Research Library 

Submitted to the New York City Council Library Committee 

18 December 2017 

 

The Master Plan for the Research Library at 42nd Street now being considered  is 

fragmentary and episodic.  It lacks cohesiveness and coherence.  Consisting of proposals for 

individual rooms and areas, it does not describe how the individual rooms will be related and 

how the changes will affect staff and users.  Critically important, the Plan defers consideration of 

the Library’s stacks, which constitute the Library’s heart and core, and a large percentage of the 

space available in the Library.  As Trustee Peter Baldwin declared to the Trustees before they 

approved the current plan, determining the future of the stacks is an essential condition for 

deciding how the rest of the building should be renovated and re-purposed.  For a fraction of the 

huge sums that are to be spent on the Master Plan, these stacks can be restored to the use for 

which they were intended: storage of the books that readers and researchers need to have 

immediately available for their work.  Not only will this benefit those needing access to the 

books they can hold.  It will also have dramatic financial benefit, making unnecessary the 

expenditure of the huge sums now being spent to transport books back and forth to and from the 

depository in Princeton, New Jersey.  These expenses will only increase over the years.  

Returning the books to the stacks will protect them from the risks and hazards associated with 

storage offsite. 

The Plan approved by the Trustees has not been adequately discussed with the general 

public.  Consultation has been shockingly spare, with no involvement of the Trustees in the 

process.  As the minutes of its meetings reveal, even the Advisory Council for the Research 

Libraries named by William Kelly, Director of the Research Libraries, has had no meaningful 

participation in the Plan.  The two hour-long public meeting devoted to the Plan were poorly 

announced and inconveniently scheduled.  There has been no announcement of plans for future 

consultation.   

If the public is to trust in the Library and its Plan, there must be significantly more 

consultation, announced well in advance.  Such consultation must involve not only the readers 

and researchers who use the Research Library, and the Library’s administrators and the architects 

hired to devise the Plan, and but also the Library’s staff members, who are in daily touch with 

readers, and most particularly the Library’s Trustees, who govern the Library, contribute to it, 

and are ultimately responsible for its well-being. 

 

Respectully submitted, 

Elizabeth A. R. Brown, 

Professor of History Emerita,  

The City University of New York (Brooklyn College and The Graduate School) 

 

 

  



New York City Council - Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International 
Intergroup Relations, Subcommittee on Libraries 

T2017-7023   Oversight - Library Construction Projects, Hearings    
Mon., Dec 18, 2017 

                                                         Council Chambers, City Hall 
                                        Testimony by Veronika A. Conant, M.L.S.  
 

Dear Chair Van Bramer, Chair King and Council Members, 
I am writing about the New York Public Library in my own name. 
 
Both the 42nd Street Library and the land on which it stands are owned by the 
City.  According to the original agreement between the City and NYPL, it was designed 
to hold NYPL’s research collection in a unique design with seven floors of book stacks 
holding the collection as well as supporting the giant Reading Room above, providing 
easy access in a closed, safe book delivery system. In exchange for the City providing 
and maintaining the building, completed in 1911, NYPL’s obligation is to function as the 
free public research library for the City, develop the research collection and provide free 
access to research materials to all New Yorkers and visitors from elsewhere. This 
arrangement has worked beautifully for over 100 years and made NYPL into an 
internationally respected research institution. This arrangement is currently 
threatened. 

Since 2000, NYPL, Columbia University and Princeton have shared an off-site storage 
area about 50 miles away, in Princeton, NJ. For several years NYPL contributed small 
amounts to the off-site collection.   

During Spring 2013, in anticipation of the Central Library Plan (CLP), NYPL secretly 
emptied the 7 floors of book stacks, and moved by Clancy Movers their contents off-site 
in NYS. In May 2014 NYPL agreed to abandon the Central Library Plan, however 
the research materials are still missing from the 42nd Street book shelves.  

NYPL, Columbia and Princeton recently formed the Research Collections and 
Preservation Consortium (ReCAP) which for NYPL must keep the collection 
permanently off-site at the jointly developed and owned facility. As of June 2016, 
the most recent record available, ReCAP held 5.12 million items from NYPL, the 
largest of the three. Since the cost for each member is according to their size and 
frequency of use, in 2016 NYPL picked up about 38.4% of the cost, Princeton 
contributed 23.7%, with Columbia in between. 

The under Bryant Park Storage Extension was the brain child of Vartan Gregorian 
(Pres. 1981-1989), and its purpose was to double the local storage capacity, not to 
replace it. One half was developed in 1991 with capacity of 1.5 million. The second half 
was only completed by 2017, can hold 2.5 million, but at present has 1.5 million items, 
leaving room for growth. Therefore, the two extensions now hold 3 million items. 

Only about 300,000 volumes are inside the building, less than when it was originally 
designed in 1911 (about 350,000). It is a magnificent empty shell. 



Essentially, NYPL is outsourcing both millions of its research collection and 
hundreds of jobs for the local research library staff to ReCAP, Princeton, NJ, 
another State.        

 

         Staff in NYC                NYPL at ReCAP          NYPL 42nd St. Lib. 

         2000          1,216,   salaried 813, hourly 212 (Annual Reports) ReCAP 
started              3.5 million+1.2 million  

         2006          1,026,   salaried 813, hourly 212                              2.37 million 
items        3.5 million+1.2 million 

         2008          1,016                                                                        2.62  million 
items        3.5 million+1.2million 

         2011            854                                                                                                         
     3.5 million+1.2 million                             

        Dec  2015    460 (Announcement of Dr. Kelly’s 
appointment)                                         300,000+1.2 million 

        June 2016      ?                                                                            5.12 
million                 300,000+1.2 million 

        2017               ?                                                                   over 5.2 
million?                 300,000+3 milllion BP 
 
The claim that all research items have been returned to 42nd St after 4.5 years is 
incorrect. 
Just before Thanksgiving, 2017, NYPL announced its Master Plan for the 42nd 
Street Research Library at the cost of $317 million, without including the book 
stacks, for which the building was built by the City in 1911. The still empty book 
stacks would need about $46-47 million to upgrade the existing HVAC system 
there, allowing return of the research collection. The one time cost is under $300 
per square foot, a bargain.  

NYPL’s current construction priorities are very troubling. There is no overall vision, just 
expensive and mostly low priority plans. They are currently doing a stacks study, 
still ignoring the needs and priority of researchers, the return of the research collection. 

I  am very strongly against the expensive Master Plan (Central Library Plan in 
disguise), and ask you to please practice your oversight powers and do not allow 
any capital improvements in the building until the HVAC is upgraded in the book 
stacks and the research collection is returned there. This must be PRIORITY ONE. 



NYPL is the public library of all New Yorkers. Transparency, accountability and 
oversight of the entire NYPL system is much needed.  

ReCAP is only good for Princeton which contributes only 23.7% of the collection, NYPL 
38.4% and Columbia the rest, less than NYPL.  Only what can not be kept on 
location belongs off-site. 

NYPL claims ReCAP provides easy access to millions of items. This is not correct. 
Access to the off-site collection has been taking too long, is poorly organized and 
is causing researchers severe problems.  

Fortunately NYPL is in the middle of a large metropolis. Both NYPL and Columbia are 
members of METRO  (Metropolitan New York Library Council), a 275 member group 
of local libraries which, through a cooperative agreement, provides access to the 
collections of all participating libraries either through interlibrary loan of circulating 
materials, with daily deliveries, or by getting a METRO referral card from the originating 
library for a one-time, on-site use of any of the 275 libraries. This can be repeated as 
many times as needed. Therefore, instead of loosing access to millions of NYPL’s 
collection stored permanently off-site, if the three millions of items are returned to 
the 42nd Street book stacks, where they belong, NYPL users can get a METRO 
card any time and use Columbia, NYU, etc., much better than access to 
Princeton’s collection, making the collection easily accessible to all New Yorkers. 

Even after the 42nd Street Library book shelves are again full, construction plans for the 
rest of the building need careful study of each component. $317 million for the interior 
construction is a very steep price. In comparison, NYPL’s Estimated FY 2017 - 2010 
total construction needs for 54 individual NYPL libraries, including the circulating 
branch libraries and more for system-wide work are almost $332 million.  

I recommend to study the list at the NYS Library 
site  http://www.nysl.nysed.gov/libdev/construc/needs.htm#NYPL    and fund the 
capital problems in those branches before allowing additional funds spent on the 
42nd Street Library.  

I also want to make a statement about the $200 million interior renovation plans 
for the Mid-Manhattan Library. I was delighted to hear in 2014 that NYPL decided not 
to sell the most heavily used library in Manhattan but renovate it. However, I have 
problems with the expensive plans. The architect plans to cut an atrium in the middle of 
the six floor building, and to create a long stacks area at one end, with walkways across 
the space. This idea defeats the open stacks idea, I do not recommend it. I would prefer 
to see book stacks close to people, all over. The beauty of the old Mid - Manhattan was 
140,000 square foot space on six spacious floors. After the atrium is created, the book 
stacks area looks cramped and far from library users. Where will people sit once they 
pull off an item from a shelf? There will be a loss of about 40,000 square feet. If the 
new space is about 100,000 square foot, the renovation cost is $2,000 per square 

http://www.nysl.nysed.gov/libdev/construc/needs.htm#NYPL


foot, too expensive, Even at 140,000 square foot it is $1,428 per square foot, still 
expensive.  

I recommend the use of DDC (Department of Design and construction) and not a 
pass through process which allows less oversight and very expensive plans 
rather than functional, cost effective ones. 

Although this hearing is about Oversight of Library Construction, please do not allow 
the sale of the Science Industry & Technology Library (SIBL) or any branch 
library. Libraries are needed more than ever.   
 
There is need to establish baseline funding for capital library projects, to make sure they 
receive regular, much needed preventive care rather than extensive emergency funds 
too late. 
 
Please practice your Oversight function, it is very important. Thank you. 
 

Veronika Conant M.L.S., retired from Hunter College Libraries 

past Pres., West 54 - 55 Street Block Association 
Member, Committee to Save the New York Public Library  
45 W 54th St, Apt 7C, New York, NY 10019 
(h) 212 581-1895 vaconant@yahoo.com 
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