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The furniture dealt with in this study is re­

stricted to such library equipment as is mainly 

found in the public areas, i.e. shelving for books, 

periodicals and newspapers; catalogue furniture, 

display furniture, study and reference tables. 

A. INTRODUCTION: 

In the general research it was ·stated that in 

recent years library planning and operation has 

undergone rapid and progressig~ changes, all in the 

interest of rendering better service to the public. 

These changes have obviously also affected 

library furniture, although not to the same extent 

ye~. When looking at the furniture of some e~isting 

libraries, or paging through some manufacturers cata­

logues, it is surprising to see how much ugliness 

still survives in many items, specially designed for 

libraries. Fortunately the graceful lines of mainly. 

Scandina.vian and German furniture are making their 

influence felt. It can be assumed that in a few 

years time, libraries will be furnished quite different­

ly from the pra.c tice prevailing today; the difference 

being in type as well as a.rrangement of furniture. 
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The importance of library furniture a.s regards 

its design, construction, and lay-out, must not be 

underestimated. A beautifully and efficiently de­

signed library with inefficient furniture cannot be 

successful. 

Appearance and utility are no~ incompatible. 

Library furniture should combine beauty and grace 

with functional efficiency and sturdy construction. 

The objective is to make things as comfortable and 

pleasant for the reader as possible, while at the 

same time, keeping in mind requirements such as eco­

nomy, maintenance and flexibility. 

B:. MATERIALS : 

Until recently all library furniture used to be 

of solid wood construction with the exception of the 

closed-stack shelving, which was entirely of steel. 

Recent trends are to create more gay and light­

weight designs through the use of steel or aluminium 

for furniture in public areas. Metal has a number 

of advantages over timber, i;e.:-
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a. Reduction of fire risk. 

b. Strength-bulk ratio, i.e. greatest capacity with 

least space. 

c. Standardisation-economy of cost of assembly, main­

tenance, as well as initial production. 

d. Freedom of vermin attack. 

e. Elimination of warp and splinter, and replacement 

costs are reduced. 

f. Adaptability and ease of adjustment. 

g. Wide colour range. 

In spite of this impressive list of advantages, 

timber has not been eliminated entirely. The atmosphere ,, 

obtained by steel furniture, even if of very much higher 

quality than ordinary stackroom furniture, has little 

of the 'warm' feeling of timber. 

With the introduction of various composite timbers, 

some of the disadvantages of natural timber have been eli­

minated. Thus we find that timber is still used extensive­

ly but now often in combination with metal, e.g. steel or 

aluminium frame-work with timer shelving or table tops. 
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Ladder type book-case. 

Supporting metal tubes fixed to 

floor and ceiling. 

Timber shelves. 





More attention is being paid to the finish of 

certain furniture. Table tops or work tops are of-

ten covered with some form of protective and replacable 

material like linoleum. Table and chair legs, if of 

timber, are protected with metal farrules at the 

floor, and are usually equipped with adjustable 

'non-marring' glides. Where metal is used, the 

application of colour is given more attention to 

achieve a gayer atmosphere and to blend with the 

overall colour-scheme of the library. 

C. SHELVING 

The major part of the furniture in a library 

consists of shelving, which should thus be given 

speci~l attention. 

Choice of shelving is determined by the follo­

wing two factors:-

a. The ~equirements of a flexible lay-out. 

b. Ease of adjustability of individual components. 

Book-shelving consists of two major types: 

Free-standing and wall-mounted. 
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a. Free-standing shelving:-

This can again be divided into three main 

groups: 

(i) The straight-forward box type book-case 

with solid supports - metal or timber. 

(ii) The open type with rails or colums as side 

supports. Shelves are simply placed on 

metal sections suspended from the supports 

or suitably drilled and positioned on 

round iron bars. 

(iii) The frame type in which the broad side 

support of the box type book-case is re­

placed by a frame which in most cases is 

metal, steel or aluminium, round or square 

in section~ tubular or solid. 

The latter seems to be the most popular at pre­

sent. Various variations of the above three groups 

are available, as can be seen from the photographs and 

sketches. 

b. Wall-mounted shelves:-

Shelves are usually fixed to brackets which are 

supported by standard slotted rails mounted to the 

wall. ·various types of these are available on the 
0. 

market. This isArather 'cheap' method allowing no 

flexibility. 

5 



Where more movability is desired, frame type 

or open book-cases of the types mentioned before 

or adaptations there6f are often used. They are 

placed against the wall to which they are provi­

sionally fastened. 

c. Shelving dimensions:-

Modern practice is to mount the book-case so 

that the reader need not bend down too much to reach 

the bottom shelf and need not struggle to reach the 

top shelf. For this reason only five shelves are 

provided instead of the former ~even, with the bot­

tom shelf about 18" - 20" off the ground. 

78" above the floor is as high as the average 

adult can reach and read comfortably. Where books 

are continuously used, e.g. fictionJthe top shelf 

should not be more than 60'' above ground. A total 

height of 84" is usually considered .f1-S the maximum 

for any book shelf. 

Depth of shelves varies from 8" to 12". Where 

double faced shelving with no partition is used, 

some flexibility of depth can be achieved. 
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Height varies from 9" to 15 11
• All shelving 

must thus be adjustable, supported at one inch in­

tervals. 

In children's libraries book-cases have only 

three to four shelves, the bottom shelf being about 

12" from the floor. Shelf spacing from 10" to 1:2" 

with a total height of 42" for .easier supervision~ 

Bottom shelves are generally fixed at a gentle 

slope ( 12° 1) so that titles can be more easily read. 

Spacing of vertical supports should always be 

a.t 3'0", this being accepted dimensions for shelf 

or book-case units. 

Spacing of ranges depends entirely on the space 

available and comfort standards to be achieved. 

General practice is to have double faced ranges, 

16" to 24" wide at 5'6" to 6 1 611 centres. 'rhis is 

sufficient to allow patrons to consult books and 

to pass each other. 

d. B'ook-supports: -

When shelves are not fully loaded, use of book 

supports is found necessary. These can be of wire 

1· 



Example of free-standing 'open-

type' metal shelving and study tables. 
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Frame-type double-faced book-case, 

shelves mounted together with rear 

wall, bottom and side board. All 

shelves sloped. ~onsiderable space 

required. Metal frame-timber shelves. 





W>,1,.1.,,­
T"'lMl!IE" 
l"O ME. 



... 

.. 

c.-

FllE.E ;-5rAHl> INC. 51-461.V~:S 
C£Nl"2.AI. MET"AL. ~1"AN!):!. 
'tlNIIU:;i;r. :SHiil.VE!S Ot-1 Me.1">.l. 
gaAO<~T'!> PEA&M.4JoJE-NTI.'( 
f=l)(IL() TI:> Fi-LAM6:" 

CRo~s~eaAC-1>-JG TI:> FlrAME 

Jt 

A~ ·.-.sov& WIT~ Si...oJPe,Q 

!SIH!:L-V~:S use.p FOR. 
Pe.ia.I01:>1 CAL. O~ eoo\.( 

C>1~PL-AY 





or flat metal construction and should be easily 

adjustable and remqvable. An alternative is a plate 

type of b6ok support with label holder incorporated. 

D. SHELVES FOR PERIODICAL DISPLAY 

As·is the case with book-racks, a lighter frame­

type rack has been developed for periodicals in 

place of the old box-type rack. In a public library 

a periodical rack must give good view and display 

of new material on hand. (Older periodicals are 

boun'd.\and stored on ordinary racks.) 

Racks, where periodicals are displayed hori­

zontall~are generally only found in large scienti­

fic reading rooms. For this type of rack all the 

designs developed for book-cases can be used. A 

shelf height of 2-3" is generally used to accomo­

date as many periodicals as possible. This has to 

be inclosed if the whole year's editions are left 

for display. 

For vertical display periodicals are generally 

in cases side by side, leaving the title clearly 

visible. These cases are arranged vertically above 
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Periodical desplay on sloping glass 

holders fitted at right angles to 

the wall. 
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each other, secured to the wall (:depth of case. 1½11
) 

or they can be arranged stepwise rising to the rear. 

Oblique display is used when the whole of each 

periodical is to be displayed. Various systems have 

been developed. Shelves are not horizorital bpt are 

given a slope of 45 9 to 75°, either fixed or adjusta­

ble. General practice is to provide a horizontal 

shelf about 2" below every sloping shelf to accommo­

date older nwnbers, or a cupboard below the display 

shelf. 

Dimensions:-

Display of four periodicals side by side gene­

rally requires about 31 311
• To allow large size perio­

dicals to be displayed, shelves must be 13½" deep. 

Total shelf height depends 6n how periodicals are to 

be displayed, vertically, horizontally or obliquely. 

The same comfort standards~as for book shelves apply. 

E. PICTURE- BOOK-RACKS 

Most types of periodical display racks can be 

used for this purpose, adapted to the size of its 

users (as children's book racks.) The oblique type 
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Display of pictures and picture 

books in a children's library. 





is most suitable. 

Combinations of vertical and oblique racks wi th 

horizontal shelves , where s ome of the books a re store d 

in normal shelves, are often used. 

Another interesting fitting is the book trough, 

which can be placed i n the room where de s ired. Usu­

ally divided i n to four compartments, with maximum 

height of 20". 

F . NEWSPAPER RAC KS 

The usual practice in libraries is to give the 

reader the new s paper clamped into a newspaper stick . 

This makes it more di ff icult to remove t he paper or 

parts of it and storing is s i mplified. Storing racks 

are either free-standing (26" wide, 36 11 long , 30" 

high) or wall-mounted. 

It i s felt by some people that the s t ic k method 

is impractical a nd uncomfortable for the reader. 

Other possibilities are to store papers f olded i n 

0 
troughs ( 30" high ) or to have t hem on s~ping tables, 

fast ened t o a c l amping rod. In t his case t he reader 

has to stand; a method widely used in public l i br a r i es . 
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Two examples of newspaper r a c ks. 

Photo s hows wall-mount ed r ·ack of 

box t y pe construction. Para llel 

and oblique l y mounte d s aw-toot h r acks, 

Section shows wa l l - mounted r a ck 

built f rom ben t and suitably arranged 

iron rods mounted on a cupboa r d 

containing old news papers, a nd f i xed 

to wa l l - mounted rai ls . 
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Bound newspa per volumes and heavy f o l ios s hou ld 

not stand erec t because of Lhe stre s s on the backing 

but s hould have me tal roller s he lve s , 19" to 23" de e p 

a nd 12" high. 

G. DIS PLAY FURNITURE 

Every library endeavours to stres s certain poi nt s 

of its work a nd syste rnatiQally draws t he attention 

of its users to certain i mportant boo ks or groups of 

books. 

New bo oks are regularly advertised by l ists a nd 

bookjackets pinned on boards. Books are of t en dis ­

p laye d with pictures and other s e lecte d material 

( f rom museums, etc. ) . 

For this type of furniture a large va ri e t y of 

designs is ava ilable a nd t he a r c hitect has eve ry la­

titude in developi ng interesting design, e. g . :-

Book trays combined with display pa nels 

Racks with display pa nels 

Periodical racks wi th inclined shelves 

Suita ble display book trolleys. 

The old ' g lass cage' type of dis pl ay fitti ng 

is still in use , es pecia l ly whe n va l uable materia l 
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Free-standing book-case, sing le-faced, 

with a perforated board for display 

purposes. 

Considerable space is wasted, and no 

reason for not being double faced. 





Informal Danish furniture arrangement 

in a reading roo~. Well-mounted 

adju·stable display shelves with 

storage cupboards below. 

Table-tops in mos a ic. 
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is on display . 

No set di mensions ca n be g iven. The se de pe nd 

on t he var i ous c6mbinations and genera l comfort 

sta nda rds a s rega rds height, etc. 

H. CATALOG UE CABINETS 

Catalogue equipment is universally s tandardised 

as far as card trays are cnoncerned. This i s bas ed 

on a card size of 3" )( 5" (7. 5 cm x 12 .5 cm) . Card 

trays of 18" x 611 ~ 3}" high accommodate 800 - 1, 000 

cards. They are used either separately or in uni ts. 

The unit is usua lly a low table ( 24" high) or if 

writing f acilities a re to be provided a s we l l, on 

a higher table ( 3 3" high). 

Units a re either so a r ranged tha t f r om e i t her 

si de of t he t a b le a row of trays i s a ccess ible , or 

on a s helf only f rom one side access i ble . There is 

no real limit t o t he number of units i n a row. 

For sma ll s pecialised catalogues, t he tray s a r e 

often open a t t he top a nd placed on the t a ble with 

gaps inbetween to a llow f or tak ing notes. 
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Free standing table with small sc r ewed-on 

blocks on to which open catalogue 

boxes are placed so as to be easily 

removable. They cannot be displaced si de­

ways, can be used from either side. 

Sufficient space for making notes is 

left between boxes. 
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I. CHAIRS AND TAB LES FOR READING AND STU DYING 

The monotany of reading and study a reas of t he 

old public library, with its dull furniture and re­

quisented lay- out of l ong :ta.ding t ables is no longer 
A 

found to be satisfactory. The modern trend is to in­

troduce more i nformality, both in type of furniture 

and lay-out. Enticing, adequate chairs and t a bles, 

tending towards the luxurious are needed. Colour 

can be introduced by the choice of plastic u pholst ery, 

and linoleum, mosaic or other coloured finis hes to 

table tops. A large variety of these are availa ble 

on the market and it is up to the a rchitect to make 

an appropri a te selection. 

The lay-out shou l d be informal. Long rea ding 

tables a re unpopular. Tables for a maxi mum of f our 

persons should be used. 

Special types of tables have been developed, 

mainly for re f erence readers, e. g .:-

Double tables with sloping tops whe re the reader 

stands ( for ma ps a nd ot her large ma t e rials ) 

Study tab les with shelves mounted on top 

Book cases with adjustable table - shelves, etc. 
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Large study table with several sea ts. 

Bookshelf mounted lo osely on ta ble 

top. 





Bibliography shelf with adJustable 

table shelf. Full height shelving 

on other side. 





Double table with well separated oppo­

'site seating. Convenient for reading 

l big bo_oks. · Can be adapted for adult 

use. 

.. 
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Children's Section in the Public 

Library of Cincinnaty, with simple 

bookcases of novel design, making 

selection of books easy. 

Examples of sloping desks for pi­

ture books. 
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Dimensions:-

Referenc e tables s hould be 36" wide to a l low t he 

us er to spread out his ma t eri a l. 

•rables f or four adults: - 36" l' 70" x 30" hi gh 

Tables fo r fo ur children:- 30'' >< 50" x 25" - 28" 

h i gh . 

Elbow r oom fo r adults:- - 30" 

Distance between t ables:- 40" - 60 11 

Distance between table s a nd s he lve s:- 48" 

Sloping t a ble tops at 20? 

J. BOOK TROLLEYS 

The book trolley is a me ans of conveyance us e d 

in a variety of way s i n a library, e. g .:-

for trans porting books to a nd from the circula-

tion de s ks 

to take books up and down l ift s 

to take books to she lves 

for di splay purposes 

The stres s shou l d be on conven i ence a nd simpli ­

city of design . They shoµ ld be mo un t e d on s tur dy, 

free-moving and silen t wheel s . They a r e usua l l y pro­

vided with two or more s helves, e ither open t o both 

s ides or c l osed on one side, an d slightly sloping in-
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wards. 

For stability the bottom shelf should not be 

more than 9" - 10" off the ground. They are often 

fitted with removable book troughs which can be 

used in other parts for various purposes. 

'rrolleys are 2811 -30" long, 15"-2011 wide, 3611 

high. 

K. SPECIALISED SHELVING 

a. Maps and illustrations:-

i.e. 

Fittings are dictated by the method of working , 

(i) Folded maps can be housed in vertical files 

-m i nimum of floor space, ease of accessi­

bi l ity and of indexing system. 

(ii) Tray type of plan file for flat maps - maxi­

mum number of maps per tray is 100 . To 

facilitate removal, 10 maps per folder 

are recommended. 

(iii) Long rolled maps require special fittings 

as well as ample space for opening out 

maps and copying. 

b. Films:-

The usua l type of film encountered is t he safety 
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base type and presents no grea ter fire risk t han 

paper. 16 mm. film in this can be store d and indexed 

in double compartment drawers. Larger films of 35 mm . 

are more conveniently housed in tin boxes placed 

flat on the shelves. Inflammable films of t he ce l l u­

loid type nee d very special consideration a nd are 

housed preferably in special vaults. Temperature 

a nd humidity play a n important part in the a geing 

of these films and must t hus be controlle d . 

Ample room must be pro vi ded f or viewing a nd 

splicing of films. If film readers are provided 

they must be positioned so t hat t hey a r e not s ub j ec t 

to direct sunlight - blinds a re otherwi s e necessary . 

c. Gram-0phone Records:-

The ordina ry record is thermoplastic and is thus 

apt to warp if not properly supported. I deally records 

should be kept flat a nd not piled too high - pressure 

due to weight dama ges playing surfaces. In addition 

the lower records tend to 9e inaccessible. A special 

fitti ng i s thus nece s sary - not more than 20 r ecords 

t o each pile. In view of t he fact that flat st orage 

is wasteful on floor area, pigeon holing must be 
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considered. The top record must not be more t han 

6 1 011 from floor level and the lowest 18". This is 

satisfactory a s long as each pigeon hole is full of 

records, to pr event warp. 

Interior supports to pigeon holes should be 

6 11 at centres for albums and 2" for single records. 

Flat shelves s hould be 14" deep and at 13"-14" cen­

tres. 
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