


INTRODUCTION
The Magnolia Branch Library, designed in 
1963 by the Seattle architect Paul Hayden 
Kirk  and the Seattle landscape architect 
Richard Haag, was built in 1964, designated 
a Seattle Landmark in 2003 and renovated 
and expanded in 2008 (figures 1 and 2). 
The original 6,000 square foot library 
was awarded a national American Library 
Association / American Institute of Architects 
award in 1966. The renovation and addition 
to this significant mid-century modern 
building presents a case study where the 
“historical distance”  is short and where 
“preservation” is undertaken balancing 
architectural qualities, contemporary use 
and environmental values. 

The library is a one-story, wood frame, cedar 
shingle clad building set on a relatively flat 
site about 10 feet above an arterial in one 
of Seattle’s residential neighborhoods. 
Its scale, material and composition were 
consistent with West Coast architectural 
principles following World War II and 
remain strong elements of current practice, 
particularly in the Pacific Northwest. 
Influences of Richard Neutra and Rudolf 
Schindler, Joseph Esherick and William 
Wurster, John Yeon and Pietro Belluschi are 
detectable in the Magnolia Branch Library. 
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Repair, even narrowly considered, 
is revsion, as demonstrated by 
changes made at a landmark Seattle 
public building. 

The library was organized within a post-
and-beam framework of alternating 
narrow and wide bays spanning 40 feet 
from east to west. The narrow bays vary 
between 8 feet and 14 feet wide; the wide 
bays are roughly 16 feet wide. The library 
consists of a broad reading / collections 
area flanked by a roughly 14 feet wide 
by 92 feet “servant” space containing 
a staff lounge, restrooms, offices and a 
workroom. The reading / collections area 
is further characterized by three alcoves 
projecting beyond the frame to the east, 
two alcoves held within the frame at the 
north and south and an alcove at the west. 
Light enters the reading / collections area 
between primary frame elements as well 
as four light monitors placed over the wide 
bays (figures 3 and 4). 

STRUCTURE: GLUE LAMINATED BEAMS
Roof structural members, both glue-
laminated  and solid-sawn lumber, 
projected beyond the roof line 
resulting in varying degrees of decay 
(figure 6). The 52 foot long glue-
laminated beams cantilevered six feet 
beyond the posts supporting them 
and three feet beyond the east roof 
line. While rot was apparent in each 
beam concentrated along the neutral 
axis and most extensive on the non-
weather side, it was only through drill 
resistance testing that the magnitude 
of deterioration was determined. Of 
the ten cantilevered beams on the 
east, four were found to be repairable 
using conventional two part epoxy 
paste filler, four required beam-end 
replacement  and two were found 
to hold less than 40 percent of their 
strength two feet inside the post. 

These two severely deteriorated beams 
were replaced entirely with Coast Range 
Douglas Fir glue-laminated beams to 
match the original beams in species 
and dimension. To facilitate removal 
and installation, the roof and wood 
light valances were shored and the 
new beams were pulled into place on a 
forklift.  Four beam ends were replaced 
and pinned to the existing beams using 
Timberlinx connectors.  

ROOFING
The original roof was designed with 
only the beam camber for slope. Of 
course, in service for over 45 years, 
the camber had long since settled due 
to roof loads. Rainwater ponding was 
common. 3/8 inch per foot tapered 
insulation was added to compensate for 
the negative camber. Although the roof 
slopes to drains near the roof edges, 
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SIDING
The original library was clad in unfinished, 
Western Red Cedar shingles over wood 
furring strips. In describing the material 
choice, Kirk was reported to have said, 
“Shingles are wonderful…for they do not 
need any maintenance and they will last 
for some 60 to 70 years. What’s more 
they get more and more beautiful as time 
goes on. First they weather to a silver 
gray and later become a golden brown.”  
In the 40 years between 1964 and 2004, 
the siding had been stained in various 
hues of dark brown and the siding on the 
west and south walls of the roof monitors 
was in poor condition. 

Backfill had been placed against the 
shingles in several locations, to a 
maximum depth of two feet at the 
southeast corner. The extent of rot was 
very limited due to three factors. First, 
the deep roof overhangs prevented a 
large amount of water from reaching the 
building enclosure. Second, the native 
soil drains exceptionally well. Third, the 
air space between the back side of the 

shingles and the framing allowed the 
shingles to dry through evaporation.

So, soil at the southeast corner was 
excavated to drop grade below the 
wood plate, rotted shingles were 
removed, rotted framing replaced 
and rotted and severely weathered 
shingles were replaced with new, 
Western Red Cedar shingles. Both 
new and existing shingles were 
then stained to achieve a uniform 
pigment.

GLASS
The glass at the Magnolia Branch 
was original, single glazed, fixed 
windows occupying spaces between 
major framing members. Window 
units in the west-facing clerestory 
were coated in the nineteen eighties 
with a bronze film to reduce glare 
and heat gain. Despite the deep roof 
overhangs – six feet on both the east 
and the west – morning and evening 
summer sun in Seattle is quite low. 

the roof edges themselves needed to be 
thickened slightly. The absence of a drain 
at the north and south ends required 
introduction of copper rain chains.  In 
addition, the sills were raised at the 
north-facing windows on the four roof 
monitors to accommodate the thickened 
insulation. 

The original roof assembly consisted 
of batt insulation in unvented wood 
purlin cavities sealed above concealed 
spline acoustic tile. No moisture or mold 
had been detected but the additional 
insulation above the roof worsened 
the dew point condition. So, the batt 
insulation was removed. The concealed 
spline ceiling showed considerable 
soiling and, in some locations, had been 
painted. Though favored at the time for 
its “smooth, nondirectional surface” and 
“security,”  concealed spline ceilings 
challenge removal and replacement. The 
ceiling was replaced with a conventional 
2 foot by 2 foot suspended acoustical tile 
system preserving the appearance of the 
“continuous surface.”  

The goals of the renovation project 
included, in part, improvement of the 
energy performance of the library building. 
Consequently, the single, uncoated glazing 
was replaced with coated (PPG Solarban 
60), insulated units.    Replacement of the 
original ¼” thick units with insulated glass 
required a modification of the exterior 
wood stops to accommodate both the 
added thickness and to conceal the 
aluminum spacer.  

MECHANICAL SYSTEM
The building was heated and air 
conditioned with a chiller in the narrow 
north side yard, an air handler in the 
narrow basement and a duct below the 
slab inside the perimeter walls. Both 
the air handler and chiller were original 
and operating below optimal efficiency. 
Moreover, the (by 2004) noisy chiller was 
in violation of the city noise ordinance. 

The original duct was found to be 
serviceable but, in consideration of the 
age of the equipment, the air handler and 
chiller were replaced. Both are significantly 

larger than their mid-century ancestors. 
The chiller was placed just west of the 
original building within a ventilated 
acoustical enclosure (figure 8). 

LANDSCAPE
The original landscape designed by Richard 
Haag had become a cacophony of native 
and non-native plants that had been left 
to overwhelm the site. The original salal 
had become tall and the Boston Ivy Haag 
had indicated in 1963 was overgrown.  
Junipers and roses had been planted by 
neighborhood groups. Most significantly, 
the Madrona trees, Arbutus Mensiezii, 
around which the library was sited, died 
soon after construction (figure 3).  
The renovation removed the Boston 
Ivy, junipers and roses and the “leggy” 
salal was replaced with younger plants. 
Seven multi-stemmed Strawberry Trees 
(Arbutus Marina) were planted in an effort 
to restore the landscape to its intended 
primordial character. 

ADDITION
Changes in library use and population 

growth placed demands on the 
library for more staff workspace 
and public meeting space as well 
as requirements for accessible 
restrooms. The original site plan’s 
integration of interior space, landscape 
and architecture left one opportunity 
for expansion (figure 5). The west side 
of the building, a long, low rectangular 
volume without windows holding 
the workroom, restrooms and staff 
lounge, was flanked by an asphalt lot 
with sixteen parking spaces. Current 
traffic volumes, the character of the 
neighborhood and the presence of 
ample on-street parking supported 
transformation of the parking lot 
through building and landscape. 

SCALE
Kirk was clear in his concerns 
about the scale of the library: “We 
desperately wanted to give Magnolia a 
building residential in character, warm 
to match the fine madrona trees on 
the lot and yet functional inside as a 
modern library should be.”  Attaching 



to and through the west wall was a scale 
challenge. To carry new mechanical and 
electrical systems and provide daylight, 
the addition was designed as a two-sided 
clerestory, stepping up above the low 
workroom volume (figure 7). This height 
was continued throughout the addition 
except at the meeting room. 

The Meeting Room was scaled to 
represent its public importance at the 
height of the original light monitors but 
set back from the public right-of-way. As 
an assembly space, the Meeting Room 
holds both symbolic and functional value 
complementing the library. 

ORGANIZATION
The low west workroom volume 
separating the Reading Room from the 
parking lot also frames a view from the 
south entrance to a small, enclosed garden 
at the north (figure 5). Transparency at two 
ends of the primary path was central to 
the spatial composition. This transparency 
was transferred in siting the addition: 
the view east to salal and the replanted 
arbutus was complemented with a view 

to a specimen Kousa Dogwood to the 
west. 

STRUCTURE, MATERIAL AND LIGHT
The trabeated construction, the deep 
cantilevers of primary structure and 
the shingle siding remain defining 
characteristics of the original library. The 
addition, however, conceals the frame 
and gives primacy to walls and punched 
openings. Like the original building, 
though, the Meeting Room benefits 
from a balance of clerestory light and 
windows framing views to gardens on 
the north and south. The addition is clad 
with Western Red Cedar boards rather 
than shingles installed as a rainscreen 
much as the original had been (figures 
2 and 10). 

LANDSCAPE
The madrona trees predating the 
construction of the original library 
signified the survival of the primordial 
Pacific Northwest forest. Haag’s 
landscape plan reinforced that forest 
character as a contrast to both the 

civilized lawns, hedges and parterres 
of the neighborhood and to the 
neighborhood’s early history as a dairy 
farming community. Reference to that 
pastoral tradition was made in the 
planting of a grove on both the north 
and south of the Meeting Room. 

CONCLUSION
Continuity of historic buildings, 
particularly in the face of program 
expansion and change, depends on 
technical skill and on a consideration 
of spatial and material compositional 
principles. Any change, particularly 
where flawed conditions are 
corrected, takes the form of an 
interpretation of current objectives in 
light of past intentions. Repair, even 
narrowly considered, is revision. There 
is an Italian expression, “traduttore, 
traditore,” (translator, traitor) or ‘to 
translate is be a traitor to the original.’ 
This applies to all of us who attempt 
to improve or restore the exponents 
of a language whose meanings are 
still not lost. But, while traitors to a 
tradition of visual qualities above all, 

we can remain faithful to a tradition of 
practice.   

An architect of significant regional 
importance, Kirk’s work was published 
in numerous national journals. See David 
Rash, “Paul Hayden Kirk,” in Shaping 
Seattle Architecture: A Historical Guide to 
the Architects. Ed. Jeffrey Karl Ochsner. 

 1963 saw the first national manufacturing 
standard for glue laminated building 
elements including adhesives, commonly 
phenol-resorcinol. See,  AITC Commercial 
Standard for Structural Glued Laminated 
Timber, American Institute of Timber 
Construction. According to the Standard, 
however, “The adoption and use of a 
Commercial Standard is voluntary.” 

  When construction began in May of 2007, 
one of the rotted cavities was inhabited by 
nesting birds. Slightly ahead of schedule, 
the framing contractor waited to remove 
the beam end until the nest was vacated. 
  A Timberlinx (http://www.timberlinx.
com/) connector is a “connection tube, 
inserted equally in both members of the 

joint and linked by two expanding cross 
pins.”

  Rain chains were considered to be less 
intrusive than the alternative, downspouts, 
particularly at the south, in close proximity 
to the primary entrance to the library. 
  Concealed Spline Ceiling: Moduline Air 
Terminals in a Custom Ceiling System. 
Carrier Corporation, 1975.
  Betty Evans. Magnolia News, June 24, 
1964. 
  In the case of the largest unit (eight feet 
four inches wide by eight feet high), with 
the closest tempering oven over one 
thousand miles away in California, the 
decision was made to use laminated glass 
and clear glass. The difference between 
the clear glass and the adjacent glass 
coated with Solarban 60 is unnoticeable 
in the north light. 

  Roof overhangs were understood to 
reduce air conditioning requirements. 
As early as 1957, Aladar Olgyay wrote 
“It is evident that transparent areas 
account for much the larger part of air-
conditioning expenses (88% as against 
12% for opaque in the above example), 
hence are the areas to consider first for 
improvement. One solution, of course, 

is to reduce the transparent areas 
to small ribbon windows or ‘hole-
in-the-wall’ windows, or return to 
the old pier and window scheme. 
Another is to improve the reflective 
properties of glass to ‘bounce off’ 
solar radiation, still experimental. The 
third and presently most promising 
solution is to use shading devices as 
an integral part of the wall.” In Aladar 
Olgyay, Economics of Curtain Walls. 
Architectural Forum, v. , p. 157. 

  Boston Ivy is now considered a 
noxious invasive species in Seattle 
and measures to eradicate it 
continue. 
  Madronas are notoriously sensitive 
to construction activity and 
irrigation. 

  Magnolia News, “Library Nears 
Completion.” June 25, 1964.




