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In February 2014, Martinez+Johnson Architecture PC (M+J) in 
association with Mecanoo Architecten (Mecanoo) was thrilled 
to be selected to design the renovation of the Martin Luther 
King Jr. Memorial Library (“MLK”) after a three-phase selection 
process that began in 2013. 

To foster dialogue between library, Architect, and user, the 
DC Public Library (DCPL) has engaged residents in a variety 
of methods. Through an interactive website, the library elicits 
opinions and compiles data. After hosting an opportunity to 
Meet the Architects from Mecanoo and M+J, DCPL held a 
Library Design Roundtable on April 24, 2014 and a Community 
Forum on May 19, 2014 at MLK. Over this past September 
2014, DCPL and M+J have solicited feedback about the project 
at several neighborhood branch library presentations. 

To date, DCPL has hosted many focus group discussions and 
conducted surveys with a wide range of residents including 
adults, seniors, teens, school-age children, teachers, parents with 
young children, and other stakeholders—comments from these 
focus groups are collected, distributed, and posted on the DCPL 
website. The Library also convened an advisory group made up 
of interested and knowledgeable parties during the selection 
process and has maintained the group during the design process 
to work with the Architects. 

Throughout our efforts, we have been amazed at the 
unprecedented degree of public interest, and that participation 
has informed and enhanced aspects of our proposal.  The 
interest, concern, and enthusiasm exhibited by the community 
has been inspiring. The public has expressed its feelings about 
the design process and what it wants (and does not want) in the 
library.  People have discussed with us other libraries, library 
programming and services, and the importance of patron access 
to technology.  Users of specific departments (children’s services, 
adult’s services, teen’s services, special collections, etc) continue 
to provide valuable information.  The public has special feelings 
about the ability of this facility to honor Dr King and often speak 
from personal experience. Many citizens are also knowledgeable 
about Mies van der Rohe and Architectural issues and offer 
commentary about the importance of this building to the city 
and to the nation. 

This booklet forms an introduction to what we believe is a 
very exciting approach to bringing the Martin Luther King Jr. 
Memorial Library into the 21st century and creating a new role 
for itself in our community and our city.  We seek to make library 
visits meaningful and memorable for everyone using the library, 
and to connect all spaces and activities through light, space, 
transparency, clarity, and activity. 

Design team and Advisory Panel in March 2014
 Round-table in April 2014
 

DCPL Meet the Architects Event in March 2014
 Branch Library Presentation September 2014 

puBlic engageMent 
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Mies van der Rohe is widely acknowledged as one of the 20th 

century’s greatest architects.  By emphasizing open space, new 
assemblies and an honesty and expression of materials,  he 
helped define modern architecture.  His architecture is based on 
classic proportions and pure forms with structure that generates 
uninterrupted spaces. 

The Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library is the one of few 
International Style buildings in Washington, DC.  Construction 
began a year after Mies’s death in 1969, and the building was 
completed in 1972. MLK is the only library designed by Mies 
and it was commissioned by DC Public Library (DCPL) DCPL as 
its central library as it serves today. 

In June 2007, the DC Historic Preservation Review Board 
(HPRB) designated the building, including the building exterior 
enclosure, and the interior public spaces on the ground floor as 
an historic landmark listed in the DC Inventory of Historic Sites. 
In the same year, it was listed in the National Register of Historic 
Places. 

MLK expresses key principles of the International Style, including 
an exposed steel skeleton, curtain wall technology, rectilinear 
forms, clear open spaces, and a recessed loggia around the 
ground floor perimeter. 

Mies van der Rohe and his model of Crown Hall, IIT
 

Seagram Building, New York City the unveiling of MLK Library in The Washington Daily News
 

Mies van der rohe
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Martin Luther King Jr. was born on January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, 
Georgia.  Both a Baptist minister and civil-rights activist, Dr. King 
had a important impact on race relations in the United States, 
beginning in the mid-1950s. Among many efforts, King headed 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). 

SCLC’s advocacy of boycotts and other forms of nonviolent 
protest played a pivotal role in ending the legal segregation of 
African-American citizens in the South and other areas of the 
nation, as well as the creation of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  Dr. King received the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1964, among several other honors. 

Dr. King was assassinated in April 1968, and continues to be 
remembered as one of the most lauded African-American 
leaders in history, often referenced by his 1963 speech, “I Have a 
Dream.” 

Dr. King ignited passion for social change and for civil discourse. 
MLK is the first memorial to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in DC 
following his assassination. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  delivers the “I Have a Dream” speech
 

Library Board of Trustees voting to name the building after Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
 

letter from the Anacostia Citizens and Merchants endorsing naming the library after Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
 

dr. Martin luther King Jr.
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“The Martin Luther King Memorial 
Library is not completed. It never will 
be. Mies would not want it to be. 
He carefully designed his buildings 
as simple enclosures of space, 
envelopes, if you will, for the life and 
change within them.” 

Wolf Von Eckhardt, “A Modern Master’s Monument,” 
The Washington Post, August 19, 1972, p. C-1. 
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In his classic 1974 study, Mies van der Rohe at Work , author 
Peter Carter distinguishes three building types in Mies’ American 
works. The first one is the high-rise skeleton frame building. 
The main spatial characteristics of this type are the continuous 
column grid in the interior, with the access cores placed in the 
heart of the building, and the recessed ground floor facades, 
thus providing a colonnade around the building’s entrance level. 

The second type is the low-rise skeleton frame building. This 
type shares the continuous column grid and the recessed 
entrance level with the high-rise type, but places the vertical 
connections now to the sides, creating an open heart in the 
building and transparency from the front to back of the building. 

The third type is the clear span building.  Here all columns have 
been placed in or even outside the facade, thus creating one, 
uninterrupted space where all necessary shafts, cores and stairs 
have been reduced to a minimal presence. 

The Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library combines the 
characteristics of all three building types, giving MLK its own 
unique position in the oeuvre of Mies van der Rohe.  The exterior 
shows the regular grid of the skeleton frame building, with the 
entrance level colonnade. 

Inside a remarkable thing appears:  the central part of the 
column grid is opened to make a clear span space inside the 
skeletal building. The four cores of the building are placed at 
the corners or the edges of the central clear span space, thus 
defining this space with a minimal interruption of the open visual 
connections between the central space and the surrounding 
skeleton frame building. Placing the cores on the edges of the 
clear span space, and not in the heart of the building, leads to 
their position on the ground level between the open heart and 
the recessed facade.  In this position, the cores become a part 
of the ground floor facade. 

All these elements together constitute the essence of the 
library, and are the starting point for all new interventions. In 
his introduction to the analysis of Mies’ three building types, 
Peter Carter states: “ … he (Mies) fixed only the essentials in his 
buildings, thereby permitting great flexibility and freedom for 
both initial layouts and future modifications.” 

Miesian design principles
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  aerial view oF site
 



Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library
Washington, DC

Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library
Washington, DC

MLK LibraryMartinez+Johnson Architecture PC  |  mecanoo    

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

As part of the local 
designation, HPRB 
recommended that DCPL 
prepare a set of guidelines 
that would assist in the 
protection of the building.  In 
2012, HPRB adopted The 
Martin Luther King Jr. Public 
Library Design Guidelines 
(Design Guidelines) created 
by DCPL and the Historic 
Preservation Office to guide 
the future maintenance and 
stewardship of the library. 

The DC landmark designation 
protects the building and 
its lot and required review 
and approval for changes 
proposed to its exterior, 
including landscape, as well as 
to the public spaces, including 
the lobby, vestibule, great 
hall, and reading rooms of the 
ground floor interior. 

At MLK, three zones were 
established: Restoration 
Zone, Rehabilitation Zone, 
and Renovation Zone. 

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.  MEMORIAL LIBRARY DESIGN GUIDELINES 23

1ST
FLOOR Restoration Rehabilitation Renovation

Zone Zone Zone

Restoration Rehabilitation Renovation 
Zone Zone Zone 

design guidelines
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A B 
NO ACTION - EXISTING LIBRARY RENOVATION WITH 5TH FLOOR RECTILINEAR EVENT SPACE
 

RENOVATION WITH 5TH FLOOR CURVILINEAR EVENT SPACE + 3 STORY ADDI­RENOVATION WITH 5TH FLOOR  CURVILINEAR EVENT SPACE 

C D 

alternatives
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Areas of Design Engagement 

1   New Public Cores 
2    Current Loading Dock Enclosure 
3   Building Enclosure 
4   Site Walls along G Place and 9th Street 
5   Engaging G Place 
6   Bicycle Kiosk Area 
7   Open floors East to West and North to South 
8   Roof Terrace and Events Space 

7 

3 
2, 3, 4th floors 

2 4 

5 

6 

3 1 1 
8ground floor 5th floor 

design guidelines
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existing  ground floor  l  site plan view of NE corner at 9th Street & G Place
 

view of SW corner at 10th & G Streets view of SE corner from 9th & G Streets
 

A no action - eXisting liBrary
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view from entrance view from vestibule to west core
 

Great Hall event space
 

A no action - eXisting liBrary
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bird’s eye view from 9th & G Streets 

A
 no action - eXisting liBrary
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existing  ground floor  l  site plan view of NE corner at 9th Street & G Place
 

view of SW corner at 10th & G Streets view of SE corner from 9th & G Streets
 

B renovation with 5th Floor rectilinear event space
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lower floor plan (Level A) second floor plan (Level 2)
 

ground floor plan (Level 1) third floor plan (Level 3)
 

B
 renovation with 5th Floor rectilinear event space
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fourth floor plan (Level 4) roof plan
 

fifth floor plan (Level 5) rooftop rendering looking SE
 

B renovation with 5th Floor rectilinear event space
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transverse section
 

longitudinal section
 

B
 renovation with 5th Floor rectilinear event space
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view from entrance option 1
 view from entrance option 2 

view from vestibule to west core option 1 view from vestibule to west core option 2
 

B renovation with 5th Floor rectilinear event space
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bird’s eye view from 9th & G Streets 

B
 renovation with 5th Floor rectilinear event space
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Intended Design: 

The brick cores were originally 

intended to be clad with green 

marble and the ones along the 

main entrance were originally 

intended to be flush with the 

glass facade 

Existing Design: 

Due to budget restrictions, brick
 

was chosen to clad the cores
 

Due to code requirements, fire 

rated enclosures with egress 

stairs, were added to allow 

people on level A to escape 

directly to the street level, proud 

of the glass building enclosure 

on the south entrance wall 

For Alternative C, M+J and 

Mecanoo propose to remove 

the brick enclosure of the cores 

along G Street, recalling Mies’s 

original design intention. The 

cores would be enclosed with 

glass, with etched or imposed 

lettering mimicking the 

horizontal coursing of brick. In 

this way, the walls still read as a 

solid, while allowing light to flow 

into the interior. 

NPS Form 10-900-a 
(8-86) 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet 

Section  7 Page 3 

The library’s primary orientation is to the south, and the main entrance is located between two 
projecting brick walls. Mies’s initial design for the building, which is reflected in an 
architectural model currently located in the Washingtoniana Division on the third floor of the 
library, shows a veneer of green marble for the two bays to either side of the library’s entrance.  
Mies used highly veined green marble in other buildings (i.e. One Charles Center, Baltimore), 
but its use here was considered too expensive.  Instead, Mies employed a four-inch tan brick 
veneer, another material frequently found in his architecture.  The brick walls project slightly 
from the main façade, representing a deviation from both the 1966 plans and the model, where 
they are shown as flush.  Again, this revision accommodated the staff’s desire for more useable 
space, including an exterior book drop.  The brick walls extend from the ground to the roof of the 
overhang and lend a formality to the entryway. 

Framing the building at the northwest and northeast corners is a wall rising approximately ten 
feet in height from the building’s base.  Here, Mies continued the use of tan brick with granite 
coping to match the pavers.  A metal railing was added to continue the plane of the wall along 
the 9th Street side.  This wall creates an enclosed area on the sides and rear of the building under 
the overhanging roof.  Today, locked metal gates restrict access to these covered areas. 

The walls on the first floor are faced almost entirely with clear glass. Mies’s use of clear glass 
within the building’s skeletal steel frame and the recessed first floor give the building a 
weightless appearance, whereby the upper floors seem to hover above the ground.3

glass are fitted into a typical Miesian channeled steel frame and are two panes high extending 
from the ground to the ceiling. 

Tan brick is seen again on the north (rear) elevation.  The rear center section features the more 
utilitarian functions of the library with two recessed loading docks in the center flanked by ramps 
leading down to and up from the parking deck on the B Level.  
arrangement of the front with its openings located in the center two bays, flanked on either side 
by two bays sheathed with tan brick.  Other bays are encased in glass beneath the overhang. 

3 Library Director Harry Peterson offered a more pragmatic reason for the use of clear glass at the ground floor: “There should be 
numerous windows on the main floor to enable the passersby to see what is going on inside and be encouraged to enter and use the 
facilities.”  Harry N. Peterson, “Statement of Program for Proposed New Downtown Central Library Building in Washington, DC.,” 
July 1965, p. 29. 

photograph of the Great Hall, c1972
 

photograph of the existing Great Hall
 

photograph of the existing MLK Jr. wall mural
 

OMB Approval No. 1024-0018 

Martin Luther King Memorial Library 
Name of Property 

Washington, D.C. 
County and State 

  The spans of 

The rear elevation reflects the 

Attachment A 

National Register application, documenting marble cladding and flush facade photograph of original drawing (May 12, 1966) with flush core design
 

photograph of original model with flush core design, clad with green marble
 revised preliminary drawing (October 7, 1966) with revised core design
 

photograph of original model, showcasing a flush G Street facade
 photograph of existing building showcasing a revised G Street facade
 

renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space C 
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 ground floor  l  site plan original model by Mies showing no site walls at G 


view of SW corner at 10th & G Streets view of SE corner at  9th and G Streets
 

C renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space
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lower floor plan (Level A) second floor plan (Level 2)
 

ground floor plan (Level 1) third floor plan (Level 3)
 

C
 renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space
 



Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library
Washington, DC

Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library
Washington, DC

MLK LibraryMartinez+Johnson Architecture PC  |  mecanoo    

fourth floor plan (Level 4) roof plan
 

fifth floor plan (Level 5) rooftop rendering looking SE 

C
 renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space
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transverse section
 

longitudinal section
 

C
 renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space
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view from entrance view in west core
 

Great Hall event space
 

C renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space
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bird’s eye view from 9th & G Streets 

C
 renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space
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views toward the city from the south east corner offered with addition 

M+J and Mecanoo studied many options for the composition of an 

addition. 

Important considerations:

 1. 	 To keep the proportions of the horizontal Mies building, 

and not extend the building vertically

 2.	 The shift in the city grid at G Street makes the southeast 

corner of the building special

 3.	 Making the roof accessible to the public offers a  


destination and takes advantage of city views


 4.	 A simple beam with a solid end does not compete 


with the library
 

physical urban model	 historic map showing the offset of the Pierre L’ Enfant plan
 

D renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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ground floor  l  site plan entracne to events space at 5th floor from G Place
 

view of SW corner at 10th & G Streets view of SE corner at 9th & G Streets
 

D renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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lower floor plan (Level A) second floor plan (Level 2)
 

ground floor plan (Level 1) third floor plan (Level 3)
 

D renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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fourth floor plan (Level 4) addition floor plan (Levels 6-8)
 

fifth floor plan (Level 5) rooftop rendering looking SE 

D
 renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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transverse section
 

longitudinal section
 

D
 renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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view from entrance view in west core
 

Great Hall event space
 

D renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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bird’s eye view from 9th & G Streets 

D renovation with 5th Floor curvilinear event space + 3 story addition
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MARTINEZ+JOHNSON 

ARCHITECTURE 

1412 Eye Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20005 

phone (202) 333-4480 
www.mjarchitecture.com 

contact tJohnson@mjarchitecture.com 

mecanoo 
architecten 

Oude Delft 203,  2611 HD Delft 
The Netherlands 

phone +31 (0)15 279 81 00 
www.mecanoo.nl 

contact fedele.canosa@mecanoo.nl 
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