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Ann Beha Architects Reconceives Harvard
University’s Rare Books and Manuscripts
Library
nn Beha Architects is pleased to announce the completed renovation of the
A
Houghton Library, Harvard University’s principal repository for rare books
and manuscripts. In addition to significant changes to the building’s interior,

the project included a redesign of the exterior entrance forecourt, enhancing
the library’s presence in Harvard Yard and creating an accessible environment
for students, faculty, staff, and visitors. A broad, welcoming staircase leads
directly to the main entrance, flanked by a pair of graded walkways offering
a universally accessible approach to the building.
ABA’s design modified the library’s oval lobby, unaltered since its completion
in 1942, to create a new display setting for the library’s unparalleled special
collections. Two openings, aligned with exterior windows, were created in the
lobby, connecting the interior to the new forecourt and introducing natural but
modulated light to the lobby. In this brightened and visually activated area,
library ambassadors welcome and assist visitors. Modernized exhibition cases
around the lobby perimeter display rotating exhibits drawn from the library’s
holdings. A relocated and expanded cloakroom with lockers provides secure
storage for patrons’ belongings, and a new visitor elevator now enables direct
access to public spaces on all levels of the building, including new ground-floor
ADA-compliant restrooms and second-floor exhibition space and classrooms.
A reconfigured, modernized reading room on the first floor supports both
individual and collaborative research. Changes include a consultation room
for reader check-in and materials requests and an adjacent group study room.
These spaces are visually connected to each other and to the main reading
room by full-height glazed partitions, which also provide acoustic separation
between the three spaces. A new cork floor and acoustically treated ceiling
contribute to the quieting of the rooms. Improved lighting, new adjustableheight chairs, and custom-designed tables make research comfortable and
accessible for all.
The renovated building pairs heritage with contemporary design that meets
current needs, creating an inclusive setting that supports diverse approaches
to research, learning, and teaching. ●

New wall cases with integrated lighting replace fixed bookshelves, expanding exhibition opportunities and activating a brightened lobby. Open sightlines clarify
circulation routes and contribute to a feeling of welcome and transparency.

The renewed reading room is separated from registration and collaborative work space by full-height glass partitions. This division allows for different types of user
engagement with the collections while allowing library staff to oversee reading room operations.

“Ann Beha Architects proved to be the ideal partners for
us at Houghton Library. They helped us develop our initial
ideas for a renovated Houghton into a full and exciting
vision and led a comprehensive and participatory design and
construction process that transformed the library into an
accessible and more welcoming environment more suitable
to the needs of the researchers, students, and visitors of
today and tomorrow.”
— Thomas Hyry, Florence Fearrington

Librarian of Houghton Library

The reading room has been brightened with new overhead lighting, paint, and finishes. The new furniture includes adjustable height chairs and custom ADAaccessible tables with integrated lighting and electrical outlets.

New visitor-support features include an ADA-compliant elevator, gender-neutral accessible restrooms, and a cloakroom with lockers in which patrons can store
items before entering exhibition and reading areas.

Houghton Library is one of four libraries in this part of Harvard Yard. An existing light well in front of Houghton serves underground areas in one of the other
libraries. A broad reconfigured stairway and graded sloped walkways reconnect Houghton to this library precinct, with new trees and landscaping complementing
the building’s Federal Revival Style façade.
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Ann Beha Architects has more than 40 years of architectural design and planning
experience for cultural, civic, and academic clients. Led by Principals Philip B. Chen
FAIA, Ann M. Beha FAIA, Thomas M. Hotaling AIA, and Steven Gerrard AIA, ABA is a
minority-owned business with a talented and highly qualified 43-person professional
staff. Our work establishes a dynamic discourse between heritage and the future,
with a design philosophy equally dedicated to contemporary architectural
expression and the revitalization of historic resources. Planning and designing
worldwide, we see architecture as a transformative and enduring force for change,
growth, and celebration. We have led planning and design projects for the Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston; Harvard Divinity School; Massachusetts Institute of Technology;
University of Chicago; the Smithsonian Institution; the US Department of State; and
Yale University.
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