
Cities are places of density and potential. Their 
multiplicity and complexity beget specialization and thus the 
chance for exposure to and interaction among diverse inhabitants 
and environments. Opportunity and necessity make the city a 
space of movement that is more aligned to pace than place,2 a 
scenario in which “[t]he crowd sets the pace. The individual must 
hurry with it or be pushed aside.”3 In this setting of continuously 
changing intellectual and environmental stimulation, one thing 
is constant: the struggle between anonymity and community4 as 
each of us seeks to find a personal balance of associations and 
interactions. Everyone in the city negotiates between self and 
other, a balance that is epitomized in the notion of the stranger. 

Cities are full of strangers,5 full of chances to be both 
near and remote, to be both nomadic and fixed, and to be 

objective and distanced as well as involved and intimate.6 They 
are places of negotiated access - where we can go and what 
we can do as well as whom we let in and whom we keep at a 
distance. This access has two-dimensions: rights and abilities. 
The two are inextricably linked; they are simultaneously implied 
and immaterial as well as explicit and physical. Their barriers may 
be geographical, cultural, or financial, and those institutions which 
grant access can be called democratizing if they distribute to 
many what might otherwise be consolidated into few.

Subways effect the democratization of mobility – anyone 
can affordably get anywhere within the city. The subway is about 
access and opportunity:7 what activities and environments people 
can get to, how fast and easy it is to do so, and at what cost. 
While this access provides the potential for growth and increased 
quality of life, it also fundamentally changes the way we shape 
views of ourselves, of each other, and of our environment. This 
access is conditional on the active construction of the city in our 
minds, the piecing together of a mapped network from nodes or 
points whose connections we interpret and infer. While we are 
passive observers when the terms are clear - at a plaza’s center 
or at water’s edge - in the subway this is an active process: once 
underground, where we move the way we think and vice versa. 

Subways exist as exaggerated zones of cities – as 
hyperubran environments marked by artificiality, movement, 
and disorientation. Within such places there is an anxiety of 
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standing still and quotidian codes and customs of interaction 
change: boundaries of personal space collapse, conversation 
diminishes, and seating patterns tend to form so as eschew visual 
confrontation8 – the facing of ‘the other.’ And so the subway is a 
space of strangers; it epitomizes the personal navigation between 
anonymity and community. Within, one is forced into contact with 
a diverse body of inhabitants and activities and is granted access 
to more of the city and at a quickened pace. 

As underground environments, subway spaces are also 
prophetic ones, foreshadowing what is to come above grade. 
Just as Lewis Mumford used mines to examine cities and their 
future,9 so too can examining the subway enlighten us as to 
how shape emerging environments, activities, and interactions. 
And while ascendancy and light once symbolized knowledge 
and understanding, the underground now serves as an equally 
powerful metaphor in which learning and inquiry are inseparably 
tied to going underground, to digging and uncovering.10 So, 
investigating the subway brings with it the potential to acquire 
knowledge about the city at its most intense and prescient, a 
context into which design might intervene to shape what is to 
come.

The public library democratizes knowledge in much the 
same way the subway does mobility. The former grants intellectual 
access, the latter grants physical access. Both entail similar 
cultures and customs: cards, turnstiles, and regulated public 

spaces. In fact, the intersections between these two ‘circulatory’ 
infrastructures do not stop there. There is a pervasive culture of 
reading on the subway that bridges racial, geographic, class, 
and age divisions. Further, reading has always been a form of 
travel itself and the library its most championed vehicle. These 
alignments suggest that combining subway and library would be 
symbiotic, giving birth to a new kind of institution. 

This new institution, the ‘subway library,’ has the potential 
to both bring information to users and users to information. With 
it comes the opportunity to extend the historical development in 
the library of increasing openness and user-agency, beginning 
perhaps most significantly in the 1830s with Antonio Panizzi’s 
creation of a catalog for the British Library that was designed 
for public use rather than strictly the librarian’s purview.11 This 
openness and empowerment enables a subway library to respond 
to and reinforce cultural trends in the democratization of content 
production. Through such activities as blogging, podcasting, and 
open-source software development (to name a few), more and 
more people are creating their own content and products,12 and 
the effects of this trend are startling, producing what can only 
be called revolutions in mass media and software production 
which will have profound effects on ‘making’ for years to come 
as it becomes increasingly personal and distributed rather than 
regulated and imposed.

In order to envision how and where such an institution 
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might function within the New York City subway, it is necessary 
to understand the character and history of that infrastructure. It 
is one of the oldest systems in existence, opening in 1904, four 
years after Paris, seven years after Boston, and forty-one years 
after London.13 It has three defining characteristics: innovative 
local and express track routing, a combination of now somewhat 
antiquated tunnels with relatively modern cars, and lastly, an 
idiosyncratic nature, the result of its construction by three different 
organizations, each with differing specifications, standards, and 
interests. Growing out of the urgent need to deal with congestion 
and population densities yet unequalled in any city,14 the subway 
began as the result of innovative public and private partnerships, 
first with the Interborough Rapid Transit Corporation (IRT) building 
the inaugural line from City Hall to Harlem and soon after with the 
Brooklyn-Manhattan Transit Company (BMT).15 Over time, other 
lines were added by these two entities, and later, what are known 
as the Independent (IND) lines were built by the city itself. The 
result of this history and the variety of geological, topographical 
and political conditions in New York, is a system that is an 
amalgamation of difference - repetitive, irregular, and indigenous 
all at once.  

Within the New York City subway, there are platform 
spaces that have been abandoned, left unused within currently 
operating stations. These vestigial spaces (which occur in twelve 

locations throughout New York City) are the result of a variety 
of factors; such as, changes in routing and car technology, 
population shifts, and rider behavior. Each such location varies 
in character and accessibility. Some spaces are merely across a 
set of tracks, open for all to see and accessible but for a chain or 
a gate, while others are sealed off like time capsules behind the 
ubiquitous white tile walls of the subway. Though these unused 
spaces differ, they share millions of passers-by in common.16

Whatever the character of these spaces, they are ripe 
with potential. These stations, while still part of the spaces that 
make-up the subway, also exist outside of that system in much 
the same way reading serves as an escape for subway riders, 
rendering them mentally elsewhere while still in a car or on a 
platform. The potential of these spaces can thus be realized by 
reclaiming them as sites for subway libraries. Further, three such 
sites, taken together, provide the opportunity not only to illustrate 
differences in platform configuration and station typology but also 
to recall the system’s tripartite history and in doing so, to hearken 
back to an earlier era when New York became about movement 
and the subway fused physical and social mobility. These three 
stations, Brooklyn Bridge, Canal Street, and Columbus Circle, 
thus provide examples as to how this new kind of library might 
be instantiated within the city, its power borne of the synergy of 
physical and intellectual access.

Brooklyn Bridge: IRT 4/5/6 lines Canal Street: BMT J/M/Z lines Columbus Circle: IND A/C lines

Columbus Circle:
center island platfrom
(abandoned 1981)

Canal Street:
east island platform
(abandoned 2004)

Brooklyn Bridge:
local, side platforms 
(abandoned ~1910)

sites: abandoned platforms in operating subway stations



On the IRT 4, 5, and 6 lines, Brooklyn Bridge station has 
local side platforms that were sealed off around 1910 when the 
trains (and therefore the platforms) doubled in length and it was 
thought unnecessary to extend these platforms since their island 
counterparts were much more heavily used. On the BMT J, M, 
and Z lines, Canal Street Station was, until 2004, the terminus 
for express service to North Brooklyn, but when this service was 
cancelled for lack of demand, its eastern (Northbound) island 
platform was abandoned, no longer necessary since the identical, 
adjacent one could suffice for local service in both directions. 
Today, it remains illuminated and visible through openings in a 
demising wall between platforms. Lastly, on the IND A and C lines, 
Columbus Circle Station has North- and South-bound local and 
express service stopping at three island platforms with the central 
one configured as a supplementary exit for express trains at rush 
hour. However, since 1981, opening both sides of express cars 
proved too time-consuming and the central platform has since lain 
fallow, eerily identical to those adjacent but for a lack of people 
and a chain barring access at each stairway.17

 The design of the subway library as an institution 
responds not only to the physical conditions of these vestigial 
platform spaces within the subway, both also to larger urban 
and cultural considerations. The subway library adopts an open, 
distributed paradigm which grants users increased agency 

and access. To open the library and do so within a subway 
environment that is mapped, connected, and constructed in the 
mind of each rider, the subway libraries are designed using a 
nodal understanding of program. That is to say, functions are 
distributed in a loose but precise manner akin to stones within 
a Zen Garden like Ryoan-Ji, with the connections left to readers 
to forge through use without the library dictating a set order or 
hierarchy. These ‘nodes’ include entrances and exits, physical 
book storage, digital book download and upload stations, 
auditoria for readings and lectures, projection rooms, writers’ 
residency spaces, and garden spaces which bring planted form 
and natural light below grade. Common to all these activities is 
the idea that the library has value as a place; even if users access 
the same information they could at home, there is value in coming 
to the library to be part of a learning environment, to interact 
with other media or in ways that are unique to the library, and to 
interact with other patrons.

The program most central to this open paradigm is 
the library’s print-on-demand (POD) collection. With significant 
advances in printing technology and since the average book only 
sells about 2000 copies in its lifetime,18 more and more publishers 
are beginning to print their titles on-demand and eliminate storage 
and organizational costs in the process. The subway library uses 
this technology so that (theoretically) any book can be available 
and accessed by users as needed without the library imposing 
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a particular collection or tying it to a particular place. Because 
the subway library is to reinforce the democratization of content 
production, the on-demand catalog also enables users to add 
titles to the catalog and have them printed in the same manner 
as any other. Thus, anything from a novel completed by one of 
the writers-in-residence to someone’s memoirs to the fiction of a 
gifted teenager can be uploaded to the catalog. These titles would 
then be visually announced/registered at all the locations in the 
city, and then made available for downloading and/or printing.

Once in place, the on-demand catalog is used in a 
system whereby users are tracked rather than media: instead 
of loaning a book for a limited time, it is given to the reader 
indefinitely but a combination of limits and incentives are utilized 
in order to maintain a two-way flow of media and regulate this 
flow. One such mechanism would be the requirement to bring 
back a certain number of books in order to print additional 
books, and these could be any POD books - those found on the 
subway, loaned from a friend, or from a previous visit. Though 
the circulation system of the subway library is a paradigm shift 
which claims new territory for the library, it does not replace the 
bookstore since users can only print so often and each title can 
only be printed so many times.19 This technology and circulation 
system produce not only a new kind of library, but a new kind of 
book20 whose content is valued over its form, one less precious as 
an artifact and thus more appropriate to a subway environment. 

In doing so, perhaps a new kind of reader is created as well; 
just as Panizzi’s catalog sought to create a more independent 
and knowledgeable reader,21 the subway library and its on-
demand collection could create empowered users who shape 
titles for themselves and interact with others through shared use, 
authorship, social bookmarking, and commentary.
 The space of the subway library serves as a diagram of 
the institution itself. The linear space of the platform is envisioned 
as the space between walls which serve as reinvented ‘stacks.’ 
Rather than a container designed solely according to the program 
of the book, here, each stack pairs a glass wall toward the subway 
with a wood wall facing the library while varying the character 
and separation of the pair according to the library’s numerous 
programs. Sometimes each pair is only wide enough for books 
and acoustic baffling while at other times bulging to accommodate 
an entire room or a sky-lit planter. The varying thickness and 
character of the stacks provides places for pause, gathering, and 
interaction as well as channels for movement. Such variation is 
established by inserting nodes of program into these ‘stacks’ 
according to a spatial catalog which takes into account the 
different ways one can access the library and organizes activity 
according to time-intensity, removal, and input/output. So, the 
library is able to respond to the two-minute user and the all-day 
user while organizing functions within the space as if books on a 
shelf.
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The space of the subway library is thus formed by the 
pairing of these stack walls whose repetitive, yet variable character 
is determined by activity and use. The tectonics of the walls are 
systematic but only as a means to this end. The system consists 
of vertical wood members that respond to the 5’ module of the 
subway and serve as mullions behind the glass facing the trains. A 
second set of verticals is in-filled with horizontal wood slats facing 
the library. The angle and position of the slats vary according to 
whether the wall needs to be a visual screen, an enclosed screen 
for a sunken garden, or an opaque wall creating an interstitial 
room. Throughout, wood is used for physical and psychological 
warmth, for acoustic absorption, and to further the notion of 
reading as escape - wood being the most ‘unsubway’ of materials.

Subway stations are designed as prototypes according 
to various specifications derived from cars, clearances, turning 
radii, and human scale, and such designs are then installed in the 
various locations along each line and adapted to them – pushed 
and pulled, skewed and curved, sunken or elevated according to 
the idiosyncrasies of the site and other requirements.  Accordingly, 
the subway library is designed as a prototype to be instantiated 
within the city, producing variations on a theme. Each library has 
whatever collection its readers determine, rather than stipulating 
that Columbus Circle be the ‘history library’ and Brooklyn Bridge 
be the ‘science library’ (leaving the history of science to be found 
who knows where).22 As a series of related, sited prototypes, the 

subway libraries function as seed projects that critique whole 
systems at specific points to offer clues as to how to effect the 
physical and intellectual renovation of both subway and library.
 The subway libraries use the latent potential of vestigial 
spaces in the New York subway in order to capitalize on the 
resonance created through this coupling of physical and 
intellectual access. Access itself is not enough though, and 
so these spaces are also positioned to promote interaction by 
reinforcing trends toward the democratization of making, such 
as those of novels, ringtones,23 or software. The crux of this 
condition in which the line between making and using is blurred, 
is the potential for an expanded pool of creators and greater 
potential for interaction among them. Rather than the scenario 
of ‘What iPod are you?’24 people could then be defined more 
by what they are thinking and making rather than what they 
are consuming. Together, this loose framework for interaction, 
democratized publishing platform, and opened institution form 
the social innovation of the project; just as the true innovation of 
eBay was to get strangers to trust each other online,25 the subway 
library might help instigate a democratized culture of making and 
sharing that are enabled through access - access to technology, 
to information, and, most importantly, to others. Such a culture 
helps to build our cities of difference, at once anonymous and 
communal.
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