
Historically, banks, 
libraries and train 
stations were essential 
components of any 
vibrant Chicago neigh-
borhood. Technology 
(and time) has changed 
each of these places 
and their roles today.

In Chicago’s under-
served, but rebounding, 
Woodlawn neighbor-
hood, an abandoned 
bank building sits next 
to an aging Chicago 
Public Library branch 
and the Cottage Grove 
“L” station, the CTA’s 
Green Line terminus. 

With a boost from 
the future Obama 
Presidential Center, 
Woodlawn is experienc-
ing new growth and  
will need new resources, 
including ways to give 
residents access to and 
training on technology. 
With today’s banking 
done online and librar-
ies no longer just a 
place to store books, 
this is an opportunity to 
rethink how these sys-
tems work together.

What if the library 
becomes a place to 
meet neighbors or learn 
the newest technology 
for job advancement? 
Maybe the train station 
is more than a place 
to stand and wait, but 
rather a site for com-
munity events. What if 
an abandoned building 
could be transformed 
into a vibrant social hub, 
opening onto the “L” 
instead of turning away 
from it?

A new type of library 
geared towards tech-
nology, learning and 
gathering breathes life 
into the former bank 
building. A large stair 
with integrated seating 
for presentations leads 
up to the old banking 
hall reimagined as a 
large community read-
ing room where knowl-
edge – not currency – is 
exchanged. The train 
platform is re-imagined  
as a floating park and 
reading garden, a 
new gateway to a new 
Woodlawn.
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In a neighborhood 
dense with high-end  
retail, luxury resi-
dences, and blue-chip 
institutions, this 
28,000-square foot 
branch library ful fills  
a much-needed role as  
a public gathering 
space and touchstone 
for the local community. 

The design transforms a  
mostly below-grade 
space into an inviting, 
open and light-filled 
civic landscape with a 
clear, glass façade  
that disappears to reveal 
a dynamic internal 
streetscape and new 
kind of public space. 

From the street en -
trance, passersby are 
able to see the myriad of 
programs taking  
place within the library 
at different levels,  
and thus interact with 
the building in a way 
that creates a dialogue 
with the surrounding 
neighborhood. The 
three floors are openly 
connected to bring  
light and views to the 
deepest corners of  
the plan, and to provide 
endless opportuni - 
ties for social interaction 
and enlightenment. 

Hosting lectures, films 
and live performances, 
the new library branch 
will be a venue even 
after hours, and a val-
uable complement 
among its cultural neigh - 
bors on 53rd Street.




