
DOCENT’S SELF-GUIDED TOUR OF CENTRAL LIBRARY’S ART AND ARCHITECTURE

This is a self-guided walking tour of the library. In-person Docent-led Art and Architecture Tours of the historic Central Library 
and the McGuire Garden Tours of Central Library have resumed on a limited schedule. Please find the Upcoming Tours for 
the dates and times of all tours here: https://www.lapl.org/branches/central-library/docent-tours-central-library.

The Richard Riordan Central Library was built in two stages. We begin our walk-through with the original 
library (now called the Goodhue Building) which opened in 1926, and finish in the 1993 Tom Bradley Wing.

1. Exterior of Goodhue Building.  From the Information Desk, walk
out the Flower Street entrance and look back up at the facade.
Designed by Bertram Goodhue, the original library is an early
example of the Art Deco style with clean, rectangular shapes
grouped around a central tower. The simple style highlights sculptor
Lee Lawrie’s ambitious program of symbolic sculpture. Professor
Hartley Burr Alexander devised the art’s overall theme Light of
Learning, which celebrates the library’s function as both storehouse
of knowledge and guardian of high culture.

A pyramid symbolizing ancient Egypt crowns the tower, which is 
surrounded by eight figures of great thinkers. The pyramid is capped 
with a hand holding a burning torch and adorned with a sunburst. 

High above the door, a quotation in Latin translates as “like runners they bear on the lamp of life.” Directly below a 
relief of horsemen passing a torch embodies the quote. The remainder of the facade carries out the theme of 
illumination with two monumental sculptural figures that personify the morning and evening stars. Each carries a 
scroll engraved with the names of history’s great writers and thinkers. On the left names are listed from cultures of 
Asia and the Middle East and on the right, classical antiquity and Europe.

2. Now, look around. You are standing in the Maguire Gardens, recreated and expanded from the original garden
design by Goodhue. The gardens contain major public art projects. Notice the lines of text, numbers and musical
notations inscribed on the stair step risers. They are part of an art installation by Jud Fine entitled Spine.

3. Interior of Goodhue Building.  Walk back into the Lower Level lobby. Look up to the ceiling painting by Renee
Petropoulos. It is one of five public art projects commissioned during the late 1980s when the library was
restored and expanded. Entitled Seven Centers, the painting is full of intense color and motion. Decorative
elements from the library’s rotunda are shown in abstract form, accompanied by the names of young literary
figures from 1980s Los Angeles.

4. Take the corridor to the formal marble staircase at the 5th Street
entrance. (Tile used in the decorative panels, like all other tile decorating
the Goodhue Building, was manufactured by American Encaustic Tile.) At
the top of the stairs you will find three sculptures by Lee Lawrie. Black
marble and bronze sphinxes frame the staircase, and standing in a niche
on the wall  is The Triumph of Civilization. Take a close look at the
copper panel on Civilization. Symbols depicting a history of world
civilizations run from the pyramids on the bottom to the Liberty Bell on the
top.

Leading off the vestibule to your right are the Getty Gallery (rotating 
exhibits) and the Annenberg Gallery, where you can see highlights from 
the library’s special collections of rare books, prints and posters.

5. Walk down the corridor to the Rotunda, the dramatically beautiful heart of Goodhue’s design. The ceiling was
stenciled in patterns by local artist Julian Garnsey, and the murals depicting four eras from California history are
by Dean Cornwell, (The Era of Discovery, the Building of the Missions, Founding of the Pueblo of Los Angeles



and the Americanization of California) Hanging from the 
center of the ceiling is the Zodiac chandelier modeled 
by Lee Lawrie.

Down a corridor to your right is the ceramic sculpture of a 
hand holding a torch that originally crowned the tower 
pyramid. During the library’s renovation the torch on top 
of the pyramid was replaced by a copy.

6. Walk across the Rotunda into the Children’s 
Department. It is the only reading room that still looks 
much as it did during the 1920’s. Although rows of 

bookcases surmounted by fluorescent lights have replaced the original long reading tables, the rest of the room 
has been carefully restored. It contains an elaborate ceiling by Julian Garnsey, towering table lamps that are 
reproductions of the originals by Lawrie and a set of murals representing subjects from California history by Santa 
Barbara artist Albert Herter. 

7. Tom Bradley Wing. Walk down the east corridor to the Tom Bradley Wing where most of the library’s collection 
is now housed. The new wing, designed by Norman Pfeiffer, opened in 1993 after a long fight to save the 

original library building from demolition.  

Look out over the eight level atrium. You can see two of the public art 
projects commissioned for the new space. Three huge chandeliers by 
glass artist Therman Statom are suspended from the ceiling. The 
nearest represents nature, the second human culture and technology, 
and the third emotional and spiritual worlds. On the terraces that abut 
the escalators are tall, brushed aluminum artworks  by Ann Preston 
titled Illuminations. They are lit in the evening when the Tom Bradley 
Wing atrium looks particularly beautiful. 

The rest of our tour will take you down an elevator to the bottom of 
the Bradley Wing, then up the escalators.  

8. From the overlook, turn and walk to your left into the elevator 
vestibule. You will be taking one of the elevators down to Lower 
Level 4 (LL4). The elevators are another public art project, this one 
by David Bunn. Look at the elevator cab and you will see cards from 
the old card catalogue. Additional cards also paper the walls of the 
elevator shaft that you can see going by through the plexiglass 

porthole. 

Lower Level 4 is the Department of History and Genealogy, the largest department in the library. Look around 
at the elements of architect Norman Pfeiffer’s design. Look to your left and you will see a patterned pathway in the 
carpet. It leads you from the elevators to the front exit. On the long wall to your right the Photo Department usually 
has an exhibition of photographs from its collection. 

Walk out into the atrium and look up. You are now seeing the Bradley Wing from the opposite end. Notice how the 
large columns on your right dominate the space. Look up at the chandeliers. Don’t they look more like lighting 
fixtures and less like huge papier mache sculptures? 

9. Take the escalators back up to the main floor. On the way you can stop off to look at the Computer Center 
(LL3) and various subject departments. When you reach the top, turn to your left and walk through the 
International Languages Department. On the far side you will find the old Children’s Reading Room, which 
was saved when the East Wing was demolished. It contains a wonderful series of murals depicting scenes from 
Walter Scott’s novel Ivanhoe. 

Retrace your steps and go down the corridor on your left. There is usually a special exhibition in the gallery 
spaces under the escalators. A few more steps, and you are back to our starting point. 
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