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he Portland Public Library wasn’t living up to its potential 
as a vibrant public resource for the people of Portland. The 
gray, featureless front of the building was the outward ex-
pression of an even less inviting interior. Scott Simons Ar-

chitects transformed the formerly cold, foreboding building into a 
modern facility with a new glass façade that symbolizes a renewed 
commitment to opening library resources and information to the pub-
lic and reengaging with the cultural life of the city. “The most satisfying 
thing about the project,” says Simons, “has been the outpouring of 
affection for the library since the renovations. I am hoping that more 
modern work will start to appear as a result of this. It has been so well 
received, my wish is that others will be able to create more progressive 
architecture without always having to have the ‘Why can’t it just be 
brick?’ debate with their clients.” The jurors felt that the project multi-
tasked. Juror David Salmela says it is “a wonderful example of how a 
renovation of an existing building can produce a warm, bright interior, 
introduce a compelling structural statement, and enhance the context 
of this public square all in the same move.”

T

A new curtain wall en-
closes the unused exte-

rior space in front of the 
library, creating an imme-

diate dialogue with the 
square across the street. 
In addition to serving as 
a marquee and building 

enclosure system, the 
upper half of the curtain 

wall acts as a solar chim-
ney, passively preheating 
fresh air for the mechani-

cal system in the winter. 
The interior functions of 

the building were reorga-
nized to bring the most 

public spaces to the front 
and into the public realm. 
The new entry sequence 

brings visitors to an in-
tuitive understanding of 
how the library is orga-

nized. Two new stairways 
create a visual connec-
tion between the three 

main levels of the library, 
improving circulation for 
the patrons. A new cafe 
area provides a commu-

nity meeting space over-
looking the square.
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