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Andrew Carnegie, Scottish-American Philanthropist

"I choose free libraries as the 
best agencies for improving 
the masses of the people 

because they give nothing for 
nothing. They only help those 

who help themselves."



2,509 Carnegie Libraries were built between 1883 and 1929

1,689 in the 
United States

660 in the UK 
and Ireland

125 in 
Canada



2,509 Carnegie Libraries were built between 1883 and 1929

The first library was built 
in Dunfermline, Scotland, 

in August 1883

The first library to open 
in the US was in 

Braddock, PA, in 1889



The Carnegie Formula – “The Schedule of Questions”

The Beginning

Wholesale vs Retail
Carnegie initially only 
established libraries in 

Scotland and 
Pennsylvania. The first 6 

libraries were fully 
endowed (wholesale). He 
later expanded to other 

parts of the United 
States, the United 

Kingdom, Ireland, and 
Canada for building 
grants only (retail).

Know the Town

Name, status, and 
population of the town?
•Demonstrate the need for 
a public library

•Draw from public funds to 
run the library

Know the Library

Does it have a library?
•Where is it located?

•Is it public or private?

•How many books does it 
have?

•What are the circulation 
numbers?

Know the 
Officials

Is a town-owned site 
available?
•Provide the building site
•Pay staff and maintain the 
library
•Pay 10% of construction 
costs annually to support 
operation
•Provide free service to all



Growth of Public Libraries

By the time the last grant was 

made in 1919, there were 3,500 

libraries in the United States, 

nearly half of them known as 

Carnegie libraries, as they were 

built with construction grants 

paid by Carnegie.

Brooklynology: From the archives of the Brooklyn Collection
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/551761391823371295/



Influence on Libraries

Small towns, with populations under 1000, were 

not eligible for Carnegie library grants, since 

separate library buildings were not considered a 

necessity for such localities. 

Small communities would often join with 

townships so they could request a joint or county 

library (Bobinski, 1969, pg. 45).

Options such as traveling library wagons were 

also established in some communities. These 

could probably be considered the first book 

mobiles.

Carnegie’s libraries brought about a lot of 

innovations in the structure and operation of 

libraries.



A Matter of Taste, Money, or Style

The architectural design was usually left to 
the city to decide. In fact, Andrew Carnegie 
did not even require that his name be on the 
building. Many building details were the 
same in each library. For instance, fireplaces 
were discouraged since they took away shelf 
space. 
The architecture was typically simple and 
formal. Patrons entered through a grand 
doorway, nearly always accessed by a 
staircase, because the staircase symbolized 
a person’s elevation by learning. There was 
usually a lamp post or lantern near the door 
also, as a sign of enlightenment.
There were no strict requirements about 
furniture, but most of it was standardized 
and came from the Library Bureau, owned by 
Melvil Dewey. 



A Matter of Taste, Money, or Style

There were posters showing how to sit in the reading 
rooms - sit close together, face table squarely, keep 
both feet on the floor, and keep hands to 
themselves (Buschman & Leckie, 2007, pg. 229). 

This was eventually changed in the children's 
reading rooms. The furniture became more relaxed, 
and the kids could sit on the floor while a librarian 
read to them (Buschman & Leckie, 2007, pg. 230). 



Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes

The first libraries operated under a closed-stack 
policy. Central to the library were the delivery desk 
and reading room. This was the heart of the library. 
Patrons would request a book and the librarian 
would retrieve it. Then the patron could sit in the 
reading room and read or check out the book.

The line at the return desk could get quite long!



Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes

The Carnegie libraries eventually moved to an 
open-stack system to conserve money. The 
shelves were to be no taller than 7 feet, to allow 
access by patrons. The shelves lined the 
perimeter with seating in the middle of the 
room. 

The delivery desk became the circulation desk 
– the desks were massive and acted as a 
physical and mental barrier between the 
entrance and the books, with the librarian 
positioned to see the entire area.



Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes

Carnegie embraced opening libraries to 
minorities, even when it was not popular. His 
library structures formed many programs and 
initiatives to help diverse populations.

What wasn’t so rapid to change, especially in 
the South, was the segregation of public 
libraries. Carnegie took it upon himself to 
sponsor programs and build separate 
libraries to accommodate minorities.



Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes

The first Carnegie separate public library was 
built in Louisville, KY in 1908. Libraries in 
Houston, TX, and Meridian, MS, followed 
within the next 5 years. The last to open was 
the Greensboro, NC, library in 1924 (Knott, 
2015, pg. 60). 

1902 saw the building of an integrated library 
in Jacksonville, FL. The colored reading 
room and colored children’s room were 
located on the 2nd floor. 



Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes

Love him or hate him, Andrew 
Carnegie loved libraries. His own 
experience as a child prompted him to 
fund more libraries nationwide than 
anyone else in the history of the 
United States. In doing so, he also 
changed the way libraries operate… 
and countless lives in the process.



Giving Credit Where Credit is Due

The Story of Carnegie Libraries
https://blog.historicenvironment.scot/2021
/09/carnegie-libraries/

Carnegie Libraries: The Future Made 
Bright
https://www.nps.gov/articles/carnegie-
libraries-the-future-made-bright-teaching-
with-historic-places.htm

History of Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh
https://www.carnegielibrary.org/about/hist
ory-of-carnegie-library-of-pittsburgh/

Carnegie Library
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnegie_libr
ary

Buschman, J., & Leckie, G. J. (2007). The 
library as place: History, community, and 
culture. Libraries Unlimited. 

Bobinski, G. S. (1969). Carnegie libraries: 
Their history and impact on American 
Public Library Development. American 
Library Association. 

Koch, T. W. (1907). A portfolio of 
Carnegie libraries, being a separate issue 
of the illustrations from "A book of 
carnegie libraries.". George Wahr. 

Knott, C. (2015). Not free, not for all 
public libraries in the age of Jim Crow. 
University of Massachusetts Press. 

Photograph by Christopher Rolinson - Gift 
to Braddock Carnegie Library from 
Christopher Rolinson, CC BY 3.0 us, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.ph
p?curid=18896310

Brooklynology: From the archives of the 
Brooklyn Collection
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/551761391
823371295/

Dunfermline Carnegie Library, Abbot 
Street, Dunfermline, Fife, Scotland, from 
Kilnburn, Feb. 19, 2009
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:C
arnegie_Library,_Dunfermline.jpg



CARNEGIE 
LIBRARIES

LIS 636, Spring 2022

Lara Taylor

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
NOTE:To change the  image on this slide, select the picture and delete it. Then click the Pictures icon in the placeholder to insert your own image.


	CARNEGIE LIBRARIES
	Andrew Carnegie, Scottish-American Philanthropist
	2,509 Carnegie Libraries were built between 1883 and 1929
	2,509 Carnegie Libraries were built between 1883 and 1929
	The Carnegie Formula – “The Schedule of Questions”
	Growth of Public Libraries
	Influence on Libraries
	A Matter of Taste, Money, or Style
	A Matter of Taste, Money, or Style
	Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes
	Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes
	Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes
	Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes
	Cha-Cha-Cha-Changes
	Giving Credit Where Credit is Due
	CARNEGIE LIBRARIES

