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Although central Arizona has served as the creative laboratory for some of the most progressive minds
in modern architecture - Frank Lloyd Wright, his yet-more utopian disciple Paolo Soleri, and native mid-
century modernist Al Beadle - it has long been the site for excessively cheap commercial structures.
A dramatic growth spurt in the 1980s (between 1980 and 2000 the Phoenix-metropolitan population
doubled to 3.25 million) generated a geographically vast city of dun-colored, tilt-up complexes on the
commercial end of the spectrum, and lot-gobbling mcmansions with half-hearted Mediterranean refer-
ences on the residential end.

Amid the depressing sameness of this architectural landscape, several firms have been producing ex-
ceptional cultural, commercial, and residential projects, in the process forming a loose-knit school of — east elevation
dynamic regional architecture. Will Bruder's firm Will Bruder+Partners helped put Phoenix back on the ‘
architectural map in the early 1990s with the Burton Barr Central Library, and it continues to contribute
significant cultural projects to the area, most recently the Agave Library.

In this instance, site and budget factors contributed to a design approach that embraced unrefined ma-
terials and even connotations of the region’s often unremarkable architectural legacy. Tucked behind a gas
station and one of Phoenix's prevalent fast-food clusters, the library building is little more than a rectilinear
masonry volume. But several key gestural deviations from this simple geometry make the project more
eccentric, befitting its stature as a refuge for cultural activity.

The most obvious is a grandiose slatted-steel facade with the prominent super graphic of the branch
library’s name set at an angle in lower-case. This so-called “cowboy front” derives from the nineteenth-
century vernacular style of building front that extended well past the actual volume, raising the struc-
ture's perceived profile, and also ties into a more modern western practice of the sign-as-architecture,
visible from fast-moving cars. Vice-president of Will Bruder+Partners Richard Jensen explains the con-
ceptual agenda of this feature: “The cowboy front is not false, rather it was built for the same reason as
its predecessors: economy and methods and means. So like the original civic buildings of the American
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south elevation

West, the simple, honest, and economical volume of the library, with its overtly gregarious front, is in A g i — T ST S——
direct lineage to the model that created the American Southwest.” TH T T T T T e T T T T T T T T T T T TR T T T T R T T I T T T T T TS TR L T T T TR T T
The second divergence is the poetic "story tower,” a blunt-topped pyramidal structure that serves as a | AR | | | Il ' _ _ 11/ | _ I
reading-aloud center for groups of children. “With the story tower," Jensen says, “we wanted to create T ' [?* _ I";:; [ |]]? ' H | ﬂ

b an environment distinctly different in plan, section (and physical footprint) from the main volume to = el L = o -
allow the children to separate themselves from their normal environment and enter a place to dream, 1. teen center 2. doorto story tower 3. children’s room 4. staff lounge

section A- A"

imagine, and see the world differently.”

The main structure exalts the expressive use of self-finishing, pedestrian materials such as concrete
floors, concrete masonry both inside and out, and exposed gang-nail truss ceilings:The pervasive con-
crete masonry is economical but also strangely poetic; this is the material used in abundance for back-:
yard walls in Arizona, a reference reinforced in the familiar block pattern. But m this feature Brud‘ér's
team found an opportunity to use a material to the studio, the integra superlite block aﬁos{,tensg\gna@
system rhat is filled with polyure{hane foam insulation instead of convenuona! steel remfarcmg ang

Jen_S;efn relates thét Tt'was vital for Bruder's team to design it with high aesthetic standards and cost
_‘semitivity Agave is the Iast of four Phoenix libraries to be built from a cu!tural bond measure; as each
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Ore |'r]np0rtant time to rcassess DfIOrltICS Agave Library mhe 1¢teat mamfestamn of’é growmg effort
for Phoenix’s cultural institutions to outpace its Iegacy of shoppmg centers. Alan, Rapp A
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The design of this 25,405 square foot branch library for the city
of Phoenix addresses issues of excellence and affordability in sus-
tainable design.

Impacted within a planned shopping center in north Phoenix be-
hind a gas station, car wash, fast food restaurant, and supermar-
ket, the Library's construction and material pallet quietly draws
from, and (re)presents, the language of its retail neighbors.
Stacked bond concrete masonry units and glass enclose the
simple rectangular volume of a hard-trowelled concrete floor
with carpeted "area rugs’, green sandblasted cmu walls, exposed
gang-nail trusses, glu-lam beams, steel pipe columns, and spar-
ingly used painted gyp-board interior partitions.

In the tradition of banks, post offices, courthouses, and city halls
of fledgling western frontier towns, whose dignified, yet paper-
thin street facades belie their utilitarian construction behind, the
Library's “false front” mediates between its two realities: one of
a limited budget, the other of the civic presence expected in
a public institution. With its torquing false metal scrim curving
along the site’s eastern edge of 36th avenue, the Library's “cow-
boy front” gives scale, presence, and distinction commensurate
with it position in the community. Constructed in the tradition of
the old lathe houses of Phoenix’s desert botanical garden using
off-the-shelf galvanized hat channels, the scale and form of the
scrim also recalls the tradition of drive-in movie theaters so com-
mon across Post-War American suburbs.

The Library is conceived as a simple 270'x 90’ volume for both
economy and efficiency. The exterior walls of post-tensioned
concrete masonry units are filled with R-19 insulation, leaving

"

the sandblasted block finish on both the interior and exterior for
both durability and maintenance. Exploiting the potential of the
post-tensioned concrete masonry system, several possibilities
were discovered that were not possible with conventional block.
The series of slot windows of the north elevation range in width
from 3™-18" without one on a block module and without cutting
a single block.

The post-tensioned concrete masonry system allows segments of
the wall to shift as independent piers. The stacked bond wall with
random deep struck vertical joints allowed masking the neces-
sary control joints through their alignment over the slot window.
Likewise the 16" tall masonry wall over the 235' long window wall
of the south elevation bears on only 2" round windew mullions,
made possible due to the post-tensioned concrete masonry sys-
tem being grout-less, light enough to be carried solely by the
window mullions. will bruder + Partners

Architects : Will Bruder, Richard Jensen, Chris Balzano, Dominigue Price
Collaborators 4

Structural engineer : rudow-+berry

Mechanical engineer: Ideas for the Built Environment and Bridgers &
Paxton Consulting Enginears

Electrical engineer : Bridgers & Paxton Consulting Engineers

Interior designer : Marjorie Fichthorn Whitton

Lighting designer : Roger Smith Lighting Design

Contractor : hardison /downey construction

Client: Phoenix Public Library-Shera Farnham and Julaine Warner
Location : Phoenix, Arizona, USA

Gross floor area: 2,360.66m?

Photograph : courtesy of the architecti@Bill Timmerman)
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first floor
1. staff conferance 8. office 15. staff entry 22. self check
2. staff workroom 9. meeting room 16. staff lounge 23. customner service desk
3. sort 10. butler's pantry 17. staff garden 24, periodicals
4, book drop 11. opae 18. children’s room 25. electronic island
5. friend’s book sale 12. lobby 19. first five years 28. reading room
6. storage 13. supply 20. children’s garden 27, reading garden
7. telecom 14. electrical 21. story tower 28. computer training lab

29, study -
30. non-fiction

31. fiction

32. teen center

33. teen group study

34. teen garden




1. lobby
2. first five years
3. story tower
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1" Tham roaf tesmunation

. elastomeric sealer on baskside and top of masonry parapet
. R-19 integra block parapet
. R-30 spray foam roofing on plywood substrate
. foam cricket beyond
. exposed acoustical insulation
. wood blocking per structural
. TS beam welded to column per structural, beam parallel with roof decking
TS column per structural
. 3/8" steel plate header per structural, cope around TS vertical
. weld to TS from above refer to structural
10. channel per structural
ik 11. anodized aluminum mullion
7 12. sealant
13. steel angle beyond, 1o fasten vertical muliion beyond to 3/8" plate header
14. pipe column beyond
15. 1/2" anodized alnuminum vertical mullion plate beyond
16. turndown thickened at TS column, per structural
17. TS column per structural to pad footing below
18.1" insulated glass
19. steel angle beyond, to fasten vertical mullion beyond 1o sill
20. landscape
21. steel plate column base per structural
22. footing per structural

B R =

144" per foot
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