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“The Central Library in Brooklyn is a icon.” bklynlibrary.org. The building’s history dates back to 1889,                 

when the Brooklyn Park Commission was authorized to select a location for the library. In 1912                

construction began but was stopped because of World War One and the Great Depression.              

Construction on the library did not resume until 1935 with its doors opening February 1, 1941. The                 

library is surrounded by Brooklyn’s most iconic places like: Prospect Park, Brooklyn Botanical Gardens,              

and the Brooklyn Museum.  

My site visit to The Brooklyn Central Library focused on the Brooklyn Collection Department, Brooklyn               

Library’s History Division, to look up historical data, news articles, media and/or maps relating to the                

Gowanus Canal. I had no expectations for this visit, to me it was just another library but I was                   

astonished to learn that The Brooklyn Collection Department documented the history of Brooklyn from              

pre-colonial times to actual present day and has the only collection of archival and rare book materials                 

 



 

for the study of social and cultural history.  

Something else I didn't expect while at the library was the massive fire drill. The entire library was                  

evacuated and we had to stand outside off of the Plaza for about 20 minutes before returning inside.                  

While standing outside, I started a conversation with an older woman name Ms. Vern who is originally                 

from California. Ms. Vern is a retired school teacher who is writing a children’s book and has been                  

coming to the Brooklyn Central Library to self teach herself how to draw and paint in watercolor. She                  

intends to put her work in her children’s book. This to me was the highlight of my trip because talking to                     

elders always gives me another perspective on life and my journey here on this earth.  
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SITE OBSERVATIONS  

 Brooklyn Central Library and Grand Army Plaza, Brooklyn, NY 
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Freehand sketch of the front of Brooklyn Library, Lisa White 

What is the Genius Loci, or spirit, of this place?  

The Genius Loci of The Central Brooklyn Library is the entrance into the library.  The design of the library 

is a representation of an open book, with its spine on Grand Army Plaza and two wings opening like 

pages onto Eastern Parkway and Flatbush Ave.  

What kind of archive or library is this? What kinds of materials / sources does this place collect?  

The Brooklyn Central Library’s Brooklyn Collection documents the history of Brooklyn from precolonial 

times to present date.  The Brooklyn Collection is a resource for social and cultural history about 

Brooklyn documenting every aspect of the borough’s past via a vast array of media including 5000 

books, 200,000 photographs, manuscripts, newspapers, maps, atlases, directories, and ephemera to 

name a few. 

Who might use this collection and for what purpose? 

Anyone interested in social or cultural research of Brooklyn would fine the Brooklyn Collection a great 

starting point.  One of our guest speakers Joseph Alexiou used this library for his research about the 

Gowanus Canal 
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Are there any special rules for using or accessing material?  

When June from the Brooklyn Collection Dept escorted me into the room.  I had to lock up my bag and 

jacket before being able to view any of the materials.  

SOURCE ANALYSIS 

Murphy, D. (2013, December 9). Growing pains Gowanus big plans. Daily News 

1. What is this source and what is its purpose? 

This is a newspaper article from the Daily News, Brooklyn News Section, found in the article 

folder section.   Interviewed in this article was our guest Speaker Abby Subak, Executive Director 

of Arts Gowanus.  Abby,  talks about how the community is aware that change is going to 

happen in Gowanus but instead of being an observer and unwilling participant; the community, 

politicians, residents and business owner have formulated a coalition “Bridging Gowanus” to 

help set up ground rules and express their vision of what they want the  Gowanus to become. 
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2. Who created it and who was it created for? 

The author is Doyle Murphy and it was created for the New York Daily News 

3. What does this source tell us about the place we are studying? What themes or subtopics does 

it relate to?  

This article talks about how the Gowanus is changing and becoming a “trendy neighborhood” 

due to affordable real estate and the EPA’s promise to clean up the canal.  Resulting in the 

attention of Developers and young families leaving Manhattan for Brooklyn brownstones and 

affordable housing.   These topics can be explored by both individuals interested in 

gentrification, politics, community and zoning laws. 

4. How might it be integrated into a research project? What question could it be used to help 

answer? 

This article can help anyone research and answer questions about understanding city planning 

and urban development; What makes an area popular, and how a community can help shape its 

own future. 
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CITATION for ARCHIVAL SOURCE #2  

Kennedy, S. G. (1988, October 12). Co-op Space For Artists In Brooklyn. The New York Times. 

1. What is this source and what is its purpose? 

This is a newspaper article from The New York Times, Real Estate Section, found in the article 

folder during my visit to the Collection room.   The purpose of this article is to show how artists 

that help make an area “trendy” are now learning how to avoid displacement by becoming 

owners of their space vs renters. 

2. Who created it and who was it created for? 

The author is Shawn G. Kennedy and it was created for The New York Times 
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3. What does this source tell us about the place we are studying? What themes or subtopics does 

it relate to?  

This article relates to Gentrification; Community Awareness and empowerment of ownership. In 

the Gowanus all of these topics relate to its current condition. 

4. How might it be integrated into a research project? What question could it be used to help 

answer? 

This article could be integrated into a research project by helping a student research data 

showing a trend in Artist displacement, gentrification, and housing affordability.  As well as ask 

the important questions relating to those topics. 

 

GENERAL NOTES: 

● The Gowanus Canal is a Superfund Site 

● The appeal and trendiness of Gowanus originated with the Artist 

● How an urban area can become gentrified and who suffers 

● The Gowanus Canal and the Ecosystem 

● Blending the old and new equals a stable community in Gowanus 

QUESTIONS for Further RESEARCH 

1. How does art have a role in social and political issues? 

2. What role do Artist play in gentrification? 

3. How can a community be active and help shape their communities future? 
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