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As libraries around the world today adapt to the new parameters of the Information Age, what used to be

rooms full of book stacks are now centers for digital information, community meeting places, film and
lecture halls, and—oh, yes—book stacks. A library is no longer just a place to look up information or find
an enjoyable novel; these days, a library needs to draw patrons in with a wider range of services and
attractions, and suddenly style and aesthetic appeal are more a part of that draw than ever before.

Touch customers

What's going to entice two-year-old Emily away from Sesame Street or 12-year-old Tim away from his
X-Box? The next generation’s appreciation of reading is riding on the answer. In order to meet the
challenge, libraries are taking a page from retail stores and themed restaurants: get them in the door
Jjust because it’s a cool place to be, and then sell your product. Entice them inside and there the books—
and their minds—can begin to open. The greatest opportunity for imaginative fun is, of course, the
children’s section.

Janice Davis Design LLC (JDD) started off in the business of theatrical set design, segued into exhibits,
and finally into theatrical décor for public spaces, including libraries. Theatrical décor designers are
called upon to pick up where architects and interior designers leave off, as theatrical elements require
different skills, construction methods, and materials than traditional interior design. Combining
theatricality with practical needs can therefore result in all manner of magic, such as a forest (of display
cases), a castle (activity room), a cave (for video viewing), or a pirate ship (as a quiet reading nook).
Theatrical décor can happen in tandem with new construction or renovation or can be installed in
existing spaces for an entirely new look without the expense of total renovation.

Magic in the making

Recently completed in November 2008 was JDD’s work on the children’s section of the Bay Shore-
Brightwaters PL on Long Island, NY. Library director Eileen Kavanagh and head of children’s services
Linda Clark were excited about the renovation for their whole building as designed by New York
architects Beatty, Harvey & Associates, but they wanted something that went beyond beautiful interior
design to capture the fancies of local children—they wanted fantasy and magic that children would
relate to.

Fundraising efforts were ongoing, with ultimate results still uncertain, so the early planning stage
designs had to have flexibility to fit a budget that might wind up being smaller or larger than projected.
This meant prioritizing the décor elements involved. The top priority for everyone was the entrance arch
to the children’s section, the design of which would be echoed in various places once inside.

A concept was chosen: famous children’s book characters were to be tumbling out of and scrambling
around their books. For this nonprofit purpose, copyright allowed use of the characters—without
alteration. It was surprising how many illustrations easily lent themselves to our theme. The tumbling
books and characters create an entrance arch, at the top of which is the largest of all the open books,
proclaiming the long-standing motto of the children’s section, “The Magic Lives Here.”

Originally, the support columns in the children’s area were to be surrounded with sculptural books and
characters in continuation of the entrance arch theme, but by the time plans were drawn and bids came
back from several theatrical construction shops, fundraising would not allow much more than the arch
itself. Nonetheless, it was important to bring some of the sensibility of the entrance inside, so the
solution became to design custom digitally printed “murals” to surround the lower portions of the
columns on all sides. And so, as did their friends on the entrance arch, Pippi Longstocking, Peter
Rabbit, and a dozen or so others could escape from their books as well to mingle with young readers
seated nearby.

A continual process

Because theatrical scene shops never have the luxury of missing a deadline (opening night is opening
night), theatrical décor installation tends to go remarkably smoothly. In the case of the Bay Shore-
Brightwaters installation, the only thing that needed to be altered on Beatty Harvey’s original plans was
that the entry into the children’s area had to be raised by one foot in order to accommodate the tent-like
book that tops the arch. Chris Howard, project manager from Springboard, Inc., the fabricator of the
décor elements, built the piece in sections so that installation and touch-up took only three days.

The total design, construction, and installation of the dimensional arch and printed column surrounds
cost approximately $75,000. Initial discussions included ways to build on the design concept and
enhance it with additional sculptural elements and murals in the future as funds allow. The hope is that
each new element will be a new reason for kids to be excited about coming back to pick up a few more
books.

Author Information

Janice Davis, originally a theatrical set designer, is President and Founder of Janice Davis Design LLC
(www.janicedavisdesign.com), a company that designs theatrically styled interiors.
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