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 AGENDA ITEM NO.: 4  
  

WARD: 3   
 
 CULTURAL HERITAGE BOARD HEARING DATE:  September 18, 2013   
 
I. CASE NUMBER:  P13-0478 

 
II. PROJECT SUMMARY: 
 

1) Proposal: Historic Designation request by the City of Riverside to designate 
the former Marcy Branch Library, located at 3711 Central Avenue 
situated on the northerly side of Central Avenue approximately 
500 feet east of Magnolia Avenue, as a City Landmark. 

 
2) Location: 3711 Central Avenue  
 
3) Applicant: Lisa Andresen, City of Riverside  
    3900 Main Street, Riverside, CA 92522 
    951-826-5115 
  
4) Case Planner: Teri Delcamp, Historic Preservation Senior Planner 

    (951) 826-2117 
    tdelcamp@riversideca.gov 
 

III.   RECOMMENDATION:        
 
 That the Cultural Heritage Board recommend that the City Council: 
 

1. DETERMINE that P13-0478, City Landmark Designation, is  categorically exempt per the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) per Section 15308 of the CEQA Guidelines; 
and 

 
2. APPROVE Planning Case P13-0478 based on the facts for findings outlined below and 

thereby the designation of the former Marcy Branch Library as a City Landmark and add the 
CR – Cultural Resources Overlay Zone to the property. 

 
FACTS FOR FINDINGS: (From Sections 20.20.030 and 20.50.101(U) of the Riverside 
Municipal Code) 
 
FINDINGS: Criterion 1: Exemplifies or reflects special elements of the City's cultural, social, 

economic, political, aesthetic, engineering, architectural, or natural history. 

 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 

Planning Division 

HISTORIC DESIGNATION (HD)  
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FACTS: The proposed designation complies with this finding because the former Marcy 
Branch Library represents the profound need for expanded city services that 
occurred after World War II. Several bond measures were placed on the ballot for 
the construction of fire stations, libraries, and schools. A $440 million bond measure 
in 1952 facilitated the construction of a new fire station completed in 1957 that 
replaced the original Downtown station. Prior to World War II, the Riverside Public 
Library system consisted of two Carnegie libraries: the Downtown Library and the 
Arlington Branch. In 1958, a third branch opened in the collection: the Mid-century 
Modern Marcy Branch. The original Downtown Library was demolished and 
replaced with a New Formalist style building that opened in 1965. Other 
development in the Downtown included the 1958 County of Riverside Law 
Offices of the Public Defender; the 1965 City of Riverside Police Department 
Building; the 1969 Riverside County Law Library; and the 1975 Riverside City 
Hall. Virtually all of these civic and public institutional buildings built in 
Riverside during this post-war period embody the design philosophies and 
vocabularies of modern architectural styles, including the former Marcy Branch 
Library that is distinguished by its innovate circular plan. 

 
FINDINGS: Criterion 3: Embodies distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period or method 

of construction, or is a valuable example of the use of indigenous materials or 
craftsmanship. 

 
FACTS: The proposed designation complies with this finding because the former Marcy 

Branch Library exemplifies the Mid-century Modern architectural style. Mid-
century Modernism is often characterized by a clear expression of structure and 
materials, large expanses of glass, and open interior plan. Character-defining 
features of the style include simple geometric forms; post-and-beam construction; 
flat or low-pitched gabled roofs; flush mounted steel-frame windows or large 
single-paned, wood-framed windows; exterior staircases, decks, patios, and 
balconies; and brick or stone often used as primary or accent material. The former 
Marcy Branch Library exhibits significant character-defining features of the style, 
including simple geometric forms, horizontal massing, direct expression of the 
structural system, flat roof with wide-overhanging eaves, and floor-to-ceiling 
windows. At the time of its construction, it was the only library in the United 
States with a circular plan. The circular plan and method of construction allowed 
for a lack of interior walls, addressing the need for floor space, storage capacity, 
and flexibility. 

 
FINDINGS: Criterion 4: Represents the work of a notable builder, designer, or architect, or 

important creative individual. 
 
FACTS: The proposed designation complies with this finding because the former Marcy 

Branch Library was designed by renowned local architect Herman Ruhnau, FAIA. 
Ruhnau was identified as a local master architect in the approved 2009 
Modernism Context Statement survey. In addition to the former Marcy Branch 
Library, Ruhnau designed a dozen other Modernist buildings in Riverside. He 
became a fellow of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) in 1974. In 1979, a 
newspaper called Ruhnau the dominant figure in Riverside architecture after 
World War II. Before his death in 2006, Ruhnau received the lifetime 
achievement award from the Inland Chapter of the AIA.  
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IV.    BACKGROUND/HISTORY: 
 
 The City of Riverside is requesting to designate the former Marcy Branch Library (Library) at 

3711 Central Avenue as a City Landmark. The designation would encompass the building and its 
related parking lot parcel. The City has entered into an exclusive negotiating agreement with 
Concours LP to purchase the two parcels. The site will be adaptively re-used as a dental office 
that is compatible with the existing site and architecture. Any proposed alterations to the site will 
be subject to the requirements of Title 20 for Certificates of Appropriateness. The designation 
and the granting of a façade easement over the exterior of the building are required as part of the 
ownership transfer transaction, and Concours LP concurs with these actions. Moreover, the 
pending owners have submitted a Mills Act application which will be considered after historic 
designation is effective. The designation and Mills Act contract will further ensure the future 
preservation of this Mid-Century Modern historic resource.  
 
This staff report was created entirely from the survey evaluation forms prepared as part of the 
2009 Modernism Context Statement approved by the City Council in 2010, and the current on-
going Intensive Modernism Survey being prepared under the City’s Certified Local Government 
grant by the City’s consultant, Historical Resources Group.  

 
 The growth in population in the immediate post-World War II period created a profound need for 

expanded city services. The Marcy Branch Library (Library) at 3711 Central Avenue was 
constructed in 1957, funded in part by a bequest from Riverside resident Charles F. Marcy. The 
Library was designed by noted local architect Herman Ruhnau (1912-2007). Ruhnau was born 
September 1, 1912 in Pasadena. He spent his childhood in Santa Barbara, and then moved to 
Riverside in 1929. He studied architecture at the University of Southern California. He was an 
architect for the U.S. Navy during the World War II and helped design the U.S. Naval Hospital 
in Norco. In 1946, he opened a Riverside branch office for Heitschmidt and Matcham, a Los 
Angeles-based architecture firm. In 1950, Ruhnau founded his own firm. Much of his work is in 
Riverside, and includes homes, banks and other commercial buildings, and numerous 
government facilities. In 1975, he completed two high-profile commissions in Riverside, the 
Riverside City Hall and the Riverside County Administration Center. In 1979, a newspaper 
called Ruhnau the dominant figure in Riverside architecture after World War II. He also 
designed farm labor housing and County fairground buildings in Indio. He became an AIA 
Fellow in 1974. Before his death in 2006, Ruhnau received the lifetime achievement award from 
the Inland Chapter of the AIA. Ruhnau’s firm is still operational today as Ruhnau Ruhnau 
Clarke, and his son David is one of the principals. The firm has offices in Riverside and 
Carlsbad. 

 
The Library is an excellent example of Mid-century Modern civic architecture in Riverside. Mid-
century Modern is a term used to describe the postwar iteration of the International Style in both 
residential and commercial design. The International Style was characterized by geometric 
forms, smooth wall surfaces, and an absence of exterior decoration. Mid-century Modern 
represents the adaptation of these elements to the local climate and topography, as well as to the 
postwar need for efficiently-built, moderately-priced homes. In Southern California, this often 
meant the use of wood post-and-beam construction. Mid-century Modernism is often 
characterized by a clear expression of structure and materials, large expanses of glass, and open 
interior plan. Character-defining features of the style include simple geometric forms; post-and-
beam construction; flat or low-pitched gabled roofs; flush mounted steel-frame windows or large 
single-paned, wood-framed windows; exterior staircases, decks, patios, and balconies; and brick 
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or stone often used as primary or accent material. There are several other prominent examples of 
Mid-Century Modern architecture in Riverside including office buildings, schools, 
university/college campus buildings, churches and private residences.  
 
The Library exhibits significant character-defining features of the Mid-century Modern style, 
including simple geometric forms, horizontal massing, direct expression of the structural system, 
flat roof with wide-overhanging eaves, and floor-to-ceiling windows. At the time of its 
construction, it was the only library in the United States with a circular plan. The circular plan 
and method of construction allowed for a lack of interior walls, addressing the need for floor 
space, storage capacity, and flexibility. 
 
The Library continued in its original use until March 2011. The functional operation of the 
Library moved to the first floor of the former Auto Club of Southern California office located at 
6927 Magnolia Avenue in May 2011, leaving the former Library vacant.   

 
V. ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION: 
 

The former Marcy Branch Library (Library) is a one-story, 4,275 square foot steel-framed 
building originally constructed in 1957. It is currently vacant. The Mid-Century Modern Library 
is distinguished by its circular plan and its flat roof. The Library is set back from the sidewalk 
and flanked on the east and west by small surface parking lots; the lot to the east is the one 
associated with the Library. There is a small rectangular volume projecting from the south façade 
which houses restroom facilities; at the front of this volume is a brick wall that originally 
included the library signage, which has been removed and stored by the City Library 
Department. The building is constructed of stack bond Roman brick on a concrete slab. The roof 
is framed with laminated wood beams arranged in a radiating pattern that project beyond the 
edge of the roof. The beams are exposed both in the interior and exterior ceiling/soffit and above 
the roof, and are supported by unobtrusive steel columns. The roof has a substantial overhang on 
the south and east façades. On the south façade, the roof overhang creates a sheltered entryway 
over the primary, recessed entrance. The primary entrance has a single, fully-glazed metal door, 
sidelights, and transom. A secondary entrance on the east façade has double wood doors with 
their original hardware. Fenestration, which is concentrated on the east façade, consists of fixed, 
floor-to-ceiling metal sash windows with alternating blue and white colored panels in the bottom 
section. The north façade has a small rectangular volume that houses mechanical equipment. On 
the west façade, a wood fence shelters an exterior patio. Modern materials such as the composite 
aluminum/plastic of the sky dome over the central desk, plate glass windows only in the entrance 
area to maximize wall space, and the lack of interior bearing walls with two folding doors to 
allow flexibility in space usage are only a few Mid-Century Modern elements found in the 
Library. 

 
VI. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE:  
 

The former Marcy Branch Library retains its integrity and continues to convey its historic 
significance. According to the survey evaluations, it is eligible for listing in the National Register 
of Historic Places, the California Register, and as a local Landmark. Therefore, a status code that 
represents the Library’s eligibility for designation has been assigned: 3S – individual property 
that appears eligible for the National Register. The Library is an excellent example of Mid-
century Modern civic architecture in Riverside, especially noted for innovative circular plan. It is 
eligible as the work of significant local architect Herman Ruhnau. Based on the evaluations, the 

CHB – September 18, 2013 4 of 5 P13-0478 



former Marcy Branch Library appears to be eligible for local listing as a City Landmark under 
criteria: 1, Exemplifies or reflects special elements of the city’s cultural, social, economic, 
political, aesthetic, engineering, architectural, or natural history; 3, Embodies distinctive 
characteristics of a style, type, period or method of construction, or is a valuable example of the 
use of indigenous materials or craftsmanship; and 4, Represents the work of a notable builder, 
designer or architect or important creative individual in Section 20.50.010(U) of Title 20 of the 
Municipal Code as described in the facts for findings above. A detailed statement of significance 
and additional information are provided in the attached Designation Application (Exhibit 3). 

 
VII. PUBLIC NOTICE AND COMMENTS: 
 

Public notices were published in one newspaper of general circulation within the City, and 
mailed to property owners and occupants within 300 feet of the site, at least ten (10) days prior to 
the hearing. No comments have been received to date. 

 
VIII. EXHIBITS: 
 
1. Location Map 
2.  Aerial Photograph 
3. Designation Application 
4. Historic Photograph  
5.  Current Photograph(s) 
 
 
G:\CHB\09-18-13\P13-0478 rtd.docx 
Teri Delcamp, Historic Preservation Senior Planner 
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Designation Application
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P13-0478, Exhibit 4 - Historic Photo



P13-0478, Exhibit 5
Current Photos

View looking Northwest

View of West Facade looking East



P13-0478, Exhibit 5
Current Photos

Detail of Entry looking North
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