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Praise for Rochambeau, not burial 
David Brussat

CLOWNS AND BALLOONS, pols and kids, and, yes, even books were on hand, glad to be checked out again, at 
Sunday's reopening of the Rochambeau branch of the Providence Public Library. Fifteen long months of 
renovation were over, the doors were open, and the community was happy. Very happy. So happy that your 
crotchety correspondent's grumpy dismay over the new addition was lifted, somewhat.

Criticism is by definition a cranky calling, and the critic has an obligation to call his shots as he sees them, 
without heeding personal feelings of adoration for such institutions as dear PPL, or hesitating to upbraid its 
brilliant board of trustees when it has blundered badly. But a community floating on a cloud of joy must boost 
even the dankest of critical spirits, even one cranked up by the new addition attached to the beloved old 
Rochambeau.

So let's see. Where to begin? Well, there is much to be said for this $5 million renovation, designed by Bob 
Miklos, of the Boston firm of Ann Beha Architects, and built by Dimeo Corp. The square footage was doubled to 
18,000. An elevator and more computers were added. From two airy, transparent new reading rooms one for 
adults and one for children the glories of Hope Street may be seen, as if through a sort of windshield to the future.

Here is the place to be. Imagine a child reading in the Victoria Lederberg Memorial Children's Reading Room. He 
gets through a grueling paragraph, fighting to understand word after word, and then, wiping the sweat off his 
brow, he glances up. Instead of a poopy old wall with fuddy-duddy molding, he sees the sun beaming down from 
above, and below are the gabled roofs of his neighborhood. The boy is charmed, and so, you might say, are we.

It is this cube of glass, this beacon, sunlit by day, lit to a bright glow by night, that is the star of this renovation. 
The cube is great in the very same way that the glass façade of Old Stone Square, near downtown Providence, is 
great. From that building's 11th floor, the view of the city is fantastic, partly because the building you are in is not  
in it.

Which calls to mind that the novelist Guy de Maupassant was said to take lunch every day in the restaurant at the 
Eiffel Tower the only place in Paris where he could not see it. As good a reason as any to visit Rochambeau's big 
glass box. Blurring inside and outside is all the rage in architecture today.

Among the blessings of modern architecture (being few, each blessing is all the more valuable) is the heightened 
appreciation it instills in us for classical architecture. What is beauty without ugliness to set it off? What is Miss 
Vincy without Miss Garth (Middlemarch)? Without the new, we take the old for granted. Next to the old pre-
renovation Rochambeau, its neighbor, the Fourth Baptist Church (1910), was just another asymmetrical pile of 
ashlar with a square tower. Now, reflected in the glassy façade of the new addition, the church's English Gothic 
beauty doubles in stature, at least.

In this light, Rochambeau's bright new glowing box is a perfectly splendid cautionary tale by which to help us 
imagine the proposed RISD Center.

At last, we mustn't forget that old Rochambeau, the dowager, in her elegant Georgian Revival dress, is not 
eradicated but merely eclipsed by her towering offspring. Designed in 1930 by Howe & Church, she was, says 
PPL Director Dale Thompson, "in the Carnegie tradition, a shrine to books." Now, says Thompson, old 
Rochambeau is "a welcoming beacon to the community."

So she is. Indeed, how can a thousand people - the attendance at Sunday's fête - be wrong?
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