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PrRice: $1,350,000

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1021 Chestnut Street is in shell condition and requires renovation. This property was, at one
time, The Mercantile Library, a branch of the Free Library of Philadelphia. It was considered a
landmark building in terms of the modern architecture in its day. The property, which was
designed in 1952 by architect Sydney Martin, won the Gold Medal award by the American
Institute of Architecture in 1954. This building has a one story space with glass in the front and
all glass in the back overlooking a garden. The entrance off of Chestnut Street is in between
both levels with a staircase going up or down servicing both levels. Today the property is
vacant and requiring renovation. The construction is steel and concrete slab with glass. The
current ownership has researched the possibility of building above to give additional floors to the
property. There are considerations that have to be addressed. The first being that the property
has been deemed significant by the historic commission and therefore its fagade may have to
be maintained, and anything newly constructed may have to be built taking that into
consideration. The second consideration deals with structural aspects. A letter of opinion is
available, enclosed here, discussing the ability to build 5 floors above the existing structure.

The possible uses for this property are many, including medical, retail, offices and residential
development. Jefferson Hospital is directly across the street from the property and there are
numerous other notable buildings that surround the property including the Victory Building which
is directly to the East.
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YEAR BUILT: 1952
ARCHITECTS: Martin, Stewart and Noble
HONORS AIA Gold Medal for design 1954
LoT SiIzE: 35x173
STREET FRONTAGE!: 35’ on Chestnut Street
LoT AREA: 6,050 SF
NUMBER OF FLOORS: Two, Basement + Garden
GROSS FLOOR AREA: 4,500 SF +
GROSS BUILDING AREA 9000 SF +

BASEMENT AREA: Partial in front, ramped down from lower-
level.

CONSTRUCTION: Reinforced concrete slab
FLOORING: Concrete
OPEN SPACE: Garden in rear
ELECTRICAL: Out of Service

HVAC: Out of Service. A penthouse exists for
HVAC mechanical room.

CEILING: Upper level 13’ 9”
Lower level 11’ 3”

ZONING: C-5 Commercial

2011 REAL ESTATE TAXES: $26,159.07
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The Mercantile Library possesses added significance as a fine example of the work of
Philadelphia architect Sydney E. Martin. Martin was a versatile architect whose work evolved
from the Beaux-Arts influenced designs that he produced just after the turn of the century, to the
award winning International Style buildings that he produced at mid-century. Martin was born in
Fox Chase, Philadelphia in 1883. He received his B.S. in architecture from the University of
Pennsylvania in 1902, and then worked for a succession of firms including Thomas, Churchman
and Molitor, and Day and Klauder. From 1919 until 1931, Martin collaborated with Donald M.
Kirkpatrick and Walter Thomas in the firm of Thomas, Martin and Kirkpatrick. Together, these
architects produced the design for the present Christian Association Building at 3601 Locust
Walk, along with designs for numerous churches and residences. In 1931, Kirkpatrick left the
firm which then went on as Thomas and Martin until 1941 when Thomas retired. Martin
practiced alone until 1954 when he was joined by Robert Warren Noble and Harry Gorden
Stewart, associate architects of the Mercantile Library. Due to the great success of that
building, the City of Philadelphia commissioned Martin, Stewart, and Noble to build other branch
libraries for the Free Library of Philadelphia in the 1950s, including those for the Kensington,
West Oak Lane, and Wadsworth neighborhoods.

Martin had a very active career, and served as president of the Philadelphia chapter of the AIA
from 1940 to 1942, as a board member of the Athenaeum of Philadelphia from 1952 to 1964,
and as a trustee of Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Fairmount Park Art Association from
1943 to 1954. Martin continued in architectural practice until 1965, when he retired. He died in
1970.

The principles that informed the design of this library building influenced the designs of many
post-war Philadelphia office buildings, notably those in Penn Center. By the time of the
construction of these larger buildings in the 1960s, however, many architects had lost sight of
the original principles of the International Style. In an effort to make these buildings seem more
current, architects have recently retro-fitted many examples, leaving the Mercantile Library
Building as a fine and rare example of the International Style in Philadelphia. The building also
possesses significance as a record of the historically important Mercantile Library Company,
and as the work of Philadelphia architect Sydney E. Martin.

The full report is available upon request.
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The Philadelphia Register of Historic Places
Excerpt from report regarding the significance of 1021 Chestnut Street.

The architects of the Mercantile Library adapted the International Style, usually used to produce
free standing structures, to the needs of a small downtown building that stands as part of an
important commercial streetscape. While the building departs in scale and materials from its
neighbors, the designers responded to the commercial nature of the location, and attempted to
“sell” reading. Contemporary commentators called the new Mercantile Library “an extrovert”
and noted that “its open show-window front removes all library mystery, does away with steps,
makes using books seem natural, easy, popular”. Moreover, the well-lit single volume space
enables supervision of the building from the circulation desk in the mezzanine lobby. The
Philadelphia chapter of the American Institute of Architects recognized the high caliber of this
design, and awarded the Mercantile Library its highest honor, the Gold Medal, for the year 1954.

The Mercantile Library Building also possesses significance because of its association with the
history of one of Philadelphia’s most important private libraries. In 1821, cultural leaders in
Philadelphia identified a need for another circulating library, but did not find public funding
forthcoming. In that year the city’s leading business men invited the merchants and merchants’
clerks to meet and discuss the subject. At that meeting, those present selected Robert Waln,
son of the important 18" century Philadelphia merchant, to chair a committee that would draft a
constitution for the new library. By 1822, 300 of these business people had enrolled in the
Mercantile Library Association, which had the aim of providing members with a general reading
library, as well as with records, almanacs, and books that would be helpful in business. The
library formally opened in a single room at 100 Chesthut Street on March 5, 1821 with a
collection of 1,000 books.
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