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In another file are the contents of the briefcase that he took 
with him to Ndola: his New Testament and a book of psalms. 
Here too are Rainer Maria Rilke’s Elegies and Sonnets, in 
German; a novel by Jean Giono, in French; Martin Buber’s I 
and Thou, in English, borrowed from the UN library; and the 
same book in the original German, inscribed to Hammar-
skjöld by Buber himself. Dag had also packed the writing 
pad on which he had started to translate Buber’s book into 
Swedish.¹

So goes historian Susan Williams’s remarkable inventory of Dag 
Hammarskjöld’s briefcase, found at the crash site of his aircraft, 
the Albertina, in her book about Hammarskjöld’s death on Sep-
tember 18, 1961 in Northern Rhodesia, present-day Zambia.² The 
briefcase’s contents, perhaps befitting his role as the second sec-
retary-general of the United Nations (UN), are a veritable humanist 
library, an idealistic image of the Western intellectual canon at the 
height of decolonization.
 This library was curiously unfit for the task at hand, not unlike 
another library that Hammarskjöld was involved with in those days, 
the Dag Hammarskjöld Library (DHL), dedicated on November 16, 
1961. Both reveal a contradiction at the heart of the UN project. 
They represent a misplaced faith in the written word, and by exten-
sion, the Western literary tradition, a faith that, whether through 
ignorance or defiance, does not recognize the limits of its own rel-
evance. Ultimately, both the briefcase and the building remain pre-
cisely that: representations of the “republic of letters,” a seamless 
communicative web that aspired to govern the world at the same 
time as this republic was coming undone.

 Even before it existed as a building, the library performed a 
symbolic role for the UN. Its founders of the late 1940s, as well as 
the international Board of Design Consultants (BoDC) for its New 
York headquarters during that period, thought of the UN’s nascent 
library as a modern-day Library of Alexandria—where books and 
documents from all over the world would be collected, facilitating 
communication between delegates from all nations.3 According to 
George Dudley, author of an unconventional but thrilling account 
of the design of the UN Headquarters, the group focused on the 
library, above other things, at their very first meeting—not because 
it provided them with an anchor of security among their peers, but 
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because libraries and internationalism go hand-in-hand and serve 
as metaphors for each other.4 To the BoDC, the library was assumed 
to be the most important aspect of international life, anchored in 
language and history, mediated through translation.5

While there was some contention around the precise constellation 
of the library, everyone involved in its initial conception—be they the 
UN’s designers, diplomats, or advisors—outdid each other in boost-
ing the library’s mandate to ecumenical proportions. Le Corbusier 
declared that it should become a “tremendous world library.”6 Some 
of this ambition made it into the fully illustrated 1947 report to the 
General Assembly. Here the library was supposed to be located 
on the four lowest floors of the Secretariat Building and contain 
1,500,000 volumes in 171,000 square feet: 

For the great amount and variety of research it must carry 
on, the Secretariat should have at its disposal a well-stocked 
and well-equipped library. If it includes the collections of 
the specialized agencies, it may well contain a million or 
more volumes. The delegates and their advisers, as well as 
some private scholars, should also have ready access to the 
library. Small specialized branches or depots may be estab-
lished among the various departments and specialized 
agencies, and pneumatic or other mechanical means for 
rapid delivery should be envisaged.7

Because of this initial enthusiasm for the library, it is ironic that when 
$20 million dollars were shaved off the headquarters’ total costs in 
1947, the library was eliminated from the scheme. After the BoDC 
had disbanded and gone home, the library was relocated to the 
new, if undistinguished, Housing Authority Building until a better 
solution could be provided and funding secured.8 This funding only 
surfaced ten years later in the form of a $6.5 million-dollar donation 
from the Ford Foundation. The fundraising campaign was pursued 
energetically by Hammarskjöld himself, who in a letter to Henry Ford 
II claimed that he was “convinced that the use of the library facilities 393

contributes much toward providing a solid basis for progress and 
constructive growth in international affairs. A good library should 
always be at the center of any sound international development.” 
 This library when realized housed 500,000 books in 60,000 
square feet, a third of its 1947 scope.9 The DHL is a handsome, if 
unremarkable, three-story, late-modern building with a penthouse 
and three underground levels, for a total of six floors. Its exterior 
massing and detailing are derivative of other UN buildings, espe-
cially the Secretariat. It is effectively a three-story Secretariat, com-
plete with similar dimensions (although slightly pudgier), rotated 
ninety degrees, wrapped with a band of marble on the short ends 
and glass curtain walls on the long ends, again replicating the 
material disposition of its model. Other details vary slightly. The 
Secretariat’s spandrel glass is replicated on the southern façade of 
the library, but on the northern façade this is omitted (per instruc-
tions by Hammarskjöld himself, more on which later) to achieve 
a more “vertical” effect from the cour d’honneur. The penthouse 
roof is slightly curved, according to one description to “conform 
with the lines of the General Assembly building,” thus completing 
the library’s mimicry of the surrounding buildings. One can see the 
library as almost a mini-Secretariat with a mini-General Assembly 
on top.10

 The first floor was originally connected to the Secretariat via a 
glass corridor. 11 This floor comprises the main public spaces of the 
library—a generous entrance lobby, the “public lounge,” and the 
main reading room. The double height entrance lobby leads down 
to the concourse level, through which library users can exit via a 
corridor towards the west of the building. This space is the multime-
dia floor, with a 210-person auditorium, audio and microfilm rooms, 
a periodical reading room, and periodical stacks. The second floor 
houses the library’s most generously designed space, the Wood-
row Wilson Reading Room, which is dedicated to research on the 
League of Nations, the UN, and other international organizations. 
The room features a curving white pine ceiling and a wall-card cat-
alog made of African wenge. In addition to the ecumenical aspira-
tions of the reading room, the floor houses the “full documentation 
of the United Nations and all of its special agencies,” as well as a 
map room providing “topographic, geographic, climatological, and 
other related information for all regions of the world.” 12 The third 
floor houses the offices of the director and deputy director of the 
library. The second and third basements are the main stack areas 
of the library, with the third basement also housing its mechanical 
equipment. The penthouse offers a spacious lounge intended for 
receptions and most prominently features the famous mural by 
Swedish artist Bo Beskow.
 At the dedication ceremony of the library, doubling as a memo-
rial service for the recently deceased secretary-general, then-act-
ing secretary-general U Thant claimed that Hammarskjöld was an 
“intellectual whose training and daily work embraced history, eco-
nomics and the law, and whose private pleasures included philoso-
phy and poetry. He read Kierkegaard and Sartre and Buber, Eliot and 
Perse, as he listened to Bach and looked at Picasso”:

For such a man, architecture’s combination of precise 
physical and mathematical principles with the most subtle 
aesthetic harmonies was a most congenial combination. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that the late Secretary-General 
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took a close personal interest in every detail of the Library’s 
design, from its general outline to the texture of the fabric 
on a single chair. He looked at plans, drawings, models, 
samples of wood and marble and leather; he requested 
construction of model rooms to display alternate lighting 
fixtures and flooring materials; he expressed opinions and 
took final decisions on such questions as the curve of the 
roof, the color of the draperies, the dimensions and the 
design of a mural. And he did these things with delight, 
as a relaxation from the daily responsibilities of his office, 
and with such good humor and evident taste that, far from 
annoying the professionals—the architects, designers, 
engineers, artists—he won their immediate respect and 
their admiring co-operation.13

This is a strange combination of endearment and dismissal of archi-
tecture’s importance. Thant presents the library design as the con-
venient dabbling of a dilettante, something freeing Hammarskjöld’s 
mind from the anxiety of the real world.
 Indeed, this narrative is borne out in Hammarskjöld’s correspon-
dences. Hammarskjöld was engaged in a lively exchange about the 
design of the library at least as late as July 8, 1960 in a meeting with 
the architects of record, Wallace Harrison of Harrison & Abramow-
itz & Harris (see note 4) and the partner in charge, Michael Harris. 
Hammarskjöld and the architects reviewed comments the secre-
tary-general had made about the penthouse roof in a meeting a 
month earlier on June 1, 1960. During that meeting, while exam-
ining an architectural model, Hammarskjöld complained that “the 
penthouse design gives too much an impression of ‘pagoda’ style 
architecture,” suggesting that “the roof should be slightly ‘flattened’ 
by lowering each end and possibly elevating the center curve to a 
small extent—these modifications would sufficiently de-emphasize 
the curvature in design.” He had also suggested that the “horizon-
tal ‘lines’ of the design convey a feeling or a lack of vertical support 
which is not compensated by the narrow upright trim at each end of 
the building when viewed from the Secretariat court.” 14 In the July 
8 meeting, the architects and the secretary-general decided “that 
the south wall follows the general design details used for the Sec-
retariat building.” Further, “on the north wall, ‘spendrel’ [sic] lines 
are to be omitted, and the glass will extend from floor to ceiling (at 
each floor). The effect of this design has been to modify an apparent 
lack of vertical ‘support’ observed in the original model as well as to 
improve the appearance of the Woodrow Wilson Room.”15

 “Humanist, scholar, poet, philosopher, international statesman, 
and world citizen”—sure. 16 But designer? His attempts to counter-
act the apparent lack of “vertical support” (as enabled by the curtain 
wall-hung steel frame, the sine qua non of modern architecture) 
suggest that Hammarskjöld was trying his best to turn the façade 
of the library into a sort of Greco-Roman temple, to say nothing of 
his distaste for whatever he saw to be the “pagoda style.” Discus-
sions of style notwithstanding, the whole episode deflates architec-
ture’s agency in an international setting. As Thant suggests above, 
the secretary-general delighted in his design duties even during 
what was at that point the greatest international crisis in the UN’s 
history—the meeting was held ten days after Congo had declared 
its independence from Belgium, the day before the Belgian gov-
ernment began its intervention in the Congo, and two days before 395

the Katanga secession.17 The suggestion is that architecture is 
not important, that it is a delightful distraction at best. But instead 
of seeing architecture as a distraction, I would like to challenge 
Thant’s point, to open the library doors and let the Cold War in.
 Modern architects had long dreamt of overcoming cultural 
specificity through the establishment of an autonomous, universal 
design language, which we will refer to as architectural internation-
alism; and the DHL is a perfect, if late, example. The international 
mobility of architectural form overcame two paradoxes—that any 
architecture, however “international,” was built in a place, and 
that it was made of materials coming from a place—through the 
digging and filling of holes: the filling of a hole in one place with 
materials excavated from another (however dispersed across the 
globe the latter hole was). Modern architecture’s internationality 
therefore came through the negation of any local architectural form 
(“pagoda”) as well as the recognition that any such form has to be 
made of materials local to some other place. A screw and a bolt can 
come from iron mines on opposite sides of the planet, but ultimately 
they have to conform to an abstract and often arbitrary standard to 
fit together (as in the case of the sixty degree angle of the Amer-
ican screw thread). Architectural form, however, only aspires to 
standardization metaphorically—there is no such thing as a stan-
dardized architectural form (in contradistinction to standardized 
architectural construction). Fifty years of architectural history and 
post-structuralist critique have taught us that form is always con-
taminated by a vernacular/representational/ideological residue, as 
is manifest in Hammarskjöld’s barely subliminal classicism.
 The only review of the library building came in an issue of 
Interiors. This review focuses on the “rare woods” aspect of the 
Woodrow Wilson Reading Room and again testifies to the sec-
retary-general-as-designer: “when he looked at a chair, he knew 
instantly if he wanted it or not.”18 According to Interiors, in “each of 
the library’s major areas woods are used to create entirely different 
effects.” In the Woodrow Wilson Reading Room—named after the 
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notoriously racist president—“one has the feeling of monumental 
wood sculpture” where the “informal planking of the Idaho white 
pine ceiling and wall contrast with the dark African wenge wood of 
the card catalog which follows the sloping line of the wall. The end 
walls are of Peruvian travertine almost the same color as the pine 
ceiling. Tables and chairs are also of African wenge. Carpeting is a 
soft blue-green.”19 Hammarskjöld thus rejected the cultural specific-
ity of architectural form through his aversion to “pagoda style” archi-
tecture while specifying something like a United Nations of Rare 
Woods. He remained a faithful subject of modern architectural inter-
nationalism, one that claims that if volumes are reduced to subtle, 
conservative impressions such as “clean,” “flat,” and “stable,” their 
materiality can reflect their internationality through slabs of marble 
and wenge.20

 It is hard not to see this theory of design as somehow related to 
the secretary-general’s vision of geopolitics and the UN’s role within 
them, so tragically on display in the Congo crisis. To Hammarskjöld, 
the UN was the “vertical support” of the “clean lines” governing the 
world. Within these “heavy borders,” the world’s nation-states would 
have to be fitted together while maintaining their inner homogene-
ity, not unlike the way in which the celebrated African wenge card 
catalog was fitted to the slope of the Idaho white pine ceiling.21 In 
fact, the more contrast across borders the better, if its co-existence 
is regulated from outside by the secretary-general-as-designer.
 It was precisely this regulatory capacity of the UN that the first 
prime minister of independent Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(then Republic of the Congo) challenged on July 14, six days after 
Hammarskjöld’s last design meeting. Patrice Lumumba found to 
his horror that the secretary-general had no intention of protecting 
the newly independent nation-state’s borders against the machina-
tions of the Katangese rebels and the Belgians. Instead of placing 
all of the UN’s resources at the disposal of Lumumba’s government, 
Hammarskjöld inserted the UN as a “neutral organization.”22 It was 
as if the card catalog was coming unglued, and instead of allowing 
Lumumba to re-glue it, the secretary-general was asking him to step 
aside as his Belgian friends claimed the best pieces for salvage.
 No wonder that the library-qua-library was something of an 
afterthought. The library went from being the icebreaker for the 
BoDC to the first thing that got cut when budgets needed to be 
trimmed. When it came to the planning, Hammarskjöld was more 397

interested in the appearance of the library than how it worked—at 
least we do not have any evidence of him giving anything other than 
aesthetic directions. As for the function of the library, its director, 
Josef Stummvoll, was not even included in these design meetings. 
Stummvoll wrote to another UN official, Andrew Cordier, that:

1.    I have just learned that on 8 July the architects exhib-
ited a revised model of the Library building at a 
meeting at which there was discussion of the Secre-
tary-General’s suggestions concerning the general 
exterior aspects of the building.

2.   Granted that the exterior design of the building and 
its harmonization with the other buildings on the site 
are not my particular concern, nevertheless I am inter-
ested, naturally, in every step of the planning. I request, 
therefore, that I be permitted to attend all such future 
meetings, if only as an observer.23

There is no evidence that there was another meeting at such a high 
level. Stummvoll promptly went on leave and never appears to have 
come back. After the Congo Crisis began, it consumed the secre-
tary-general: first his time and then a year later his life, as it did so 
many other lives during the years the “Global Cold War” raged. 24

 The thinly veiled resentment of Stummvoll’s letter attests to 
the tensions around the library from the very beginning. Physical 
libraries were important for delegates in the immediate aftermath of 
World War II, but despite their initial importance for the intergovern-
mental organization, the DHL never became the “tremendous world 
library” Le Corbusier dreamt of. Delegates speaking at the library’s 
opening in 1961 emphasized the need for objective facts in the 
early days of the organization; there were many stories of delegates 
gathering against the backdrop of ominous historical events with 
documents guiding the way to solutions. Still the library was cut out 
of the budget, languishing in an inopportune building. And because 
security concerns meant the library could never become public, 
UN documents were duplicated in “depository libraries” across the 
globe, which were more accessible to the general public, thus mak-
ing the library redundant to all but delegates and UN officials.25 On 
top of that, “in response to General Assembly resolution 52/214 … 
the Dag Hammarskjöld Library began its digitization programme 
to preserve fragile UN documents and to provide online access to 
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people all over the world” in 1998. This program went even further 
in doing away with the need for original paper copies and made the 
physical library redundant even to delegates and staff.26

 In more recent decades, the DHL has not been able to repur-
pose itself in the same ways that other institutional libraries have 
been able to in the digital age—with their emphasis on workspace 
away from home—or in the ways that American public libraries 
have, with their computer terminals, children’s story times, and 
spaces of respite for the homeless.27 This has never been more 
apparent than today, when the library’s physical role has been 
greatly limited due to security threats. Today the library is but a shell, 
merely a stand-in for a library or a representation of one. 
 Even so, if not for a single article in the New York Times pub-
lished in September 2015, nobody who is not a delegate or staff 
would even know that the library has been so compromised.28 At 
that point, the entire south side of the library had been completely 
emptied; it was being used only for storage. The penthouse recep-
tion room and auditorium were indefinitely closed. Though the 
Woodrow Wilson Reading Room has since reopened, the library is 
nevertheless a pale shadow of its original ambition. Perhaps Ham-
marskjöld was right about one thing: The design and its representa-
tion were more important than the library’s day-to-day functioning, 
since so much of it could be obviated through a contemporary ver-
sion of “pneumatic means”—materialized after all in the form of the 
DHL’s new website, affectionately dubbed “Dag.”29

 One cannot help but to read Hammarskjöld’s role in the Congo 
Crisis and his rigorous reading schedule as similarly symbolically 
potent but functionally obsolete. The books in his briefcase were an 
anachronism in a decolonizing world, just like the library. His idea 
that the UN could act as a “neutral organization” between the West 
and the East by occupying a decolonizing country to buttress what 
it called “moderate elements” was a hopelessly Eurocentric pol-
icy that proved that the UN was not up to the task that it had been 
forged around.

Postscript: Library under the Capital Master Plan
The political world the UN was operating in changed significantly 
between Kofi Annan’s proposal of the renovation of the headquar-
ters through the auspices of the Capital Master Plan in 1998 and 
its acceptance by the General Assembly in 2006. Not only had the 
attacks of September 11 displaced the scene of political violence 
into a major US city, but humanitarian organizations were increas-
ingly targeted all over the world. While the DHL was among the 
structures recommended for renovation by the Office of the Sec-
retary-General in 2000, the deteriorating geopolitical climate of 
the early aughts, and the subsequent global “war on terror,” threat-
ened the original premises of the plan. The resultant re-evaluation 
of the UN’s security procedures informed the plan through the 
introduction in 2009 of security standards that “apply a single sys-
tem throughout the United Nations security management system, 
making no distinction between headquarters, field, or missions.”30 
These “enhanced security measures” were implemented through-
out the headquarters while leaving the DHL as the odd one out, an 
ugly duckling—or in architectural jargon, a duck without a shed.
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