
Denis Richardson’s contribution
A L IA  V ic to r ia n  B ra n c h  2 9  M a y  1 9 9 1
(A bridged tex t o f  an address by Jean  
W hyte a t D enis's fa rew ell fu n c tio n .)
I have known Denis for quite a long 
time. We worked together in the 
National Library in the Fleming days 
and both came to M elbourne when the 
Fleming days were over.

D uring  and since his days in the 
National Library, he has played a 
leading part in planning for a national 
library system, he has been Librarian o f 
a very distinguished University and 
Chairman o f C AVAL. Fie has also 
w ritten and presented many papers at 
conferences o f the Library Association o f 
Australia, and served as its Vice- 
President, President and Past-President. 
His conference papers express the 
opinions hopes and worries o f one who 
thinks more clearly than most o f  us.

In  1963, as Librarian o f  the 
Toowoomba M unicipal Library, Denis 
said (Proc. 12th Conf. LAA): ‘The first 
and most obvious objective o f a library 
is to bring its books, and other library 
materials, in to contact w ith  the readers 
for whom they are held. ... There are 
people in our libraries —  readers, for 
whose benefit we have been given care 
o f a collection o f  books. As our 
collections become larger and more 
complex the reader w ill become more 
confused and overwhelmed by sheer 
weight o f  materials. Fie w ill need far 
more consideration than he has had in 
the past. N o  longer can we dismiss the 
reader from our thoughts by placing 
“ Readers Adviser” on the desk o f some 
jun io r staff member. The reader, we 
hope, w ill be ever w ith  us. I t  is up to us 
to devote ourselves to his well-being.’

One o f the most im portant 
documents in Australian library history 
is the R eport o f  the C om m ittee o f  In q u iry  
in to  P ublic L ibraries (the H orton  
Report). The LA A ’s submission was 
w ritten by Denis and three colleagues 
(extra issue o f  A LJ, 1975). In it  he calls 
fo r  an environm ent in  w hich access to 
in form ation is n o t only every citizen 's right 
b u t also every c itize n ’s reality. This 
publication is too im portant, (and 
perhaps too depressing) to summarise. I 
commend it to anyone looking for a 
starting po int from  which to study the 
recent history o f  public lib rary provision 
in Australia.

Denis has always kept up w ith  the 
literature o f his profession. His 
conference papers reflect the state o f  the 
art. H is vision was revealed in three 
conference papers:

The F uture fo r  L ibrarians in Proc.
20th Conf. LAA. Canberra, 1979.

C hanging Structures, R elationships a n d

by Jean Whyte

E nvironm en t o f  Libraries in Proc. 1st 
N Z L A /L A A  Conf. Christchurch. 1981.

The N ew  Technology a n d  w hat i t  does 
in Proc. L A A /N Z L A  Conf. Brisbane, 
1984.

Denis calls for an 
environment in 
which access to 
information is not 
only every citizen's 
right but also every 
citizen's reality.

Flis suggestions for our profession 
include: ‘The future for librarians lies in 
being genuine inform ation professionals 
serving the com m unity either as 
generalists or as specialists. W hat do we 
have potentially to offer that others do 
not and is o f value? —  fundamentally an 
understanding o f the structure o f 
in form ation and how most effectively to 
lin k  a user’s needs to the relevant 
inform ation or documents? We have 
traditionally been concerned w ith  the 
intellectual analysis and organisation o f 
recorded knowledge. We must now turn 
also to the interpretation and analysis o f  
the needs o f  users’.

H is central proposition is that the de
institutionalisation o l the profession w ill 
come through advances in 
com m unication and inform ation 
technology.

In  his 1981 paper, Denis says: ‘We 
have got to stop assuming that the 
publishing world as we have 
traditionally  understood it, is the major 
manufacturer w ith  whom , as a retail 
service industry, we have to deal. 
Increasingly, we w ill have to deal w ith 
in form ation producers —  manufacturers 
who may be concerned to disseminate a 
product in the way the publishers used 
to, but on the other hand, may only be 
concerned to provide access to their 
product for those who see enough value 
in such access to be prepared to pay for 
it . ’

The Brisbane paper o f 1984 is a 
masterly assembling o f  the possibilities 
o f the new technology and an 
assessment o f  its potential effects. It 
ends w ith  a warning:

‘There is ...considerable confusion 
and naivety in the minds o f those who 
promote —  at least in  the popular 
media —  the concept o f the 
Inform ation Society. I suggest that it 
also needs to be associated w ith the 
concept o f  a Knowledge Society. M any 
o f  the assumptions o f  an infrastructure 
for an In form ation Society are based on 
a narrow interpretation o f the needs o f 
society and reflect expectations for 
instant data at the touch o f a button and 
little  understanding o f  the processes o f 
exploration and education for which the 
resources o f libraries, ... are an essential 
support. Perhaps this reflects the 
attitudes o f scientists and technologists 
who are driv ing the Inform ation 
Society. Tw enty years ago in the debate 
on the Tw o Cultures, C P Snow pointed 
to a basic difference between a science- 
based culture and humanities-based 
culture. The former is not concerned 
w ith  the past state o f knowledge in the 
field: A  molecular biologist in 1984 does 
not first have to learn the state o f 
molecular biology in 1954 or 1924 etc. 
The state o f knowledge in 1984 has 
absorbed previous wisdom. The 
opposite is the case in the humanities 
and society needs constantly to return to 
its past. Libraries have a central role, but 
to fu lfil it  they have to look to the future 
—  not live in the past... i f  I may end 
w ith  another classic graffiti which was 
enshrined in our library catalogues by 
Simone Signoret: nostalgia isn ’t w hat it 
used to be)

I have left out Denis’s many 
contributions to professional journals 
and, o f  course, his unpublished reports 
in the records o f the National Library, 
the University o f  Melbourne and the 
Library Association o f Australia. These I 
leave to future historians.
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