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The tradition  
o f designing 
libraries to 
im ita te  Greek or 
R om an templeo 
hao given no 
dome wonderful 
build ingd...
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A LIA pres iden t w anders  the  streets lo o k 

ing  fo r so m e w h e re  to  breakfast. I 

w anted  good food accom pan ied  by d is
cree t serv ice  in an e legant bu t re laxed setting. 

N o t k n o w in g  the  area, I se lec ted  by ex te rna l 

appearance. It too k  som e tim e , bu t m y c rite ria  

w e re  m et in L ittle  C o llin s  Street. I en tered ho p 

ing th a t the  q u a lity  o f the  fo o d  and se rv ice  

w o u ld  m atch the  decor.

As w ith  restaurants, the physica l appearance 

o f lib ra ries  can be an in d ic a to r o f the  q u a lity  o f 

serv ices p ro v id e d . U n lik e  restaurateurs, h o w 

eve r, l ib ra ry  s ta ff do  no t a lw a ys  have c o n tro l 

ove r the type  o f b u ild in g s  fro m  w h ic h  they o p 

erate. The m a in tenance  o f ou r b u ild in g s  is often 

d e p e n d e n t on p o lic y  o r fu n d in g  be yo n d  o u r 

c o n tro l. S till, the re  is a grea t deal tha t can be 

a ch ie ve d  w ith  even the  m ost u n a ttra c tiv e  

prem ises.

W e  can a ll th in k  o f lib ra rie s  w h ic h  do  not 

qu ite  w o rk  fo r som e reason. The p rob lem  is usu

a lly  re la ted  to  an ove rem p has is  on fo rm  and 

ap pea rance  and no t en ough  on  fu n c tio n  and 
user requ irem en ts . T yp ica l are the grand foyers 

o f som e o f o u r m a jo r lib ra ries . D e vo id  o f signs 

o r o th e r in d ica to rs , they leave v is ito rs  w ith  few  
o p tio n s  —  e ith e r leave o r try  to  fin d  services by 

d iscove ry , in tu it io n  o r luck .

The tra d ition  o f design ing lib ra ries to im ita te  

G re ek  o r R om an te m p le s  has g iven  us som e 

w o n d e rfu l b u ild in g s . They p ro v id e  settings in 
w h ic h  k n o w le d g e  can be revered  if  no t w o r 

sh ipped. Entering th e ir  porta ls  a u to m a tic a lly  re

duces vo ices  to  a w h is p e r and in tim id a te s  a ll 

bu t the  in it ia te d  o r the  m ost d e te rm in e d . In 

o th e r lib ra ries  you  are assailed by a m yria d  o f 
signs w h ic h  in s tru c t, d ire c t and w a rn . S om e

tim es, these signs are w e ll-p resen ted  bu t m ore 
o ften  are te m p o ra ry , h a n d -w r itte n  m iss ives 

w h ic h  linge r un til they a tta in  a he ritage s ig n if i

cance o f th e ir o w n . O ve r the years, I have v is 

ited m any lib ra rie s  w h ic h  re sem b le  se co n d 

hand shops w ith  th e ir  ju m b le  o f m ism a tch e d  

fu rn itu re  and an a ll-p e rva d in g  e xp e c ta tio n  that 

there must be a treasure h idden am ong the junk.

W h ile  som e p e op le  w i l l  use a lib ra ry  irre 

spective  o f its appearance , the m a jo rity  w i l l  e i

the r not en te r o r w i l l  no t re turn if the phys ica l 

a m b ience  is unsa tis fac to ry . Yet, the in it ia l im 

press ion  ga in ed  on e n te rin g  m a ny  lib ra rie s  is 

un w e lco m in g . This is d if f ic u lt  to ove rcom e even 

if the  staff and services are fau ltless.

If w e  w a n t lib ra rie s  and lib ra ry  sta ff to  be 

w e ll-re g a rd e d , w e  need to  pay a tten tion  to  ou r 

p u b lic  persona. A m a jo r part o f that image is the

design and p re sen ta tion  o f o u r ph ys ica l sur

round ings.

M a n y  a good lib ra ry  b u ild in g  has been 

m arred by fligh ts  o f fan cy  on the  part o f a rc h i
tects, p o lit ic ia n s  and lib ra rians. For m any a rch i

tects, fo rm  precedes fu n c tio n  as th e y  seek to 

design a b u ild in g  w h ic h  is an im m e d ia te  testi

m o n y  to  th e ir  c re a tiv ity . Long afte r the y  have 

m oved on to  an o the r p ro je c t, lib ra ry  s taff and 

users are co p in g  d ilig e n tly  w ith  th e ir fo llie s .

The b lam e is not a ll w ith  the  designers. In 
m any instances lib ra rians  are e q u a lly  as cu lp a 

b le . M a n y  o f us are c o n v in c e d  w e  k n o w  how  

o u r lib ra ries  are used and ho w  they w il l  be u t i

lised in the fu tu re . O fte n , o u r be lie fs are based 

on su p p o s itio n  and lo fty  idea ls ra ther than  on 

e m p ir ica l kno w le dge .

Some years ago, I stood in the foye r o f the 

U n ive rs ity  o f W o llo n g o n g  L ib rary  no ting  w here  
peop le  w e n t after en te ring . The m a jo rity  never 

le ft the g round  flo o r and used a sm all range o f 
services —  reserve c o lle c tio n , ca ta logue  te rm i

nals, p h o to co p ie rs , to ile ts , re ference desk and 

loans cou n te r. U sing tha t in fo rm a tio n , w e  rede
s igned the  foye r. O v e r the  en su ing  years, the 

s tud en t p o p u la tio n  g rew  and the re  w ere  

changes in the w a y  the lib ra ry  was used. The 

foye r was redesigned several tim es to cope w ith  

these changes. By using m o d u la r fu rn itu re  and 

by u t il is in g  the c e il in g  c a v ity  fo r c a b lin g , w e  

w ere  ab le  to make these changes w ith  re la tive  

ease and eco nom y.

The p o in t o f the pa rab le  is to design f le x ib ly  

fo r the  present in the  ce rta in  k n o w le d g e  tha t 

w h a te ve r you  p lan  w i l l  be changed in the  fu 

ture.

D o n 't  be a fra id  to  ch a lle n g e  a rc h ite c tu ra l 

adv ice . M ost arch itects  o n ly  ever design one l i 

brary and they are learn ing on the job . If you are 

fo rtuna te  enough to  get an a rch itec t w h o  w orks  

w ith  you  as a partner, re jo ice  —  fo r you have 

fou nd  a rare treasure.

T h a n k fu lly , an increasing  nu m ber o f l ib ra r

ies are user-oriented, w e ll-des igned  and p rov ide  

an e n v iro n m e n t w h ic h  encourages th e ir  use. 

The c re a tio n  o f these c o n d it io n s  is o ften  

ach ieved despite  the basic design o f the b u ild 

ing and through the persistence and c re a tiv ity  o f 

lib ra ry  staff.

H o w  w as breakfast? W e ll,  I ' l l  g ive  it ten 

po in ts  fo r decor, n ine  fo r service , n ine  fo r food 

q u a lity  and presentation bu t zero  fo r the lo u d 

est c a p p u cc in o  m ach ine  in the southern h e m i

sphere! ■
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