
Library buildings

Library Buildings: Strengthening Communities
A b o u t a q uarter-centu ry  ago, as a h um b le  

lib ra r ia n , I first b e ca m e  in vo lved  in 

p lan n in g  lib ra ry  b u ild in g s , I had a steep 

lea rn ing  cu rve . O n e  o f the first p r in c ip le s  

w h ic h  I lea rned , a long  w ith  H arry  

Fau lkn e r-B ro w n 's  'ten com m an d m en ts ', 

w as  'm ake  it b eau tifu l, but m ake  it w o rk '.

Th e  quest for com fo rt, co n ve n ie n ce  and 

v isu a l ap pea l b lended  w ith  the p ractica l 

pu rsu it o f m o d u la r structu res and 

fu n ctio n a lity . 'U se r-fr ie n d lin e ss ' becam e 

a b u z z w o rd . Partly it w as a reaction  to 

d aun ting  structu res o f the s ix tie s  and 

seven ties , or p rec ip ito u s flights of steps 

at the en tran ces to ech o in g  bu ild in gs 

from  bygone eras . M ostly , though, it w as 

a re a lisa tio n  that lib ra rie s  are p laces for 

p eo p le  w h ic h  need a hum an  sca le  and to 

be w e lc o m in g  as w e ll as fu n ctio n a l.

Th e  co n ce p t o f u ser-friend liness persisted  

and  e vo lve d . D esign ers and lib ra rian s are 

n o w ad a ys m uch  better in form ed  about 

p ro cesses and req u irem ents . Th ere  is 

m ore co n su lta tio n  on lib ra ry  bu ild in gs 

than eve r befo re . Before  putting  p e n c il to 

butter paper, o r m ouse to tab let, design 

co n su ltan ts  ta lk  w ith  lib ra rian s and 

b u ild in g  m anagers. Then  eve ryo ne  ta lks 

w ith  the real c lie n ts , o r representative  

c lie n t g roups. Teens can  help  p lan  teen 

a reas ; ch ild re n  can  road-test prototypes; 

a cce ss  co m m ittees can  ch e ck  a cce ss ib ility  

from  p lan  to co m p le tio n ; staff, w h o  

w il l  h ave  to live  and w o rk  in the final 

b u ild in g , can  have th e ir say. There  is real 

o w n e rsh ip  o f the p rocess, w h ethe r there 

are  fo cus g roups, p u b lic  presentations, 

su rve ys o f som e kind  o r a co m b in a tio n  of 

ap p ro ach es .

A nd  guess w hat? U sers , and non-users and 

those I c a ll 'lapsed  u sers ', lo ve  the results . 

T h e y  ju st love  the ir n e w  or refurb ished  

lib ra rie s . Just read w h at som e o f them  

say in the a cco m p an y in g  a rt ic le s . 'I w ish  

I co u ld  m ove in he re ', sa id  one . 'C le a n , 

green and  se ren e ' to a rap rhythm , is the 

reactio n  o f ano ther person , in sp ired  by 

th e ir n e w  lib rary .

I've  a lw a y s  reckoned  that if w e  don 't create  

—  and  m ain ta in  —  lib ra rie s  w h ic h  peop le  

take  to th e ir hearts and  love , w e  can  all 

p a ck  up and go hom e. A nd  by 'lib ra rie s '

I m ean  the co lle c t io n s , the se rv ice s , the

staff —  the 'p eo p le  e xp e rie n ce ' —  not 

ju st the b u ild in g  and  its decor. Judging by 

the sam p le  of lib ra rie s  sh o w cased  in this 

issue , w e  w o n 't be pack ing  up for a long 

tim e yet.

H e re  a re  lib ra rie s  w h ich  are ra ising  the 

bar, w h e th e r in e c o lo g ic a lly  su sta in ab le  

d eve lo p m e n t or in degrees o f custom er 

sa tis fac tio n . Th ey  are p lace s w h ere  

so m eo n e  has gone to the tro u b le  to w o rk  

out w h a t peo p le  w an t and h ow  b u ild in gs 

can  w o rk  w ith  p eo p le  —  not against 

them .

Research is confirming ... 

Libraries do have a special 
place in the heart of their 

communities, in cities, towns, 

rural settlements, on school or 

university campuses

Th e re  a re  va lu a b le  lessons to be lea rned  

from  the retail en v ironm en t and  in this 

issue Kev in  H en nah  offers som e o f his 

great insights in to  w h at lib ra rie s  can  

e ffe c tive ly  gain  from  th e ir co m m e rc ia l 

c o u s in s . H am ilto n  W ilso n  shares som e of 

h is kn o w led g e  and  ob servations of user 

beh av io u r. A re  p eo p le  in the lib ra ry  for 

q u ie t re flection? N o isy  d istraction? C o o l 

c o m m u n ica tio n ?  W e ll, o f co u rse  at one 

tim e or another, they are there for a ll that 

and  m ore bes id es, as he d escrib es .

So you  design  for overa ll h igher am b ien t 

no ise , and in c lu d e  e sp e c ia lly  quiet 

areas w h e re  they are needed . You create  

sp aces for the w a y  peo p le  like  to  study, or 

in te ract, o r just veg out. There  are areas 

w h e re  food and d rin k  is not verboten . 

There 's fo rm al seating , casua l seating  and 

som etim es —  acco rd in g  to youth  and 

p re fe re n ce  —  just the floor.

O ften  there  is p u b lic  and co m m u n ity  art 

to lin k  the p eo p le  w ith  the ve ry  fab ric  of 

the p la c e  —  not ju st an afterthought, w hen  

som eo n e  n o tices a b lank  w a ll o r an odd 

nook or cran n y. A rt w o rks can  integrate 

w ith  the design and  even form  part o f the 

stru ctu re  o f the b u ild in g .

W e ll, n ew  and re furb ished  bu ild in g s do 

w o rk . Im ag ine  trip lin g  you r loan statistics, 

tr ip lin g  yo u r Internet a cce ss hours, trip ling

the num ber o f v is ito rs , w in n in g  o ver 

new  peo p le  and re in fo rc ing  the a lread y 

b roaden ing  co m m u n ity  v ie w  of the 

lib rary .

Research  is co n firm in g  th ings w h ich  w e  

have felt in tu it ive ly  or be lieved  fervently . 

L ib ra rie s do have a sp e c ia l p lace  in the 

heart o f th e ir co m m u n itie s , in c it ie s , tow ns, 

rural settlem ents, on schoo l or u n ive rs ity  

cam p uses, or w ith in  parent o rg an isa tions. 

Th ey  represent so c ia l ca p ita l, they are 

p laces w h ere  p eo p le  w an t to go, but a lso , 

as lo ca l and overseas studies are  sh o w in g , 

they are  a s ig n ifica n t return on investm ent 

in e co n o m ic  term s.

In the e xam p le s  d ep icted  in th is issue 

it is refresh ing  to see such a va rie ty  o f 

responses to d ifferent needs and c lie n te le s . 

Th ey  range from  stunn ing  c iv ic  sen tine ls 

stand ing  p ro ud ly  next to co m m e rc ia l 

m ega-centres , to in fo rm ation  com m on s in 

a cad e m ic  lib ra rie s  p ro v id ing  n e w  degrees 

o f freedom  and  f le x ib il ity  for students. 

E lsew h ere  lib ra rie s  rub shou ld ers w ith  

s ib lin g  in stitu tions, in c o lo c a te d  p rem ises, 

w h ere  lib rary , m useum  and g a lle ry  goers, 

o r gym  or sw im m in g  cen tre  patrons m ing le  

and co a le sce  as a co m m u n ity . Each  has its 

ow n  ch a rac te r and its ow n  appeal to its 

com m u n ity .

R em arkab le  too is the w ay  in w h ic h  m any 

bu ild in g s open th em se lves up to the ir 

e n v iro n m en ts : b ring ing  an o u tloo k  into 

the lib rary , as w e ll as revea lin g  the lib ra ry  

to the passer-by. Th e  m etam orp ho sis o f 

an e x isting  u n ive rs ity  lib ra ry  b u ild in g , 

d escrib ed  in th is issue , is an outstand ing  

e xam p le  of w h at can  a c tu a lly  be done 

w ith  an old lib ra ry  w h ic h  is so lid  enough 

and big enough —  prov ided  you have the 

right team  at w o rk  to c o n c e iv e , p lan  and 

design it.

The stories arid  the p ic tu res tell part o f the 

story, and  there is a lot w e  can  lea rn . Look 

and read , then v is it  and  ta lk  to som e of 

the lib ra ry  staff about th e ir n e w  b u ild in gs. 

M any o f them  have w o n  aw ard s . A ll 

shou ld  I b e lie ve  w in  that coveted  aw ard : 

the O rd e r o f the Satisfied  Custom er. A nd  

as w e  know , the cu stom er is a lw a y s  right.

Or D av id  J . Jones 
S ta te  L ib ra ry  o f NSW 
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