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Introducing a New Column

CONSERVE THEM 
ALL MY DAYS

by Karl G. Schmude*
Have librarians neglected the physical condi
tion of their collections? Certainly, in recent 
decades, library science has been concerned 
with other issues — such as machine-based 
bibliographic control — which centre atten
tion on the organisation of knowledge rather 
than the physical forms in which knowledge 
appears. In addition, a major emphasis has 
been placed on extending the availability and 
use of library resources — a goal which has 
proved partly at odds with the obligation to 
preserve these resources for future needs.

At the same time, the traditions of librarian- 
ship have not failed to cultivate some sense of 
custodial responsibility within the profession. 
Activities such as binding and environmental 
management testify to the value which librar
ians have attached to the maintenance of their 
collections.

The new interest in library conservation has 
grown out of a number of factors — in partic
ular, the manifest decline of most book papers 
used since the mid-nineteenth century. Vari
ous surveys have highlighted the broad di
mensions of this process of decay, which is 
affecting the bulk of printed material held in 
present-day library collections.

Librarians are now beginning to review the 
professional context in which they function, 
for they realise that their principal activities 
— acquisitions, cataloguing, resource sharing, 
and so on — have all been based on the as
sumed durability of library collections. The 
recognition that these collections are under
going rapid deterioration is posing a challenge 
to the priorities and perspectives of librarian- 
ship in the 1980s. It is not simply contributing 
a new item to the professional agenda: it is

VISIT BY US
CONSERVATION
EXPERT
Mrs Sally Buchanan, Conservator at the Stan
ford University Library in California, is an 
authority on the design and implementation of 
‘disaster plans’ for cultural institutions, and 
has succesfully pioneered a method of assess
ing the ‘brittle book’ deterioration in book and 
newspaper collections.

Mrs Buchanan arrived in Melbourne on 20 
July and will conduct three weeks of seminars 
and training programmes on the ‘Brittle Books 
Survey — Methodology and Planning’ and 
‘Planning for Cultural Institutions’, in Mel
bourne, Sydney and Canberra.

The seminar tour of Australia, originally 
proposed by the Melbourne University Lib
rarian, Denis Richardson, was organised by 
the Library Council of Victoria and the Uni
versity of Melbourne in response to the grow
ing concern of cultural institutions over 
accelerating conservation problems, and the 
obvious need for individually-tailored disas
ter planning programmes. The recent major 
fire at the National Library of Australia in 
Canberra highlighted the very real dangers 
facing institutions responsible for the collec
tion and preservation of historical records.

The Brittle Books Survey method is based on 
a random sample technique and provides in
valuable information on the overall condition 
of book collections which is essential for ade
quate planning of a conservation programme.

The training programmes are open to librar
ians, administrators and conservators, and are

causing a reformulation of that agenda, plac
ing in a new light the range of policies and 
practices which libraries have long followed, 
and leading to a changed professional outlook 
in which the central activities of librarians will 
be informed by a concern for conservation.

It is to assist in such a process of reflection 
that this occasional column has been launched 
in InCite. No doubt a prime need at this time 
is simply for up-to-date information on the 
different aspects of conservation, and it is 
hoped that this column will afford an oppor
tunity to report on developments as they 
occur.

The deterioration of library materials on a 
mass scale is a complex problem which bris
tles with questions of various kinds — not only 
technical, but also organisational and 
administrative.

Finally, however, it is a challenge which im
pinges on the attitudes and activities of the 
individual librarian. As the Librarian of Cam
bridge University, Dr. F. W. Ratcliffe, has 
observed:

‘In the last resort, conservation, like char
ity, begins at home and it is what practising 
librarians do in their libraries which will tip 
the balance. There is a need for re-educa
tion in the library world, a redirection of 
minds as well as funds to deal with past ne
glect and the present crisis. The re-educa
tion extends to existing staff at all levels, to 
governing bodies and not least to users. 
There is little virtue or value in having con
servation management and library conser
vation departments, if staff mishandle 
books, if cleaners wipe them with damp 
cloths, if readers break them on photocopy
ing machines. Nothing short of a root and 
branch approach to the problem can instill 
the sense of collective responsibility so nec
essary for the promotion of conservation.’ 
(Journal of Librarianship, 17 (2) April 
1985, p. 90)

* Karl G. Schmude is University Librarian at the 
University of New England, Armidale, N.S.W.

designed to train participants in conducting 
the survey as well as examining conservation 
strategies based on the results of such a 
survey.

Mrs Buchanan holds a BA in English and 
History (1961) and a Masters Degree in Lib
rary Science, specialising in Rare Books. Her 
very keen interest in books and the book arts 
led her to undertake an extensive training 
programme in hand-bookbinding and associ
ated book arts, conservation management, 
supervising and communicating skills. Mrs 
Buchanan was trained by the most prominent 
conservators and craftsmen in the United 
States. Gail Evans

UCLS/VATCL 
National 

Conference 
‘TAFE Libraries and 
Educational Change’ 
September 4-6, 1985 

Geelong (Vic)
Registration LAA members $75, non 
members $115.
Enquiries: Bev Kirby (03) 797 5533 
and Marion Taylor (03) 211 7930.

Who works the ORACLE?
Consult the Australian Librarian’s 
Manual, volume 3. Out soon.

35
Libraries

have
something 

in common..
BOOK

The computerised 
system for better 

library management!

Flexible!
• Choice of hardware (IBM, NCR,

ICL, HP, DEC/VAX)
• Economical and practical for any

sized library (Public, School, 
Academic, Special)

• Fully integrated and modular

Simple!
• Easy to operate - menu driven
• Training & installation included
• Comprehensive documentation

Reliable!
• Operating in over 35 libraries

• First installed in 1981

and Dynamic!
• Developed in Australia by 

professional librarians
• Continual development and

refinement is guided by 
35 user libraries

FOR FURTHER DETAILS PHONE:- 
Adelaide: Mike Sly (08) 224 0100 

Melbourne: Paul Anderson (03) 890 0921 
Sydney: Kay Clarke (02) 4112455

STOWE
COMPUTING 
AUSTRALIA

211 Flinders Street, Adelaide 5000 (08) 2240100


