
R e v i e w

a  p r o f e s s i o n  

o f  l i b r a r i a n s h i p

John Levett review s John M e tca lfs  travel diaries

/  was approached b y  a  
m a n  in a m a ck in to sh  
w.ho raised an  
um brella , t wirled it, 
prodded m e sh a rp ly  in  
the ribs, a n d  
pronounced m e alive

T he recen t d eath  o f M iss  Jean A rn o t has 

severed  p e rh ap s the last re m a in in g  per

so n a l l in k  w ith  the m an w h o  sp eaks 

through these d ia r ie s , m y genera tion  (the c la ss  

o f 1 9 3 3 ) w a s  the  last to e x p e r ie n c e  h im  as a 

c o lle a g u e , a lb e it (for th is  w r ite r ) as a lo fty  and 

d istan t o n e .

Lofty and d is tan t, that is, in the ad m in is tra 

tive  se n se . Fa ce -to -fa ce , th ere  w a s  no th ing  in 

the least h ie ra rc h ic a l ab o u t h im . In d e e d , m y 

first co n ta c t w ith  h im  w a s  d is t in c tly  o th e rw ise . 

A s a y o u n g  c ad e t at the  N e w c a s t le  P u b lic  l i 

b ra ry , I w a s  on d u ty  d u rin g  the o p e n in g  o f its 

n e w  p re m ise s  in th e  C iv ic  C e n tre . W e  had 

been to ld  to keep  a d iscre e t e ye  on the m illin g  

p u b lic  to m ake  su re  n o b o d y  sto le  a n y  o f the 

re fe re n ce  lib ra ry 's  b o o ks .

M a in ta in in g  a su itab le  d e tached  m ie n , a la 
Sun H i l l ,  I w a s  a p p ro a c h e d  b y  a m an  in a 

m ack in to sh  w h o  ra ised  an u m b re lla , tw irle d  it, 

p ro d d ed  m e s h a rp ly  in the  r ib s , and  p ro 

no u n ce d  m e a liv e . It w a s , o f co u rse , John M et

c a lfe , w h o  then engaged  m e in a se a rch in g  in 

te rrogation  ab o ut the  lib ra ry , w h a t I thought I 

w a s  d o in g  in it and  w h e re  I thought I w as  go

ing . H a v in g  at that tim e  fa ile d  the P re lim in a ry  

E x a m in a t io n  tw ic e  (so m e th in g  o f a re c o rd , I 

u n d e rstan d ) I w a s  so m e w h a t e v a s iv e  in m y 

a n sw e rs .

H e  w as  a p la in -sp o k e n  m an ; in to le ran t of 

fo o ls , e x t ra o rd in a r i ly  p e rc ip ie n t and  w ith  an 

u n sh ak e ab le  f ix e d  co m m itm e n t to the c e n tra l

ity o f h is p ro fess io n , and o f h is p lace  in it. O n e  

o f the recu rren t th em es in the d ia rie s  is o f M et

ca lfe  testing the q u a lity  o f the w o rk  of his o ve r

seas c o lle a g u e s  in th e ir  ap p ro ach e d  to su b ject 

c a ta lo g u in g  an d  c la s s if ic a t io n . H e re  he is , a 

se lf-co n fessed  'c a ta lo g u e  sn oop ' se nd ing  h im 

se lf  u p : 'I th in k  the yo u n g  m ou stach ed  assist

ant in ch a rg e  w a s  a litt le  p u zz le d  by the o ide r 

m o u sta c h e d  a n o n y m o u s  w h o  se em e d  to be 

w o rk in g  b a c k w a rd s , ta k in g  b o o ks fro m  the 

sh e lve s  and go ing  to the ca ta lo g u e .'

In the d ia rie s  he is lu c id , d ire c t , som etim es 

in tem p erate  on h is to p ic ; in h is te x tb o o ks , his 

sty le  a cq u ire s  an asto n ish in g  o p a c ity  and co m 

p le x ity , as m an y  w h o  sw eate d  through his s y l

lab u s in the 'c a t and  c la s s ' papers o f the o ld 

R eg istration  w il l  attest. In the w ritin g s  in hand , 

h o w e v e r , there  is litt le  o f the p o le m ic is t . M et

c a lfe  is not w r it in g  to h a ran g u e , c o n v in c e  or 

attest h e re ; often he is a m an re fle ctin g  a loud

to an ab sen t w ife , o r to h im se lf . T h e  d ia r ie s  are 

to ta lly  u n s e lfc o n s c io u s , an d  th e re  is not the 

least in f le c t io n  o f the  m e m o ria l to n e , o r the 

c o n c e rn  to re fle ct o n e 's  se lf as c e n tra l, in fa l l i

b le  and  in d is p e n sa b le  to the  t id e  o f e ve n ts  

w h ic h  has m arked  som e au to b io g rap h ica l w r it 

ing . A n d  ye t, as h is  ed ito r notes 'M e tca lfe  b e

cam e  the m ost im portant A u stra lian  lib ra r ian  of 

h is g e n e ra t io n .. . ' ,  and  M e tc a lfe  n e v e r sh ra n k  

from  o p p o rtu n ity  or ch a lle n g e . But he w a s  a lso  

generous in his a ckn o w le d g m e n ts  o f those la y 

m e n , e s p e c ia l ly  R e m in g to n , w h o s e  c o n tr ib u 

tion to 'the  lib ra ry  m o vem e n t' has not yet been 

p ro p e rly  e xa m in e d  or a c k n o w le d g e d .

Even  to a n o n - lib ra r ia n , th is  w o u ld  be a 

l iv e ly  set o f jo u rn a ls  o f a tim e  past and a set o f 

m ores n o w  regrettab ly e x t in c t . T o  an y  lib ra r ia n , 

th is  b o o k  is a sp le n d id  and in s tru c t iv e  e x c u r 

sion  into the fo und atio n s o f the p ro fess io n , and 

an illu m in a tin g  p e rsp ective  on m an y  o f the fu n 

d a m e n ta l issu es w h ic h  g o ve rn  p ro fe ss io n a l 

p rac tise ; it is, as the w e e ke n d  re v ie w e rs  sa y , 'a 

good re ad '.

P ro fesso r R a y w a rd 's  ed itin g  is su p e rb : a fit

ting  B o s w e ll to th is  p e rip a te t ic  b ib lio g ra p h ic  

Jo h n so n . L is ten  to h is  M e tc a lfe  ag a in  —  th is  

tim e  in Lo n d o n , in the w in te r  o f 1 9 6 3 - 4 : ' . . .  

and n o w  at 1 1 :0 0 pm  to bed , the b asin  fu ll o f 

hot w a te r  to w a rm  the ro o m , no sh ill in g  in the 

m eter, c u n n in g , lik e  a rat.'

In ad d ition  to his subtle , d iscree t and u tterly  

sym pathetic  ed ito r's  hand , R ay w a rd  g losses like  

an an g e l; h is  in te rc a la t io n s , foo tno tes and  e x 

p lan atio n s m ake tran s lu cen t a text o c c a s io n a lly  

c lo u d e d  b y  t im e , d is ta n c e , id io s y n c ra s y  and  

p la in  ig n o ra n ce  on the re a d e rs  p a rt ; he is a 

m odel co m p an io n  through the text, as sub tle  as 

Je e ve s an d  as u b iq u ito u s . A n d  so m e t im e s , if 

you listen  c a re fu lly , you  ca n  hea r h is e d ito r ia l 

w h is k e rs  tw itc h , as in h is e x p la n a t io n  o f 'B ig  

Berth ' on p 3 2 3 .

T h is  is a w o n d e rfu l b o o k : a m a rv e llo u s  gift 

for an y  c o lle a g u e , and  a m ust on the read in g  

list o f a n y  p ro fe ss io n a l s y l la b u s . It c o u ld  be 

g iven to the interested laym an  w ith  co n fid e n ce . 

M u ch  has ch an g ed  s in ce  M e tc a lfe 's  t im e , v e ry  

often for the better, but in the p ro cess , w e  have  

p e rh ap s b e co m e  too  c o o lly  p ro fe ss io n a l, too 

c o rre c t, too d ip lo m a t ic . It w a s  not a lw a y s  lik e  

th at; R a y w a rd  has g ive n  us a g lim p se  o f m ore 

robust c lim e s , w h e n  a sp ade  w a s  a sp ad e , and  

a lib ra r ia n  c o u ld  be fra n k , c r it ic a l  and  u na-
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sham ed o f the b iases w h ic h  M e tca lfe  so g le e 

fu lly  re ve a ls .

O n e  fin a l p o in t: M e tca lfe  often re ferred  to 

ca ta lo g u in g  as 'the cen tra l m yste ry ' o f the p ro 

fe ss io n . H e  w o u ld  have  found  one or tw o  lit

tle  b ib lio g ra p h ic  p u z z le s  to engage h im  here 

—  but I am  not going to revea l them , do y o u r

se lf a fa vo u r , bu y  th e  book then  look  fo r them  

fo r y o u rse lf .

W  Boyd Rayvvard (ed) D e v e l o p i n g  a  

p r o f e s s i o n  o f  l i b r a r ia n s h ip  in  A u s t r a l i a :  

T r a v e l  d ia r i e s  a n d  o t h t r  p a p e r s  o l  jo h i .  

W a lla c e  M e t c a l f e .  C a n b e rra , A L IA  Press 
1996. ■
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