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W hat a
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knotty/ problem  
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J  1 1 is an oft told fact am ongst lib rarians in Eng- 

I  land and A m erica  that their position is looked 

I  upon as rather a p leasant sinecu re , a n ice  o c­

cupation  for a m an of som e ed ucation  w ith  a 

taste for lite ratu re , but a d is in c lin a tio n  for any 

k ind  of hard w o rk . Th at is to say if a m an has 

fa iled  in his professional career, or if as a literary 

man he has m ade neither nam e nor m oney in the 

w orld  of letters, it is considered a good thing to 

m ake him  a lib ra rian .'

From a paper 'The librarian and his work', 
delivered by E L Armstrong LLB, acting librarian, 
Public Library of Victoria, at the Library Associa­
tion of Australasia conference, held in Melbourne 
in 1896.

The eighty or so w orthy gentlem en (of course 

they w ere  a ll gentlem en) attending the co n fe r­

en ce  a lso  heard papers on ca ta lo gu ing , lib ra ry  

bu ild ings, and 'T h e  equ ipm ent of the sm aller li­

braries for the assistance on industria l pursu its '. 

Th e  enlightened organ ising  com m ittee , w ith  the 

G o verno r as patron and the C h ie f Justice of V ic ­

to ria  as p resident, had arranged for papers on 

both the 'Sunday opening of libraries' and 'L ib ra r­

ies from the reader's point of v ie w '.

A constitution w as adopted estab lish ing a L i­

brary A ssociation  of A ustra lasia  w h ich  had as its 

ob ject: 'T o  u n ite  a ll p e rso n s  eng ag ed  in  o r in ­

te re ste d  in l ib r a r y  w o r k , in  o rd e r  to  o b ta in  

th e ir  c o -o p e ra t io n  in a ll m a tte rs  c o n n e c te d  

w ith  lib ra ry  m a n a g e m e n t, le g is la tio n  an d  im ­

p ro v e m e n t .'

An ann ua l su b scrip tio n  of five  sh illin g s per 

annum  w as set and an e xe cu tive  board w as es­

tab lished , w ith  a president, s ix v ice-presidents, a 

se cre ta ry , treasu rer, the c h ie f lib ra rian  o f each  

cap ita l c ity , and an ad d itio n a l representa tive  

elected by each  branch (co lony).

Such w as the standard  of h o sp ita lity  at the 

conference that the eighty delegates w ere  jo ined 

by 600 guests for a C o n ve rsaz io n e  given by the 

Trustees of the Pu b lic  L ib ra ry  of V ic to ria  w ith  all 

the p ictu re g a lle rie s and the new  te ch no log ica l 

m useum  'th row n open for the o c ca s io n '. Tou rs 

visited  a w id e  range of lib raries, even getting as 

far afie ld  as a m ayoral breakfast in Ba lla rat.

W h ile  the 1996 conference does not boast a 

m ayoral breakfast, w e  know  that delegates w ill be 

most w e lcom e at the sp lendid new pub lic  lib rary  

in Ballarat. The G reat H a ll, rather than the Picture 

ga lle ries of the N ational G a lle ry  of V ic to ria  w ill 

p rovide a m arve llo u s M elbourne setting for the 

co n fe ren ce  d in n e r . To u rs w ill extend from a 

M orn ington Pen in su la  v in eya rd  to a u n ive rs ity  

research park , and a w id e  range of lib raries w ill 

open their doors to visiting  delegates.

From the C S IR O 's  B io m o lecu la r Engineering 

L ib ra ry  o n lin e  in fo rm ation  system s, to the first

M ech an ics  Institute (1834) still operating as the 

Atheneum  L ib ra ry . First P lace  —  Business D ire c ­

tions assists sm all businesses w h ile  the Industry 

P ro d u ctiv ity  C om m iss ion  crosses the spectrum . 

Th e  Joint Th eo log ica l L ibrary  at O rm ond Co llege 

w il l  share A u stra lia 's  largest theo log ica l c o lle c ­

tion . The Law  Institute w ill dem onstrate its dial- 

a - law  in fo rm ation  referral se rv ic e . A range of 

m edical lib raries w ill show  th is strength of M e l­

bourne holdings. Public libraries w ill demonstrate 

internet and C D -R O M  use as w e ll as co n ve n ­

tiona l se rv ices and the State L ib ra ry  w ill be on 

d isp lay , both at the lib rary  itself and at the co n ­

ference venue . I am sure visiting  co lleagues w ill 

find the interest as great and the w e lco m e just as 

w arm  as in 1 8 96 . A  very specia l aspect of M e l­

bourne's cu ltura l life w ill be linked w ith the co n ­

fe rence  as de legates jo in  in the Fringe Festiva l 

w ith  a 'L ib ra rian s at the Fringe' breakfast.

O n e  th ing not m entioned in the 1896  pro­

ceed ings w as anyth ing that sounds rem otely like 

a trade e xh ib it io n . T rad e e xh ib it io n s  have be­

com e an integral and im portant part of our co n ­

ferences, representing the m any partnersh ips —  

w ith publishers, booksellers, equipm ent suppliers 

and in particu lar w ith  the suppliers of services re­

lated to database access and sp ec ia list softw are, 

w h ic h  are essentia l in the in c re as in g ly  c o m p li­

cated w o rld  of lib ra ry  and in fo rm ation  se rv ice  

d e live ry .

It w as noted in the sum m ary of the 1897 pro­

ceed ings that 'at present the w o rld  w as so d e l­

uged w ith literature of all k inds that the m anage­

m ent and organ isation  h itherto  ap p lied  to 

libraries seemed like ly  be overw he lm ed '. Perhaps 

our trade exh ib ito rs  in 1996 w ill save us. 1896 

offered no internet, no LA N s, W A N s, w eb brow s­

ers, or even O P A C s . It is not just im possib le  to 

co n ce ive  o f w hat the 2096 conference w ill focus 

on , it is even d iff icu lt to foresee 2 0 0 6 . O r is it? 

A re n 't w e  just focusing  on the sam e aim s and 

p rinc ip les using different tools? W ill it be an aim  

of the 20 96  lib ra rian  to echo  his (or her!) 1896 

predecessor:

'W hat a p leasure to the true lib rarian  if, by a 

tim e ly  hint in the right d irectio n , or by handing 

dow n a vo lu m e , or recom m end ing  the best au ­

thority, he can help the hum ble student or man of 

letters. W h at a sa tisfaction  lies in the a b ility  to 

afford assistance  to som e horny-handed son of 

to il w ho  m ay be seeking to m aster som e knotty 

problem  in his cra ft over w h ic h  his bra in  has 

been w restling  in a vain  endeavour to find a so­

lution sought for. O n e  is w e ll-rew ard ed  for such 

attention by the grateful ackn o w led g m en t that 

beams in the faces of those w ho  have been so a s­

sisted just at the c r it ica l m om ent w hen  help  is 

most needed .' Alfred I Taylor, FLS, librarian, Tas­
manian public Library (1896 proceedings). W e l­

com e to M elbourne to jo in Reading the future, m
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