
Literary L o v e rs  -  speed 
d a t in g  at the National 
Library of Australia
O n  Friday 20  Feb ruary  2 0 0 9 , the N ationa l L ib ra ry  hosted a speed 

dating  event, w h ere  the ice b re ake r w as the book you ch ose  to 

b ring . Book lovers and just p la in  lovers cam e  out in fo rce . The 

even t w as so p o p u la r that hopefu ls w h o  arrived  w ith  a book, but 

no bo oking , had to be tu rned  aw ay.

Ja zz  trio  A s Fam ous as the M o o n  p rovided  e xce lle n t en te rta in m en t 

for guests as they a rr ived  and  also  in the in te rva l, setting  a 

su itab ly  re la xe d , but so p h istica ted  tone for the eve n in g . The 

t icke t p r ice  in c lu d e d  a d rin k  on a rr iva l, and p a rtic ip an ts  w e re  

soon assessing  the d rin k  and  book ch o ice s  of those present. The 

p len tifu l can ap es catered  to a ll tastes and both genders, ranging 

from  sausage ro lls  to veg etarian  d e lica c ie s  w ith  a m in im a l ca rb  

superstructu re .

The org an ise rs took an o p tim istic  v ie w  o f the b road-m inded ness 

of book lo vers . There  w as  no age stream ing  p rocess, so 

20-som eth ing  m en had to take  th e ir turn co n ve rs in g  w ith  the 

50-som eth ing  w o m e n , as w e ll as those nearer th e ir ow n  age. It 

w as a tribute to the m anners o f the m ale  book lovers o f C anb erra  

that, on the w h o le , they met th is ch a lleng e  w ith  ap lom b .

A s the night progressed , the d iz z y  pace  of the partner changes 

took its to ll. The  tim e for each  'date ' w as a m ere tw o  m inu tes, 

rather op tim istic  w ith  a book and a life tim e each  to d iscu ss . 

R ather than ring  a be ll to signal the change , the M C  an no u n ced  

it o ve r a m ic ro p h o n e . A s the no ise  leve ls rose, accen tua ted  by 

a ll the  hard m arb le  su rfaces in the ven ue , ch ang eovers b ecam e 

m ore and m ore ch a o tic .

Ea rly  on it w as an n o u n ce d  that there w ere  not eq ua l num bers o f 

m en and w o m en  present, so eve ry  fifth w om an  had to sit opposite  

an o th er w o m an  for severa l rounds. Th is  met w ith  a m ixed  

reactio n . Som e w o m en  w e re  happy to m ake the a cq u a in tan ce  

o f o ther w o m e n , but som e felt they w e re  w asting  po tentia l 'm an 

tim e ' because  o f th is .

It b ecam e c le a r that som e of the pa rtic ipan ts had been set up for 

the even t by frien d s and re la tives , w h o  not o n ly  booked  them  in, 

but a lso  p rov ided  them  w ith  a book. Th is cast th e ir reader-status 

into som e doubt. Som e peo p le  had com e in groups from  the ir 

w o rk p la c e , and therefo re  en jo yed  a ll the advantages o f not having  

to stand a lo n e  fee lin g  an x io u s  at the beg inn ing  of the e ven in g , 

and having  peo p le  to co m m ise ra te  w ith  them , if the a ll- im p o rtan t 

co n tacts en ve lo p e  w as em pty  at the end of the e ven in g .

The  a n a ly t ic a lly -m in d e d  co u ld  d iscern  som e in teresting  trends 

in the book c h o ice s . V e ry  fe w  peo p le  brought n on-fic tion  w o rks 

and such  as w e re  in e v id e n c e  w e re  p r in c ip a lly  b iog raph ies and 

books like  The Lo n e ly  P la n et G u id e  to ... . O n e  person brought a 

C an b erra  U B D , w h ic h  put both th e ir lite racy  and geography sk ills  

und er the spotlight.

The  strongest g en re-to -o ccup atio n  co rre la tion  w as  young  m en in 

the IT  industry, w h o  w e re  the m ost lik e ly  to have brought a sci-fi 

or o ther fantasy genre  text. C h ic k  lit w as in e v id e n ce , e sp e c ia lly  

w o rks  recen tly  translated  to the c in e m a by F Jo llyw o o d  -  like  

M a rle y  & M e  and  H e 's  lu s t  N o t That In to  You -  but none o f the 

w o m en  seem ed  to have fa lle n  into the trap o f b ring ing  P rid e  & 

P re ju d ic e , and th ereby e m u la ting  M eg Ryan in You 've G o t M a il.

Som e m en p o ssib ly  revea led  m ore than they in tended  by th e ir book 

c h o ice s . I suspect that / H o p e  Th ey  S e rv e  B e e r  in H e ll  -  ap p aren tly  

a recou n t o f a s ix  yea r pub c ra w l -  d idn 't e n h an ce  the dating  

po tentia l o f its ow n er. 10 0 0  A u ss ie  Jo kes  m ay have fa lle n  into this 

categ o ry  a lso . O n  the other hand , the young m an w h o  brought D r 

Seuss' Foxes in S o xe s  m anaged  to ca rry  off th is d aring  c h o ic e , and
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lighthearted  and  funny, 

rather than ju v e n ile  or b o rderlin e  illite ra te .

O n e  m isgu ided  w o m an  d isco ve red , too late, that b ring ing  a 

book in a fore ign  language , w ith  no b lurb  on the back  cover, w as 

ce rta in ly  a c h o ic e  that cha lleng ed  the m en opposite! The  book in 

question  w as Le Petit P rin ce , w h ich  at least had the sav ing  g race 

of be ing  vag u e ly  kn o w n  to som e by its d ist in c tive  cover, featu ring  

A n to in e  de Sa in t Exu pery 's  ch arm in g  w a te rco lo u r d raw ings .

There  w e re  a fe w  'room  for im p rovem ent' issues for N LA  for the 

next tim e -  though I'm  sure m ost pa rtic ipan ts w o u ld  be keen 

to try it ag a in . Th e re  w as no w ater on the tab les , and w ith  soda 

w ate r at $ 3 .0 0  a g lass , dehydration  w as a se rious threat. The  long 

tab les at w h ic h  peo p le  w ere  seated d id  not a llo w  easy  a cce ss , 

if som eone needed  to m ove aw ay  from  th e ir spot tem po rarily . 

A  s lig h tly  longer t im e  a llo ca t io n  per date, even a 3 or 4 m inu te  

slot, w o u ld  s ig n if ica n tly  im prove the ch an ce s of peo p le  a c tu a lly  

m ak ing  a co n n e c tio n  w h ich  m ight resu lt in o ther m eetings. A 

sheet for peo p le  to d isc re e tly  record  w h o  they sa id  'yes' to m ight 

m ake fo r less co n fu s io n  and uncerta in ty  at the end of the eve n in g , 

avo id in g  that m om en t of w o n d erin g , "W a s the M ark  I said  yes to 

a c tu a lly  the M arc  w h o  said  yes to m e, or som eone co m p le te ly  

d ifferent?" A ge stream ing  is an advantage to som e, but o f co u rse  

doesn 't cate r for e ve ryo ne .

A ll in a ll, it w as  a ve ry  p leasan t w ay  to spend a ba lm y  Friday 

night in C a n b e rra . It gave eve ryo ne  the o p portu n ity  to m eet o ther 

peo p le  in a d is t in c t ly  c iv ilise d  ven u e , rather than having  to take 

th e ir ch an ce s  at a pub or c lu b . If noth ing  e lse , it p rovided  p lenty 

of scop e  for d eve lo p in g  a read ing  list.

Books brought to the event in c lu d ed :

B ird s W ith ou t W ings Lou is de Be rn ie res

The Truth a b o u t D racu la Ronay

Tokyo  C a n ce lle d Rana Dasgupta

The A lch e m is t Paulo C o e lh o

A n n a  Karen ina Leo Tolstoy

M a g ic ia n Raym ond  Feist

H ea rt o f  D a rk n e ss Joseph C o nrad

The G rea t G a tsb y F. Scott F itzgera ld

O sc a r  & Lu c in d a Peter C a re y

W ild  Sw a n s Jung C h an g

The 10 0  D ays Patrick O 'B r ia n

P erfum e Patrick Sosk ind

In D u b io u s  Battle John S te inb eck

1 H o p e  Th ey  S e rv e  B ee r in H e ll Tucker M ax

H a m le t

A d o l f  F lit le r : M y  Part in

John M arsden

H is D o w n fa ll Sp ike  M illig an

S u ite  Franqaise Irene N e m iro vsky

To Lo ve , H o n o u r  a n d  Betray Kathy Lette

Le Petit P r in ce A nto in e  de St Exu pery

There 's a B ea r in There M erridy  Eastm an

The Le o p a rd G u ise p p e  di Lam pedusa

Foxes in S o xe s D r Seuss

D e c is io n  in P h ila de lp h ia C h risto p h er C o llie r  and 

Jam es L in co ln  C o llie r

Lo ve  in the  Tim e o f  C ho lera G ab rie l G a rc ia  M arq u ez
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