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Picture perfect?
Ann Seidl's documentary film, The 
H o lly w o o d  L ib ra rian : A  Look a t  L ibrarians 
T h rough  Film premiered in 2007 in North 
America and at ALIA 2008 in Alice Springs, 
but she began her research back in 1997, 
scouring filmographies and old movies for 
glimpses of librarians. Ann built a relational 
database of individual scenes, including *
whether the representation of the librarian 
was positive or negative. INCITE asked Ann •
about what she found.

In th e  b e g in n in g , I w a s  w o rk in g  u n d e r th e  id e a lis tic  
h ypo thes is  th a t  I w o u ld  find  s o m e  k ind  o f e v o lu tio n  
o f th e  im a g e  o f th e  lib ra r ia n  in film , so m e  kind 
o f u p w a rd  tre n d in g  c u rv e , like o th e r  a n t iq u a te d  
s te re o ty p e s . I w a s  o p e ra t in g  o n  th e  a s su m p tio n  th a t  
th e  o ld  fa s h io n e d  ‘shusher' lib ra rian  w o u ld  n a tu ra lly  
g iv e  w a y  as s o c ie ty  itse lf d e v e lo p e d  a n d  films c a m e  
to  re f le c t m o re  c u rre n t a tt itu d e s .

I w a s  d e a d  w ro n g . The s a m e  o ld  u n fe e lin g  
g a te k e e p e r  im a g e  o f th e  c in e m a t ic  lib ra r ia n  w a s  just 
as p ro m in e n t in th e  2000s as it h a d  b e e n  fo r d e c a d e s . 
O v e r a n d  over, I fe lt  like C a e s a r b e in g  s ta b b e d  b y

m c m

I B R i
L O O K  AT L I B R A R

•  •

his b e s t fr ie n d  Brutus
“ o v e r  a n d  o v e r , I F E L T  L I K E  C A E S A R  B E I N G

th e  m a n ife s ta tio n  o f p e o p le 's  b e s t in te n tio n s  fo r  th e ir 
s o c ie ty . The lib ra ry 's  ‘ ta k e  a n y th in g  y o u  w a n t  a n d  
jus t d ro p  it b a c k ' p h ilo s o p h y  is itself trust in c a rn a te .
I w o u ld  e v e n  g o  so fa r  as to  c a ll o u r indus try  
e n lig h te n e d .

In o u r in c re a s in g ly  c y n ic a l a g e , this k ind  o f solid 
trust is n o t s o m e th in g  to  b e  fo u n d  e v e ry w h e re .
The g o v e rn m e n t, leg is la tors, th e  c o rp o ra tio n s , th e  
te le p h o n e  c o m p a n ie s , re s ta u ra n t ch a in s , th e  A p p le  
c o m p u te r  p e o p le , g o o d n e s s  know s th e  US m ilita ry  -  
a ll h a v e  b e e n  s c a n d a l- r id d e n  in re c e n t years . In th e  
a g e  o f W ikileaks, p u b lic  trust is a  ra re  a n d  p re c io u s  
c o m m o d ity .  In this e n v iro n m e n t, p e rh a p s  w e  shou ld

b e  m o re  fo c u s e d  on

S T A B B E D  B Y  H I S  B E S T  F R I E N D  B R U T U S

AS MY LIBRARIAN IDEAL WAS
BETRAYED BY H O L L Y W O O D  IN FILM AFTER FILM .”

as m y  lib ra r ia n  id e a l 
w a s  b e tra y e d  b y  
H o lly w o o d  in film  a fte r  
film .

As fa r  as I c a n  
te ll, th e  lib ra rian  
s te re o ty p e  rem a ins 
firm ly  in th e  m inds o f 
film m akers . N e e d  a  
la u g h a b le  s te re o ty p e
to  p la y  o ff y o u r p ro ta g o n is t?  Enter th e  c a rto o n is h  
c a r ic a tu re  o f a  lib ra ria n . G u a ra n te e d  la u g h  o r p lo t 
tu rn .

I c a n  c o u n t  on  o n e  h a n d  th e  films th a t  fe a tu re  
lib ra rians in a  p o s itive  lig h t (Lorenzo's Oil in 1994, Desk 
Set fro m  1958, a n d  Party Girl in 1995, fo r e x a m p le ).
M y  c o m ic  s ide  a d o re s  th e  a w k w a rd , The O ffic e - lik e  
h u m o r o f The Librarians TV series o n  A BC , b u t m y  
lib ra r ia n  s ide  still flinches.

O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , I w a s  first (a n d  re m a in ) a  
re se a rch  lib ra r ia n  b e fo re  b e c o m in g  a  d o c u m e n ta ry  
film m ake r. I h a v e  d o n e  a  g o o d  d e a l o f m a rk e t 
re se a rch  a n d  ana lysis on  th e  p u b lic  im a g e  o f 
lib raries. I h a v e  re a d  s tu d y  a fte r  s tudy , in c o u n try  
a fte r  c o u n try , th a t  s h o w  th a t  th e  p u b lic  trusts us. The 
‘ lib ra r ia n ' in th e  p u b lic 's  m in d  is seen  as a  tru s tw o rth y  
fig u re . P e o p le  e v e ry w h e re  like a n d  s u p p o rt libraries. 
S ta tis tica lly , th e  s u p p o rt o f e v e n  non-users o f lib raries 
is o n  p a r  w ith  th a t  o f re g u la r lib ra ry  users.

This is key. P e o p le  w a n t  to  fe e l trust in the ir 
ins titu tions. I th in k  w e  as h u m a n  b e in gs  w a n t  to  trust 
e a c h  o the r. It is m y  p e rs o n a l b e lie f th a t  th e  lib ra ry  is

w h a t  k ind  o f lib ra rians 
w e  a re  a n d  ta k e  h e a r t 
in th e  u n d e n ia b le  trust 
a n d  re s p e c t o f ou r 
pa tro n s .

I o n c e  d id  an  
e xe rc ise  a t  a  lib ra ry  
c o n fe re n c e  in Texas.
I h a n d e d  o u t  c a rd s  
th a t  c o n ta in e d  th e

te n  q u a litie s  a  g o o d  lib ra rian  shou ld  possess. I 
lis ted th ings  like ‘ k n o w le d g e a b le ',  ‘ te c h n o lo g ic a lly  
fo rw a rd ',  ‘s a v v y ', ‘c o n s c ie n tio u s ', ‘e d u c a te d ' a n d  
‘s h re w d '. Then I d id  s o m e th in g  sneaky . M o s t o f 
th e  c a rd s  in c lu d e d  ‘w a rm ' in th e  list, b u t  on  a b o u t  
10% o f th e  c a rd s , I re p la c e d  ‘w a rm ' w ith  ‘c o ld '.  All 
th e  c a rd s  lo o k e d  id e n t ic a l a n d  I d e lib e ra te ly  g a v e  
th e  im pression  I w a s  h a n d in g  o u t  th e  s a m e  list to  
e v e ry o n e .

I g a v e  p e o p le  a  m in u te  o r tw o  to  re a d  th ro u g h  th e  
list. Then I a ske d  fo r a  s h o w  o f h a n d s  a b o u t  w h e th e r  
th e se  q u a litie s  shou ld  b e  th e  c o r re c t  s ta n d a rd  fo r  o u r 
p ro fess ion . A ll th e  p e o p le  w ith  ‘w a rm ' o n  th e ir c a rd s  
re so lu te ly  h e ld  u p  th e ir h a n d s . But a ll th e  p e o p le  w ith  
‘c o ld ' fo u g h t th e  id e a  to o th  a n d  nail. There w a s  a  
live ly  d e b a te  in th e  a u d ie n c e  b e fo re  p e o p le  c a u g h t  
o n  a b o u t  th e  c o ld /w a rm  trick .

It w a s  a n  e p ip h a n y  fo r m e . O u t o f te n  q u a litie s , 
th e  s ing le  tra it  o f  ‘c o ld ' w a s  e n o u g h  to  c a n c e l th e  
o th e r  n ine . W e c a n  b e  e x c e lle n t a t  e v e ry th in g  else; 
w e  c a n  b e  on  th e  c u tt in g  e d g e  o f te c h n o lo g y , w e  
c a n  b e  d ilig e n t in o u r s e le c tio n  a n d  e ff ic ie n t in o u r
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^  R  I  A  N
I A N S  T H R O U G H  F I L M

"PEOPLE EVERYWHERE LIKE 
AND SUPPORT LIBRARIES.

STAHSHCAHY THE SUPPORT OF EVEN NON-USERS OF LIBRARIES IS 
ON PAR WITH THAT OF REGULAR LIBRARY USERS.”

c irc u la t io n .
But it 
p ro fite th  
us n o th in g  
w ith o u t 
w a rm , n o n 
ju d g m e n ta l 
h u m a n  
e m p a th y .

T e c h n o lo g y  w ill a lw a y s  c h a n g e . P e rhaps ou r 
re p re s e n ta tio n  in m o v ie s  a n d  te lev is ion  n e v e r w ill. 
But w e  c a n  ta k e  h e a r t in th e  fo u n d a t io n  o f trust th e  
p u b lic  has in us a n d  c o n tin u a lly  w o rk  to  m e rit th a t. 
W e  c a n  insist th a t  e v e ry  p a tro n  fe e l a  w a rm  h u m a n  
c o n n e c t io n  w ith  us lib ra rians, a n d  re -e x a m in e  a n y  
p o lic y  o f ours th a t  nee d le ss ly  inh ib its  it.

W h e n  I w a s  p u tt in g  to g e th e r  m y  d o c u m e n ta ry , I 
re a lised  I c o u ld  n o t c o u n t o n  H o lly w o o d  to  te ll th e  
s to ry  o f lib ra rians b e c a u s e  th e ir d e p ic t io n s  o f ou r 
pro fess ion  w e re  m o s tly  c o ld  a n d  heartless. But I a lso

Wondering what 
to wear?
O u r A m e r ic a n  c o lle a g u e s  a re
hard a t  w o rk  m a k in g  o v e r  th e  
s te re o ty p ic a l lib ra ry  w a rd ro b e .
They a re  e v e n  re a c h in g  o u t to
e m b ra c e  th e  m u c h  m a lig n e d
cardigan. C h e c k  it o u t  h e re .
ribrarianwardrobe.com ̂

re a lised  th a t  th e  b e a u tifu l, w a rm  re a l life  lib ra rians I 
in te rv ie w e d  w e re  m o re  th a n  e n o u g h  to  c o u n te r  th e  
c e llu lo id  ones.

M y  film  is b u t o n e  d ro p  in th e  M u rra y  River 
o f m a in s tre a m  im a g e s . I a m  n o t d is c o u ra g e d , 
h o w e v e r, b e c a u s e  th e re  is th e  fa c e  o the rs  see 
a n d  th e  fa c e  w e  show . The c h a n g in g  fa c e  o f th e  
in d u s try  m a y  h a v e  less to  d o  w ith  th e  h o w  th e  
im a g e -m a k e rs  p o r tra y  us a n d  m o re  w ith  th e  w a y  
w e  s h o w  o u r tru e  co lou rs . To b la ta n t ly  p la g ia rise  
S h a ke sp e a re , "The fa u lt, d e a r  Brutus, lies n o t in ou r 
m o v ie  s ta rs /B u t in o u r se lves.” The s a m e  g o e s  fo r ou r 

s tre n g th .

A n n ie  Seidl
W rite r /D ire c to r
The H o lly w o o d  L ib ra rian :
A  Look a t  L ibrarians T h rough  Film
www.hollywoodlibrarian.com
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http://www.hollywoodlibrarian.com

