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By D esign ’s Jann e  Ryan spoke with architecture critic 
Elizabeth Farrelly and arch itect Tone W heeler about the 
powerful connection betw een knowledge and  the design of 
libraries. As the digital world changes our lives, so too do the 
design of our libraries and their role. Are they still important?

The upper w ing of the Mitchell Library is, as arch itect Tone 
W heeler describes it, "the traditional id ea  of a  library".

It's here that the massive skylight towers over the card  
indexes, and  where studious researchers sit quietly at large 
com m unal tables surrounded by piles and  piles of books.

Sydney's main public library has its own octagonal reading 
room, and  both echo  the function 
if not the design of icon ic spaces 
in the great libraries -  the British 
Library Reading Room and Trinity 
College Library in Dublin.

"I think this is one of the best 
rooms in Sydney, possibly one of 
the best rooms I know in Australia," 
says architecture critic Elizabeth 
Farrelly. "I love it for its ‘libraryness' 
but also for its ‘roominess', the 
shape and the quality and  the 
sense of an ideas sp ace ."

I'm taking Ms Farrelly and  Mr 
W heeler on a  tour of the library, 
and w e 're  trying to d iscover how 
these traditional spaces might 
function in a  new digital ag e , 
where the books on the walls are 
all digitised and accessib le  from 
home.

"[W]hen you see libraries where 
books w ere w ritte n ... think that's 
the thing about the British Library when you go in the British 
Museum and you see there is a  corner devoted  to all the works 
that Karl Marx referred to in that library when he w as writing 
and researching there," Mr W heeler says. "There's a  sense 
of the ideas being m ade evident and you can  see it, and  I 
think that's the thing about seeing rows and rows and  rows of 
books, the w ealth of hum an endeavour in all of its spines all 
showing to you in all the different colours. There's a  sense of the 
grandeur about that and that's m atched  by the grandeur of 
this room."

G randeur is evoked not just by the books and  history, but by 
the architecture itself. Libraries, like other ‘essential' municipal 
buildings such as schools and  hospitals, have  traditionally 
been designed to elicit a  certain feeling. But can  that design 
purpose, and that feeling, survive a  chang e  of function?

"[W]e now start to think of the book as an endangered  
species, so the question of the library and  the future of the 
library also com es into play," Ms Farrelly says. "And if you talk 
to librarians now they'll talk as if the future library is terribly 
exciting -- but it's really a  kind of com bination of comm unity 
party sp ace , and  com puter room with internet. And you think, 
well, everybody has a lready got their own computers, so w hat

is it actually , this thing? M aybe it's a  whole lot of com fortable 
chairs with some sort of deco rative  books around."

"That ancient tradition which started with A lexandria, 
w here the books w eren 't even rep licated , they w ere original 
copies, [in those libraries] they were terribly precious," she says. 
"And as [books] got printed and  rep licated and then digitised, 
the sense of specialness has d isappeared . Now... no one would 
build a  three-storey, galleried, glass-ceilinged, vau lted sp ace ."

With the idea  of books chang ing from something 
‘precious', to something rep licated and  com m on, to 
something potentially worthless, our sense of knowledge as 
belonging to books is beginning to fad e . Mr W heeler says that 
this ch an g e  in how information is stored has altered both the 
role of books and of readers in m odern libraries. The process 
of chang e  started well before the internet though, with the 
introduction of public lending.

“ I think o nce  you start lending them [books] out they're no 
longer inside the vault and therefore I think you dissipate the

notion of going to the library 
to read or to find w hat you 've  
got," Mr W heeler says. "And 
I think that's the start of this 
chan g e . M any people would 
think it's a  dow nw ard trend; I 
think it's just rapid chang e ."

Most libraries are designed 
to acco m m o d ate  the dual 
purpose of book repository (the 
stack) and reading room, and 
it's challenging to rethink w hat 
these two areas could be re
purposed towards, Mr W heeler 
says.

"I think probably the 
clearest one of those is Ken 
Woolley's version for Sydney 
University, w here the stack was 
a  concrete  structure then c lad  
in bronze on the outside of it, 
and  that w as all very vertical. 

And next to that is a  horizontal building with glass all the w ay  
around, fantastic views looking b ack  at the city and  p laces to 
sit where you read . So that w as the perfect evocation  of the 
book on one side and  the reader on the other."

Ms Farrelly is less sanguine, and  worries about the future of 
the stack as a  sp ace  w here students can  w an d er through and 
dream  about books and knowledge.

"The sp ace  in the stack [at Sydney University Library] w as so 
beautiful," she says. "I m ean , you w alked  on those wire floors, 
so you could actually  read that sense of the whole vertical 
connection of the sp ace  which w as lovely, and  it w as like. 
it a lw ays used to remind m e, although it w asn 't really like it, 
of that Borges story of the infinite library, w here the library is a 
m etaphor for the universe, and  it's actually  quite Kafkaesque 
b ecau se  the library ends up being meaningless and  all the 
books are free of content and  you ca n 't get anyw here . I 
actually  think it is a  dow nw ard trend, I think the loss of beau ty is 
alw ays a  dow nw ard trend."

But in transforming from a  ‘church of books' to a  different 
kind of public spiritual p lace , the library doesn't necessarily 
h ave  to lose its function as a  p la ce  of beauty, contem plation 
and comm unity, Mr W heeler says.

"W e're talking about a  modern church being m uch more
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about peop le singing and com ing together as a  community, 
and I think that's w hat the library now wants to be," he 
says. "The library ca n 't stand alone now. Take the Surrey Hills 
Library in Sydney, the library itself is down underground, with 
computers, and ab o ve  that is a  big comm unity reading room 
and ab o ve  that a  ch ildcare  centre . It's almost as if the library 
ca n 't stand alone anym ore. It needs a  number of other things 
to assist it."

However, in new libraries like the Surry Hills Library in Sydney 
where the books are underground, does the design h ave  less 
authority? And if so, w hat elem ent of design has taken a w a y  
that authority?

"I think to some extent Tone's right, the borrowable nature 
of books m akes them seem  less specia l," Ms Farrelly says. "And 
that sort of municipal library p lastic-covered, dog-eared book 
that you get is less impressive as a  tome than the books that 
I saw  recently, for exam ple , in the Hunterian Library, which is 
the Royal College of Surgeons library in Lincoln's Inn Fields in 
London, which is a  very tall room like this one, but with those 
lovely full-height windows with reveals, which are about a 
metre deep  of the windows, [and] are actually  book lined.

"There's no w a y  you go in there and h ave  a  conversation," 
she says. "You go in there and  it im m ediately says to you ‘treat

it with respect". There is definitely a  power relationship, and  the 
room is running the show, the consum er is not in cha rg e . And 
modern consumers find that quite uncom fortable I think."

That charg e , though, could potentially be m ade  of most 
modern architecture, not just libraries, Ms Farrelly co nced es.

"Architecture doesn't even w ant authority anym ore, 
architecture wants celebrity," she says. "Everybody wants to 
be a  Bilbao, nobody wants to be dignified and  serious and 
respected . They just w ant to be adm ired and loved and read 
about. So it's all about the wildly weird front-page picture.
Most architecture is after that single im age and  it's certainly 
not an interior im age , it's always the picture of the form, which 
is ironic, w e 're  b ack  to outright formalism, which is kind of 
interesting, like the end of 19th century formalism. So w e 're  due 
for a  revolution here I think."

J a n n e  R y a n  s p o k e  w i t h  E l i z a b e t h  F a r r e l l y  a n d  T o n e  W h e e l e r  a t  t h e  M i t c h e l l  L i b r a r y ,  p a r t  o f  

t h e  S t a t e  L i b r a r y  o f  N e w  S o u t h  W a l e s .

Editors note: ALIA rece ived  this article in response to our ca ll for 
opinions about the future of the profession. If you would like to 
join the conversation visit a liafutures.w ikispaces.com .
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