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LIBRARY SP A C E S A N D  P LA C E S : 
E V O L U T IO N  N O T  R E V O L U T IO N

In lo o k in g  a t  th e  im p o r t a n t  d is c u s s io n  
a r o u n d  th e  s t ru c tu re  a n d  d e s ig n  o f  b o th  
th e  p h y s ic a l  a n d  v ir tu a l l ib r a ry  s p a c e ,  
it is w o r th  e x p lo r in g  w h y  th e  d e s ig n  o f 
th is s p a c e  is so  im p o r t a n t  a n d  r e f le c t  o n  
th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  in te re s t  a n d  c o n c e r n  
o v e r  th e  d e s ig n  o f  o u r  lib r a ry  s p a c e s  
is n o th in g  n e w . H is to r ic a l ly  l ib ra ry  u se rs  
a n d  th e  w id e r  c o m m u n it y  h a v e  b e e n  a s  
d e e p ly  e n g a g e d  a s  w e  a r e  t o d a y ,  n o t  
ju st w ith  h o w  lib ra r ie s  lo o k , b u t  h o w  t h e y  
f u n c t io n . Th is r e m a in s  t ru e  fo r  a ll l ib ra ry  
t y p e s , w h e t h e r  it is th e  s c h o o l ,  th e  p u b l ic ,  
o r  th e  a c a d e m ic  lib ra ry , a n d  r e f le c t s  th e  
im p o r t a n c e  o f  th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e t w e e n  
lib ra r ie s , th e ir  p e r c e iv e d  s o c ia l  a n d  
e d u c a t io n a l  f u n c t io n , a n d  th e  o f te n  
in t im a t e  re la t io n s h ip  
u se rs  h a v e  w ith  th e  
lib ra ry  ‘ p l a c e ' .  In th is 
link  b e t w e e n  th e  s h a p e  
a n d  fo rm  o f  th e  lib ra ry  
s p a c e  a n d  its p e r c e iv e d  
f u n c t io n , o u r  a m b it io n s  
a n d  o v e r r id in g  v is io n  fo r  
l ib ra r ie s  a r e  a r t i c u la t e d .
T h e  g r a n d  v is io n  o f  th e  
lib r a ry 's  p u rp o s e  a n d  
th e  ro le  lib ra r ie s  h a v e  
b e e n  a s s ig n e d  in  s h a p in g  
s o c ie t y ,  e d u c a t io n ,  a n d  
k n o w le d g e  t ra n sm is s io n  
m e a n s  lib ra r ie s  c a n  
b e  v ie w e d  a s  th e  
a r c h it e c t u r a l  e m b o d im e n t  
o f  w id e r  s o c ia l  a n d  
e d u c a t io n a l  c o n c e r n s  
(F e n n e s s y , 2 0 0 7 ) .

G o r m a n , in  h is b o o k  T h e  E n d u r in g  
L ib ra ry , s u g g e s ts  th a t  lib r a ry  b u ild in g s  
a r e  b o th  ‘s y m b o ls ' o f  a  s o c ie t y 's  
c o m m it m e n t  to  le a rn in g  a n d  p h y s ic a l  
‘m a n if e s t a t io n s ' o f  a  c o m m u n it y 's  
a s p ira t io n s  (2 0 0 3  p .5 ) .  In th is w a y  th e  
‘id e a '  o f  l ib r a ry  is, a c c o r d in g  to  G o r m a n , 
b o th  " s y m b o lis e d  a n d  m a d e  m a n ife s t  
in  th e  s p a c e  a n d  s t ru c tu re  it o c c u p ie s "  
(p .7 ) .  H is to ric  l ib ra r ie s  a n d  th e ir  d e s ig n  
m a y  b e  v ie w e d  a s  ‘a r t e f a c t s '  p ro v id in g  
in s ig h t in to  a  p re v io u s  g e n e r a t io n 's  
s o c ia l  a n d  e d u c a t io n a l  ‘v is io n ' a n d  
in fo rm in g  th e  p r e s e n t  o f  th e  v a lu e s  
w h ic h  d r o v e  th e ir  c o n s t r u c t io n . A s  w e  
r e f le c t  o n  th e  g r a n d  d e s ig n s  o f  s o m e  o f 
th e  w o r ld 's  g r e a t  lib ra r ie s , t h e  in t im a te  
a n d  c o m m u n it y - fo c u s e d  s p a c e s  o f 
m a n y  o f  M e c h a n ic s '  In s t itu te s , a n d  
th e  fu n c t io n a l fo rm  o f l ib ra r ie s  b u ilt  in 
th e  1960s a n d  1 9 7 0 s , a s  w e ll  th e  m o re  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  ‘ L e a r n in g  C o m m o n s ' ,  it is

e a s y  to  s e e  th e m  a s  b o th  ‘s y m b o l' a n d  
‘ m a n if e s t a t io n ' .

In th is r e f le c t io n , w e  a r e  a ls o  
e n g a g in g  in  a n  e s s e n t ia l c o n v e r s a t io n  
w ith  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  p r e c e d e d  us, 
q u e s t io n in g  th e ir  v is io n , a n d  d r a w in g  
u p o n  th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s  to  h e lp  us 
s h a p e  a n d  fo rm  o u r  o w n . T h e  d e s ig n  o f 
c o n t e m p o r a r y  lib r a ry  s p a c e s  is in  tu rn  
in fo rm e d  b y  t h e s e  c o n v e r s a t io n s  w ith  th e  
p a s t ,  w h ile  a ls o  a c t in g  a s  a  b a r o m e t e r  
o f  c u r r e n t  c o n c e r n s  until s u c h  t im e  th a t  
t h e y  to o  w ill p r e s e n t  fu tu re  g e n e r a t io n s  
w ith  a n  in v ita t io n  to  r e f le c t  o n  th e  
c o m m u n it y  w h ic h  c r e a t e d  th e m .

Th is is p e r h a p s  m o s t  e a s i ly  
u n d e r s t o o d  in  th e  c o n t e x t  o f  th e  o f te n

c o n t e n t io u s  is su e  o f  w h a t  w e  c a l l  th e  
‘ lib r a ry  s p a c e ' ,  a n  a r g u m e n t  a lm o s t  a s  
c o n t e n t io u s  a s  w h a t  w e  c a l l  o u r s e lv e s . 
O v e r  t im e  a s  a  p ro fe s s io n  w e  h a v e  
a t t e m p t e d  to  a r t i c u la t e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
v is io n s  o f  w h a t  th e  ‘s p a c e '  a s p ire s  to  b e  
a n d  h o w  it w ill f u n c t io n  th ro u g h  w h a t  w e  
h a v e  c a l le d  t h e s e  p la c e s .  T h in k  o f  la b e ls  
s u c h  ‘ E d u c a t io n a l  R e s o u r c e  C e n t r e s  
( E R C ) '  a n d  ‘ L e a r n in g  R e s o u r c e  C e n t r e s  
( l R C ) '  in th e  1 970s a n d  1 9 8 0 s , m o re  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  la b e ls  s u c h  ‘ L e a r n in g  
C o m m o n s '  a n d  ‘ In fo rm a t io n  C o m m o n s '  
a n d ,  in a n  a t t e m p t  to  r e f le c t  th e  
in c r e a s in g  h y b r id ity  o f  th e  lib r a ry  s p a c e ,  
t h e  u s e  o f  la b e ls  s u c h  a s  ‘ c y b r a r y '  a n d  
‘w e b r a r y '  a m o n g  o th e rs . E a c h  o f  t h e s e  
la b e ls  e x p re s s e s  a  c o n t e m p o r a r y  d e s ire  
to  n o t  o n ly  r e - s h a p e  th e  p h y s ic a l  s p a c e ,  
b u t  to  a ls o  a r t i c u la t e  t h e  s y m b o lic  sh ift in 
t h e  v is io n  fo r  th e  lib r a ry  a n d  its p u rp o s e . 
T o d a y  th e  d is c u s s io n  a b o u t  lib ra r ie s

h a s  m o v e d  b e y o n d  d e f in in g  ju st th e  
p h y s ic a l  ‘p l a c e '  a n d  is n o w  c o n c e r n e d  
w ith  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  ‘s p a c e '  b o th  
a c t u a l  a n d  v ir tu a l -  w h a t  B la c k , P e p p e r , 
a n d  B a g s h a w  (2 0 0 9 ) c a l l  th e  " h y b r id  
l ib r a ry " , o n e  o f  " c l ic k s  a n d  m o r t a r " (p .3 ) .  
Th is sh ift m a y  b e  v ie w e d  b y  s o m e  a s  
a  re v o lu t io n , a  b r e a k  w ith  th e  p a s t , 
h o w e v e r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  d is c u s s io n  o f 
l ib ra r ie s  (o r  w h a t e v e r  w e  m a y  c a l l  th e m ) 
c a n n o t  ig n o re  th e  p a s t  a n d  r a t h e r  th a n  
a  re v o lu t io n  w h a t  w e  a r e  s e e in g  is a n  
e v o lu t io n  -  a  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  th e  s to ry  
o f  b o th  th e  lib r a ry  a n d  th e  in fo rm a t io n  
p ro fe s s io n s . D r a w in g  th e  s to ry  t o g e t h e r  
is, a c c o r d in g  to  G o r m a n , a  " g o ld e n  
t h r e a d  o f  v a lu e s  a n d  p r a c t ic e s "  (p .3 )  
v e s t e d  in  th e  in fo rm a t io n  p ro fe s s io n s .
Th is ‘ t h r e a d '  w e a v e s  its w a y  th ro u g h  
t im e  d r a w in g  p a s t ,  p r e s e n t , a n d  fu tu re  
t o g e t h e r  so  t h a t  w ith in  th e  w a l ls  o f  l ib ra ry  
s p a c e s  c o m m o n  c o n c e r n s  (p a s t  a n d  
p r e s e n t ) ,  a m b it io n s , a n d  v is io n  fo r  t h e s e  
s p a c e s  c a n  b e  s e e n  a n d  u n d e r s t o o d .
A s  a  p ro fe s s io n  w h e n  w e  c o n t in u e  to  re ­
im a g in e  o u r  lib r a ry  s p a c e s  w e  a r e  o n  a  
jo u r n e y  a n d  e n g a g in g  in  a  c o n v e r s a t io n  
w ith  o u r  p e e r s  b o th  p a s t  a n d  p r e s e n t .
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I I istorically, library 
users and the wider 
com m unity have been  
as deeply e n g a g e d  as 
we are today, not just 
with how libraries look, 
but how they function.
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