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Editorial 
17 November 2005 

Christmas steadfastly rolls toward us but, as always, there is still work to be 
done first.  

It has been a year of hard work around New Zealand libraries, 
there have been numerous new Libraries opened and still 
others made over and revitalised; we've talked about the Digital 
Strategy, professional registration, salaries, book drives, 
professional standards, customer service; we've seen many 
different and exciting types of training and development 
opportunities come around; we've seen libraries created, 
merged, and turned into internet cafes (and then turned back). 

No wonder you're tired!  Ours is a dynamic, exciting and challenging profession 
where "things" never stay the same for too long, though our core business and 
principles are virtually timeless. 

I was lucky enough to visit the new Parklands Library in Christchurch recently 
and was once again enraptured by the variety of needs being met within any 
one library.  Parklands is set up as something of a chameleon, it can be 
internally reconfigured to serve different user groups and needs at different 
times of the day and week - a very visual indicator of the diverse goals that we 
all aim for in our home libraries. 

No deep messages here, just a reminder that we work in a very special field, 
that our customers (whatever library or information service you're in) have 
enormously diverse needs (and wants) and that our colleagues together 
harness a fantastic variety of knowledge and skills.  Roll on Christmas and 
even 2006 -  with colleagues like this around New Zealand, we're ready for ye! 

Glen Walker 
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State-of-the-Art Storage for Precious 
Collections 
9 November 2005 

A state-of-the-art sprinkler system will protect Waitakere City's heritage 
collections when the Waitakere Central Library opens in Henderson next year 
courtesy of a $130,000 grant from the Lottery Grants Board.  

The AcquaMist system used by archives and art galleries worldwide minimises 
the density of water damage in the event of a fire.  The grant covers the 
installation of a pre-action sprinkler mist fire suppression system including a 
pump room and installation costs.  

Councillor Penny Hulse says that the improved protection will ensure future 
citizens have appropriate access to Waitakere's history through photos, 
archives and books.  

"The new system to protect Waitakere's heritage is a great asset to make sure 
donated collections from local families are stored safely and securely, whilst 
still allowing the public the opportunity to delve into Waitakere's rich history," 
she says. 

A new heritage suite will house the City's documentary heritage collections. It 
includes a cool store for photographic negatives and a temperature and 
humidity controlled storage area for documents and books including the J. T. 
Diamond Archive and the library's precious glass plate negative collections, the 
oral history archives and other heritage collections.  There will be a small 
exhibition space as well as a Waitakere and West Auckland research room - 
The J. T. Diamond Reading Room. 

To discuss donating heritage material to Waitakere Library or for advice on 
storing your family papers email: preservation@waitakere.govt.nz or phone the 
Local History Collections Advisor on 838 1303 ext. 823. 
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Major initiatives at Wellington City Libraries 
8 November 2005 

Community participation was a strong Library Week theme at Wellington City 
Libraries this year as two major initiatives were launched.  

Migrant Communities Library Guide 
While joining and membership information has long been available in a variety 
of languages, we wanted to celebrate Wellington's diversity-in-action further.   

Core library information for migrant communities was identified such as how to 
access non-English newspapers, books, world music CDs, and how to use 
basic services such as the book reserve system,  free children's story-times 
and holiday programmes, and how to find books on work and employment 
information.  

This was then translated into community languages - 14 languages were 
launched on 6th September and more are planned in the future.  The first 
group of languages are Arabic, Chinese, Cook Island, Farsi, French, Gujarati, 
Hindi, Khmer, Kiribati, Samoan, Sinhalese, Somali, Tokelauan, and Tongan.  

The information is available on the library's website at 
www.wcl.govt.nz/languages/ or directly from the library's home page.  

The aims were to reduce the times where language may be acting as a barrier 
to connecting with library services both for new and settled migrants, and to 
signal to any community that Wellington City Libraries welcomes them and 
respects their differences.    

But this also has proved to be a concrete opportunity for interaction, and 
information exchange between the library and multi-cultural community groups 
as the draft content was checked.   Suggestions for purchase and requests for 
tours are emerging from groups with which the library has had little direct 
contact previously.    

Except from a community group letter: 
"Feel so happy that it has come out in a meaningful way, so people who read it 
get warmed towards library services and understand that do a marvellous 
service to any community... " 

Project contact:  joanne.horner@wcc.govt.nz 

  

Nga Tupuna 3 Book Launch 
Wellington City Libraries working in conjunction with the support of our partners 
in this project, the Wellington Tenths Trust, released the third volume in the 
series of heritage biographies.  It has been possible once more to increase our 
understanding of the Te Atiawa community at Port Nicholson in the 1830s just 
before large numbers of settlers came, and also to appreciate the efforts made 
to adjust to the new organisations after September 1839.      

There are 26 additional biographies included within this latest volume, 
compiled from research by Sandra Clarke into Maori Land Court minute books, 
published sources, and anecdotal evidence.  Additionally, Simon George and 
Matiu Baker recounted the stories of their respective tupuna.   

This volume adds a different dimension by recording the life of one of the later 
generation who was a prominent supporter of the Parihaka township. He 
provided this support from the rentals on land held in Wellington City and this 
arrangement lasted into the 1900s.  
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Some Whanau guests at the book launch on 8th September, 2005 

Copies can be ordered directly from Ann Reweti (contact below), as a set, or 
individually, or selected biographies may be viewed at: 
http://www.wcl.govt.nz/maori/wellington/ 

Project contact:  ann.reweti@wcc.govt.nz 
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Library Architecture Calendar Selling Fast 
7 November 2005 

Don’t miss out on getting a copy for yourself or for colleagues and friends.  

The New Zealand Library Architecture 2006 desk calendar was successfully 
launched at the Christchurch conference and copies were snapped up by 
delegates who visited the LIANZA stand. 

Christmas is fast approaching and this beautiful calendar will make a great gift 
at just $12 a copy. 

The handy CD size format is ideal for posting overseas. An order form is 
available on the LIANZA website: 
http://www.lianza.org.nz/publications/resources/index.html 
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"Do museums own the dead?"  
2005 Bicultural Lecture at Albany  
7 November 2005 

In a passionate and sometimes emotional presentation, Brenda Tipene-Hook 
asked the question "Do museums own the dead?" and explained why the 
answer is a resounding "No".  

Currently the Auckland War Memorial Museum is displaying waka tupapaku 
(bone chests), which Brenda believes should be repatriated to their original 
resting place in the burial caves of Ngati Hine.  

Speaking at the Fifth Annual Bicultural Lecture hosted by Albany Campus 
Library, Massey University, Brenda described her MPhil research which 
explored the Ngati Hine experience regarding taonga and how "the care, 
possession and control of certain taonga can shape iwi-museum relationships 
and whether these relationships reflect real biculturalism in the heritage 
sector". 

This research was prompted by Brenda's personal experience on coming face 
to face with the waka tupapaku of her tupuna.  Brenda's presentation described 
how she was inexplicably drawn to the M� ori Collection at the Auckland War 
Memorial Museum and her own distressed emotional response on seeing the 
coffins of her tupuna on public display. Waka tupapaku are not meant to be 
seen by the living.  

Brenda prefaced her presentation with a quote by Aurora Morales: 'Until lions 
write books, history will always glorify the hunter' - to illustrate the "narrow 
eurocentric view of taonga as portable cultural heritage property".  

Brenda concluded by saying that Ngati Hine will not give up "until museums 
appreciate that research, care, preservation, security and possession of taonga 
will never equate to ownership, authority and control".  At the time of the 
lecture, Ngati Hine were still awaiting the museum's response to their letter 
requesting an end to the public display and further discussion.  

Brenda's presentation was complemented by Rewi Spraggon who spoke about 
the repatriation of taonga M� ori, drawing on his experience and insights gained 
while working for the Auckland War Memorial Museum with the Te M� ori 
exhibition.  

This presentation gave an insight into the cultural responsibility involved with 
museum displays and provided an alternative perspective on the traditional 
view of museums and their exhibitions. 

Nina Soma 
Albany Campus Library 
Massey University 
n.soma@massey.ac.nz  
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'All at Sea' 
New exhibitions at the National Library Gallery  19 November 
2005 - 19 March 2006  

6 November 2005 

Siu ki Moana : reaching across the Pacific Aotearoa New 
Zealand and the Kingdom of Tonga 1880-1950  
An exhibition about the rich shared history of people and cultures that moved 
across the Pacific between New Zealand and the Kingdom of Tonga will open 
at the National Library Gallery next month.  

Siu Ki Moana: reaching across the Pacific, Aotearoa New Zealand and the 
Kingdom of Tonga 1880-1950 is introduced by stories about the travels of two 
young men in the early 19th century, one who sailed from New Zealand to 
Tonga and one who travelled from Tonga to New Zealand.   

Meletonga and Takalesi 
(Douglas) Whitcombe, 
Tonga 1912. 
Photographer unknown. 
Whitcombe family collection" 
 

The exhibition includes photographs and documents 
from the vast collections of the Alexander Turnbull 
Library as well as material loaned from museums and 
libraries.   

Many items on show have come from private 
collections - photographs and mementoes found on 
walls, in cupboards and on bedside tables in family 
homes. 

The exhibition takes its name, Siu ki Moana, from a 
Tongan phrase that literally means to travel, to sail, to fly over deep water. 
Curator Lois Webster says that this phrase "is often used in the context of 
fishermen going out to the open ocean, beyond the lagoons and reefs, in 
search of the big catch, and it is used to describe the sea bird's flight from 
island to distant island.   

"Venturing out into deep water, of course, comes with risks. One may meet 
great difficulty; one may never return. Yet the long stretches of the South 
Pacific ocean have for centuries lured traders, adventurers, scientists, sailors, 
defenders and lovers. It is the yearning for that distant shore - always looking 
backward, always looking forward to the world that awaits them at the other 
end of the ocean's swell - that is celebrated in this exhibition." 
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Sisters Neiafu and Vav'au, Tonga early 1930s. 
Photographer: 'Atolo Zuckschwerdt. Courtesy of the Tu'inukafe family 

Siu ki Moana has been organised in partnership with the Wellington Tongan 
Community. Local artists have put together a series of 'Tongan Days' and invite 
the public to join them as they demonstrate important aspects of Tongan arts: 
faiva (performance arts), tufunga (materials arts) and fakamea'a (fine arts).  

The 'Tongan Days' will take place in the Gallery on the following Saturdays 
from 1.00pm-3.00pm: 

10 December   Tufunga tatongitongi (wood-carving) 

28 January   Koka'anga (tapa-making) 

18 February   Lalanga (weaving) 

18 March   We farewell the exhibition with a selection of Tongan faiva 
(performance arts)   

Siu ki Moana will be on show until 19 March 2006. (Holiday hours: closed 
between 24 December and 29 January.) 

Shipping Out : early colonial voyages to New Zealand 
From the collections of the Alexander Turnbull Library 

An insight into what some of the early emigrants experienced to get to this 
country will be revealed in the National Library's exhibition Shipping Out, which 
opens on Saturday 19 November.   

The exhibition focuses on the sea voyages of emigrants to New Zealand from 
the 1840s onwards, with paintings and watercolours of some of the actual 
ships and the harbour towns they arrived at - like Wellington, Lyttelton, New 
Plymouth, and Nelson. Included are works by eminent colonial artists such as 
Charles Heaphy, William Fox, and CD Barraud, along with shipboard diaries, 
many beautifully illustrated, with stories of the writers' extraordinary 
experiences on board.  
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Fragments from a diary kept on board the Clifford, January - May 1842. 
John Waring Saxton, watercolour and pen and ink. 
MS-Papers-0107 Manuscripts and Archives, Alexander Turnbull Library 

Also on show will be some early maps, with shipping routes indicated, and 
items such as original passenger tickets, and posters and documents relating 
to emigration and the New Zealand Company.   

Some fascinating works from the mid-19th century, illustrating exotic ports of 
call such as Cuba, Rio, Hong Kong and Sri Lanka, will also be included in the 
exhibition.   

Shipping Out will be on show until 19 March, but will be closed between 24 
December and 29 January.   

For further information and high-resolution images for both shows, please 
contact:  

Susan Bartel 
Public Relations Manager, National Library Gallery 
(04) 474-3119 or (027) 223-5159 
susan.bartel@natlib.govt.nz 
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Communique from LIAC 
Following the meeting of 19 and 20 October 2005  
5 November 2005 

LIAC welcomed updates from: 

John Garraway, Library and Information Association of New Zealand, Aotearoa 
(LIANZA) President, on LIANZA’s new direction;  

Barbara Garriock and Fiona Rigby, Electronic Products in Collaboration 
(EPIC), on the issues and challenges facing EPIC in its second phase of 
procurement;  

Winston Roberts, National Library and Paul Alexander, Ministry of Economic 
Development, who talked the group through the latest news from the World 
Summit on the Information Society (WSIS); and,  

LIAC Commissioner Brian Pauling who updated the group on a recently 
attended conference on Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL) in Melbourne.   

LIAC made a formal approach to the National Library to include LIAC 
Commissioner, Paul Reynolds as part of the government delegation travelling 
to the WSIS event in Tunisia, in mid-November 2005.  Paul is in a good 
position to be a strong advocate for WSIS in New Zealand - informing libraries, 
the information community and New Zealanders.   

In relation to the 2005/06 Workplan, Commissioners will share responsibility for 
individual aspects of the National Digital Strategy ensuring that LIAC keeps an 
“ear to the ground” on developments within the sector.  This will ensure that 
LIAC is able to provide effective and timely advice to the Minister and achieve 
its vision - “Aotearoa, New Zealand - a leading information democracy”.  
Responsibilities are:  

Ainslie Dewe: E-learning initiatives;  

Chris Szekely: E-local government;  

Paul Reynolds: the National Content Strategy and the People’s Network;  

Brian Pauling: the Broadband Challenge, Advanced Network and the 
Telecommunications Act Review;  

Evelyn Tobin: Wh� nau Connections; and  

New Commissioner: Connecting Communities.  

Work has started with the National Library on the nomination process for a new 
LIAC Commissioner.   

LIAC acknowledged Karl du Fresne’s significant contribution as Commissioner 
during the previous two years and wished him well for the future; thanked 
Marian Hobbs for her contribution to the library and information sector over the 
last three years and welcomed the opportunity to work closely with the new 
Minister Responsible for the National Library, Hon. Judith Tizard.   

Ainslie Dewe 
Chair, Library and Information Advisory Commission/Ng�  Kaiwhakam� rama i 
ng�  Kohikohinga K� rero 

31 October 2005  

 
 
 



Library Life  297  November 2005 

 

PPTA Conference Places School Libraries in the Spotlight 

4 November 2005 

The PPTA Annual Conference placed the spotlight on the role of libraries, 
passing recommendations to seek tagged funding for library print resources, 
and tagged staffing for trained teacher librarians, qualified librarians and library 
assistants.  

Delegates also resolved that PPTA lobby for the Ministry of Education, in 
consultation with the National Library of New Zealand School Services and 
SLANZA, to accredit and fund three library software packages and provide 
technical support for each software package. In addition, they endorsed 
recommendations for school library staff to receive equal professional 
development opportunities as teachers and for secondary area schools to be 
funded to establish and maintain school archives/records. 

Paper mover Adaire Hannah said the majority of school libraries suffered from 
inadequate funding for staffing and resources, as well as low status. "An 
Auckland principal said he didn't want a trained teacher librarian, that he had 
two teachers he wanted to get out of the classroom because they were not 
very good. We are not the dumping village for poor workers." 

School libraries were an integral part of a high quality fully funded education 
system and central to the government's lifelong learning and literacy strategies. 
Even the Education Review Office was now assessing schools' ICT, 
information literacy and overall literacy programmes within and beyond their 
libraries. 

"If the Ministry of Education expects schools to improve the information literacy, 
and literacy, skills of students then it has to provide the resources and qualified 
staff to achieve this. 

"Our vision is for students to be able to continue to educate themselves after 
they leave school. To do this successfully they need the tools to seek and 
evaluate information. 

"The methods of thinking, questioning and problem-solving that are involved in 
research are a vital part of a school's curriculum. Students who can confidently 
use a library will be successful learners for life." 

Hannah acknowledged the paper's recommendations were costly and would 
have to be implemented in stages, but it was important they became PPTA 
policy. Auckland delegate Trevor Lawson welcomed the paper and said school 
libraries were vulnerable to erosion of resources as funding was dependent on 
the principal's view of their importance. However, the Waikato region 
suggested the paper go back to a working party for further refinement and 
recommendations to be presented at conference in 2006, saying it was 
confusing and needed reworking. 

Auckland executive member Peter Cooke agreed there was a lot of detail but 
that was because the paper had been thoroughly researched and checked by 
relevant groups including the ICT taskforce. Wellington delegate David Thorp 
said well-resourced and staffed libraries were a tool at the disposal of every 
teacher in every curriculum area and would help alleviate workload issues. "A 
properly resourced and qualified teacher librarian would liaise with teachers, 
help construct lessons and units, help drive curriculum development especially 
in relation to ICT, would help teachers unravel the IT mysteries that research 
holds for them and would use their teaching expertise to target resources to the 
right areas of the curriculum."  

 
Reprinted with permission form PPTA News  
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The New Zealand Librarian Labour Market 
3 November 2005 

This year LIANZA has coordinated a consortium of sector organisations in 
commissioning an independent professional remuneration survey of the Library 
and Information Profession.  

While the results from this survey, which are due shortly, will provide a rich set 
of information for members, a further dataset of information is available from 
Statistics New Zealand through the census returns. As the next census will be 
in 2006, the data from the most recent census (2001) is already somewhat 
aged.  

The LIANZA Office has analysed information from the last two census and the 
major features are:  

Size of the NZ Librarian Labour Market 
There are over 1.7 million employees in New Zealand. In 2001 Statistics NZ 
classified 3627  as Librarians  and 2400 as Library Assistants . In 1996 there 
were 5,691 Librarians and Library Assistants so the profession has been 
growing in number by about 1% a year.   

 

Of the 6,027 Librarians in 2001, 37% (2,211) are employed in the public library 
sector; 29% (1,767) in special libraries; 18% (1,059) in tertiary libraries and 
16% (987) were school librarians. All the growth in the profession between 
1996 and 2001 is shown to have taken place in the school (27% increase) and 
tertiary (15% increase) library sectors while the public library sector contracted 
2% over the five year period and the special library sector grew only 1% in five 
years.  

Gender Profile 
The librarian & information profession is highly feminised and 86% of all 
librarians are women. There was no change between 1996 and 2001 (85.87% 
(1996) 85.91% (2001)). In the overall economy 47% of the workforce is 
women.  

Age Profile 
The librarian & information profession is aging. In 1996 51.0% of all librarians 
and library assistants were over 40; in 2001 it was 58.3%. In 1996 23.0% were 
over 50. Five years later in 2001 the figure had jumped to 30.1%. You can 
clearly see the trend in the table & chart below.  
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While the librarian profession is aging, so too is the overall workforce. From 
1996 to 2001 those aged 40 and over rose from 44% to 50% of the workforce 
and those aged 50 and over rose from 20% to 25% of the workforce.  

Qualifications Profile  
Librarians are highly qualified in comparison to the overall workforce. In 2001 
33% of all librarians and library assistants have at least a bachelor's degree 
(1,971), compared to 13.5% for the rest of the workforce. 46% of all male 
librarian and library assistants have a bachelor's degree or higher and 31% of 
all female librarian and library assistants.  

In 2001 over 56% of all librarians and library assistants working in tertiary 
libraries had a bachelor's degree or higher. In the special library sector 34%; 
public libraries 28% and 17% in school libraries.  

Further Reading 
Link to Occupation Classification: 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/statistical-methods/classifications/nz-standard-class-
of-occupations-1999.htm 

Link to Industry Classification: 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/statistical-methods/classifications/anzsic-nz-version-
1996.htm 

Note the information used to assign a person an occupation and industry 
comes from the questions of the individual form 30, 31, 32 and 33. 

Link to Census Forms: 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/census/2001-definitions-questionnaires/chapter-
10.htm 

Contact:  Rob Arlidge rob@lianza.org.nz ph: 04 473 5834 

 

Rob Arlidge 
Business Development Manager 
LIANZA 

 



Library Life  297  November 2005 

 

From the perspective of an MLIS Graduate 
by Sanya Baker  
2 November 2005 

While most of my classmates in Auckland were working in libraries at the time I 
entered the MLIS programme, I hadn't worked in a library since primary school. 

Yet over my years of study I discovered I was not alone in lacking experience 
to tie my learning to. Many of my contemporaries complained that working in 
large library organisations had given them little understanding beyond the day-
to-day operations of their own departments. 

My father graduated from medical school during the second world war and had 
told me that staff shortages in hospitals resulted in his taking far more and 
broader responsibilities in his first posting as a house-surgeon than would ever 
have happened in peace time. A baptism by fire, perhaps; certainly a 
tremendous challenge; but this experience set my father in good stead for his 
professional career. 

As I neared graduation, I wondered which library setting could do the same for 
me. Naturally, school libraries sprang to mind. Naturally? For some reason, 
school libraries have a reputation as a library backwater, rather than as a 
demanding and challenging environment in which an individual can make a 
real difference. In my time in a school library, admittedly a well-staffed and 
resourced one in a large secondary school, I have found this sector's 
uninspiring reputation totally undeserved. 

In a single year I have been involved in library orientation for new students, an 
information literacy programme for year 9s, collection development, 
cataloguing and reference. Not to mention developing and publishing intranet 
resources, maintaining and improving library management systems, managing 
a large team of student librarians and strategic planning to meet existing and 
future needs for our library 'customers'.In addition there have been the fiction 
talks, the library displays, promoting library services and resources, designing 
visual guides to the library catalogue - the list goes on. And yes, there's the 
dreary stuff: "Miss, there's a paper jam in the photocopier", "Miss, I've been 
given this overdue notice for a book I've never had", etc. but aren't they 
everywhere? 

Given that it is such a great job, you might ask, why are there so few MLIS 
graduates willing to take up positions in schools? Well, there are a number of 
reasons for this. 

Firstly, pay and conditions. We know the library sector overall is grossly 
undervalued, but put librarians' pay and conditions on a scale and you will find 
those of school librarians clustered at the bottom. Instead of being regarded 
and paid as academic staff alongside our teaching colleagues, even secondary 
school librarians who run and staff busy academic libraries are considered by 
the Ministry of Education to be support staff, employed for a 40 week school 
year and paid out of our school's operational grant. Given this situation, it is the 
exceptional state school that is willing and able to support more than one 
professional librarian in this important role. 

That brings me on to the second problem for new graduates; professional 
mentoring. As special library professionals are aware, it can be very isolating 
especially early in your career, working without professional colleagues 
alongside and, often, under such time pressure that attending meetings 
and continuing professional development during work hours is next to 
impossible. For those taking up positions as sole professionals, it would be 
wonderful if the profession would provide mentoring support. 
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And finally, there is the lack of career path both within the school library sector 
and without. The staffing of school libraries has been a political issue for some 
time, and this is set to continue. Many, many school libraries, including some in 
secondary schools, are staffed entirely by people without any library 
qualifications. While some of these people have had years of experience in the 
wider library sector and bring with them a broad perspective and range of skills, 
these are in the minority. Historically, in the vast majority of schools, a teacher 
with an interest in the library but without any library training, was in charge. 
Now, in a number of schools, teacher-librarians; essentially specialist 
information literacy teachers, not librarians1; have a significant role in providing 
library services as well as teaching information skills. A new policy adopted by 
the PPTA (which does not represent professional librarians) will have this very 
influential union pushing for every secondary school library to have a single 
qualified librarian running the library on an operational level, while numerous 
'teacher-librarians' (in a ratio with student numbers) take on responsibility not 
only for teaching information skills but also for planning the future role of the 
library in the academic life of the school.2 There's no future for professional 
librarians there. 

And what of our opportunities outside the school sector? Given the widespread 
negative attitudes about school libraries, new graduates may worry that 
working in school libraries early on is tantamount to career suicide. 

I'm sure nobody wants this. Professional registration of librarians is being 
touted as being of particular benefit to librarians in schools. Personally, I 
support the proposals the LIANZA taskforce has made but registration is not 
enough. Unless our colleagues in the wider library and information sector are 
willing to stand beside us as we advocate for professional recognition, positive 
change for professional librarians in schools will be a long time coming. 

In the meanwhile, I'm enjoying the challenge and the learning of a varied and 
stimulating job. Is yours as interesting as this? 

  

1 A description of the teacher-librarian training by the person who ran this programme in the  
1980s: http://infolit.unitecnology.ac.nz/readings/account.html 

2 http://www.ppta.org.nz/cms/imagelibrary/101130.doc 

 

 

Sanya Baker 
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A Moment in History 
AM I MY BROTHER'S KEEPER? 
W. J. Scott.  New Zealand Libraries 8(6)July 1945: 102-106  
1 November 2005 

THIS ARTICLE IS ADDRESSED to librarians as public officers and as 
educated persons who read books; it is an urgent plea to them to think 
seriously where they stand in relation to the detective-mystery thriller, I should 
like to hear that, as a result of reading this article, librarians have ceased 
reading detective stories themselves, decided to burn those on the shelves of 
their public libraries and to buy no more, and begun the more difficult task of 
curing their subscribers, both educated and uneducated, of a very bad habit. 
Being an incurable pessimist, I know that this is too much to expect; but I do 
hope that readers of the article will give this Case against the Thriller very 
special attention. I do not think that there is any surer test of the cultural 
integrity of the educated person than his attitude towards this type of reading. 

In an editorial of a few years ago, the Times Literary Supplement had this to 
say: 'The literary die-hard's case against the thriller crumbled when the 
dreadful truth was revealed that cabinet ministers, bishops, judges, dons, 
members of the Royal Society and even Royal Academicians were 
unashamedly thrilled by the thriller.' In the Nation of November 25, 1944, 
Joseph Wood Krutch wrote: 'It is read either aggressively or shamefacedly by 
nearly everyone, and it must be, at the present moment, the most popular of all 
literary forms.' To these witnesses to the popularity of the thriller dozens of 
others from literary sources and one's own personal acquaintance could be 
added. The fact with which we are faced is that this literary form has been 
accepted as defensible reading by the educated (including W. B. Yeats, 
Woodrow-Wilson, T. S. Eliot, and Andre Gide) and that the literary defence 
which was at first apologetic has become markedly more emphatic and positive 
in the last few years. This change in tone can mean one of two things: either 
the detective novel has improved to the point where it passes the tests for good 
literature, or the critical judgment of the educated reader has deteriorated. I am 
going to argue that, unfortunately for the health of literature and criticism, it 
means the latter. 

Let me begin with a very obvious admission: some detective novels are better 
than others. The Sherlock Holmes stories are better than the Colwyn-Danes of 
the Champion, the Lord Peter Wimsey stories better than those of Edgar Wall 
ace and Ellery Queen...  But what I will not admit - and cannot admit without 
violation of my standards of judgement and reason - is that detective stories 
are ever good literature. The proper business of literature is and has always 
been to interpret man to man, to show human nature in action, to illuminate any 
and every aspect of experience by the power of the creative imagination. This 
is something that the detective novel is prevented by the conditions of its 
existence from doing. Its emphasis is invariably and inevitably on the kind of 
plot which keeps the reader guessing, springs a dramatic surprise, and ties up 
all the loose ends with a neatness unknown in real life. To this main purpose all 
else must be subordinated - motives, character, inner conflicts, the clash of 
ideas and codes, and the emotional quality and significance of experience. If 
the writer becomes more interested in these than in the mathematical formulae 
of his plot, he then engages in the proper business of literature and ceases to 
write detective fiction. Dreiser's American Tragedy and Dostoevskii's Brother 
Karamozov always seem to be highly illuminating illustrations of my argument. 
Both contain all the elements of the detective story, and anyone of the dozens 
of competent detective story-writers could translate either into a very effective 
example of the type they traffic in. But Dreiser and Dostoevskii were more 
interested in telling the truth about their characters - why they were as they 
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were, what went on in their minds, what forces within themselves and without 
they had to struggle against - than in limiting the number of loose ends in the 
interests of a neat plot with a crashing climax. In the latter part of his career 
Dickens wrote some novels -Bleak House, Our Mutual Friend, Edwin Drood - 
which contain the elements of the modern story of mystery and detection, but 
like Dreiser and Dostoevskii always remembered his proper business. As 
Edmund Wilson puts it (New Yorker, Oct. 14, 1944) he â� ˜invested his plots 
with a social and moral significance that made the final solution a revelatory 
symbol of something that he wanted seriously to say.â� ™ 

A few years ago, when it became obvious that the intellectual classes were 
now reading thrillers, the customary defence was that they were a â� ˜harmless 
form of relaxation.' The Christchurch Press published in 1937 or thereabouts a 
symposium containing the views of a clergyman, two members of Parliament, 
two professors, a farmer, a soldier, the town clerk, a doctor, a detective, and 
one or two others. All except one member of Parliament, the detective (!) and 
the doctor (â� ˜I read them when I was 20 but I have never become20 
againâ� ™), were more or less regular readers of detective stories, and three 
of them defended their taste on the above ground. The clergyman said, 'most 
of them are harmless and enjoyable, provided they keep off unpleasant 
subjects, which are not at all necessary. I think that a clever mystery tale trains 
the mind'; one professor said, 'I find them a good form of mental relaxation'; the 
soldier said 'they are often a source of harmless relaxation.' In an article 
contributed a year or two later to the literary page in the Wellington Evening 
Post, â� ˜A.M.' went further: 'The intellectual, poor chap, is expected to be 
strung up all his waking hours. Very seldom does he live up to such a standard; 
he believes in relaxing now and then. Thereby he strengthens his taste and 
widens his sympathies.' He went on to suggest that a cause of the great 
popularity of the thriller was "dissatisfaction with the tiresome psychology and 
sex-saturation of so many contemporary 'serious' novels" - an explanation that 
was echoed by the Dean of Durham when he stated: 'The modern novelist has 
driven some of the most respectable of us to detective stories where, if one is 
not on the side of the angels, one is at least on the side of the police.' More 
recently still, Joseph Wood Krutch and Bernard de Voto have repeated this 
explanation in slightly different form, arguing that the serious novel has become 
so philosophical, psychological and symbolic that readers have abandoned it 
for the detective novel which remains true to the story-telling tradition. 

These explanations and excuses nearly all carry their own reply; they are 
boomerangs of a devastating sort that in themselves supply convincing 
evidence that the critical judgement of the educated has deteriorated. Consider 
the excuse of 'harmless relaxation.' Applied to reading, 'relaxation' can have 
only one meaning - 'lowering our standards and acceptmg books that we know 
are not good for the sake of an ephemeral excitement.' The descent of the 
clergyman and the others from the higher to the lower level means of course 
that harm has already been done to their taste, else they would not feel the 
need or the desire to read at the lower level. A.M.'s contention that, by relaxing, 
the intellectual 'strengthens his taste and widens his sympathies' is an amusing 
sophistry, like the clergyman's 'I think a clever mystery tale trains the mind.' If 
the questions are asked 'strengthens taste for what?' 'trains the mind for what? 
the logical answer must be 'strengthens the taste for detective stories and their 
like,' â� ˜trains the mind for more mystery tales.' It is naively foolish to argue 
that one's taste for the good can be strengthened by making a willing emotional 
response to the bad, or that an acceptance of the falsified picture of human life 
in the detective stories can widen one's sympathies with real people. Obviously 
â� ˜strengthens' must be 'weakens,' and 'widens' must be 'narrows.' Such 
reading is scarcely 'harmless relaxation'! 

To lay the blame for one's tastes for thrillers on the psychological and 
philosophical tendencies of the serious novel is no less foolish. If he were 
restricted to a choice between the two types - the philosophical novel and the 
thriller - the discriminating reader who could not read the former would stop 
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reading modern fiction. But there is no question of any such restricted choice; 
among the thousands of novels published every year there are many that are 
neither tediously philosophical nor detective stories; a considerable number of 
them are realistic novels in the story-telling tradition. Though not very good, 
they are likely to be much better than detective stories; at least some make an 
attempt to tell the truth as well as tell a story, which the thriller cannot do. 

Anyway, the discriminating reader's choice of reading is not confined to 
modern fiction or to fiction alone, but ranges through literature of all types and 
periods. The implication that if serious modern fiction fails you there is nothing 
else to read but the thriller can be made only by those whose scale of values 
has gone wrong. 

Few of the critics who defend the thriller dare claim that any examples of the 
type are among the great books. What they do claim, however, is that some of 
the best modern prose is to be found in the better detective novels. Edmund 
Wilson's reply seems to me to be adequate. 'I had often heard people say that 
Dorothy Sayers wrote well...  But really she does not write very well: it is simply 
that she is more consciously literary than most of the other detective story 
writers and that she thus attracts attention in a field which is mostly on a sub-
literary level. In any serious department of fiction, her writing would not appear 
to have any distinction at all.' (New Yorker, Jan. 20, 1945.) Wilson's strictures, 
of course, apply even more to the less literary practitioners - Margorie 
Allingham, Ngaio Marsh, Agatha Christie, etc., etc. 

I stated in the first paragraph that the educated personâ� ™s attitude to the 
thriller is the best test of his cultural integrity. In this last one I shall quote a 
paragraph from G.M. Trevelyan's English Social History (p. 582, Eng. ed., 
1944), which not only states the main cultural problem of which the 
intellectual's attitude to the thriller is an important part, but also leaves no doubt 
as to what the responsibility of the educated person is. 'Our modern system of 
education...  has produced a vast population able to read but unable to 
distinguish what is worth reading, an easy prey to sensations and cheap 
appeals. Consequently both literature and journalism have been to a large 
extent debased since 1870, because they now cater for millions of half-
educated and quarter-educated people, whose forbears, not being able to read 
at all, were not the patrons of books. The small highly-educated class no longer 
sets the standard to the extent that it used to do, and tends to adopt the 
standards of the majority (my italics). If the lower forms of literature and 
journalism do not completely devour the higher, it will be due to improved 
Secondary and Higher Education forming a sufficiently large class to 
perpetuate a demand for things worth reading.' It is vitally important that 
librarians should not help to preside at the death of their own class by reading, 
buying, stocking and lending detective novels. They are their brothers' keepers. 

 

 


