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Research Context: The Future of Public Libraries

 Public libraries have long been recognised as holding 

‘an intangible value for society’ (Tokić & Tokić, 2018: 

444).

 Questions regarding how they can continue to be of 

value in a society increasingly dominated by digital 

content (Scott, 2011; Smith, 2019)

 Additionally, the need ‘to bridge the gap between the 

public’s perception of the library’s importance and their 

actual use of libraries’ continues to be a challenge 

(Ring, 2018: 3).

 ‘tend to be taken for granted’ (Moore, 2004: 27), 

 are frequently overlooked (Ireland, 2013) 

 understood only in the context of lending books (Bodnick, 

2012)



Research Context: The Future of Public 

Libraries

 Libraries have been adapting to become ‘a hybrid 

of different specializations and services’ (Mickiewicz, 

2016: 239).

 However, access to their collections remains their 

central tenet (Robinson, 2012).

 Exhibitions are one such means through which library 

collections are made accessible. 

 ‘Creating exhibitions, previously considered an 

interpretive activity beyond the scope of … librarians 

… is now an accepted part of the work’ (Chen et. al. 

2015: 63).



Public libraries and exhibitions

 Research on library exhibitions in general has been 

scarce & ‘more … theoretical investigation into them is 

needed (Fouracre, 2015: 378)

 Rogatchevskaia (2018: 175), describes them as an 

‘underexplored beast’. 

 These comments hold for commemorative exhibitions  -

a type of exhibition that is often / widely /frequently 

associated with libraries

 To date, little has been done to further our 

understanding of the meaning &  significance of 

commemorative exhibitions, particularly in the context 

of public libraries.



Public libraries and commemorative 

exhibitions

 The focus on remembering distinguishes commemorative 

exhibitions from others (Frost & Laing, 2013). 

 Their meanings are strongly linked to the construction of both 

individual, personal identities and collective, national 

identities (Drozdzewski, Waterton and Sumartojo 2019). 

 Cutcher et al. 2016 argue that the acts of commemoration 

and remembrance transforms spaces into places of meaning 

and agency.

 But much more scope remains to explore all of these ideas in 

library settings.



Research Questions & Contribution

This research seeks to address this by asking:

• Does the staging of a commemorative exhibition encourage 

more/different engagement with the library?

• Does the staging of a commemorative exhibition transform the library 

and if so how?

• What significance does the exhibition have for visitors to the 

exhibition?



The Research Site

 Dublin City Library & Archive, 

 the largest library authority in the Republic of Ireland

 The ’Goodbye Dublin: The War of Independence in 

the City’ exhibition 

 14th of August - 31st of October 2019

 Focused on the central role that  Dublin played in 

the Irish War of Independence 1919-1921



Methodology

 A phenomenological approach, focusing on the 

subjective experience of visitors to the exhibition.  

 30 field interviews at various times of day and week, 

over the period of the exhibition (14th of August to the 

31st of October 2019).

 Random selection: Respondents ranged in age, 

nationality and background.



Does the staging of a commemorative exhibition 

encourage more/different engagement with the 

library?

 A significant finding was the way in which the exhibition 

connected & engaged respondents with the library.

 Many visited only to attend the exhibition 

 A ‘different’ way of engaging with the library.

 Made them aware that libraries have ‘a lot of things 

going on’.

 More likely to use the library again. 

 Realisation that the library was more of a ‘social 

setting’.

‘It would certainly make 
you more familiar with 

[the library] and 
comfortable … and 

happy … using them’.

‘Events like this help 
people see the library as 

a public space’

‘you’re welcome to walk 
around and be free and 

it’s casual, there’s 
nobody watching you’

‘The exhibitions 
encourage people to 

use the library’ 



 A contextual, multi-sensory space that captured 

respondents imaginations.

 Enabled them to understand the story but also 

experience it through the original texts, objects, sounds 

& images.

 The visual representations of death, destruction and 

trauma elicited quite strong, emotive reactions. 

 Stimulated memories and resonances. 

Transforming the library: A multi-sensory, 

immersive environment



What is the significance of the exhibition for 

visitors?

 A collapsing of time, that brings the past into 

the present.

 Critical reflection on issues of war in the 

context of  contemporary meanings. 

 Adds meaning to the present, & makes the 

past seem ‘real’.

 Connecting to personal & collective national 

identities.

 Provided insights into ‘the behaviour, the 

culture, the values’ of the country.

‘We can learn from history, learn about the lives of others and other 

societies hopefully so we’re inspired to think differently about the past, 

present & future’.



Concluding discussion

 In the context of questions regarding the future and 
relevancy of public libraries the findings were significant.

 Through the exhibition the library is transformed into a 
multi-sensory, dynamic, emotionally charged space.

 Providing new & immersive meanings for visitors  to 
explore & engage with the library.

 This is a highly engaged, multi-faceted & complex 
encounter. 

 Facilitates critical reflection,  confrontation and debate.

 A ‘safe’ and ‘trustworthy’ environment for learning about 
themselves and others & reflecting on contemporary 
issues.



What does this all mean for libraries?

 All of this points to the need for better resourcing of libraries.

 Need for better marketing, use of social media, widening of mailing lists, 

etc.

 This of course is all very problematic as libraries are chronically under 

funded (Gray, 2018).

 Have been subjected to public funding cuts which seem likely to 

be exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic as demands on the public 

purse intensify (Quinn & Ryan, forthcoming).



Taking the research further 

 There is much scope for further research 

 To further explore the library exhibition as a multi-sensory encounter – questioning 

the diversity of experiences.

 Library exhibitions as spaces of contestation & debate.



Thank you for listening

Any questions?

Dr. Theresa Ryan: Theresa.ryan@tudublin.ie & Dr. Bernadette Quinn: Bernadette.quinn@tudublin.ie 

Technological University Dublin

http://festspace.net/
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