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Abstract  

This research responds to calls to further our understanding of exhibitions in the library context 

(Rogatchevskaia, 2018; Fouracre, 2015) by exploring the significance of a commemorative exhibition 

staged in a public library. Employing a qualitative methodology, it centres on the ‘Goodbye Dublin: 

The War of Independence in the City’ commemorative exhibition, staged by Dublin City Pearse Street 

Library, between August 14th and October 31st, 2019. The findings show that the commemorative 

nature of the exhibition appealed to a variety of new, lapsed and frequent library users, connecting 

with Irish and non-Irish residents, as well as tourists visiting the city. In this regard, the exhibition was 

effective in its objective of appealing to a new and wide-ranging audience, however, the findings 

underline the need for more diverse and varied marketing, if this aim is to be entirely successful.  The 

staging of the exhibition as an active authoring and articulation of the past by the library is highlighted, 

and the use of multimedia is seen to transform the library into an emotionally charged, dynamic and 

multisensory space. This facilitates an immersive encounter, involving interplays between the 

exhibition narratives and visitors’ personal memories and interests. This offers different ways for 

visitors to engage with the library, inspiring them to find new meanings, explore issues of personal, 

collective and national identities, and to reassess contemporary events. Overall, the research makes 

an important contribution by highlighting the complexity and importance of commemorative 

exhibitions in the context of public libraries. 
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1. Introduction: Public libraries and commemorative exhibitions 

Public libraries have long been recognised as holding ‘an intangible value for society’ (Tokić & Tokić, 

2018: 444), providing ‘access to information that helps people improve their individual, family, and 
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community lives’ (Scott, 2011: 191). They are publicly owned and as such are open to anyone who 

desires to use them (Harris, 1999). While commonly thought of as ‘quiet places where books are the 

highest priority’ (Manoff, 2001: 375), in reality public libraries have over time become ‘a hybrid of 

different specializations and services’ (Mickiewicz, 2016: 239), working to broaden their community’s 

cultural understanding and awareness of the world through programming, displays, and discussions 

(Scott, 2011). In recent years these public institutions have become the centre of contemporary 

debates questioning their relevancy in an age of online information (Scott, 2011; Smith, 2019), with 

some predicting their ultimate demise (Bodnick, 2012; Worstall, 2014). However, while public libraries 

‘tend to be taken for granted’ (Moore, 2004: 27), are frequently overlooked (Ireland, 2013) and 

understood only in the context of lending books (Bodnick, 2012), their effect on society can be far-

reaching (Ireland, 2013). They are, according to Wood (2021), among the few remaining shared spaces 

commonly referred to as ‘third places’, where one can spend time separate from home, work, or 

school (Oldenburg, 1989: 14). They are trusted spaces (Jaeger & Fleischmann, 2007), that have a key 

mission to inform, educate and entertain, (Moore, 2004: 52) and are, Baker (2017) claims, unique 

places where people can be inspired. Amidst significant disruptive technological change (Baker, 2017) 

and changes in the behaviour of library users (Troll, 2002), they have transformed to become more 

active, diverse and multifaceted spaces (Heseltine, 2020; Leorke, et. al., 2018; Jochumsen, et. al. 

2017), offering an array of services, holding multiple meanings in terms of their use and the context 

through which they engage, or are engaged with.  

 

Despite assuming a host of ever-changing social and symbolic functions (Mattern, 2014) providing 

access to their collections however, remains the library’s central tenet (Robinson, 2012). In this regard, 

exhibitions, including commemorative exhibitions, are one means through which library collections 

are made accessible. As early as 1995, Cleeve noted how exhibition and display work had begun to 

penetrate library services (Brown & Power, 2006). As a ‘communication tool’ (Brown & Power, 2006: 

16), exhibitions help fulfil libraries’ role as communicators of knowledge, and, while more traditionally 

associated with museums, they have progressively become part of the function of libraries. In 

academic libraries for example, Chen et. al. (2015: 63) note that ‘creating exhibitions, previously 

considered an interpretive activity beyond the scope of … librarians … is now an accepted part of the 

work’. This shift in attitude is largely a result of the realization that they provide libraries with a 

substantial opportunity to open and enhance their collections, giving access ‘to a wider audience 

through interpretation, translation, illustration and other techniques’ (Brown & Power, 2006:  11). 

This is of particular significance amidst questions surrounding the future of public libraries and in 

particular arguments concerning the need for them to attract and engage users (Mainka et al., 2013; 
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Cooke, 2018).  While the staging of exhibitions in academic libraries is relatively well established, a 

growing number of public libraries also stage exhibitions as part of their cultural programs (Hye & 

Yeon, 2020).  Despite this, it remains a largely under researched topic (Williams 2011). In fact, research 

on library exhibitions has been scarce, with Rogatchevskaia (2018: 175), describing them as an 

‘underexplored beast’ that need to ‘be given much more attention’ (2018: 177). Fouracre similarly 

argues that ‘as libraries become increasingly involved in exhibitions, more … theoretical investigation 

into them is needed’ (2015, p. 378). She notes that while research into exhibition practice is well 

established in the museum world, ‘there has … been no coherent overview or attempt to understand 

the bigger picture of library exhibitions to date’ (Fouracre, 2015: 378). What literature does exist tends 

to be biased towards academic libraries; with limited examples of exhibitions from other libraries 

including public libraries (Williams, 2011). This is a significant gap, and one which this paper seeks to 

address by stimulating discussion on exhibitions as a practice in public libraries. Drawing attention to 

commemorative exhibitions as one distinct type of exhibition staged in public libraries, the paper 

seeks to explore the meanings and significance of such exhibitions for the library and the visitor. 

Commemorative exhibitions, with their emphasis on remembering, are quite distinct from other types 

of exhibitions (Laing & Frost, 2013) and are significant in that their meanings are strongly linked to the 

construction of both individual, personal identities and collective, national identities (Drozdzewski, 

Waterton and Sumartojo, 2019). These meanings can, of course, differ from person to person, and 

accordingly are frequently contested (Laing & Frost, 2019). Furthermore, the act of commemoration 

and remembrance transforms spaces into places of meaning and agency (Cutcher et. al. 2016). To 

date, however, little has been done to further our understanding of these meanings in the context of 

public libraries. Exploring the ‘Goodbye Dublin: War of Independence in the City’, temporary 

commemorative exhibition staged in Dublin City’s Pearse Street Library, Ireland, between August 14th 

and October 31st 2019, the paper addresses a number of key questions including: what significance 

does the staging of the commemorative exhibition have in terms of attracting and engaging library 

visitors? Does it play a role in transforming the library visit and if so, how? Additionally, it asks what 

meanings the exhibition holds for the visitor. The paper proceeds by reviewing the general literature 

on exhibitions and commemoration, much of which relates to the museum context, to provide insights 

that may have relevance in the context of libraries. 

 

2. Understanding exhibitions: their purpose & meaning 

 

Exhibitions are, as Haines (2013) explains, creatively inspired, intellectually and historically engaged 

mediums, that provide dynamic interpretations of collections that combine both leisure and learning 



4 
 

to attract new users (Robinson, 2012). It is, as Fouracre notes, difficult to discuss exhibitions without 

reference to museums as a sector that has ‘developed a substantial body of research and practice on 

numerous aspects of staging exhibitions’ (2015: 377). Museums dedicate enormous resources to 

developing both permanent and temporary exhibitions, primarily as a means of making their 

collections and knowledge accessible to broad public audiences (Blunden, 2017) and educating their 

visitors (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000). Exhibitions enable the contextualization of historical objects (Chen 

et. al. 2015), the display of ‘rarities’ (Brown & Power, 2006: 6), all of which serves to attract and engage 

visitors (Sandifer, 2003) and render the museum’s collections more meaningful. A key strength of 

exhibitions lies in their ability to bring together objects to tell new stories and provide new contexts 

that are accessible and relevant to their viewers (Cline, 2012: 84). In doing so, they infer meanings on 

objects beyond any significance these objects may already possess (Vergo, 1989), demonstrating 

associations which render them more significant to the viewer (Dean, 1996). By implication, 

exhibitions enable a form of renewal, or rethinking of objects, offering new ways of seeing and 

understanding to the viewer. As a form of narrative, they employ a variety of techniques and strategies 

that enable them to ‘touch and connect with their audiences’ (Cline, 2012: 46). Mandelli (2015), for 

example, reveals how the use of moving images function as a means of contextualization, explanation 

or visitor engagement, as multisensory exhibition experiences offer many entry points, facilitating a 

range of learning experiences (Gurian, 1991).  

 

All of this suggests an implicit power in exhibitions to not only attract visitors, but also to impart 

meanings to these visitors. However, significant here is Blunden’s (2017) assertion that it is the 

interaction between the visitor and the display that forms the core experience of exhibitions. 

Therefore, while exhibitions and their displays fundamentally draw on ‘the cultural assumptions and 

resources of the people who make’ them (Lavine & Karp, 1991: 1), they are also places of free choice, 

where the visitor has ultimate control in deciding how, and to what extent, they view and engage with 

the exhibition (Falk & Dierking, 2000; Gurian, 1991). Visitors do not, Gurian (1991) explains, arrive as 

blank slates, but rather bring to the encounter their cumulative experiences, knowledge and values 

(Haines, 2013). Williams, for example, notes that visitors to memorial museums come ‘with a sense of 

history often loaded with familial significance’, resulting in ‘personal conscience’ becoming ‘a 

reference point for an (often internal) dialogue’ with what they encounter (2007: 6). Consequently, 

‘the meanings made by museum visitors from the visual cultures of display are a product of both 

individual and social interpretive processes and are complex and unpredictable’ (Hooper-Greenhill, 

2000: 124). Exhibitions therefore can be viewed as performative spaces, where visitors as participants, 

interpret and reflect on the meanings and significance that the exhibition holds for them. Where the 
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‘principles of curiosity, challenge, narrative and participation’ can create ‘experiences that provide 

visitors with the opportunity to reflect, to discuss, and to actively participate’ in contemporary topics 

(Lord & Piacente, 2014: 11-12). All of this serves to underline the complexity of exhibition encounters, 

emphasising the need to question the meaning of such encounters in the context of library exhibitions. 

This becomes even more significant when exhibitions are based around the theme of 

commemoration, which regularly involve narratives of war and conflict, and which carry with them 

very particular meanings. 

 

3. Commemorative exhibitions and the representation of war and conflict  

 

Commemorative exhibitions depicting war and conflict are frequently referred to as ‘dark exhibitions’ 

(Laing & Frost, 2019; Stone, 2010) as they typically involve displaying objects ‘… which revolve around 

death, suffering or the macabre with an often commemorative, educational and reflective message’ 

(Stone, 2010: 55). Their purpose is generally to affirm and reinforce memories that provide a sense of 

heritage and identity (Laing & Frost, 2019), helping to connect individuals to particular versions of the 

nation, to the past and to each other (Sumartojo, 2016). They play an important role in both 

remembering, and in encouraging reflection on past events in the context of their relationship to the 

present, with the intention of providing lessons for the future (Frost and Laing, 2013; Ashworth, 2002). 

These ‘are important sites through which to explore issues of collective memory and identity’ (Cooke, 

2018: 447), provoking considerations of who we are, and where we have come from. They can act as 

‘points of memory’, (Crooke, 2016: 89), and may evoke empathy by appealing directly to the feelings 

and imagination of visitors (Frost & Laing, 2019) or, depending on the circumstances, may ‘prick and 

wound and grab and puncture’ (Hirsch & Spitzer, 2006: 358). They can be sites of contestation and 

opposition, and are frequently criticised for failures in their interpretation and representation of the 

past (Reeves & Heath-Kelly, 2020; Frost & Laing, 2013; Frost, Wheeler & Harvey, 2008; Whitmarsh, 

2001). As such, they are socially constructed, powerful mediums of communication, that carry an aura 

of authority, garnered through the curatorial process of selection and interpretation (Bennett, 1996), 

displaying objects of ‘contemplation, remembrance or glorification’ (Crooke, 2016: 87) as well as 

debate and contestation. 

 

Commemorative exhibitions provide a sense of what Williams refers to as ‘sitedness’, spaces that 

create ‘opportunities for people to gather in public with the intention of reflecting on the past’ (2007: 

181-2). Discussions concerning their meaning have to-date focused primarily in the museum context, 

resulting largely from the fact that museums are seen to play ‘a stronger role than libraries in providing 
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context via interpretation’ (Lester, 2001: 187). As such, museums are credited with responsibility for 

providing a framework of context and interpretation for users to navigate (Robinson, 2012; Lester, 

2001; Besser, 1987), while the library’s role is seen more as a cherished repository (Demers et al., 

2014), providing access to a vast amount of material for users to make their own connections 

(Hjorland, 2000; Besser, 1987). Libraries, like museums, are commonly thought of as ‘memory 

institutions’, retainers of collective memory (Stainforth, 2016; Robinson, 2012; Manžuch, 2009), they 

are, however, seen to differ in that libraries proceed along the path of memory simply through their 

cataloguing and descriptive methodologies (Lester, 2001). It is only museums that are thought to 

undertake the additional steps of ‘actively and self-consciously’ authoring ‘… narratives through their 

objects’ (Robinson, 2012: 423). Emerging literature however, suggests otherwise, recognising the 

more authoritative and influential role that libraries are playing in the interpretation and curation of 

objects through the staging of exhibitions (Rogatchevskaia, 2018; Taylor, 2018; Fouracre, 2015). 

However, the meanings of library exhibitions, particularly commemorative exhibitions, in the public 

library remain largely unexplored.  

4. Study site and methodology 

The focus of the research was the ‘Goodbye Dublin: The War of Independence in the City’, exhibition 

which was held in Dublin City’s Pearse Street Library & Archive, between the 14th of August and the 

31st of October 2019, as part of the annual Dublin Festival of History. The library is publicly funded 

and the exhibition was free to all visitors, it used a mix of original photographs, images, sounds & 

artefacts, to tell the story of the role that Dublin city played in the Irish War of Independence (1912-

1921), a guerrilla conflict between the British state’s forces in Ireland and the Irish republican guerrillas 

in the Irish Volunteers or Irish Republican Army (Dorney 2012). The war is heralded by many as 

marking the foundation of the Irish state, and was one of a number of significant events 

commemorated in Ireland, as part of Ireland’s Decade of Centenaries (2012-2023). The exhibition 

charted the many atrocities, ambushes, raids and loss of lives that occurred in Dublin during the period 

1919-1921, enabling visitors to connect with a traumatic but important time in the city’s past 

(Carmody 2019).  

 

Adopting a qualitative approach, the research investigated the implications of staging a 

commemorative exhibition for both the library and the visitor. In particular, it sought to understand 

the significance of the exhibition in terms of attracting and engaging visitors, and to explore its 

meaning for the visitor. The research received ethical approval from the ethics committee of TU Dublin 

and involved two stages. The first stage involved two researchers undertaking 30 semi-structured field 
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interviews with visitors to the exhibition at various times of the day and week, over the period of the 

exhibition. Permission was provided by the exhibition organisers for the research to take place, and a 

sign explaining what it involved was placed on display at the exhibition entrance/exit, in an area that 

was visible to visitors. Standing in an area close to the entrance/exit, the researchers approached 

exhibition visitors to request their involvement in the research after they had spent time at the 

exhibition and just prior to their leaving. On approach, the researchers explained the research, assured 

the participants of anonymity and confidentiality, and asked for their written consent to be 

interviewed, at no point were they offered any incentive for their involvement.  In keeping with ethical 

considerations, participants were also assured that they could stop the interview at any point should 

they wish to do so. Interviewees included both Irish (20 interviews) and International (10 interviews) 

participants, ranging in age from 18 to 74, however, the majority (19), were middle aged or older. Four 

of the interviews were undertaken with couples, and in two instances, the questions were answered 

by both members of the couple, in terms of gender there was an almost equal number of both male 

and female respondents (17 male and 15 female). 

The use of semi-structured interviews was deemed appropriate as they are, as Adams suggests, 

‘superbly suited’ for situations where the questions being asked require follow-up queries and probing 

(2010: 367). They facilitated a conversational style of questioning (Roulston & Choi 2018), allowing 

the researchers to ‘meander’ through questions, facilitating access to respondents’ thoughts and 

feelings (Adams 2010: 367). Participants were prompted to offer accounts of their visit to the 

exhibition and the meanings it held for them. This involved asking questions such as why they had 

come to the exhibition, and what they had expected, what had resonated with them and why, as well 

as being asked about their engagement with the library and if/how this might change as a result of 

their visit to the exhibition. The second stage of the research involved interviewing two of the 

exhibition organisers to gain an understanding of their aims and ambitions for the exhibition.  

The research took an inductive approach to analysis, allowing themes to emerge from the data, this 

approach is well recognised as both a convenient and efficient way of analysing qualitative data 

(Thomas 2003). The process involved both researchers, studying the transcripts, noting possible 

meanings, then discussing and developing the key themes emerging. Inductive coding began with 

numerous close readings of the interview transcriptions, consideration of the multiple meanings that 

were inherent in the data, and the creation of key themes, by one researcher. Appropriate quotes that 

convey the essence of each theme were then selected. To ensure trustworthiness and to prevent 

biases, the themes were cross-checked by the second researcher at each stage of the process, this 

back and forth process continued as the findings, interpretations, and conclusions emerged.  This 
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process of triangulation is acknowledged as an effective means of ensuring trustworthiness (Hill et. al 

2005, Johnson 1997). 

Three key themes emerged including: the role of the exhibition in providing access to collections and 

engaging a broader audience; the creation of a multisensory, immersive environment and the 

collective and personal meanings of the exhibition for visitors. The following sections discuss the key 

findings of the research, and direct quotes generated through the interviews are used to illustrate the 

voice of the respondent 

  

5. The library exhibition: providing access to collections and engaging a broader audience 

Exhibitions are frequently staged with a clear objective of providing access to collections and to 

attracting new users, and an interview with the organisers of this exhibition indicated that it had 

similar aims. For the organisers, making their collections accessible was core, they explained how they 

regularly staged exhibitions as a means of providing ‘information and educational opportunities’, an 

important way of providing ‘a nice compactable readable … narrative’. It was also an important way 

of ‘promoting … and highlighting’ the library’s collections, a way of encouraging people to ‘come in 

and have a look …’ and know that ‘this is all taken for the most part, from our collections’. Focusing 

on the ‘Dublin story’ and emphasising the story of ‘the experience of those living in the city’, enabled 

the library to highlight their ‘niche’, and distinguish their voice, from the larger national cultural 

institutions which provide a more national perspective. ‘Our history’ one of the organisers explained 

‘is dominated by the big story’ and this local story, telling ‘the history of a place…. but also of a people’ 

was, they explained, an important one to tell.  This was also significant in terms of appealing to 

‘different group[s] of people’ including non-library users, some of whom, the organisers explained, 

are not comfortable visiting a library, as they ‘think that a library is not for them’, and the exhibition, 

with its emphasis on telling a local story, was a way, they hoped, to help remove barriers and engage 

these cohorts.  

Findings from the interviews with exhibition visitors disclosed that the exhibition was effective in 

attracting visitors to the library, as most respondents were not frequent library users. The majority of 

respondents visited only to attend the exhibition, with some explaining that they were not ‘a member 

of any’ library and did not use any library services. These included both Irish and international visitors, 

some of whom had come to the library having seen the exhibition advertised on social media. A 

number of these respondents had not visited a library for many years, and the exhibition provided a 

reason to reconnect, helping them, as one respondent explained, to become ‘familiar … comfortable 



9 
 

… and happy … using’ libraries again. Significantly, attending the exhibition enabled them to remember 

past times spent at the library, this was a place they knew ‘from [when] they were a child’, somewhere 

they trusted and had felt connected to, or ‘part of’, as one respondent explained, a space that was 

‘part of you … part of what you own yourself’. For the international visitors, and recent immigrants to 

the city, it was an opportunity to learn about the history and culture of the country, a chance to ‘feel’ 

and get to ‘know the country’ better. An important finding was the way in which the exhibition not 

only provided a reason for many respondents to visit the library, but also had implications in terms of 

changing their perception of libraries and as a consequence, their likelihood of visiting again. For these 

visitors the visit reminded them of how ‘tranquil’, the library space could be, and how they enjoyed 

being able to ‘just sit’, and reflect. It made them see the library as more of a ’social setting’, a place 

‘that had a lot of things going on’ rather than a space, as they had thought, where people were just 

‘segregated ... reading books’.  

Fundamentally, in the context of attracting and making collections accessible to a broad audience, a 

lack of access to information about the exhibition was a point of contention for some respondents. 

Some respondents explained how they had only ‘happened’ on the exhibition as they passed on the 

street, others had been informed by family members or close friends.  Others had seen the ‘signs 

outside’, but felt that the exhibition needed to be promoted more, requesting that the library ‘please 

do more to communicate it’. Some noted that the theme of the exhibition and its depiction of the 

impact of the war on different areas of the city would be of particular interest to those living in these 

different localities.  However, they felt that many of these, especially those who ‘may not use the 

library’ were unlikely to be aware of the exhibition as it wasn’t advertised in places that they were 

likely to frequent such as ‘the local shop’. A key point here was that many respondents felt that unless 

you were a library user, you were unlikely to know about the exhibition. However, promotion of the 

exhibition was also an issue for some library users, several of whom explained that they had come to 

the library for some other reason but had not known the exhibition was taking place. Those that 

arrived with the intention of visiting the exhibition had been made aware of it through their direct 

links with other library events, through links with history groups, or by attending other similar events. 

When asked about the marketing of the exhibition, organisers acknowledged that ‘there wasn't the 

sort of buzz about it that [they] would have liked’ explaining that they are ‘not good enough at 

promotion and marketing’ as they are ‘librarians … [who] haven't been trained in the dark arts of 

marketing’.  

 

6. A multisensory, immersive environment 
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Interview data show that library typically represents an environment that is associated with activities 

such as reading, writing and computer use, a quiet space that lent itself to individual activities and 

engagement. The exhibition, however, offered something very different. This was a contextual, 

multisensory environment that captured respondents’ imaginations, enabling them to understand the 

story, but also to experience it through the original texts, objects, sounds & images (figure 1). This was 

a conscious effort by the organisers to ‘design an interesting and engaging’ exhibition that would 

‘appeal to a broad section of people, … people who are very literate, but also maybe people who are 

less literate, or maybe people … who have a prior knowledge of the history, [or] who have very little 

knowledge of the history’. For them it was important that the exhibition should offer ‘a mix of media 

to get the story across’ to provide ‘layers of access’. This mix of media created an environment where 

the visual representations and soundscapes of war immersed and connected respondents to the past 

in quite a visceral way, eliciting quite strong, emotive reactions. As one respondent explained, the 

sounds of ‘gunshot and the … horses’ hooves on the cobbles’ made the war seem ‘much more real’. 

This was quite a different, and impactful encounter that engaged and drew the visitors into the 

narrative, providing, as one respondent explained, ‘a different sense of the story’.  

 

 

Figure1: Visitors surrounded by the sights and sounds of warfare 

 

For many, these encounters were unexpected, they remarked, for example, on how they had 

anticipated ‘all of the military stuff’, but had not really considered ‘the unforeseen consequences for 

civilians’, the ’ordinary people and the mad things that they did as part of all this’.  As one respondent 

explained: 
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‘I think what … seems to engage me … is … the impact it had on civilian life, especially with women 

and children. We all know about the main players, the soldiers, the revolutionaries but sometimes 

those ordinary people are left behind’. 

The multisensory nature of the exhibition offered a new and different framework for understanding 

the war, arousing empathy and prompting reflection. Here, on coming face to face with images of the 

victims of the war, respondents found themselves relating to the ordinariness of those involved, 

reflecting on their own lives, and comments on how ‘it could have been’ them were frequent. The 

many images of civilians, women and children caught up in a brutal war prompted thoughts of the 

impact of war on everyday life (figures 2 & 3), and how, as one respondent put it, the war ‘really 

mess[ed] up people's lives …’. In many cases this caused respondents to question the senselessness 

of not just this war, but wars more generally and the idea of such ‘…mindless death’.  

 

Figure 2: Visitors were struck by the many images and descriptions of the impact of the war on 

civilians  
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Figure 3: The exhibition told of the many children killed or injured during the war 

The exhibition, as is the case with commemorative events more generally, was not without its 

controversy, and while most respondents found it enjoyable and intellectually engaging, others felt it 

was too simplistic, didn’t ‘overly engage’ or elaborate on what they considered to be the more 

‘significant’ events of the war. These respondents were disappointed, and felt that the exhibition had 

only a limited appeal, suitable only for tourists or those who ‘wouldn’t know a great deal about’ the 

war. The organisers were aware that such exhibitions may cause contention and for them this was all 

part of the encounter. More generally, however the interplay of visuals and sounds offered 

respondents a palpable insight into the war, helping respondents make sense of what many of them 

considered to be a very ‘complex story’.  

7. Taking on new meanings: the significance for visitors 

At the exhibition, time took on a new meaning for respondents; here the past and present intertwined 

prompting respondents to consider the meanings of the war in the context of current events and 

contemporary meanings. One respondent, for example, spoke of how the exhibition ‘struck a chord 

... being quite contemporary and relevant with what's happening today with Brexit and everything 

else’. Others noted how it added meaning to the present while making the past seem ‘real’ and more 

relevant to their present lives. In many instances, it provoked respondents to think about Ireland as a 

nation, where it had come from, and the implications of the war in terms of Ireland’s ‘place in Europe 

and in the world’ today. This was a space where for many respondents, collective identities were 
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reinstated and reinforced, a space where they could reflect on how the War of Independence had 

shaped ‘who we are as a nation’ and had ‘collectively shaped our present and future’. It prompted 

many to reflect on the role the war had played in the formation of Irish society, and how, as one 

respodent noted:  ‘history plays a very, very important part in the whole development of society’.  The 

exhibition, another explained, was  important in helping us ‘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’.   

 

In the midst of this collective consciousness, the exhibition also elicited many personal memories and 

reflections on individual identity. Some respondents had attended because they had ancestors that 

were ‘half Irish’ but many others had more recent and direct links such as grandfathers and uncles 

that had fought in the war. Respondents regularly spoke of the stories their fathers or grandfathers 

had told them about the war, or about characters involved in the war. For these respondents the 

exhibition had particular resonance, it made them feel proud, providing them with an opportunity to 

reminisce, on something that, as one explained, was ‘a personal’ link to their history and identity. This 

connection with their past was tremendously important, a way of remembering, as one respondent 

explained, ‘who you are, where you came from, what you stand for, what your ancestors were all 

about’. The objects, photographs and video clips sparked memories that were personally meaningful, 

allowing respondents to reflect on more individual narratives. For many this was a way of 

strengthening their identity as one respondent explained, ‘it kind of reinforces it … this is my granddad 

… a brigade commander of the IRA in the north’ while another noted that ‘… you're kind of conscious 

of, … [this is] my identity’. The importance of remembering was articulated clearly by one respondent 

who described the personal significance of the exhibition for them: 

 

‘I feel that they did it for us, and for our children and our grandchildren and I think that … you've [got 

to have] the respect to know about it and to learn about what they did’. 

 

While some respondents experienced very personal links with the war itself, others felt more of a 

connection with the maps and images of the city. These allowed them to orientate important locations 

and to connect with the city more generally, as one respondent explained, they provided, ‘a sense of 

Dublin … and we're part of Dublin, so that's a connection, it’s a real strong connection’. From the 

organiser’s perspective, this was an important goal of the exhibition, to help to build ‘a sense of 

belonging to a place’, which involves as they explained, ‘knowing the history or getting involved in the 

history’. In this context it also had implications, for tourists, and recent immigrants to Ireland as it was 
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an important means of getting insight into Ireland and Irish people. Helping them, as one explained, 

to understand ‘the behaviour, the culture, the values’ of the country, and where these derived from. 

This provided a way of identifying with Irish culture and what it means to be Irish, making some as one 

explained, ‘feel closer to Irish culture’.  For others, the images provided an understanding of the 

historical relevance of places they had visited in the city, as one tourist explained ‘I can't imagine it … 

I was in O'Connell street today and ... it's a totally different life today, and I never imagined that it was 

… destroyed like this …’. 

 

8. Concluding discussion 

This findings of this paper point to a number of important conclusions regarding the significance of 

the staging of commemorative exhibitions in public libraries. Of particular importance, in light of the 

need for libraries to attract and engage users (Mainka et al., 2013; Cooke, 2018), the exhibition had a 

broad and varied appeal, connecting with Irish and non-Irish residents, as well as tourists visiting the 

city. It offered a means of enticing new visitors, as well as providing an opportunity to reconnect with 

those that had lapsed and not engaged with libraries for many years. In staging the exhibition, the 

library space assumes new and different meanings for the visitor, serving to challenge previous held 

perceptions and triggering visitors to reconsider libraries as more dynamic and interactive spaces. 

Here, transformed by the exhibition, the library becomes a multisensory space, where the visual 

richness of the photographs and images, combined with the original soundscape, offer an intimate, 

connected and profound encounter with the past. As a commemorative exhibition imbued with the 

sights and sounds of warfare, it presents a powerful narrative, transforming the library into an 

emotionally charged environment, where visitors, confronted with tangible evidence of the realities 

of war, experience feelings of shock, sorrow, and empathy (Laing & Frost, 2019). These many displays 

and visual & audio narratives offer, as Cline (2012) and Gurian (1991) suggest, different avenues and 

pathways for exploration, helping visitors to contextualise, clarify, reaffirm, contest, or complement 

previous understandings of the war. This is a powerful means of immersing visitors, linking key events, 

conveying information through both textual and visual narrative, absorbing the visitor, and affording 

alternative ways for them to interact with the library and its collections. 

Contrary to claims that the role of the library as ‘memory institution’ exists outside of the realm of 

‘actively and self-consciously’ authoring ‘… narratives through their objects’ (Robinson, 2012: 423), 

the staging of a commemorative exhibition indicates otherwise. This was a conscious and active 

authoring and articulation of the past, which, through the use of original photographs, images, sounds 

& artefacts, transformed the library into a more dynamic and interactive space. In staging the 

exhibition, the role and meaning of the library is extended far beyond the cherished repository 
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referred to by Demers et al., (2014). Here, visitors are offered an interactive and multisensory way to 

engage, giving them, not only access to the library collections, which as Robinson (2012) explains is 

the central tenet of the library, but also rendering these collections more meaningful. With its 

emphasis on telling the story of the War of Independence in the city, the exhibition helps to establish 

the library’s voice, giving evidence to its role and relevance in representing and portraying a more 

local perspective. This not only helps distinguish the library and its exhibition from that of other 

institutions, but has real meaning in terms of appealing and adding meaning to the visit for both 

frequent and new library visitors as the commemorative nature of the exhibition with its focus on the 

role of the city in the War of Independence resonated with visitors.  

As a space where, as Cline (2012) explains, objects are brought together to provide new contexts and 

stories, providing a reference point for personal and collective memory and meaning, the exhibition 

helps fulfil the role of the library as informant, educator and entertainer (Moore, 2004). It presents an 

alternative, dynamic and entertaining library environment, that offers both an engaging and revealing 

encounter for the visitor.  It speaks to a range of voices with varying interests, engaging visitors 

through a range of media, offering new perspectives and associations that both attracts and engages 

new and existing library visitors. In the context of public policy that aims to increase library usage and 

make libraries more relevant to a broader audience (Enright, 2020), the staging of commemorative 

exhibitions in libraries holds clear and definite potential. A key point that must to be taken on board 

if they are to be successful however, is the need for more varied and diverse marketing of the 

exhibition. In order to reach and appeal to new and broader audiences it is imperative that the 

exhibition is communicated in formats that are relevant and accessible to these audiences. This of 

course implies the need for both greater resources and the development of areas of expertise 

currently outside the scope of the library, but which is essential if the aims and potential of the 

exhibitions are to be achieved. 

 

The exhibition is, as Cutcher et. al. (2012) contend, a space of agency and performativity. This is an 

environment where both the library and the visitor shape the narrative, a multifaceted and complex 

encounter, where meanings are actively interpreted and negotiated. In its curation of the exhibition, 

the library provides a conscious framing of the past to communicate a particular narrative, and while 

this narrative carries an aura of authority, visitors actively question, reflect, contest, and as suggested 

by Vergo (1989), infer their own interpretations and meaning. This has real meaning for the library 

visitor, as the exhibition prompts them to bring their own experiences to bear, to view the displays 

from their own subjective experiences, memories and interests, enabling them to create a personal 

journey of exploration and meaning. In doing so, it facilitates an active form of mean making, 
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constructing routes of access and involving visitors in acts of exchange with the library. These 

exchanges are not time bound, as for the visitors the exhibition prompts them to contemplate the 

meanings of these past events in the context of the present, causing them to reassess and consider 

contemporary issues and world events.  This provides ways, as Lord & Piacante (2014) suggest, for 

visitors to find new levels of meaning and knowledge and for some, as MacLean (1999) contends, this 

is a revelatory journey, where personal memories and issues of collective, national identity are roused 

(Drozdzewski, Waterton and Sumartojo, 2019). This provides as Falk & Dierking (2000) suggest, 

opportunities for reminiscing or finding comfort in these recollections, or in reflecting on a cityscape 

long since altered and changed. It also opens up avenues for contestation and dialogue (Laing & Frost, 

2019), and presents opportunities for the acknowledgment and reaffirmation of a shared and 

connected past. 

 

At the outset this research endeavoured to stimulate discussion on commemorative exhibitions as a 

practice in public libraries, and in doing so brings to light the complexity of commemorative exhibitions 

and their meanings and importance in the context of public libraries. In conclusion, it reasserts the call 

by Rogatchevskaia (2018) and Fouracre (2015) for more research into library exhibitions in general, 

but adds to this by emphasising the need for further research into commemorative exhibitions as a 

particular type of library exhibition. 
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