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Where should Books be Kept? 
CoNTINUING uncertainty about the future of the 
British Museum does at least have the advantage of 
provoking thought about the functions of national 
libraries, and by now, no doubt, Mr Patrick Gordon 
Walker's friends are probably saying that this is what 
he intended, all along, when he brought the planning 
of the museum trustees abruptly to a halt four \veeks 
ago. However that may be, Mr Gordon Walker has 
done a good deal to make up for his heavy-handedness 
by his decision to have Dr F. S. Dainton as the chairman 
of the committee which is to re-examine the difficult 
issues which have tended to be glossed over in the 
past twenty years. For one thing, Dr Dainton is a 
scientist. For another, he has played an active part, 
in the past few years, in fostering experiment in informa
tion retrieval. The gibe that the literature is too 
important to be left to the librarians is, of course, 
unjust, for librarians have done more than scientists 
in recent years to ensure that the literature of scholar
ship shall be managed in an orderly fashion, but it will 
be a great boon if the planning of new national libraries 
in Britain can now be seen to be in the charge of one who 
iR sympathetic to the problems of the librarians but who 
is also demonstrably a user as well. 

But what should the Dainton committee push for? 
And how can it hope to complete so huge a task in less 
than a year, as the Secretary of State for Education and 
Science has promised ? The difficulty is that the 
planning of a national central library system should 
properly depend on much more information about the 
detailed needs of potential users than is at pr0sent 
available. There is, for example, the question of 
whether a central reference library in London can 
adequately cater for the needs of people living and 
working in other British cities. And what should be the 
relationship between university libraries and the rest 
of the community ? How feasible is it to separate 
science libraries from other kinds of libraries, especially 
now that there is a boom in bridge subjects such as 
economics and architecture ? And even if this is 
feasible, can it be sensible ? There are also questions to 
be answered about the character of library readership. 
What value is there in bibliographies, produced by 
machine or otherwise ? What criteria should be adopted 
for distinguishing between material which is readily 
accessible and material which is more remotely stored ? 
What policies should libraries follow in the collection 
of foreign-language material? Who or what should 
foot the bills ? 

Dr Dainton's only comfort in this forbidding list of 
questions is that urgency and the pressure of work may 

serve enormously to clarify the mind of his committee. 
This, so it is said, is the effect of impending execution. 
And it should not be hard to establish a few simple 
principles which should quickly help to create a frame
work within which a new national library Rervice could 
grow. The starting point should be a forthright 
recognition that a national library system is so urgent 
that the link between the British Museum and the 
library now on the same premises, however valuable, is 
comparatively unimportant. The two functions need 
to be divorced. It is also plain that if there is to be a 
Central Reference Library worthy of the name, it should 
span all branches of scholarship, science :md otherwise. 
It follows that the Dainton committee should work 
for a single building to house everything on some easily 
accessible site in central London. There is also a case for 
asking that the result should be integrated administra
tively-not physically-with the central lending 
libraries. One of the absurdities of the present arrange
ments is that the overflow from the British Museum 
library cannot be used by the National Lending Library 
for Science and Technology, for example. But there is 
an even stronger case for bringing university libraries 
mor2 firmly within the national system. It would be 
better-and cheaper-for everyone if the principle were 
formally acknowledged that the academic libraries are 
also regional libraries of great importance. 

There are also technical matters which cry out 
for a firm and, if necessary, authoritarian decision. 
The time, for example, has come to deprive librarians of 
the right to develop independent cataloguing system;; 
in the misguided notion that they thus serve the 
interests of their readers. No cataloguing Rystem 
can be ideal, but the advantages of a common system 
override the virtues of any one of them, especially now 
that computers have arrived in libraries. Indeed, the 
advantages of uniformity are now so great that it may 
even be worthwhile to establish international computer 
facilities for the cataloguing of material and the com
pilation of bibliographies. The Library of Congress and 
the British Museum have in the recent past done much 
to stimulate each other. Has the time now come when 
they should merge ? And should there now be arrange
ments for pooling the collections of nearby countries in 
Europe ? British libraries are notoriously deficient in 
material from France, Germany and Ea.stern Europe. 
And, finally, there are the computers. Some means 
must be found for fitting these new machines into the 
library system in such a ,vay as to leave people with 
some sense of freedom. Dr Dainton will have a busy 
year ahead of him. 
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