A spider waiting to bounce…

eight lessons for planning in an age of uncertainty*
Beth Houghton

         Based on the acceptance of a future of continuing and accelerating change, this 

         paper looks at the political, economic, social, technological, legal and 

         environmental issues which impact on us as art librarians, and looks back to see 

         what lessons might be learned to help us deal with a future we cannot predict with 

         any certainty.

        In this environment, opportunity exists in good measure for those who accept 

        change, in greater measure for those who embrace it, and in greatest measure for 

        agents of change…1 

Twenty or thirty years ago, on the eve of the present technological/information revolution people seemed so much more certain about the future.  Some predicted that the book was going to die and libraries would disappear.  All documented knowledge could be miniaturised (that was onto microform first) or digitised and stored in an incredibly small space (I remember talk of the British Library in a 10ft cube).


30 years ago, back in 1976 Clive Phillpot, who has always had a penchant for crystal-ball gazing,  responded to an invitation to imagine the art library of the 21st century.2    In his scenario his hero, ‘Jim’, wants ‘reproductions and anything written on him in English or Chinese’ about a lesser-known artist.  He just happens to be passing a library and pops in.  The ‘Library bloke’, as he is described, offers to see if there’s a book on the artist.   He punches a few words into the keyboard, finds nothing, punches some more keys and ‘klunk’ out pops a booklet comprising periodical articles and pictures from magazines which the computer has located for him. 


Later John Kirby, another British librarian, pointed out that if a time-travelling reader from the 1840s had been transported to his own art school library in Sheffield, England in the 1970s, he would not have been particularly disconcerted.3  He or she would have found it full of books (some of them would have even been the same books – Stubbs’ The anatomy of the horse, possibly).  There would have been periodicals, other familiar types of material and comprehensible catalogues and loan systems.  He then imagined trying to tell the 1970s librarian about a future where there would be

    a small box, which gives you all the information on the bookstock, tells you    

    whether items are on loan, how many times books have been borrowed.  It will 

    search for books in the collection by a wide range of terms… The box will keep  

    track of your expenditure and a host of statistical information. It will look after your 

    correspondence and writings of all kinds, and send your text to colleagues at the 

    press of a button … on the other side of the world.  The workings of the box will be 

    incomprehensible to you but it will let you… look at the catalogue in the University 

    of Cambridge, without even getting up.  It will search thousands of journal articles 

    for information on those elusive artists, track down current stories in newspapers… 

    hold thousands of images from art galleries around the world…

To which the fictitious 1970s librarian responded

   This is science fiction… it might happen one day, but not in my lifetime…  That’s 

    not to say that we don’t use the latest technology… we have some pictures and 

    catalogues on microfiche…. We’re up-to-date here; but what you describe is pure 

    fantasy.

So the first lesson is that we face a future of continuing and probably accelerating change and that we have to learn to live with uncertainty.

However, although we are aware that the rate of change has speeded up, and a quarter of a century later that that future proved to be neither fantasy nor science fiction, the striking thing about both the above scenarios is that they feature libraries and librarians.   And books.   And here we all are in the 21st century, librarians, still working in libraries and still dealing with books and lots of other stuff on paper.  So how have art libraries, art librarians and the world in which we operate really been transformed by technology?  


Not overnight for sure.   If I take my own library as an example, the first computer applications were not introduced until the early 1990s, a couple of decades after those two examples of crystal-ball-gazing.   And it took more than another decade to retrospectively convert the manual catalogues and to finally make them accessible on the internet last year.  Out of a total collection of some 200,000 library publications and more than a million documents in our Archive, we have digitised about 4000.  So, yes, in my working lifetime, but only just, and only partially.   But I do work in a museum and, in the UK, museum libraries have not been in the vanguard of library automation. 


Books are still being published in quantity.  There are over 50,000 active publishers in the UK still publishing up to 130,000 new titles per annum (some 4% of which are on art related subjects).   We may all be aware of the pros and cons of the e-journal but most of us are still receiving shelf-loads of paper copies and binding them.  I suspect that we talk more about digitisation than we digitise and, although there is no doubt that digital images will replace slides, some art historians are reluctant to abandon slides and librarians falter in the face of copyright.   


Consequently, and if the pages of the Art libraries journal are any indication, it seems that many of the issues that have pre-occupied us over the years are still the live issues of our daily professional life.  We still spend our time

· attempting to identify the relevant information (in whatever form it comes)

· acquiring or capturing it

· organising and documenting it for ease of access

· providing navigation tools to our own collections and the wider information world

· still battling to catch up with the cataloguing of what we already hold, never mind the unimaginable vastness of new ‘stuff’ gathering out there in cyberspace 

· negotiating for enough space to store our physical collections

· protecting our collections from deterioration (or, in the case of the new media, total disappearance).  


So, although by 2005 things have undoubtedly changed, and we do have one foot in that envisaged future, it doesn’t mean that other things have stopped or disappeared.  Some things do change, but other things just continue so we find ourselves running hybrid libraries, keeping more balls in the air, diversifying, learning new skills to add to the old ones, and planning for a certain future of continuing change, but of uncertain shape.    And that’s the challenge.  


Knowing how much librarians love acronyms, I thought adding another acronym might be just the thing to help to deal with this challenge.  Here’s one which I was given recently.   PESTLE.    A pestle in English is a tool for pounding things into a pulp, which may be a little how we feel about change and what it does to us.  It stands for Political,  Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental and refers to factors you might take into account when making decisions about the future, as a means to identifying the opportunities as well as the threats and obstacles which may impact on our work 


Of course I am insufficiently familiar with the political, economic, social and legal environments of countries other than my own to apply this management tool in general.  You are best able to judge the impact those factors may have in your own circumstances.  I can only offer this as a template which, if applied locally, may help to put the changes which have occurred into context and may assist with decisions about the future, and illustrate it from a UK perspective.   Inevitably the PESTLE factors do not exist in isolation and impact on one another, as you will see.  

Political:  The trickle-down from political agendas can affect us all directly or indirectly.  In the UK, the present government’s perfectly worthy social agenda focusing on health, education, access and social inclusion has had the unforeseen and unfortunate side effect of potentially marginalising the arts and research as elitist luxuries.   The focus on access means that the pressure is on us to find new audiences for what we do, to bring in new users and to demonstrate that we are making our collections truly accessible to all, to justify funding.   Our art library societies perhaps need to forge stronger alliances with other arts organisations and lobby groups to raise the profile and champion the importance of the arts (and the case for the documentation of the arts) on economic grounds (such as the vitality of the creative industries and their contribution to the economy) and on social grounds (as society gains more leisure time and the demographics of an ageing population may result in increased interest in the arts and new consumers and audiences).  And, we need to learn how to operate more effectively in a world increasingly influenced by sophisticated public relations, branding and media spin, in order to increase our visibility.  

The second lesson is that we should not assume that the value of what we do is recognized and accepted;  we need to promote and publicise it.  

However, the agenda for access has brought opportunity too, as funding was pumped into the technological infrastructure to provide greater access to the internet for more people through what was known as ‘the people’s network’,  and also into digitisation projects, to provide more and better content .  So those institutions which were in a position to benefit from these initiatives needed to be ready and able to seize the opportunities on offer: the public libraries to get networked; libraries with special collections to pursue digitisation projects.   All this happened quite quickly and, to a certain extent, caught librarians unawares, without the necessary technological knowledge and skills and the expertise in making funding applications and managing projects.

So, the third lesson is to be prepared:  keep informed of what is going on in the wider world, spot the opportunities and acquire the necessary skills.

Economics:   Now art librarians may not be economists, but we ignore economics at our peril in a world increasingly dominated by market forces, even within what we still may fondly think of as the public sector.  

In the UK, where the academic library is the main type of art library, the political emphasis on education had a major impact, driving up student numbers and creating greater pressure on facilities including libraries.   This in turn affected the economics of higher education (HE) institutions, which introduced student fees.  This increased the expectations of students and their demands on services provided, and ratchetted up the pressure on facilities another notch, creating a vicious circle of supply, cost and demand. 


The massive investment in  higher education libraries in the 1970s and 1980s, during which many art libraries developed rapidly and were well-staffed with subject specialists, was followed by retrenchment, even though the HE sector continued to expand in terms of student numbers through the 1990s.  Pressure on facilities also led to mergers, rationalisation and staff reductions.  Political and economic factors had already driven most of the independent art schools into mergers with other local HE institutions to form polytechnics, and the London art schools to band together to form the London Institute.   Then in order to survive in the increasingly competitive HE world, the polytechnics and the Institute ‘upgraded’ and became ‘universities’. What opportunities did this bring for the art libraries and their users?

· potential access to much larger funding pots (but often in competition with more demanding or politically acceptable subject areas)

· increased cross-disciplinary access to broader collections for users

· access to many of the expensive electronic services which the small independent art schools would never have afforded

· general investment across the board in digital networks and content through generously funded programmes which have provided the UK HE sector with an impressive range of services and resources. 


However, the hike in academic status to ‘universities’ also pushed art education into the ‘research’ environment, where an institution’s funding became dependent on the quality of their research activity and, while this was an opportunity for libraries in this sector to gain increased resources to support research, some disciplines struggled to meet research targets measured in traditional academic terms and were losers in this survival-of-the-fittest competition.  There were other drawbacks to these mergers.    For many former art school libraries it did mean a loss of the intimate relationship they had developed with faculty and students as some art students found the large, general libraries into which the art collection had been subsumed impersonal or intimidating and stayed away.  Quirky practices (such as using art materials in the library) had to be abandoned and general policies overrode user need (for example by moving all back runs of periodicals to closed or offsite storage where art students could no longer browse for illustrations or inspiration).   Larger organisations can also mean the opportunity to rationalise for greater economic efficiency when times get harder, and so it was that some art librarians found that they were no longer art librarians at all,  but humanities librarians, or even ‘head of reader services’ as these large general libraries re-organised on a functional rather than subject basis.  Personal promotion for an individual perhaps –  but one subject specialist fewer.  


The public library sector in the UK moved from a situation in the 1960s where many of the major authorities had excellent art collections and art subject specialist posts, to a point now where most of these posts have disappeared and several of these fine, historically rich collections have been sold or dispersed.  Public library funding has been under fire, and limited resources have been redirected to meet the considerable demands of technology and new initiatives such as community outreach.  Here we see technological and social factors influencing economics again.


So, in the UK, in both academic and public library sectors, the subject librarian has become a bit of an endangered species.  


Museum libraries in the UK may be the last bastion of the subject specialist.  However, it is a relatively small sector, most libraries of any size being concentrated in the capital cities in the UK, and is also feeling the general economic squeeze.   Encouraged by successive governments to raise income themselves, those museums which have obediently and successfully done so, now find themselves vulnerable to factors outside their control as corporate sponsors react to any down-turn in the economy, or tourist numbers fall following 9/11.  Conflicting trends make it difficult to generalise.  While  the necessity for libraries in some of the national museums in London is being questioned,  and museum libraries in New York and Australia have closed or been moved to less accessible locations, new museum libraries have opened recently or are being planned in France, Scandinavia, the Netherlands and the UK.


A  major economic impact of another kind has of course been the creation of an information rich/information poor divide, with only some of the world able to share the benefits of the digital future that are unfolding before the rest of us.  If only half the world has membership of the electronic global village, we are all the poorer, and that is something professional organisations at all levels should be aware of and seeking ways to overcome. 


Even in the developed world, commercial exploitation of technology is itself becoming an economic threat.  Although a little slow to catch on, and remember the great thing about the internet was originally that was it was wild and free, business eventually realised the potential for profit and, to make their investment pay, some businesses that have staked a claim in electronic information have gained control of huge sectors (periodical literature, images and bibliographic and reference tools come to mind) and have packaged it in such a way that they are pricing many smaller libraries out of the market.  And, of course, many art libraries are small with modest budgets.  Education libraries in the UK have managed to obtain better deals by banding together to form procurement consortia with sufficient clout and negotiating power to obtain reasonable terms.   We need to explore the opportunities for further and different types of consortia for the currently excluded, and this is perhaps an area where the national art library societies could do more or, given the global reach of some of these resources, is this a task for the IFLA Art Libraries Section?  Beyond the commercial services, can realistic levels of funding be found for the on-going operation of services in our field, which the market cannot wholly support?  Not if a former chairman of the UK’s Library and Information Council is to be believed when he famously once wrote to ARLIS/UK & Ireland in the context of library co-operation, ‘if the market wants something, the market will pay’.  But initiatives in the not-for-profit sector such as ArtSTOR4 and JSTOR are to be encouraged and there are many examples of successful resources being produced through the energy and dedication of art librarians themselves, within the national art library societies, within their own libraries or even as individuals. 

So the fourth lesson might be that there is strength in numbers, whether it is in negotiating in the market place, or getting on with the job ourselves.    

Which brings me onto Social.  Perhaps one of most notable things to have changed over the last 35 years is within the society of art librarians itself, from the foundation of ARLIS/UK & Ireland in 1969, ARLIS/NA in 1972 and in Scandinavia, ARLIS/Norge in 1984 and ARLIS/Norden in 1986, to the other national art library organisations in Australia and New Zealand, Canada, Denmark, Flanders, France, Germany and Italy, Japan, the Netherlands and Russia.  Coming together under the umbrella of IFLA in the Art Libraries Section, from an early decision to do so in 1976, has given art librarians a global umbrella of communication and a forum for the discussion of issues of common concern, and has given IFLA one of its liveliest and best-attended sections.  We certainly have the social network.   We know so much more about each other than we did 30 years ago, and our conferences, visits, study tours and publications foster those links.  This is not to underestimate the difficulties:  the language barrier and funding for travel are still obstacles for the majority of art librarians (it is still a small minority of individuals who actively participate) and I think the Section would acknowledge the difficulties of maintaining the impetus of international co-operative projects.  Nevertheless, there is no doubt that without this global society of art librarians our profession would be a poorer and lonelier place.   A quarter century after the Art Libraries Section was established seems an appropriate time to take stock and, with the improved technological network now available to us, to review where we could and should head next.


In terms of society and our users, I have already mentioned the social and demographic changes which may increase interest in the arts and create new audiences from amongst those with more leisure time and longer active lives.   However, will the grey panthers use the library or the keyboard?   Some you win and some you lose, and this may be the place to mention the mysterious case of the disappearing user.   In those two examples of 1970s crystal-ball gazing I gave earlier, it was clear that the users were visiting a library for their information.  And the INHA in Paris appears to believe in such a future, as they carry forward their plans to create space for up to 1200 users a day 5 and, despite the closures in some places, new libraries are continuing to be built in all sectors: public, academic and museum.6  But, if you ask an average under-25-year-old where they go to do their research, how many would say the library first and how many the internet?   How far might that be reflected up the age and scholarly spectrum of art library users?  Given the reluctance of many of the curatorial staff of my own institution to make it across the car park to their library, my guess is that there are plenty of users of more advanced years and status, who would welcome the opportunity to become remote users and have the library go to them, if they can get it to.    Although some individual libraries buck the trend, there is a perception of a global down-turn in library use, as the googlisation of mainstream publications advances, stay-at-home users expect that they can get all the information they require through the internet and libraries in the academic sector gear up to meet this demand by developing Virtual Library Environments (VLEs).


The internet can certainly provide a huge amount of information (although not necessarily for free), and it can certainly allow the users to examine remotely and compare the contents of a vast number of libraries.  These are concrete benefits to remote users, some of whom would not actually have come to libraries anyway due to cost, distance, convenience, eligibility or mobility.  However the questions we need to add to our agenda of planning for uncertainty are:

· Will more remote use really reduce the need for capital investment in reading rooms?

· Or will access to the contents of libraries through online catalogues attract more and new types of users to actually visit?

· Are seats for readers consulting material from the library collection being replaced by seats at terminals for users of resources from outside its walls?  Does this matter?

· Should libraries respond directly to this trend towards remote use, by following up access to on-line catalogues with document delivery and other services?

· How important is the original document, and when can a surrogate (electronic or other) suffice?

· Which are those items which users will still have to visit the library to consult (and why?)

· How can libraries draw attention to resources they hold which may be overlooked in the electronic environment because they cannot be digitised ?

· And how is the reliance on digital information going to change the very nature of research in future?

And this leads on to another fundamental question of who our users are, or will be in the future.  In the old days when the library was a place and people came to it, it was easy to establish who the users were and even, if so inclined, to decide whom to admit and whom to turn away.  When times became economically tougher, and pressure on libraries increased, it was even easy to decide whom to charge for certain types of access or service.  In the global information environment this has become a much more complex equation and, while there may be strong political pressures on us for greater access to information and our collections, and they may chime very well with the librarian’s traditional mission, the economics are harder to square, and require new funding and income models if the underlying infrastructure is to be supported.  Why should your parent institution underwrite this financially?  Yes, it’s back to economics again.  What can you charge for, what should you charge for, and how do you collect the money from a world-wide user constituency to support your service?  


Finally to consider the changing roles of players within the information world:   there is another way in which the user is changing and gaining significance in our world, and that is by becoming one of us.  I am reminded of the opening ceremony at the 1998 IFLA conference in Amsterdam, when the audience was induced to play throw and catch with a huge number of unravelling balls of wool across and up and down the auditorium.  The result was a few thousand librarians firmly enmeshed in a giant multi-coloured cobweb symbolising the way that libraries were becoming all part of one large interconnected web:  the world-wide-web.  An effective illustration, and fun too.  But the fact is the spider in that web isn’t just trapping librarians.  Out there on the net now are thousands of non-librarians, harvesting information, storing it, documenting it and disseminating it.   In contrast to the hard-nosed information businesses I mentioned earlier, they’re doing it for free.  For love and the fun of it.  Weblogging or blogging is big at the moment, and the technologies are being developed to take advantage of their activities.  And so might we,  recognising that there is more than enough information out there for us all to manage, welcome their activities as a useful addition to the challenge of managing internet information, and add the resources they create to your map.   Blogging might just become the last refuge of the subject specialist.  

          I can cite another example from the parallel universe of computer games.  At the Berlin IFLA conference in 2003, I sneaked away to visit a museum of computer games, following a lead about some interesting work on digital preservation.  There I found a bringing together of a very interesting cross-section of information professionals and computer specialists with the end users, computer games hobbyists:  a fascinating example of cross-sectoral co-operation.

So the fifth lesson might be if you can’t beat them, join them.  

But if anyone can become a librarian, a librarian can take on other roles too. The advance of technology into all aspects of modern life did see a broadening role for some art librarians in some organisations, in recognition of their management experience, their information skills and their computer literacy.  Some became responsible for information technology and information management across their organisation.  In some museums there was an attempt to bring all information management, including documentation of the works in the museum collection together under the single management of the librarian or to use the same computer application for library, archive and museum objects.  That not all of these succeeded is perhaps not surprising, but we can learn from the failures as well as the successes, about what we as information and subject specialists have to offer.   


Finally, we mustn’t overlook the changes that have occurred in the social life of art iself, particularly for those of us who document contemporary art and design.  We have to deal with the fact that the output of artists and designers has changed.  They too have been using the new media and technologies so that the work they produce and the documentation that is generated around it has changed.  The desire of some fine artists to by-pass the art business world of galleries and dealers has been given fresh impetus by the existence of the internet, and artists have seized on the possibilities of the new electronic media to create work.  There are new types of art activity and new types of artist.  Artists and designers showcase and promote their work directly on the internet and use the methodologies and tools they find in the electronic environment.  The work itself often exists in the same electronic environment and format as the documentation about it.   The development of time-based, fugitive art which has no permanent presence relies on documentation in some form for its existence which gives us, the documentalist, a new and particularly important role in the life-cycle of works of art.   The old separation of ‘art’ from ‘stuff about art’ is no longer so clear.   

The technological changes, of course, underlie everything we currently do and are myriad and huge in impact.   There is no doubt about  the benefits to libraries and users, but the technological advances also bring false starts, merely transitional technologies that disappear, limitations and new hazards.  It is vital to identify and avoid these while making use of the opportunities and the true and useful innovations.   So what are the significant changes?   


Although it seems as though as much is being published on paper as ever, in our field at least, and other disciplines have experienced a more rapid transformation, there is an ever-increasing volume of electronic information, of course, and a steady stream of technological innovation in the means of storing and playing or viewing audio and visual material, which requires regular renewing of hardware, upgrading of software and sometimes the replacement or migration of material.  Art librarians should have had a head start here as they have always had to deal with very mixed collections containing a variety of media, but now they have to deal with the implications for costs and staff training and development which the increasing turnover of formats brings.


The volume of information to which people in the developed world have access has obviously increased exponentially as hard-copy publishing has not diminished but ‘e-publishing’ has undergone a virtual explosion, with no checks (economic or qualitative) on its growth.    However as librarians struggle with information overload a sideways glance into the related field of archives might help.  For the last 15 years my responsibilities have included both an archive and a library, and I have been struck by one fundamental difference between the two disciplines.  Archivists are really good at throwing things away; librarians less so.   It is part of an archivist’s training and practice to appraise material and decide what is worth keeping and let the rest go.  Part of the reason is the sheer volume of material; part of it is surely related to the casual way in which much of the material is produced, without the intention of it being preserved for posterity.  And this is not so dissimilar from the situation on the internet.  

Lesson six might therefore be:  we can’t collect everything (or keep it, or document it, or find it, even!). Resources are finite.  

The volume might not be quite such a problem if there was effective control of quality or information management.  The internet has been described as being like an endless convoy of 10 ton trucks dumping full loads of un-catalogued books on the library doormat every minute.  And of course, most of them aren’t books.  We have to be selective.  In the print-on-paper environment, this was to a certain extent done for us.  The processes of publishing (e.g. commissioning and editing) and the economics governing that, provided a certain level of qualitative filtering.  This doesn’t exist in an environment where anyone can place their thoughts before the world.    Without that filter of conventional publishing to rely on, librarians may become more like archivists in exercising greater judgement in what to select, a heavier responsibility which in turn will demand greater depth of subject knowledge.  Another good reason why we will continue to need subject specialists,  and more, not fewer of them.   And the digitisation of vast amounts of material, plus the increasing creation of born-digital resources will have very limited value indeed without good metadata and retrieval systems, a task which again calls for subject and information specialists.


The stability of material has also changed, so another reason why we can’t keep everything is that it just may not be possible to keep it anyway.  Concerns about preservation are not exactly new, as those of us with modern paper-based  library collections know very well, but electronic media have brought new anxieties.  That time-travelling student from the 19th century in Sheffield might well have found his favourite volume of Stubbs still on the shelves in the 1970s (and today too),  but can the same be said for our future researcher looking for a copy of Clement Greenberg’s Art and culture or Kenneth Clark’s  Civilisation’ in the year 2105?    Or will Google have digitised it all (as they have started to do)?  


Thoughts about digital preservation can induce nightmares in the sensitive librarian concerned to acquire and hold onto the ‘stuff’ they believe their current and future users may need.  Already the history of the last 30 years is littered with examples of electronic documents we can no longer read,  cutting-edge technologies that turned out to be blind alleys, heroic (and often abandoned) attempts to find some means of capturing and archiving relevant material off the internet and continuing uncertainty about the longevity of the constant stream of new media.  How new is this situation?  And, again, the perspective of the archivist may be helpful.  What is preserved of historic record has, since the invention of written language, been the result of words (or images) being consigned to a physical medium that did not deteriorate too rapidly and that was not destroyed by some act of man or nature.  In an archive, correspondence has been a major document type, providing a record of lives, decisions, events and thoughts.    However, the existence of a letter in an archive is an historic accident in many cases (the writer usually didn’t intend it to be preserved indefinitely), although many recipients did keep letters and some found their way into archives.  But not all of them.  And then, of course, along came Alexander Graham Bell and, by the second half of the 20th century much of this communication took place by telephone.  A whole slice of potentially recorded history missing!  A huge black documentation hole.  


Already there is panic about the lost documentation of the late 1990s and early noughties.  But, even if someone solves the question of digital preservation, who is going to pay for it?  Will the economics have stacked up in favour of preserving our intellectual heritage, or will market forces have sifted out and consigned to the digital dustbin anything that the public is unwilling to pay for?   And is the public purse really likely to be willing to invest the huge sums needed to preserve everything available for a ‘just-in-case’ future, rather than more immediate and definable needs?  Another case of  ‘if the market wants something, the market will pay’?   


What technology has clearly enabled us to do is make massive leaps forward in resource discovery and provide remote access to material and knowledge of the contents of library and archive collections globally.   In the earlier stages of the technological revolution there was enormous optimism and ambition to create huge union catalogues.  In general that proved over-ambitious and the level of standardisation and co-operation required at a local level unrealistic.  Instead, the power of search engines and the ingenuity of software designers has advanced and enabled us to come up with imperfect and incomplete maps of the contents of libraries, but maps nevertheless, to territory that was unknown or inaccessible before.    We now have a variety of overlapping and complementary pieces to this jigsaw, from individual libraries on-line (from the national to the very specialised) to major consortia of general academic and research libraries (CURL in the UK, RLIN in the US) and more specialised consortia and gateways (such as VKK in Germany).7   In this environment there is room for the union catalogue where it is appropriate, but the technology also facilitates distributed models which link quite separate resources.  And the power of keyword searching, although not as comprehensive or precise as indexing with controlled language, can provide short-cuts to information that would never be made accessible at all if we had to wait for the funding to index or re-catalogue.

So the seventh lesson might be:  If a thing is worth doing, it’s worth doing partially and possibly not perfectly.   One can start modestly and build on and improve it.

Briefly to complete the PESTLE exercise we come to Legal and the development of legislation which, in the perfectly justifiable name of protecting intellectual property and human rights, has impacted on the flow of information by reducing radically what can be offered legally to users without excessive amounts of bureaucracy, delay or cost, and has caused decades of uncertainty and concern to slide librarians which is still not resolved.    I can’t help feeling we missed a trick here.   We perhaps need to ensure that we are more aware of legislation when still in draft so that views about the implications for research and for information sharing can be heard, and for working with other relevant bodies outside our immediate field who have the necessary expertise,  contacts and clout.  There is no guarantee that this would carry any weight against the other powerful lobbies involved.   However, this is an area where size matters and the big guns at national professional level, within the EU and, internationally within IFLA, are active, and the channels for consultation on future legislation are there to be used.  

And finally to Environmental, where international concerns about depleted energy resources and global warming have an impact on our efforts to preserve increasingly fragile and fugitive materials.   This undoubtedly will make it more important to build for passive environmental control rather than relying on mechanical systems.  It might also dissuade us from locating our storage on flood plains or close to rivers or sea.  Though it is not always easy to be influential on such matters, the increased profile these issues currently receive and some recent disasters, provide persuasive arguments for us to use.  And, at the very least, it should prompt us all to keep those disaster plans updated.  

But I mustn’t end on such a damp and gloomy note.  

Let’s return to Jim and his quest for information on an obscure artist on whom there were no books.  When we left him the ‘library bloke’ had made him up a ‘book’ of various bits of more ephemeral material – an example of the librarian taking on a more pro-active role, tracking, selecting and packaging information.    Jim flicks through the compilation and, as he reaches the final pages, turns to the librarian puzzled by some pages which don’t relate to his enquiry.  ‘Well,’ says the librarian, ‘Since most people get instant satisfaction of their enquiries…, we don’t get so many people browsing now.  So  I always punch in some random numbers at the end… You might even find something you didn’t know you were looking for’.    

So the eighth and final lesson is:  that we mustn’t, with our desire to map and capture and control information, forget the importance of serendipity.  Actually, I think we’ve been given the internet to ensure that we don’t!

In an IFLA handbook from the 1980s, produced about the time the Art Libraries Section was established, a diagram was provided to show how IFLA fitted into the network of international organisations.  The caption read ‘IFLA as the spider in the intricate web of international relationships:  always awake and attentive, and ready to bounce…’    A wonderful ‘typo’ which shows how the serendipity of imperfection provides us art librarians with an image to keep us bouncing onward and upwards….  

So I would like to conclude with that image (with apologies to Philip Pacey from whom I stole the title for this paper).  But Philip pinched it from the IFLA handbook: a healthy demonstration of information-sharing.  From the middle of our information web, we just have to remember what business we’re in, keep abreast and afloat, stay in touch, identify the essential issues, spot the opportunities, circumvent the obstacles and pounce (or bounce)!    Whichever you prefer.

* Revised version of a paper presented at the ARLIS/Norden Pre-Conference to the 2005 IFLA Congress in Oslo, 12 -13 August 2005. 
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