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CHAPTER 2

From Community to Public Libraries: 
Liberalism, Education, and Self-Government

Abstract  This chapter considers the emergence of public libraries in the 
southern colonies, looking at how access to knowledge, education, and 
book provision were understood. It focuses primarily on the various mean-
ings attaching to the word ‘public’ in the nineteenth century and on the 
development of ‘national’ acquisition and collection policies, but it also 
examines the motivations and catalysts for the development of public librar-
ies more generally, concentrating on the specific, local conditions that led 
to their establishment and growth, on their connection to political factions 
concerned with representative government, and on their contribution to a 
distinctive type of ‘colonial modernity’.

Keywords  Liberalism • Education • Access • Self-government 
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When, in 1855, Melbourne Punch lampooned the soon-to-open MPL for 
forming a collection of books so valuable and arcane it would seemingly 
need to be safeguarded from ordinary ‘common’ readers (Fig. 2.1),1 the 
idea of a freely accessible library open to all adult members of the public 
and paid for by local taxation was still a novel one. Rooted in the principles 
of self-improvement, rational recreation, and utilitarian thought that 
underpinned nineteenth-century liberalism, the public library was intro-
duced as a legal entity in Britain and Ireland by the Public Libraries Acts of 
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1850 and 1853, and the establishment of state-supported free public 
libraries in the southern colonies was closely associated with this new 
emblem of ‘liberal, democratic citizenship’.2 Agitating for the establish-
ment of a public library in South Australia, the Adelaide Observer pointed 
out in 1853 that ‘the principle of instituting public libraries, supported by 
taxation is one that is being extensively acted upon in the mother coun-
try’.3 At the inauguration of the new municipal TPL in 1870, the then 
Governor of Tasmania, Charles Du Cane, made the connection between 
liberal self-improvement and regional public library provision more 
explicit when he noted that ‘in the great towns of England, no better and 
easier means of aiding that supplemental self-cultivation has been found 
than by the establishment of Public Libraries’.4

The extent to which the self-improving discourses of nineteenth-
century liberalism formed part of a global (and globalising) ideology has 
been increasingly acknowledged,5 but contrary to the views of the Adelaide 
Observer the progress of rate-supported municipal libraries in Britain and 
Ireland was, in fact, slow. By 1868, just 27 local authorities had adopted 
the public library legislation in Britain; by 1886, the number was 125.6 
The early development of municipal public libraries in the southern colo-
nies was even more protracted. By the 1870s, there was a strong sense that 

Fig. 2.1  ‘Uses of a Public Library’, Melbourne Punch, August 2, 1855, 153. 
Courtesy of Trove: https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/171430414

  L. ATKIN ET AL.

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/171430414


19

volunteerism had failed in the Straits Settlements, but legislation provid-
ing for municipal libraries did not appear until the 1950s.7 Under legisla-
tion enacted between 1869 and 1877, the model promoted and supported 
by the government in colonial New Zealand remained a user-pays sub-
scription model.8 In the Cape Colony, the system of government grants 
established by the Molteno Regulations of 1874 slowly but unevenly led to 
an expansion in the number and size of public libraries.9 After 1870, the 
number of municipal public libraries in colonial Australia rose substantially 
because of legislation such as the New South Wales Municipalities Act of 
1867 and the Victorian Education Act of 1872.10 By the time of the fed-
eration of the Australian colonies in 1901, there were 407 libraries across 
the nation either fully supported or subsidised by public funds.11

Debates over the public function of these and other colonial libraries were 
primarily articulated through a vigilant local press. In the Cape Colony, the 
colonial press was critical in giving political shape, and voice, to the dynamic 
array of propertied settler groups that Kirsten MacKenzie terms the ‘colonial 
public sphere’,12 and the press performed a similar role in the cultural sphere 
across the southern colonies. Some institutions, such as the SAI, routinely 
had extensive reports of the proceedings of their general meetings published 
in the press; others, such as the notoriously elitist ASL, tended to receive 
press attention only in times of controversy. The press could even play a 
direct role in facilitating the emergence of some institutions, and the demise 
of others. The SL, the subscription-based library which replaced the earlier 
Singapore Institution Library, was established after a lengthy article in the 
Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser noted ‘the want of a really 
good and proper Public Library’ in Singapore, and outlined a plan for such 
an institution.13 While colonial newspaper editors frequently had their own 
political agendas—and newspaper reports about the use and misuse of colo-
nial libraries must therefore be approached with a degree of caution—local 
newspapers were influential agents in the evolution of colonial public librar-
ies, contributing both to controversies over what manner of institution they 
were, and what sort of ‘public’ they should be serving.

Liberal Vocabularies: The Meanings of ‘Public’ 
in the Southern Colonies

During their evolution in the latter half of the nineteenth century, colonial 
municipal libraries co-existed and sometimes competed with commercial 
and community libraries with less clear-cut claims to public status. In the 
Cape Colony and Natal, 39 subscription libraries were established between 
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1818 and 1873,14 while in colonial New Zealand, some 263 subscription 
libraries were founded from 1840 to 1873, and another 506 between 
1875 and 1914.15 In the Straits Settlements, there were little more than a 
dozen British-run subscription libraries by the mid-nineteenth century.16 
In Australia, circulating and subscription libraries, while plentiful and sig-
nificant, were gradually supplanted in importance from the 1830s onwards 
by the libraries attached to mechanics’ institutes and related institutions, 
of which there were nearly 2000 by the end of the century.17 If these fig-
ures are smaller than those of American and British national networks of 
community libraries,18 by the end of the century colonial Australia, New 
Zealand, and South Africa had unprecedentedly high densities of commu-
nity libraries and mechanics’ institutes relative to population.19

Prior to the British Public Libraries Acts, ideas about what might con-
stitute a public library in the southern colonies varied widely. In the early 
period of colonisation, the term was often used to describe proprietary 
libraries which merely inhabited a public space. In 1823, for example, an 
advertisement was placed in the Hobart Town Gazette for a librarian ‘com-
petent to conduct a Public Library and Reading Room’, adding that if the 
candidate was ‘possessed of sufficient property to take a share in the con-
cern, perhaps it might be more interesting & mutual to both parties’.20 
The subscription library model, dependent as it was on collective middle-
class initiative, sociability, and investment,21 lent itself more easily to the 
public designation than those purely commercial initiatives run by indi-
vidual booksellers or auctioneers, since such libraries were often the shared 
or ‘public’ property of the denizens of the bourgeois public sphere. When 
the SAPL was converted from a free library to a subscription library in 
1829, for instance, the government announced its decision ‘to abandon all 
claim, interference, and future pecuniary succour to the library, and … 
declared it a Public property’,22 reflecting a broader political shift in the 
Cape Colony towards institutions that served the interests of an increas-
ingly assertive mercantile middle-class elite.23

While subscription libraries in the southern colonies have appeared to 
modern eyes as ‘inward-looking, classbound, and isolationist’,24 they can 
nonetheless be described as ‘semi-public’ institutions, in that they fre-
quently sought small government grants and/or provided free-to-access 
reading rooms. As Joanna Innes has succinctly put it, such libraries often 
felt themselves to have a ‘public function’ and a ‘mission to serve variously 
conceived publics’.25 Originally founded to provide educational opportu-
nities to the working classes, mechanics’ institutes acted as de facto 
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regional public libraries in colonial Australia and New Zealand. Well before 
the establishment of the SAI in 1856, the SALMI petitioned the govern-
ment for a grant for a building, claiming in June 1848 that it was ‘a public 
institution, adapted to the wants of the Colonists, and therefore a public 
benefit’.26 In 1865, the Bendigo Advertiser noted the close connection 
between public libraries and those ‘kindred institutions’ doing public 
good: ‘the Melbourne Public Library … in soliciting for herself [should] 
not forget that she has morally, if not in law, a family to provide for too’.27 
The SAI was more consciously familial, providing a centralised body to 
which suburban and regional mechanics’ institutes were affiliated, a fact 
lauded in the Adelaide press with favourable comparisons to the union of 
mechanics’ institutes in Yorkshire.28

The sense that private proprietors, subscribers, and donors were ‘public 
benefactors’ evincing a ‘public spirit’ and providing a ‘public service’ was 
also evident in the discourses surrounding agitation for the SL and RLM, 
both of which had relatively inclusive access policies and a variety of sub-
scription rates in order to boost their status as public institutions.29 In 
contrast, despite employing a rhetoric of its public significance, the ASL’s 
library committee maintained a deliberately narrow view of the public it 
was required to serve. When the Colonial Office allowed the sum of 
£10,000 for the construction of a public library and museum in Sydney 
(the same amount that would be allowed for the construction of the MPL 
a decade later), the ASL committee refused to compromise with Governor 
Sir George Gipps over his requirement to provide a reading room open to 
the public, opting instead to construct its own privately-funded edifice, at 
ruinous expense. The New South Wales government would eventually 
acquire the ASL building and its collection of books at bargain prices for 
public use as the Sydney FPL.30

‘Liberality of Access’: Reconfiguring Books 
in the Colonial Public Space

As the controversy over a public reading room at the ASL suggests, debates 
over the extent to which access to collections should be restricted to sub-
scribers or open to the general public point to the leading role that colo-
nial public libraries played in the ‘democratisation of knowledge’ that took 
place throughout the Anglosphere world during the nineteenth century. 
As Wallace Kirsop has pointed out, the ‘push towards greater openness’ in 
the evolution of colonial public libraries ‘was not accidental’, and was 
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related both to a ‘public demand for readier access to books’, and to a 
global network of institutions and settlements that ‘stimulated a spirit of 
emulation’.31 Debating the admission policies of the SALMI at an annual 
general meeting in 1848, for example, the question was asked ‘whether 
that Society was for a class, or for the people? Whether it was a Private 
Society, or a Public Institution?’. Most members agreed that there should 
be few restrictions to admission, and that ‘respectable’ men of the ‘lower 
classes’ and ‘working men’ should be admitted to the institution, but con-
cluded that any institution that charged members £1 per annum to access 
its books could not rightly be called a ‘public institution’, thereby point-
ing to free access as a key criterion for a public library.32

A second emerging criterion for the status of a public library was that 
of universal access by all social classes without any forms of recommenda-
tion or patronage. The SAPL, for example, was open to all male citizens 
over the age of 18 from its establishment in 1818. Even after its transition 
to a subscription-based funding model in the late 1820s, it continued to 
advertise the availability of its reference collections to ‘every class of soci-
ety’: ‘no introduction, no recommendation, no securities are required’.33 
Much later in the century, the MPL committee outlined that institution’s 
particularly liberal philosophy, stating in 1861 that it had decided ‘to 
adopt a greater freedom of access and liberality of access to the books than 
is usual elsewhere’ in order to encourage a ‘taste for study’.34 The major 
concession offered by the MPL, which certainly marked it out from librar-
ies ‘elsewhere’, was the fact that the library allowed readers unfettered 
access to its shelves, without any need for a reader’s ticket or other form 
of permission or supervision apart from the signing of a visitor’s book.

The liberality of access provided by the SAPL and the MPL was not 
generally practised in British research libraries during the nineteenth cen-
tury. As David McVilly notes, visitors to the MPL were ‘amazed by the 
numbers using the library and also by the lack of restrictions placed on 
them’.35 Unsupervised public access to shelves was an innovation that 
remained controversial in Britain for much of the nineteenth century. 
When Redmond Barry, the guiding figure in the foundation of the MPL 
and its early development, noted it as an important feature of the institu-
tion at the London Congress of Librarians in 1877, the assistant librarian 
of Cambridge University Library mocked Barry’s view that such freedom 
was ‘a right that belonged to the public’: ‘it was that, in the same sense that 
it was the idler’s right to stroll about for no purpose and doing nothing’.36 
This was not the only aspect of the MPL’s liberal admissions policy to 
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attract negative attention from British librarians. At the same conference, 
Barry was also forced to defend the MPL’s policy of admitting readers from 
the age of 14, somewhat facetiously championing the reading rights of the 
rising generation by stating that ‘if it were necessary to deprive people of 
seven years’ reading, it would be better to strike off the seven years at the 
other end, and disqualify people at sixty-three’.37

While nearly all the early public libraries freely admitted readers to read-
ing rooms after verifying their identity and address, the MPL was unusual 
in providing extended opening hours from the outset, being open every 
day except Sunday from 10 am to 10 pm. The SAPL was open for the more 
modest hours of 10 am to 5 pm in summer and 10 am to 4.30 pm in winter 
(Sundays and holidays excepted) with limited issuing hours. In 1848, the 
suggestion of evening opening hours was refused due to a lack of funds.38 
The SL’s original opening hours (6 am to 9 pm) reflected the idea that 
people might come to read after working hours, but by 1849 these hours 
were reduced from 10.30 am to 5.30 pm.39 The RLM was similarly open 
from 10 am to 6 pm except on Sundays.40 In the 1830s and 1840s, the 
ASL’s subscription-only reading room was open daily (including Sundays) 
from 10 am to 5 pm, and again from 7 pm to 11 pm. By 1853, it was open 
from 9 am to 9 pm.41 When its successor, the FPL, opened in 1869, its 
equally liberal opening hours were from 10 am to 10 pm.42 The subscrip-
tion TPL opened in 1849 with the relatively modest hours of 12 am to 
6 pm, gradually increasing its hours in the 1850s.43 When the TPL opened 
as a municipal library in 1870, it opened every day from 10 am to 1 pm, 
3 pm to 6 pm, and 7 pm until 9 pm, including Sundays.44 Despite its reten-
tion of a membership and subscription fee, the SAI also steadily increased 
its accessibility over the second half of the century, being open daily (except 
Sundays) from 12 pm to 10 pm. In 1869, it opened on holiday periods, 
except Christmas Day and Good Friday. In 1879, it opened on Sundays.45

Opening libraries on Sundays and holidays was controversial and often 
involved arbitrating between secular and religious communities. The for-
mer saw the moral and civic benefits of Sunday opening, especially for the 
working classes who often could not access the library on any other day, 
and for children between the ages of 12 and 16 (who were usually excluded 
from early public libraries). Others saw weekend opening hours as contrib-
uting to the break-down of domesticity and the nuclear family. As Melbourne 
Punch’s satirical Mrs. Sarah Grundy pointed out in an 1859 article on 
‘“Social Institutions” and “Evils” in General, and “Public Libraries”, in 
Particular’, the public library could be a means for avoiding the home as 
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much as it could be a means of edification.46 For this reason, many public 
libraries promoted the circulating library as a vital part of their modus ope-
randi. In the Cape Colony, for example, the Attorney General William 
Porter noted the importance of the circulating section of the public library 
for family reading, a domestic virtue also upheld by the press elsewhere.47

While public libraries in the southern colonies generally agreed on the 
importance of liberal access policies, it was increasingly recognised that the 
public benefit of free access to books was contingent on the nature of 
library collections themselves. There was often considerable tension sur-
rounding whether libraries should concentrate on acquiring substantial 
reference collections, or devote more resources to maintaining collections 
available for borrowing. Frequently this tension dissolved into familiar 
arguments over the proportions of ‘serious’ and ‘light’ works in the librar-
ies (see Chap. 4), but the sense that a truly ‘public’ library must account 
for all types of readers also became a recurring refrain in the southern 
colonies. As reconceived by Antonio Panizzi during his tenure as Keeper 
of Printed Books between 1837 and 1856, the BML had attempted to 
distinguish itself from the ‘aristocratic dilettantism’ of its original creators 
by moving to acquire ‘common modern books’ alongside ‘rare, ephem-
eral, voluminous and costly publications’.48

Following Panizzi’s distinction between a ‘library for education’ and a 
‘library for research’, public libraries in the southern colonies were increas-
ingly distinguished from university libraries on the basis both of their rights 
of access and the kinds of books they stocked. At the laying of the founda-
tion stone of the new South Australian Public Library in 1879, for exam-
ple, the chairman of the SAI’s governing body, Rowland Rees, noted that 
while the bulk of the library was to ‘consist of works of permanent value’, 
the governing body nonetheless proposed ‘to provide a library which will 
meet the requirements of casual readers, as well as those who pursue con-
tinuous studies; a place for the deposit of books and the assemblage of 
readers’.49 A series of articles in the Melbourne Herald in the 1860s and 
1870s, on the other hand, condemned the MPL for not stocking popular 
novels—‘Milton, Byron, Tennyson, and Swinburne are admitted: why not 
also Scott, Dickens, Thackeray, and George Eliot?’—and therefore for not 
meeting the demands of ordinary readers.50 For treating books like ‘old 
china’, the MPL was accused of being less relevant to the colonial reading 
public than the ‘suburban libraries at Prahran, St Kilda, and Collingwood’.51

Legal deposit provisions eventually consolidated the role of public librar-
ies as repositories of all kinds of books, but legal deposit in the colonies did 
not commence until the 1870s and 1880s, and was not always stringently 
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enforced. In 1866, the Book Registration Ordinance in the Straits Settlements 
required the registration of all books printed in the Straits but did not result 
in legal deposit. In 1873, the SAPL became the legal deposit library in the 
Cape Colony. In South Australia and New South Wales, the Copyright Acts 
of 1878 and 1879, respectively, did the same. Despite the 1869 Copyright 
Act of Victoria, it was not until the 1880s that the MPL consolidated its 
status as a legal deposit library.52 The strong link in the colonial world 
between copyright laws and legal deposit suggests that a balance was being 
sought between the rights of owners, on the one hand, and the users of 
copyright material, on the other. As the century progressed, this balance was 
increasingly weighted in favour of the user, promoting the public interest 
through the encouragement of reading and learning.

A ‘habitat but no home’: Home Education, Self-
Government, and Intra-Colonial Rivalry

Contemporary reflections on reading, books, and libraries are suggestive 
of their special importance in colonies as far away from Britain as Singapore, 
South Africa, and Australia. Noting the high level of government support 
for libraries in British India, the Singapore Free Press argued in 1843 that 
it was important for the ‘exiled’ Briton with no independent ‘home poli-
tics’ to take up reading: ‘to provide against our forming inadequate or 
false conceptions of what takes place at a distance it is clearly necessary that 
we should have access to books’.53 While a fear of ‘false conceptions’ partly 
explains the colonial desire to ‘keep up-to-date’ with the latest print and 
news, and to be ‘almost on par with those at home as regards the literature 
and science of the passing day’,54 an emerging awareness of the heightened 
moral importance of reading in the colonies appears in New Zealand 
Company propaganda in 1833:

none but they who have resided in a new colony can appreciate the value of 
a new book; and we are happy to bear testimony, that in no colony is litera-
ture more appreciated than in New Zealand: as might be expected from the 
very superior class of men who have migrated to our favourite colony.

If part of this propaganda was to distinguish the free New Zealand settle-
ments from the penal colonies of New South Wales, Van Diemen’s Land, 
and Singapore, there was nonetheless a prevailing sense among colonial 
communities that good reading encouraged civility: ‘a well-conducted 
colonist is of necessity a reading man’.55
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Fear of the effects of isolation and distance from metropolitan seats of 
knowledge took on a particular importance in the tropical climates of 
Singapore, Penang, and Malacca, where reading was seen as a counter to 
fears about physical, mental, and moral degeneration in the tropics, as well 
as to fears about miscegenation and proximity to ‘native’ populations.56 
Comparable arguments about distance, degeneration, and the curative 
role of reading were also made in relation to those ‘wayward’ young men 
that settler colonies were perceived to attract in great numbers. The physi-
cian and future Chairman of the RLM committee, Robert Little, argued 
that a public library in Singapore would be one ‘of the greatest safeguards 
we could find for the young people of the Settlement’: ‘being able to read 
an entertaining novel, a well written history, “or an instructive biogra-
phy,” might keep them at home at night and save them from the gaming 
table’. While the Straits Observer scoffed at Little’s claims that a public 
library could convince young men to ‘stop home like good boys’,57 a simi-
lar argument about the need to safeguard the youth of the colony was 
made in the Cape Colony, with numerous commentators noting the 
importance of shaping the taste of the young men on whom ‘the hope of 
the Colony’ depended.

In 1848, the Chief Justice of the Cape Colony, Sir John Wylde, noted a 
shift in the demographics of the SAPL’s users, facilitated by a new, cheaper 
subscription rate, from old gentlemen to young professionals. The new sub-
scribers were ‘for the most part, young men in public service—or, in attor-
neys’ offices—, or in merchants’ counting-houses’, in other words, the 
future administrators of the colony ‘advancing to take our places’.58 By 
including lower-middle-class professionals within the library’s remit, and 
investing in them the virtues of ‘serious’ reading, the SAPL sought to play a 
central role in shaping the moral and intellectual life of the Cape Colony’s 
future leaders. In 1853, W. A. Newman, the first Dean of Cape Town, like-
wise stressed the moral role a public library could have in the lives of young 
colonists far from their places of birth. In referring to these young men of 
the Cape as having a ‘habitat but no home’, Newman was referencing the 
terms of the 1818 proclamation establishing the SAPL, which claimed the 
purpose of the library was ‘to lay the foundation of a system which shall 
place the means of Knowledge within the reach of the youth of this Colony, 
and bring within their reach what the most eloquent of ancient writers has 
considered to be one of the first blessings of life—home education’.59

While Newman does not draw any explicit connections between home 
education and home rule, other commentary about the SAPL in the lead-
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up to the establishment of representative government (est. 1853) suggests 
how closely the rhetoric surrounding education was linked to questions of 
self-governance. In his 1848 speech to SAPL subscribers, James Adamson, 
Professor of English and Classics at the South African College (est. 1829), 
made clear the strong link between thriving educational institutions and 
colonial self-determination:

I feel satisfied that we could have in this colony all the means of educating 
our youth for every one of the learned professions, if only we set our heart 
and hand. Unless we do so, we can never flourish as a community,—for 
without education we are as naught; we act not upon those liberal principles 
that tend to the advancement of society … and direct us in the road to that 
future which we hope to attain.60

Adamson’s sense of the SAPL as a decisive intervention into the colony’s 
progress towards emerging nation-statehood came increasingly to the fore 
in 1853. In that year, Governor Harry Smith called for improved educa-
tion provision at the Cape, citing Nova Scotia as an example of the bene-
fits of universal education and linking the importance of ‘serious reading’ 
with the establishment of a legislative assembly. The nation’s future law 
givers, Smith implied, had a moral and civic responsibility to be well culti-
vated; intellectual seriousness was essential for the colony to be taken seri-
ously as a semi-autonomous nation.61

In Victoria, too, the MPL was linked to questions of self-government 
and the assertion of an independent local identity. The library was one of 
several rapidly-formed institutions after the separation of the colony of 
Victoria from New South Wales in 1850, including a new Supreme Court 
(est. 1853), the University of Melbourne (est. 1853), and Legislative 
Chambers (est. 1856).62 Seeing the MPL as part of a ‘cluster’ of institu-
tions intended to support the colony’s learning, culture, and independence 
helps us to better understand its significance as an institution intertwined 
with aspects of colonial self-determination and nation-building. If by 1860 
the Cape Colony, New Zealand, and all of the Australian colonies, apart 
from Western Australia, had been granted either representative or respon-
sible self-government and had their own legislative assemblies, the estab-
lishment of a functioning public library was nonetheless acknowledged to 
be part of a process of intellectual and civic maturity leading up to more 
decisive acts of self-determination such as Australian Federation and 
responsible government in the Cape—acts that were entangled with 
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questions of intra-colonial rivalry and the issue of relative status within 
imperial hierarchies.63

These rivalries suggest both an awareness of a colony’s status within a 
wider British Empire and more ambitious assertions of colonial intellec-
tual accomplishment. Complaining in 1854 about the lack of public lec-
tures at the SAI, the South Australian Register displayed a keen awareness 
of developments both inside and outside the Australian colonies: ‘for a 
long time we have been greatly outdone in these matters by the neigh-
bouring colonies of Victoria, New South Wales, and Tasmania. In England 
… the leading in the State … assert the highest places in the temples of 
literature and science’.64 Four years later, a letter to the editor in the same 
newspaper noted the SAI’s lack of display space, arguing that the govern-
ment needed to provide ‘more suitable accommodation for books and 
readers’ because ‘doubtless this is often referred to with a sneer by our 
more influential neighbours. We receive specimens from the Cape, from 
Victoria, from various parts of our own colony, but have no eligible place 
to house them’.65

The SAPL committee similarly argued in 1857 that it was ‘not too soon 
for South Africa’ to follow the examples of New South Wales and Canada 
in establishing public institutions ‘when intelligence and commercial 
prosperity in this colony bid fair to rival an attainment exemplified in the 
older countries’, signalling an intention not just to replicate British institu-
tions but to outdo them.66 As early as 1853, Governor Smith went as far 
as to describe the SAPL as the preeminent public library in the British 
world, arguing that in Britain itself there was only one truly public library, 
Chetham’s Library in Manchester, which had only 20,000 volumes to the 
SAPL’s 32,000.67 Smith’s hyperbole aside, it was acknowledged in Britain 
both that the state of those libraries open to the general public had fallen 
behind similar libraries in Europe and America, and that they were inac-
cessible to the working classes.68 It was also recognised that the SAPL 
‘would stand a comparison with almost any library in England, the national 
ones excepted’.69 The MPL, too, was declared a rival to many of the librar-
ies in the Anglophone world, suggesting the extent to which colonial 
libraries measured their success on a global scale. As one correspondent to 
the Melbourne Argus confidently claimed: ‘as to the United States librar-
ies, I shall be no less gratified than surprised if, on visiting any one of them, 
I find in it a collection of books equally valuable with that which Melbourne 
already boasts, and at the same time equally free from chaff’.70
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‘Hardly its equal in point of beauty 
and convenience’: Colonial Public Libraries 

as Agencies of Modernity

Smith’s claim in 1853 that the SAPL was the largest truly public library in 
the British world reflected the growing sense in both Britain and its colonies 
that the large research libraries of Britain and continental Europe were only 
nominally ‘public’. As one correspondent to the London Times pointed out 
in 1841, the BML, with its specialised collections, restricted opening hours 
and admission policies, and small number of users, was ‘a mere sealed book 
to the million’.71 Even after 1850, when the BML was legally a public 
library, admission still required a letter of recommendation and a reading 
card.72 Despite modelling itself on the BML, the MPL, with its liberal access 
policies designed to promote a freer scholarly environment, saw itself work-
ing ‘against the inroads of that exclusive spirit which has so greatly dimin-
ished the usefulness of similar establishments in England’.73

While the size of the collections of colonial libraries remained well 
below those of major British and European libraries, Smith was right to 
point out that colonial libraries could outstrip metropolitan libraries in 
terms of rights of access, facilities, and modern technologies. The MPL 
and the SAI, for example, both enjoyed gas lighting by the 1860s—a full 
two decades before the BML—and despite its troubled financial circum-
stances, the ASL also had gas lighting installed in its building from its 
opening in 1845.74 Ventilation in the MPL was technologically advanced, 
including ‘flues carried through the main walls’ and ‘air tubes leading … to 
the roof’.75 In a letter to his London bookseller, J.  J. Guillaume, 
Redmond Barry was confident that the books in the MPL enjoyed better 
conditions than those in libraries in London: ‘here we enjoy perfect venti-
lation and absolute freedom from damp, smoke, soot, or the disagreeable 
atmospheric and climactic annoyances of which in England complaint is 
made. Gas hitherto has not produced the deleterious effects which have 
been so destructive in the Athenaeum Library and elsewhere in Europe’.76 
While Barry’s optimism regarding the effect of gas on the books in the 
MPL proved misplaced, his belief that its reading room had ‘hardly its 
equal in point of beauty and convenience either on the European conti-
nent or in England’ was more well founded. Far from being a poor copy of 
metropolitan institutions, the reading room was both beautiful and practi-
cal, being able to seat up to 650 people, whereas the BML’s reading room 
could seat 450 people in 1861 and in 1862 was reduced to 350 per day.77
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The accelerated modernity of colonial libraries was self-consciously cul-
tivated by nineteenth-century library committees, who not only saw the 
public library as a symbol of the social mobility and democratic potential 
of colonial societies, but also as a microcosm of the remarkably intense 
condensation of the various stages of capitalism and social development 
that took place in the colonial world. In his address at the opening of the 
Ballarat Free Public Library in 1869, Barry dismissed the idea that 
‘Australia has no history’, arguing that the inhabitants of Australia 
had instead bypassed the infant stages of society and ‘come into the pos-
session of our estate in the full vigor of matured manhood’.78 The ability 
of colonial societies to skip stages of social development and transform 
themselves into modern societies was aided by the population explosion 
occasioned by the gold rushes in Australia and New Zealand in the 1850s 
and 1860s. The total population of all the Australian colonies increased 
almost fourfold from 430,000 in 1851 to 1.7 million in 1871, one of the 
most prominent examples of what James Belich has identified as a series of 
‘settlement booms’ associated with Anglophone expansion throughout 
the nineteenth century.79 Such ‘booms’ were accompanied by rapid com-
mercial, industrial, and technological development, which enabled an 
equally rapid development in social and cultural institutions.80

At the same time, public and other institutional libraries were posi-
tioned as antidotes to the greed of gold rushes and the mercantile nature 
of colonial societies more generally. An article in the Straits Times in 1846 
argued for the need for a public library in Singapore because the settle-
ment was almost ‘exclusively mercantile’ and ‘fully a century behind other 
settlements’ in its cultural development.81 David Goodman has argued 
that libraries and other cultural institutions were similarly ‘central to the 
attempt by elites to reassert order in gold-rush Victoria’, where they 
helped to combat the perceived social malaise symbolised above all by the 
unsettled, migratory life of the digger.82 The grandeur of the MPL, the 
eminently scholarly nature of its collections, and its prestigious first major 
catalogue of 1861 provided a highly visible redress to the idea that colo-
nial life was purely self-interested and materialistic.83 Similarly, the South 
Australian Weekly Chronicle referred in 1866 to the importance of the 
SAI’s role in ‘cultivating the public taste’.84

Colonial public libraries were therefore perceived to be agencies of 
modernity at the frontier of colonial taste-formation and civic modernisa-
tion, both in a material and intellectual sense. This new kind of ‘colonial 
modernity’ was self-consciously distinctive from metropolitan modernity, 
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not only temporally and spatially but also in its attention to a peculiarly 
colonial egalitarianism and inventiveness. The committee of the MPL 
argued, for example, that whereas in England university education ‘has 
tended most banefully’ towards ‘mere learned accomplishments’, the librar-
ies and universities of the colonial world had the opportunity to encourage 
invention and creativity.85 A letter to the Melbourne Argus in 1856 entitled 
‘Books within reach of our “Inventors”’ agreed with the MPL committee, 
noting the use made of available scientific books and periodicals by enter-
prising patrons.86 In 1879, the Governor of South Australia went further in 
maintaining that a library and museum for the masses should have a techno-
logical and industrial department along the lines of the Museum of Industry 
in Dublin, the Imperial Technical School in Moscow, and the School of 
Practical Science in Toronto. If his argument was qualified by the claim that 
‘in an industrial country like South Australia the utilitarian must take prior-
ity of the aesthetical’—at least until such time as art could ‘take the place in 
the life of this colony that it has occupied in the past history of older coun-
tries, and that it occupies even now in the adjoining province of Victoria’—
there was nonetheless a sense that in the southern colonies ‘inventive genius’ 
was, or could be, ‘ever active’.87

Building the National Collection: Public 
Monuments and Local Archives

While the collections of colonial public libraries provided unique opportuni-
ties for both intellectual innovation and a colony’s self-promotion, library 
buildings were among the most important material signifiers of their cul-
tural ambitions. Nearly all of the purpose-built ‘landmark’ premises housing 
these major colonial libraries were neo-classical in style, emphasising the 
importance of the library as a display of cultural capital, as well as being a 
marker of respectability, and of ‘civic identity and proper civic behaviour’.88 
As the trustees of the SAI remarked in their third annual report, a landmark 
building would be ‘the means by which the Institute will be enabled to step 
forth from its present character of a mere circulating library on a somewhat 
liberal footing, and enter on the career of public utility marked out for it by 
the Legislature’.89 For this reason, debates about where and how a ‘central’ 
and ‘national’ public library should be built were fierce.90

Many of the buildings were modelled on existing buildings in Britain. 
The SAPL building inaugurated in late 1860, for example, was based on 
George Basevi’s 1845 design for the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, 
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while the MPL and RLM buildings were neo-Palladian in style. The inter-
nal spaces of colonial libraries did not, however, tend to mirror the ‘pan-
optic character’ of the BML reading room, with its central structure 
housing the library’s staff.91 Instead, gallery-style reading rooms, such as 
those in the SAI and the MPL, either provided free public access to shelves 
or allowed books to be visible to the user, reflecting new democratic mod-
els of self-surveillance (Fig. 2.2).92

That the rotundas, porticos, pantheons, colonnades, and Corinthian 
columns of these neo-classical structures were meant to symbolise a con-
nection to ‘time-honoured cultural values’ was made explicit by Redmond 
Barry when he delivered a lecture to the workmen employed in building 

Fig. 2.2  Samuel Calvert, ‘The Reading Room of the Melbourne Public Library’, 
wood engraving, Illustrated Melbourne Post, June 27, 1866. Courtesy of the State 
Library of Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/295506

  L. ATKIN ET AL.

http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/295506


33

the Rotunda and Great Hall of the MPL for the Intercolonial Exhibition of 
1866. Beginning with a brief history of architecture, ancient and modern, 
Barry provided a detailed comparative analysis of the scale of the MPL in 
relation to other important buildings across time and space: ‘it is 220 feet 
long, 82 wide, so that, with the exception of those of Padua, Ypres, and our 
own Westminster, there is none in Europe enumerated above which exceeds 
it in length, while it is larger than four of England’s cathedrals’.93 As these 
comments suggest, colonial public libraries sought both to harness and to 
rival the prestige of major institutions abroad, creating ‘statements to pos-
terity’ associated with rising proto-national sentiments, while also champi-
oning a new spirit of democratic openness that challenged the perceived 
elitism of British metropolitan institutions.94 Although colonial public 
libraries were clearly modelled on British institutions and designed to show 
allegiance to imperial institutions and ideologies, they were also often 
equally carefully organised to emphasise national and regional affiliations.

One means of foregrounding nascent ‘national’ intellectual accom-
plishment was in the archiving of scholarly material relating to the colo-
nies, and the collection of local print culture more generally. The SAPL 
was perhaps the most advanced in this regard. Its chief librarian from 1828 
to 1844, Alexander Jardine, was an active collector of books in all genres 
(but especially voyages and travels) about the Cape, and he also collected 
and archived the products of the Cape presses. In the 1829 SAPL cata-
logue, there are  eight volumes of works from the Cape presses listed, 
including pamphlets, reports, essays, correspondence, and ordinances, as 
well as three volumes of papers ‘relating to the Cape of Good Hope’.95 By 
1842, works printed by the Cape presses include 17 volumes of pamphlets 
on various topics (written in English and Dutch), as well as copies of all 
the Cape newspapers and periodicals.96 The 1862 catalogue is also notable 
for being the first to have a classificatory category specifically devoted to 
books about and from South Africa, as well as including for the first time 
George Grey’s ethnological and philological collections.97

Acknowledging the importance of collectors such as Grey, colonial 
library committees were increasingly aware of their role as archivists of 
regional knowledge as the nineteenth century progressed, particularly in 
the fields of philology, ethnography, and natural history (see Chap. 5). The 
Straits Times argued in 1846 for the importance of studying the antiquities, 
ethnography, and various tribes of the Malay Archipelago, suggesting that 
the association of a Literary and Scientific Institution with the library would 
render it ‘more efficient and useful’.98 Such an institution, the Straits 
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Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, was eventually established in 1877, an 
event which coincided with a new catalogue of the RLM with classifications 
devoted to the philology and ethnography of the Malay Archipelago, as 
well as to books about and from the Malay world. The 1877 catalogue lists, 
for example, thirty books under the new classificatory category ‘Eastern 
Archipelago & Straits Settlements’.99

Heather Gaunt has shown that public libraries in colonial Australia, on 
the other hand, and in contrast to British regional equivalents, were haphaz-
ard in their collection of local material.100 While the trustees of the SAI 
noted at their annual general meeting in 1861 that ‘it has always appeared 
to the Board to be almost a matter of public duty that each of the Australian 
colonies should possess works so peculiarly devoted to them’,101 the 
percentage of local material in colonial libraries was often small. The 
1848/1849 catalogue of the SALMI, for example, contains Charles Sturt’s 
Expeditions in Australia (1849) and a small number of texts on various 
Australian colonies and provinces in its ‘Topography and Travels’ section, 
but the library was not seriously collecting local works at this time. By 1869, 
its predecessor, the SAI, had a larger proportion of works on the Australian 
colonies and surrounding regions, as well as a full collection of state papers 
for the Australian and New Zealand colonies, but its Australiana collection 
could by no means be considered substantial.102

Local collections at the ASL/FPL, MPL, and TPL were similarly limited. 
The TPL did not substantially develop its Australiana collection until the 
1920s and 1930s.103 Similarly, the ASL did not collect the productions of 
the local press, arguing that they were ‘neither extensive, expensive nor dif-
ficult to obtain’. Its archival function was nonetheless serendipitously ampli-
fied by a bequest of nearly 1000 volumes of books, manuscripts, pamphlets, 
and newspapers from Edward Wise in 1865, as well as by the FPL’s librarian 
R. C. Walker’s interest in increasing the library’s Australiana holdings from 
the 1870s onwards.104 By the 1890s, the (then) Public Library of New 
South Wales, under the librarianship of H. C. L. Anderson, had a much 
more substantial Australasian collection but it was once again significantly 
bolstered by a magnificent bequest of some 60,000 volumes of early 
Australian books, pamphlets, and manuscripts, as well as works relating to 
the Pacific, East Indies, and Antarctica, from David Scott Mitchell in 1907.105

For public libraries such as the FPL and the MPL, neglecting local 
material could be controversial. Even before the period in the late-
nineteenth century when ‘colonial editions’ were aggressively marketed to 
colonial audiences by the metropolitan book trade,106 the MPL had to 
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repeatedly defend itself against accusations that it was not archiving local 
and regional colonial productions or supporting the local print industry. 
According to Charles Gavan Duffy (later a trustee of the library), the MPL 
contained ‘not a single volume on Australian affairs’ when it opened to the 
public in 1856. Duffy accordingly considered the MPL ‘strangely unfit for 
its position in the capital of a new country’.107 The Melbourne press 
tended to concur, with the library gaining a reputation in the 1860s and 
1870s for acquiring British and European material at the expense of more 
local and regional material. In 1874, the Herald criticised the library for 
dedicating too much space to unread and out-of-place classics, citing an 
Italian edition of Bocaccio, while ‘matters relating to Australia are too 
much ignored’. A few years later, the Austral Review similarly called on 
the MPL to ‘let the Greek Dryasdusts stifle, but not our Australian youth 
anxious for knowledge of their native land’. By 1879, the Melbourne Age 
claimed that ‘the colonial department is notoriously incomplete and that 
of our own colony … the most meagre’.108

Although Redmond Barry was indeed concerned to build the library’s 
reputation in certain prestige areas such as Greek and Latin, Shakespeariana, 
and editions and translations of the Bible, these charges were not entirely fair. 
McVilly notes that up until 1869, when the MPL received legal deposit 
rights, it ‘purchased most of the serious works published in Victoria, while 
not going out of its way to chase fugitive material’, as well as purchasing 
books published in England about the Australian colonies. Even if it was less 
interested in material emanating from other colonies, the MPL did collect 
printed works on South Asia from several sources from 1853 to 1880, includ-
ing from Frederik Muller in Amsterdam and from large London booksellers 
such as James Bain, Bernard Quaritch, and Henry Sotheran. While acquisi-
tions on British India tended to be based on classical or Orientalist founda-
tions, the collection also included dictionaries, grammars, and readers in 
modern Indian languages, travels and voyages to India, contemporary peri-
odicals such as the Calcutta Review, and Indian tracts and pamphlets, primar-
ily on modern Indian politics.109 Moreover, exchanges of volumes, pamphlets, 
and maps from India occurred on a large scale from 1870 onwards.110

After the MPL’s early collection was formed largely through Barry’s deal-
ings with the London bookseller Guillaume and other overseas booksellers, 
a letter to the editor of the Herald newspaper in 1861 asked why ‘the grants 
of money voted to the public library are not expended in this country’, and 
promoted the booksellers of Melbourne as having ‘some of the rarest and 
best known works, as well as the more modern, and good supplies of those 
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just published’.111 Although the MPL was defended by, among others, the 
Melbourne bookseller H.  T. Dwight, who claimed he had a ‘“standing 
order” from the trustees to supply the library with all colonial publications’, 
and the library did indeed purchase books from local booksellers as well as 
at auctions and from private collections,112 critics remained unconvinced by 
the MPL’s support of a nascent Australian print and publishing culture. By 
the 1880s, ongoing complaints resulted in all non-British periodical publi-
cations being purchased through local booksellers, and, after Barry’s death, 
the trustees of the MPL cancelled all standing orders with overseas firms, 
dramatically reducing European purchases in favour of Melbourne 
purchases.113

While those advocating for public libraries in the southern colonies 
drew on the globalising rhetoric of liberal metropolitan discourses relating 
to universal education and self-improvement, they were also driven by 
particular local or regional imperatives such as the acquisition of local 
books, the archiving of regional knowledge, and the production of ethno-
graphic field work, as well as by more local questions surrounding colonial 
self-determination and independence. The importance of studying and 
collecting local natural history, ethnography, and antiquities, the vast dis-
tances from metropolitan cultural institutions and seats of knowledge, the 
need to educate both British emigrant and Indigenous populations, the 
perceived dangers of living in the tropics, and the special problems of itin-
erant diggers and ‘wayward youths’—these were all causes for comment 
and concern in public discourse, and problems for which colonial public 
libraries were looked to as a potential remedy. In this way, colonial public 
libraries were both embedded in their local surroundings and formed part 
of a wider culture of nineteenth-century liberalism in Britain, Europe, and 
North America, to which they both reacted and contributed.
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chapter’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons licence and 
your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted 
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.
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