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FOR EWARD: 

HOW DO YOU DESCRIBE A LIBRARIAN? 

They [librarians] are subversive. 
You think they 'mjust sitting there at 
the desk, all quiet and eve1J1-
thing. They 're like plotting the revolu­
tion, man. I wouldn 't mess with 
them ... " -Michael Moore 

Originally, the word stereotype was 
used to describe a method for making a 
copy of a page of type so that exact 
duplicates could be made. It wasn't 
until 1922 that Walter Lippman first 
used the word to describe groups of 
people. Less than a decade later, social 
scientists had begun to look at the 
accuracy of stereotypes. Many of these 
early studies found that overall; stereo­
types were "simplistic, inaccurate, [and] 
not based upon personal contact vvith a 
group ." 

For over nearly a century, librarians 
have waged all out war on the image of 
the hair-in-a-bun & shhing librarian, to 
the point that our profession has 
become obsessed with eradicating this 
image . A 1989 American Library Asso­
ciation long rage planning survey 
ranked the image of the librarian as one 
of the top five concerns of the profes­
sion , along ·with access to information, 
intellectual freedom , library finances 
and personnel. 

Before you read any farther, I am 
going to ask you to try a little experi­
ment. Close your eyes for a moment 
and concentrate on the first picture that 
comes into your mind when you tl1ink 
of the wore! "librarian." 

Chances are that since you are 
reading this issue of Indiana Librar-

Indiana Libraries. The Image of Librarians 

by Steven J Schmidt, 

Guest Editor 

ies, that it is safe to assume that you 
either work in a library, or work closely 
with a library or at least visit a library 
with some regularity. And yet I'll wager 
that the image you conjured up belongs 
to a character you've run across in a 
movie, a cartoon or even a book, rather 
than one of the people you work along 
side of everyday. 

Everyone knows what a "librarian" 
is, or more importantly, what they are 
not. So why do these stereotype images 
jump to tl1e fore when we are asked to 
describe the profession? Why? The 
pen•asive impact of the movies, televi­
sion and the other forms of mass media 
on modern society are well docu­
mented, so it is no wonder tl1at these 
images are among the first to spring to 
mind. 

Questions about the librarian's 
image and our role in society are not 
new. Long before the term "Cyberian" 
was bandied around as a new label for 
our professions, other terms have been 
suggested to replace the title of "librar­
ian." In 1905 Robert Louis Stevenson 
suggested tl1at the term "librarian" be 
replaced by the phrase "virgin priest of 
knowledge," which definitely conjures 
up a specific image. The 1991 film 
Salmonberries, also offers the posi­
tive, if over long, title of the "beautiful 
educated princess of the world of 
books." 

What ever you call us, this issue of 
Indiana Lib1·mies is dedicated to 
exploring some of the many faces that 
we present the world. 

SIDEBAR: While you 
have that picture in your 
mind, let m~ set the 
record straight on one 
issue - I am a librarian. 
I have been one for 
nearly twenty years, and 
despite the typical 
stereotype for our 
profession, let me state 
for all time that I am not 
now, nor have I ever 
been female. Nor am I a 
spinster. I have never 
worn my hair in a bun. I 
don't wear ... Well, 
okay, I do wear sensible 
shoes, but they are not 
orthopedic. Finally, 
never, ever, in my entire 
professional life have I 
ever gone "Shhhl" 
during the course of my 
duties. 

-Steven J. Schmidt-



REEL VS. REAL LIBRARIANS 

by Steven J Schmidt 

Librarian. a person who is skilled in library 
work. " - The American Heritage Dictionary 
of the English Language 

"Let's try a game of word association. What 
profession do you think of when you read or 
hear "ambulance chaser," "take two," "slide 
rule," "pork barrel, " "open wide, " "shhh"? You 
probably think immediately of lawyer, doctor, 
engineer, politician, dentist, and lib1·arian. 
You are reacting to common stereotypes, even 
though these professional people pe1form 
important tasks. My line happens to be science/ 
technical information specialist and library 
administrator, but you'd call me a lib1·m·ian. 1 

- Wayne Wiegand 

" ... the days of the librarian as a mouser in musty 
books must pass ... " Melvil Dewey. 

In 1986, the popular television game show, Family 
Feud, po ed a question co a group of 100 people and 
then asked the contestants to identify the four most 
frequently given answers. The question was: "What are 
the typical characteristics of a librarian?" 

Survey said, librarians are: 

quiet 
mean or tern 
usuaJly sing! or unmarried 
Wear glas s. 

At the time, this program irritated a number of 
librarians, but whetl1 r their irritation was based on tl1e 
question, the answer or the fact time the contestant 
guess d all four "correct" answer is still to be deter­
mined. 

Librarians are a funny lot. We like to spend a great 
deal of time and energy describing and defending what 
we ar and what we do. This phenomenon is not new. 
In hi tory' The La t Librarian," Norman Stevens 
chronicles the birth of tl1e librarian image. Stevens 
starts with Dew y, who described librarians in 1876 as 
"a mouser in dusty books" at a time when the profes­
sion was pr dominate ly made up of men. Less then 
thr e decad later mainly becau e of Dewey's efforts, 
the prnfi ssion was primarily made up of women. 
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Melvil Dewey's influence on the structure of tl1e 
Library profession can not be over emphasized. The 
Librarian's profession has existed as the care-taker of 
knowledge, but the library profession truly came of age 
in the late nineteentl1 century in large pa.rt because of 
his efforts . Dewey established a highly efficient organi­
zational scheme for libraries which, coupled with 
Andrew Carnegie's philanthropy and the desire of the 
middle- and upper-classes of the time to control the 
reading habits of the masses, created the public library 
movement. The effectiveness of this troika is demon­
strated in the jump in the number of public libraries. 
In 1876, there were just 188 public libraries in the 
world. Less than forty yea.rs later, there were nearly 
4,000. 

The "library science" which Dewey designed to 
support this structure was a combination of library 
management and library expertise, dealing essentially 
with reference and classification. His structure did not 
give the librarian the authority to determine the "best 
reading" materiaJs. That duty was relegated to other 
professionals, more knowledgeable in literary and 
scholarly matters, who he believed would be more 
capable of judging the value of the objects Librarians 
acquired, organized, and made accessible. The only 
exception to rule was in the "area of children's litera­
ture where, he believed, that cultured and refined 
women had a "natural" ability to distinguish between 
"good" and "bad" reading." 

'To select good books wisely requires an abun­
dance of time, knowledge of books, and sympathy with 
tl1e popular taste, " Dewey protege Mary Cutler Fairchild 
told a ewYork Library Association audience in 1895. 
"Such reviews and criticisms as can be found in the 
Literaty World, Critic, Nation, etc. , will also be 
helpful. "2 

Dewey's library science was driven by a "library 
faitl1 " which supported and was supported by tl1e 
reading standard of a white middle-and upper-class 
patriarchy. Dewey recruited women into the profession 
in order to fill the supporting role he had assigned it 
botl1 cheaply and efficiently. As far as Dewey was 
concerned, these women were not a tl1Ieat to the 

Indiana libraries, The Image of librarians 



decisions of literary and scholarly experts. I-le expected 
the turn-ot:the-century female library professionals to 
deliver "the uplifting messages others had already 
prescribed as valuable for the masses." 

Not everyone agreed with Dewey's focus. Cutler 
wrote that the ALA motto, "The best reading for the 
largest number at the least cost," smacked of "arith­
metic and commerce." 

Dewey countered by saying that "It is sometimes 
said that the spirit of the library should be that of a 
merchant and his well-trained clerks, anxious to please 
their customers.3" Cutler disagreed, saying that "it 
should be rather the fine spirit of a hostess with the 
daughters of the house about her greeting guests." 

The gender switch in these two sentences is 
significant; Cutler thought the typical male orientation 
toward commerce and management would have a cold 
and distant influence on librarianship. he thought the 
female inclination toward family and domestic tranquil­
ity would offer a warmer and more involved influence 
on the profession. 

Early stereotypes of librarians may have grown from 
perceptions of the job market that opened to women 
for the first time in the 1870's. Prior to that time, most 
librarians were male. As the profession began to grow 
in the late 1870's, librarianship became a "suitable" 
occupation for single women (who were generally the 
only women to enter any job market). While Dewey 
deserves a lot of credit for facilitating the entry of 
thousands of women into the profession, he must also 
bear the blame for laying the foundations of the 
profession 's low status. It is undoubtedly from this 
beginning that the perception of the unmarried female 
as the librarian stems. From this starting point society 
went on to create the image of the spinster librarian, 
with both negative and positive characteristics. 

It was not until the 1930s that the image was 
examined through scientific studies. 

Two of the earliest studies of librarians ' personali­
ties were conducted in 1934 by E.K. trong4 and in 
1948 by Alice Bryan5. Strong developed a vocational 
interest profile for female librarians, drawing a sample 
from the membership of the American Library Associa­
tion. She found that female librarians exhibited the 
highest interests in the outdoors, writing, music, and 
physical science, with the lowest scores in teaching, 
religious activities, and social service. Strong only 
reported the high and low scores for the twenty-tvvo 
categories surveyed. Based upon this pattern of inter­
ests, librarians were grouped with artists and authors. 
Male librarians were not tested at this time. 

Bryan used the Guilford-Martin Inventory of Factors 
(GAMIN) and the Strong Vocational Interest Blank, to 
test approximately 2,400 librarians in 60 public libraries 
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in the United States. Of the librarians sampled, 92% 
were women, a figure that was representative of the 
librarian population throughout the country. 

Her results showed that public librarians were 
submissive in social situations and less likely to show 
qualities of leadership. Bryan found the e librarians to 
be reasonably well-adjusted· however, they exhibited 
less elf-confidence and greater feeling of inferiority. 
As a group, the women she tested cored highest in the 
"librarian" occupational group. They also scored high in 
the artist, author, and office-worker occupations. Male 
respondents scored highest on the scale as musicians, 
writers, public administrators, advertising men, and 
printers. At the time of the study, the tool Strong used 
did not have an established occupational norm for male 
librarians . 

In The Personality of the Lib1·arian, Robert 
Douglass6 reported the results of studie conducted in 
1947 and 1948 using a battery of test administered to 
144 male and 400 female library school students. The 
trends he identified were similar to those reported by 
Bryan. As a group, libra1y school students were orderly, 
conscientious, responsible, conservative and conform­
ist, introspective, aloof and impersonal, and lacking in 
vigor, ambition and imaginative thinking. They were 
also found to be weak in self-confidence and leadersh ip 
qualities. 

Douglass did however find a. few differences 
between male and female library school students. Male 
students were found to have a trong en e of responsi­
bility and strong theoretical interests, while female 
students were more orderly and self-sufficient, and 
exhibited stronger social and religious values than their 
male counterparts. Both groups were more interested 
in the cultural and aesthetic aspects of life than in 
science, technology, politics and economics. 

In the late 1950s, Perry Morrison'' tested over 700 
academic librarians, including administrators, middle 
managers and non-supervising librarians. Although 
each group bowed high intelligence, they also dis­
played a lack of supervisory qualities and the desire to 
supervise. Overall, Morrison found a weakness leader­
ship and decision-making ski lls, although he found that 
female librarians in the lower supervisory ranks scored 
much higher in these areas than their male colleagues. 
Bryan had spoken of the frustration of female librarians 
\Vho held middle administrative positions >vithout any 
real chance for advancement into the realm of top 
leadership which was populated by a disproportionate 
number of men. Writing in 1950, she noted that 
librarianship had formerly been a profession where 
women were welcomed and could rise to the top. 

In the 1960s, personality studies came into vogue, 
and studies of librarians started to produce more 
detailed personality and interest profiles. Studies by 
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Baillie8 and Rainwater9 confirmed the findings of Bryan 
and Douglass. McMahon 10 tested a mall sample of 
profe ional librarian in Tasmanian libraries. She 
found d1at male librarians were sociable, sensitive, 
prone to worry, in ecure, and somewhat over-con­
trolled. Female Librarians in the study were found to be 
ensitive, idealistic, ocially and withdrawn, with 

feelings of inadequacy. The results for both male and 
female librarians found that they placed a strong 
emphasis on aesthetic values with a low emphasis on 
economic value . 

A larger study consisting of 648 Canadian library 
school graduates was conducted between 1960 and 
J 967 by Laurent-Germai n Denis 11

• Denis found male 
academjc librarians to be elf-sufficient, orderly, 
achievement-oriented, respectful of authority, conserva­
tive, conform ist, kind, unselfish, and sympathetic, 
although oddly enough, they were not prone to helping 
people. Female academic librarians tended to be 
independent and highly achievement-oriented. 

In 1967, David Campbell 12 tested 410 female 
librarians, drawn from "Who's Who in Library Science", 
and discovered that hi subjects scored their highest 
intere t in writing, public speaking, music, and law/ 
politic , with the !owe t falling in spans and medical 
services. The e results, as well as the results of a 1965 
study by Earl olting 1

\ supported the vocational 
intere ts discovered by Strong, i.e.-Writing and music 
were consistently ranked high, but other interests 
varied. 

This idea was further supported by a 1969 study by 
Goodwin 1•. After comparing library school students 
with other grad uate students at the University of British 
Columbia, Goodwin concluded that the library school 
tudent formed a distinctive personality group. Using 

the Sixteen Per onality Factor Questionnaire, he 
determined that the per onality profile of library 
students included: reserved, intelligent, easily upset, 
sober, shy, suspicious, apprehensive, anxious, self­
s ufl1cient tense and conservative. This study also 
showed the emergence of new characteristics: expedi­
ent, rule-evading, undi ciplined, careless of protocol, 
socially preci e , imaginative, unconventional, careful, 
and proper. 

Studies of the 1960 and early 1970s, along witl1 
those conducted by Clayton and Ma.grill, showed little 
overall change in the personality or interest profile of 
librarians: results of per onality studies continued to 
reile ·t the image of "Marian the Librarian," even during 
the freer and more turbulent society of the Sixties and 
early cventie . The beginning of a shift toward non-
onf rming, imaginative librarians, however, was also 

evident. 

Beginning with trong's earliest studies and 
continuing through studie conducted in 1990, the 
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general pattern of the librarian 's personality type 
appears to shift. The pattern that emerges in the 1990 
is of an updated female 'Marian" who has been, ince 
the 1940s, con istendy intelligent, introverted, self­
sufficient and interested in a Life of the mind and in the 
arts. At the same time tudies in recent years show 
more interest by librarian in social services and 
people-oriented work than in the past. These changes 
also show librarians to be expedient, rule-evading 
nonconformists. 

Of great significance for the profession, the pattern 
of Librarians ' personality characteristics and interests 
also includes imagination, decisivene , self-respect, 
and leadership qualities in sharp contrast to those 
found in the early studies. These qualities point out the 
increasing appearance of female "Marian '', rad1er than 
male "Marion, • in administrative and supervisory 
po itions. While d1e general profile for librarians 
describes an individual who is reluctant to face change, 
taking comfort in solution of the past, there are signs 
also of librarian who can characteri tically apply 
innovation and creativity to the use of information 
technologies. 

In her work Ste1·eotype and Status, Pauline 
Wilson pointed out that librarians have been struggling 
again t this image since the early part of the 20'" 
century. Article titles such as "Are We Librarians Gen­
teel?" (1937), "Can't Librarians be Human Beings" 
(1945) and "Librarians Do Have Dates!" (1947) pep­
pered the early days of the professional literature and 
reveal an early backlash against the spinster stereotype. 

In 2000 Stacie Marinelli and Tim Baker, two library 
students at the University of Maryland, created a web 
page that looked at the image of librarians in the 
profession. There research found that while many 
people like librarians and have a fairly realistic image of 
what a librarian does, many of the negative stereotypes 
still linger. "Indeed, tl1ere are people within and 
outside the profession who believe that negative images 
have affected the profes ional tatus and self-image of 
librarians. Where these stereotypes come from , how 
they affect library professionals, and whether our new 
role as "information specialists" relying on computer 
technology will change how we're regarded will be 
explored here. 1 ~" 

One of the most recent salvos in the battle for the 
image of the librarians is the "Library Action Figure". 
Reactions to the figure have been mixed, but at least 
some saw the humor in it. Lewiston, Idaho librarian 
Heather tout is quoted as saying "I thought [the action 
figure] was a riot, myself. lt ' ll bring a chuckle to many 
librarians who know it 's a play on an o ld 
stereotype ... and I hope that other people will see that 
it's the librarian of the past. " 16 
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In 1997, an informal survey asked members of the 
Kentucky Library Association about thei r personal 
lifestyle in an attempt to define typical librarians . The 
respondents of the survey were 93% female, with men 
appearing primarily in academic and special libraries. 
91% were 36 years of age or older. Over two-thirds of 
the respondents were married, with 11 % divorced and 
3% widowed. Approximate ly o ne third of the respon­
dents described themselve as teerotaler, while the 
remaining two-thirds admitted to having less than one 
drink per week. early half described themselves as 
political moderates and 22 % classed themselves as 
liberals. 

The survey asked if the librarians thought we 
worried about our professiona l image too much. 34% 
said yes, while a resounding 84% answered no. Finally, 
the survey asked, "Overall, do you enjoy being a 
librarian?" 94% said yes . 

What makes up a real librarian? "E. J. Carnell 
describes the basic requirements as "a lively interest in 
peo ple, in ideas, and in the exciting, changing world 
about us, and, second, an intellectual belief in the 
printed word as a tool of modem man, " adding that 
"People who have not this line of approach t0 

librarianship should go away and type letters for the 
Town Clerk or learn to be tram conductors or univer­
sity lecturers or anything e lse they like so long as they 
remove themselves from the library profession. " 

He goes on to say that "all substantial achievement 
in librarianship has been due to the presence of a 
strong individual. .. Personality for this purpose 
implies powers of mind, clarity of thought, physical 
strength and the ability to fo llow thro ugh policies 
founded on correct analysis of situations." 

Who are the real librarians? Look in the mirror and 
check all around you . We are everyone. 
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BAD TO THE BONE, LIBRARIANS IN MOTION 

PICTURES: IS IT AN ACCURATE PORTRAYAL? 

by Monique L. Threatt 

n 1992, author Mary Jane cherdin used 
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) 
instrument to survey personality traits of 
1,600 Librarians. The study resulted in an 
overwhelming number of librarians 

di playing personalities consistent with being Intro­
verted I Sensing I Thinking / Judging (I/S/f/.J) followed 
by Introverted I Intuitive I Thinking I Judging (l/I/f/.J). 
She conducted this survey in response to a 1984 survey 
done by the Center for Applications of Psychological 
Type which had concluded that librarians were Intro­
verted I Sensing I Feeling/ Judging (Scherdin, Beaubien 
3). 

It i this author's intention to compare how accu­
rately the personality traits listed in the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (MBTI) instrument and the findings of 
Scherdin' survey reflect the personalities of the Librar­
ians caricatured in films such as: It's a Wonderful Life 
(1946), Sophie's Choice (1982), Ghostbusters (1984), 
The Name ojthe Rose (1986) The Gun in Betty Lou's 
Handbag (1992) and Philadelphia (1993). 

What is the purpo e of the MBTI instrument? The 
MBTI (available online at: http: //www.discoveryour 
personality.com/MBTl.html) is a psychological personal­
ity instrument based on the cultural observations of 
p ychologist Carl Jung in the 1920s, and human 
behavior ob ervers/re earchers Isabel Brigg Myers and 
her mother Katharine Cook Briggs in the 1940s. The 
MBTI is used by many school , businesses and organi­
zations to determine which personalities are compat­
ible with certain careers, assess leadership potential, 
and determine why people do or do not work well 
together. The MBTI is geared to find out which environ­
ments or sin1ations people feel most comfortable and 
natural with. The primary areas of the test determines a 
person's "Direction in which Attention and Energy is 
Easily Drawn" (Introverted or Extroverted); "Way of 
Gathering Information" (Sensing or Intuition); "Ma.king 
Decisions and Coming to Conclusions" (Thinking or 
Feeling); and, how that person" eeks Closure" Gudg­
ing or Perceiving). Based on feedback, a person is then 
categorized into one of 16 possible per onality groups 
such as an I/S/f/F or E/S/F/P (Bayne 15-39). 
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What definitions do the MBTI use to determine 
personality traits? Introverts are considered inward, 
focused on thoughts and ideas, likes quiet space and 
quiet concentration, prefers to ·write instead of talking. 
Extmverts are outgoing, focused on people, active and 
interactive with others, likes variety. Sensing people 
prefer facts, is realistic, practical, patient and good with 
details. A person who is Intuitive sees possibilities, is 
speculative, and impatient with routine. Thinking 
people a.re fair, furn skeptical, critical, analytical, and 
may hurt feelings unknowingly. A Feeling person is 
considered warm, sympad1etic, trusting and enjoys 
pleasing others. A]udging per on is organized, likes to 
have things settled and decided, in control and struc­
tured. Perceiving people are flexible, tolerant, easygo­
ing, open to change and leaves things open. 

Several years ago, contestants on a popular televi­
sion show were asked to name characteristics associ­
ated with being a librarian. The top 5 chosen were: 
quiet, mean or stern, single/unmarried, stuffy, wears 
glasses (Walker and Lawson 16). In this aud1or's 
opinion, d1e contestants did not entirely come to their 
conclusion based on reading books, but rather by visual 
representations in various media venues such as 
advertisements and movies. Which begs the question, 
did Hollywood create the archetype librarian from its 
imagination or do the cinematic portrayals Listed below 
reflect the results of the Scherdin MBTI survey? 

In d1e classic Christmas tale, It's a Wonderful Life 
(1946), George Bailey Games Stewart) is given the 
opportunity to see what life would have been like if he 
had never been born. Clarence, who is George's 
guardian angel, takes George to the public library 
where he learns that his otherwise beautiful wife 
(Donna Reed) ends up as an old-maid librarian. Mary 
wears dark clothing; she wears glasses; and looks 
homely. In an effort to get Mary to recognize him, 
George grabs Mary's arms and tells her that he is her 
husband. A look of horror engulfs Mary; she let's out a 
blood curdling scream because the thought that she 
could be desirable or someone's wife mortifies her. 
She escapes George's clutch and runs into the arms of 
nearby women where she faints. 
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Sophie's Choice (1982) i a tragic and poignant 
film et during orld ar II. ophie (Meryl treep) is 
an Au chwitz survivor and polish immigrant. One 
evening while attending night clas to learn English a 
fellow immigrant incorrectly gives her the name "Emile 
Dickins" in read of Emily Dickin o n. ophie enter a 
branch of the ew York City Public Library and ap­
proaches the reference desk. The male librarian doe 
not acknowledge her presence is arrogant wears 
glasses and busie himself witl1 the card catalog. The 
librarian also yells at her and liken her to a child when 
he proffers "Look I told you we have no such li ting for 
the American poet Charles Dickens, do you Virant me to 
draw you a picture?" The frail woman collapses after 
her ordeal and the librarian offers no medical assi -
tance. 

or all fLlms are tragic, but the image of the librar­
ian is the same. In the fantasy/science fiction fi lm 
Ghostbusters (1984), Drs. Peter Venkman (Bill 
Murray) and Raymond Stantz (Dan Aykroyd) try to rid 
the ew York City's Public Library of it ghost librarians 
and other monstrous apparitions. As card catalogs start 
to fly everywhere, a ghost from tl1e past "shushes" a 
hysterically screaming, poorly-dressed modern-day 
librarian . In this film audiences see two types of 
stereotype coming together in o ne scene. The ghost 
librarian is dressed in 19•h centu ry clotl1ing; her hair is 
in a bun , long skirt, and high collar. The modern day 
librarian 's hair is not in a bun, but it is nearing gray; 
she appears unmarried , and unassuming. Eventually, 
Drs . Venkman and tantz are able to "suck up" tl1e 
ghost librarian with what looks like a backpack in tl1e 
shape of a vacuum cleaner. 

The Name of the Rose (1986) is a murder mystery 
set in an Abbey, during the 1300s. It i a film that 
reflects the original gatekeepers of inforrnatio n­
religious leaders. However, in this story, a nonconform­
ist monk William of Baskerville ( ean Connery) and his 
assistant Adso van Melk (Christi an later) are sent to 
investigate the murder of priests w ho are dying under 
strange circumstances. Thi is o ne of the most fascinat­
ing illustration of a medieval monastic library. Audi­
ences are treated to images of monks a transcribers 
and translators. However, Bernardo Gui (F. Murray 
Abral1arn) and other priests are secretive about the 
Abby's historical documents and try to u e scare tactics 
to prevent Baskerville and Melk from ente ring the 
Archives. 

The Gun in Betty Lou's Handbag (1992) involves 
the portrayal of two female Librarians. Betty Lou Perkins 
(Penelope Ann Miller) is a young, quiet, attractive 
librarian who is admired by the children . However, she 
is often ignored and does not stand up fo r herself. Her 
supervisor is totally the opposite . She is middle-aged , 
ultra-conservative, wear glasses and tells the children 

Indiana Libraries. The Image of Librarians 

to r ad quietly and be qu iet. In o ne cene she says that 
the goal of the library book i to be returned to the 
helfun-mutilated. he does not care for patro ns in her 

library. The idea of having a reception in her library to 
rai e funds mortifie her. However in the end it is 
Betty Lou who win over the admiration of th commu­
nity and becomes an independent thinker while the 
supervi or's role is pushed to the background . 

Tn the film Philadelphia (1993) two male law 
librarians are portra ed. Joe Mi ller (Denzel a hing­
ton) eats a andwich in the library where her ceives a 
menacing stare from an unidentified librarian. A few 
seats away, Andrew Beckett (Torn Hank ) , a gay lawyer 
stricken ·with AID , i treated with disdain and di re-
pect from tl1e law librarian (Tracey Walker) ho is 

tl1oughtle and un aring. The law librarian notices 
lesions o n Andrew's skin and ask him if he wouldn 't 
fee l more comfortable in an i olated room . In response, 
Andrew ays: "Wou ld it make you fee l mar comfort­
able?" Th scene illustrate how Hollywood u es a 
librarian as an unofficial mouthpiece against p o ple 
with AIDS. 

These six fi lms repr sent but a small fraction of 
fi lms with negative portrayals. For a ma r in-d pth look 
of films featuring librarian see Martin Rai h ' 
filmography at http: /. TWV1r.lib .byu.edu/dept ib i/films/ 
introduction.html and t ven chmidt s fi lmography at 
http :/. rww.filmlibrarian.info. 

In conclusion, it is this author' infer nc from 
having watched the above films in th ir entir ty the 
librarians do possess characteri tics in synch ·with 

cherdin 's findings . The librarians display hara t ris­
tic that are Introverted/Sensing/fhinking/ Judging (I I 
T/.)). The li brarian 's behavior o n screen rn to imply 
tliat they are more focused inward and not o u twards 
towards patrons; wanting the fa t ; unknowingly hurt 
oth r ' fi e lings; and , are in co ntr I and o rganiz d . 
This author believes the librarians do share a love for 
books, but not necessarily an innat de ire to in tera t 
with the general public. Does chi. characceristi r 
personality trait make them bad librarians? o. But, 
w hat is evident and a commo n thread inte rspers cl 
throughout the e films is that the librarian provid s 
unacceptable or in adequate rd r nee a sistanc . That, 
in this autl1or's op inio n , is bad be havio r. 

ff Scherdin 's MBTT u rvey is an accurat re fl tion 
of librarian personaliti s, then is it appropriate to 
gen ralize a ll librarians who hav been ca t goriz cl as I/ 
S!r/J to be provide rs of poor customer service? o . 
Katherine Adams points out in her article, " ome 
librarians are prim, unco ncerned with fashion and 
unfriendly. But, this observation only becomes a 
stereotype when it is assumed that frumpiness and 
fussiness is botl1 natural and innate to librarians and 
they are generalized to the entire population of librar­
ians" (Adams 293) . 
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The reality is that Hollywood 's primary function is 
to make money and provide entertaining films. As film 
scholar Martin Raish points out, "I don't think we have 
it worse d1an any od1er field. I think the way people 
deal with life to a large extent is by stereotyping. 
Librarians are relatively well-off in terms of being 
stereotyped and fairly well-respected. People think we 
have a low stress life-that's a lie-but d1at's okay, too" 
(Brooks 22) . Raish may be correct, but what is troubling 
is that the cinematic librarian caricature is rarely given a 
chance to grow. Even in 21" century films such as Star 
Wa1·s II: Attack of the Clones (2002), or Down with 
Love (2003) the portrayal of librarians as old-maids or 
suffering from low self-esteem respectively does little to 
uplift the profession. Librarians on screen rarely escape 
the mold of being tragic and one-dimensional. 

Hollywood is also unlikely to portray librarians in 
modern-clay fashion. Unfortunately, what was appropri­
ate dress for librarians in the 17'" century still continues 
to manifest into cinematic exaggerated stereotypes in 
20'" century films (Harris 165). For example, in films 
such as It's a Wonde1:ful Life, Ghostbuste1·s and The 
Gun in Betty Lou's Handbag, the negatively por­
trayed female librarian is dressed in dark, unadorned, 
ultra-conservative clothes that sometimes start at her 
neck and end at her ankles . Her shoes are usually dark 
and unadorned, and her only accessory is a pair of 
glasses. Comparatively, the male librarians in the films 
SojJhie's Choice, the Name of the Rose and Phila­
delphia, fair no better than their female counterpart. 
The reality is that many librarians dress no differently 
from other professional occupations such as educators 
or businesswomen. They also have the option to wear 
contact lens, and wear various manicured hairstyles. 

Where do we go from here? In 1989, t11e negative 
portrayal of librarians had reached an all-time high 
prompting Linda Wallace, then Director of the Ameri­
can Library Association's Public Information Office to 
write an article in how to reevaluate the role of the 
librarian . Her first suggestion was that the profession be 
given more respect. Her "Ask a Professional" campaign 
encouraged librarians to be proud of their profession 
and their contributions to society. She also encouraged 
librarians to dress for success, take risks, make friends 
with the media and "last but not least, lighten up and 
learn to laugh at ourselves and clo everything in our 
power to make the rest of the world take us seriously" 
(Wallace 24) . 

In 1999, graduate student Beth Yeagley wrote a 
dissertation based on t11e impact of Wallace's campaign. 
She concluded t11at films proclucecl by Hollywood 
between 1989 and 1999 showed a significant improve­
ment in its portrayal of librarians. She cited such films 
as: Quiz Show (1994), Monkey Trouble (1994) , 
Matilda (1996) and At First Sight (1999) (Yeagley 27-
28) . Unfortunately, by 2002 , Hollywood had resorted 
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back to its negative portrayal with the release of Stat· 
Wars II: Attack of the Clones. It is this author's 
opinion that if librarians want a more accurate portrayal 
on film, then it would be advantageous for the Ameri­
can Library Association to hire a documentary or 
sympathetic feature filmmaker to direct, produce and 
market its own production. 
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BUNS OF STEEL: FROM LIBRARIAN TO WOMAN 

IN STORM CENTER, DESK SET, PARTY GIRL 

by Noa VUlhrman 

"Melville Dewey", declares chief-librarian Judy 
Lindendorf, Mary's godmother in Party Git-~ "hired 
women as librar·ians because he believed the job didn 't 
require any intelligence. That means it's underpaid 
and undervalued!" 

In Party Girl, a film from 1995, Judy reflects on 
what was a common assessment of the librarian 's 
profession for women throughout the 20th century. 
What are the common traits of this condescending 
image? Wh at are its social roots? and has the librarian 's 
offensive image changed or improved over the years or 
has it remained the same? This article begins co explore 
the visual images and stereotypes appearing in films 
prod uced in the second half of tl1e twentieth century. 
Of the four-hund red-odd films featuring Librarians, I 
wi ll fo us here on three in which d1e female librarian is 
the main character, two from the 1950s and one from 
the mid 1990s: Storm Cente1· (Daniel Taradash, 1956), 
Desk Sec (Wa.lcer Lang, 1958) and Party Girl (Daisy 
von Scherler Mayer, 1.995). 

A quick overview of social trends in Pose WWII 
America can help sec the scene leadi ng co the images 
discussed here. Pre-WWII America had women nested 
safely in cheiJ· domestic traditional role of homemakers. 
Social studies, a well as popular culture representa­
tions, portray women primarily as mothers, housewives 
and husband-supporters, women whose primary role 
was co be the perfect-looking homemaker. As home and 
fam ily constructed the center of ideal American li fe, 
women who did not fie chis form ula found themselves 
at the edge of society. These women presented eid1er a 
serious threat co American family values, like the loose, 
dangerous women ofjilm n oir (a prosperous and 
bleak genre of Po c WWII America) or drew pity fro m 
the audience for their obvious misfortune as doomed 
old maids. 

The women infilm noir were, thus, always pun­
ished for their evil nature by an expected certain death. 
On the other hand, women who, for some misfortune, 
fa iled co fu lfill the American ideal of wife and mod1er, 
were forced co work in order to make their living. 
Among t the most noted professions in which women 
could find in those decades, at lease by common 
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stereotype, were telephone-operators and librarians. 
These women were treated with collective condescen­
sion, looked at pitifully by the society around them: 
even while they filled an essential position in their 
communities they noned1eless remained in d1e position 
of mere Spectators, observing from d1e outside as 
others formed romances leading to family-cells around 
them. Telephone-operators connected lovers' conversa­
tions, while librarians sac behind their desks, strict and 
foreboding, loan ing romance novels co young lovers 
who came to the library co woo and giggle amongst the 
stacked book shelves. For a filmic exam ple one needs 
only co think of Donna Reed in Frank Capra's 1946 It's 
a Wonderful Life. Reed, as she walks out of 
Pottersville's public library in her potential alternative 
existence as Mary Hatch, sports every possible detail of 
the female-librarian stereotype: unmarried, childless 
and extremely unattractive, "an old-maid", as she is 
specifically referred co by Clarence the angel. The other 
classic example is Marian , the librarian in The Music 
Man, who, at age 26, is considered River City's pathetic 
old-maid, with no ho pe for social salvation despite her 
broad education and her efforts to introduce further 
literature and culture co this little Iowa town. 

During WWII women fo und themselves for a short 
while fulfilling masculine domestic and professional 
roles, instead of the men who were at war. Bue shortly 
after the war tl1is hiatus was over. In 1950s films , and 
especially in the ever-more popular television, women 
were depicted in their most conventio nal female pre­
war role models. One only has to think again of Donna 
Reed in The Donna Reed Show, where she is standing 
by me door every morning bidding farewell to her 
family, all made-up and perfect, to cook, clean, bake, 
mend and await d1eir happy return. 

The 1950s witnessed fascinating negotiations 
between contrasting views of social and family values, 
and in particular the position of women . Donna Reed, 
in her TV how, as well as her other visual counterparts 
in various sitcoms of the 1950s and numerous film 
roles, represented the ideal woman, the one who 
proudly carried and embodied old-fashioned American 
family and social values. "Over and over", says Betty 
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Friedan in her breakthrough 1963 book The Feminine 
Mystique\ "women heard in voices of tradition and of 
Freudian sophistication that they could desire no 
greater destiny than to bask in their mvn femininity. 
Experts told them how to catch a man and keep him ... 
They were taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, 
unhappy women who wanted to be poets or physicists 
or presidents. They learned that truly feminine women 
do not want careers, higher education, political rights­
the independence and the opportunities that the old­
fashioned feminists fought for ... By the end of the 
1950s the average marriage age of women in America 
dropped to 20, and was still dropping, into the teens. 
Fourteen million girls were engaged by age 17. The 
proportion of women attending college in comparison 
with men dropped from 47 percent in 1920 to 35 
percent in 1958. A century earlier, women had fought 
for higher education; now girls went to college to get a 
husband. By the mid-fifties , 60 percent dropped out of 
college to marry, or because they were afraid too much 
education would be a marriage bar." On the other 
hand, this decade also saw the publication of Dr. Alfred 
Kinsey's report on women's sexuality in 19532 . Women 
responded enthusiastically to Kinsey's private questions 
about sexuality and sexual fulfillment . Out of the 5,500 
women who responded to the survey, only 5% 
(amongst them librarians as well!) were professional 
women and 26% were upper white-collar women, 
presumably housewives. The early 1950s seJ>.'Ual revolu­
tion burst into the American screen with the volup­
tuous sexually-explicit characters of Marilyn Monroe, 
but simultaneously, although Jess sexually-flamboyant, 
through a new form of professional women; ones who 
were single yet beautiful, professional yet admirable, 
dating freely yet respected . Those were the characters 
played primarily by Doris Day, especially in her series of 
comedies with Rock Hudson3. 

At the same time, however, it should be noted that 
Friedan, while lamenting a lost desire for high educa­
tion and career opportunities for women half way into 
the 20th century, did not count librarianship amongst 
those aspiring vocations. either did Hollywood with 
its sudden reverse of its negative image of the librarian. 
So Jet us look at two 1950s fi lmic examples of female 
librarians. 

Against the backdrop of Music Man's Marian, Alicia 
Hull 's visual and character introduction are not at all 
surprising. The heroine of Storm Center, the female­
librarian of a small town, refuses to remove Communist 
materials from the shelves, insisting rather that differ­
ence of opinion is not sufficient ground for removing 
books from public access, and threaten freedom of 
speech and democracy. 

Stonn Center, starring Bette Davis, was based on 
the true story of Miss Ruth Brown, the public librarian 
of Bartlesville, Oklahoma, who in 1950 was laid-off 
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from her thirty-year long po ition of public librarian of 
the town. Ruth Brown's "crime" was her unremitting 
stance for equal rights and for the open access to all 
shade of opinion on the shelves of her public library -
in this case during the heyday of McCarthyism, even 
communist works. Despite strong support in d1e 
community Miss Brown was dismissed from her 
position. When film-maker Daniel Taradash encoun­
tered this story in a letter published in the Saturday 
Review. it inspired him to write a script for a film he 
was determined to make, a film he called at fir t "The 
Library'', in order to show d1e dangers of unbridled 
ignorance. Finding a producer who would be ·willing to 
invest in a project as potentially controversial as 
Tarada h s script was difficult. Finding an actress to 
play d1e librarian who refuses to give up h r principles 
was no easier matter, given the potential damage d1at 
could be caused to this actress' public imag , not to 
mention bringing her to the attention of the House n­
American Activities Committee 's Hollywood investiga­
tion. But Bette Davis saw matter differently. To an 
accusation made to her by Ann mart, a crusading­
against communism housewife, d1at "certain interests 
are using or misusing ... your ability without your full 
knowledge of what is behind this picture""1 she re­
sponded: "On the contrary ... as an American I was 
extremely careful of my approach to d1is film ... I wish 
my children to be proud of me ... it i my conviction d1at 
they will be proud of me for having appeared in tJ1is 
motion picture"5. 

However, principles a ide, in term f her Alicia 
Hull (Davis' character in Storm Center) joins h r 
fellow female, single librarian 's full-force . porting d1e 
inevitable librarian 's paraphernalia he walks into d1e 
library in the opening scene of the film. Compensating 
for her singlehood and childlessn ss he has estab­
lished herself as a true friend of chi ldren . Again, not 
unlike Marian, a woman of high standards, high edu ca­
tion and liberal views, Alicia Hull is sti ll s en as a 
harmless yet pitiful woman, however known, loved and 
respected she is by her townsfolk. 

But Alicia is kindly and dismissively re pected by 
her town only as long as he r mains harm less and 
non-threatening. The first crack appears in a relation­
ship with a vulgar, ignorant father, whos child is 
enamored of reading, henc with Alicia herself 6 . Alicia, 
unlike Marian, is truly midd le-aged , as is Ruth Brown, 
d1e woman her character was based on . he is not 
pretty even potentially, hence has no hope for a roman­
tic relief which will expose her external beauty. The 
men by whom she is confronted, and wid1 whom she 
later negotiates, the forbidden reading materials' issue, 
see her as a sensible and respected member of her 
community. Even men who are friendly wid1 her or 
who negotiate complex issues with her, like her friend 
an1ongst d1em, Judge Robert Ellerbee (Paul Kelly) 

11 



would never see her as an object of desire . Her com­
plete lack of romantic potential is only accentuated by 
the character of her library as istant, Martha Lockridge 
(Kim Hunter) the young, pretty librarian who is en­
gaged to the major opponent to free choice library 
materials, Paul Duncan (Brian Keith). ot only is 
Lockridge young, beautiful and marriageable but her 
fiancee as umes chat her role as librarian will end when 
she marries him and assumes her position as helpmate 
to her career-politician husband and mother to their 
future children . 

However, despite her physical and social establish­
ment as a "Mary Hatch/Marian" type, as it were, Alicia 
Hull can be seen as the first point of departure from the 
standard pathetic character of the female librarian. This 
point of departure is neither in the visual sense (no 
ugly-duckling transformed into swan) nor in the fam ily-
tatus sense (no marriage wh ich will also mean end of 

the doomed "o ld-maid" professional career)7
. Mary 

Hatch, we recall , is condemned only in the virtual 
reality world . Marian is "saved" by Roger Hill 's love, 
which also dramatically and beautifully transforms her 
physical appearance. Bue Alicia is neither. I believe one 
can attribute the bleak ending of the movie not o nly to 
the disastrous consequences of ignorance and blind 
hate, but also to the fact that no wedd ing bells ring and 
no beautiful bride emerges on the church's doorstep 
with her long-term rediscovered Prince Charming Judge 
Ellerbee. It is intriguing that despite her central role as 
a main character of a librarian, the film's message 
switche from the romantic alvation of a female 
character to the exclusively heroic reevaluation of social 
ideas. Hull/Davis of Storm Center is on a mission and 
the mission is not to save herself but only to serve as a 
martyr on the altar of principles and the common good. 
And for thi purpose it is e sential to keep her character 
as an ugly duckl ing. Her portrayal and reestablishment 
a the strong, undeterred librarian and a proud and 
loyal me mber of her community, does not require a 
cosm tic change a well but, if anything, the opposite. 
In making this film director, producer and actres 
wanted to manifest the clangers of small minds and 
ignorance and fear of unknown ideas. However, even 
while standing up to other social prejudices, the image 
of the female librarian in this film did not really deviate 
from the commonplace stereotype. 

Two years late r the fi lm Desk Set was released . Its 
four main chara ters, and especially Bunny Watson 
(played by Katharin Hepburn) still seem much further 
away in their haracteristic depictions than Alicia Hull, 
and even further away from Marian, Mary Hatd1 and 
the ir pred cessors. More than any other female-librar­
ian-in-a-! ading-role film, De k Set erves as the success­
fully-negotiating/mediating point between the tradi­
tional female librarian depiction and her future, at 
time mor positiv , screen co lleagues. 
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In a refere nce library of a big broadcasting com­
pany in ew York City work four happy, self-fulfilled 
and profes ionally successful female librarians. Location 
is the first hint of change. The move from an anony­
mou small rural, prejudiced mid-western town to the 
big, famous most exciting American city is a significant 
one. This reference library provides answers to nation­
wide callers on any subject. It is a highly distinguished 
information-providing establi bment, one that is 
attractive, spacious and airy, rather than confining and 
musty: another departure from previou library scenes . 
Accordingly, the proud librarians look rather different 
as well. Thus, this film present a new observation 
point of not only a highly professional working environ­
ment, but also at some new personal and physical traits 
of the librarians themselves. 

To begin with, the ages of the four vary from young 
(20s) to older (late 40s and 50s). In terms of dress­
code, theirs is miles away from their predecessors. 
Where young Marian, Mary and Alicia Hull wore Victo­
rian-looking, unflattering spinster 's clothes, here 
middle-aged women Peg Costello (Joan Blondell) and 
Bunny Watson (Hepburn) dress in an expensive, 
flanering manner, suitable of highly-professional 
women in working environments such as a law-firm or 
tl1e business world. Along with tl1e big city setting 
grows also tl1e level of sartorial as well as mental 
sophistication. While in terms of appearance they 
resemble their younger colleagues, in terms of knowl­
edge they are unsurpassed. Here they represent a most 
desirable role-model for tl1eir younger colleagues, 
something which would be unthinkable for the small 
town's public-librarian of the previous films. What's 
more· with every one of the above-mentioned , earlier 
films , while me women themselves are proud of tl1eir 
vocation (perhaps with the exception of Mary Hatch) 
the townsfolk around tl1em do not share this pride or 
are, for tl1at matter, able to even fathom it. For the 
others this is seen as the bottom of the pit, something 
which is bluntly but clearly articulated in the character 
of Mary Hatch. But Desk Set brings a new dimension to 
the librarian 's character and self-esteem. Here are four 
highly-educated single women, living on their own in 
Manhanan. These wome n date freely, are highly 
fashion-oriented· one only need to note their dress-to­
kill look and the phone call Ruthie secretly makes to a 
dress shop, asking for the windows' display strapless 
dress' price . 

Storm Centet·'s Alicia, a librarian who is really 
committed to her vocation to the point of not allowing 
herself romantic aspirations, or indeed any other 
aspirations, is nonetheless a far cry from the librarians 
of earlier films , in her pride and confidence in the value 
and importance of her work. But for Bunny Watson, 
head-reference librarian, her workplace is ideal and 
desirable. To Richard Sumner's question: "do you like 
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working here?" she answer "I love working here. If I 
didn ' t work here I'd kill to get in! ' Bunny is the fir t 
screen librarian to articulate her pride in her vocation 
in uch enthu iastic terms (and given Katharine 
Hepburn' trong creen persona th message of 
women representing their own agenda is even more 
reinforced here). The reference room is her kingdom 
she know every book in it location and content . Her 
spectrum of knowledge i unbelievable. From 
Longfellow poem tllrough Biblical quotations to 

anta s reindeer' name Bunny recites an endless 
range of source , quotes and references. Despite 
Bunny' status as the head of the reference library, each 
librarian is in charge of a certain research area and thus 
they refer questions to each ocher a appropriate ("I'll 
pass you to our ba eball expert" say Mi s Blair to a 
caller, while diverting the call to Peg who instantly 
provides a speedy and accurate answer). 

In filmic representations tlrnt came before Desk 
Set, a clear distinction has been drawn between a 
woman and a librarian. The illu tration of tl1e female­
librarian has been not only unflattering but doomed . 
This working woman, in her eternal glasses, 'bunned" 
hair, sensible shoes, tweed skirt, severe facial expres­
sion and well-known "'shushing" ' position , seemed 
mostly like an old woman regardless of her real age. 

ot only was she always single, but any suggestion of a 
romantic attachment seemed, to her and to otl1ers, 
preposterous. Small wonder, therefore, tl1at when 
George Bailey chases Mary into tl1e crowded tavern, 
shouting "Mary, you're my wife! " she faints into the 
arms of the people around her. Similarly, as a librarian, 
Music Man's Marian embodies the same stereotypical 
traits. However, when tl1e unbelievable happens to her 
and she i saved by love - what Roger Hill refers to as 
"getting under her glasses" - not on ly do her behavior 
and physical appearan e change radically, but there are 
no more scenes that rake place in the library. In com­
bining external femininity with proud librarianship 
Desk Set seems to me to be the first film to allow for a 
unified figure of librarian and woman and appropri­
ately for a reference librarian , she conquers nor only 
with her looks but also , powerfully, with her brain. 

And yet, thi tran formation in Desk Set was not 
complete. In the end , the film was transitional, still 
retaining some aspects of the earlier figure of tl1e 
female librarian while rejecting others. Bunny is a 
s ingle not-very-young woman (Kathari ne Hepburn was 
50 years old when playing this role). Despite her 
asserted independence, her self-assurance and her 
suggested sexual freedom , Bunny is still possessed by 
the idea of marriage and tl1e fear of being left a bitter 
spinster for tl1e rest of her life (thu reincarnating the 
"old-maid" curse). Her uncertain affair with Mike 
Cuttler (Gig Young) , officially her bo s but practically 
her emotional and professional exploiter, exposes 
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unexpected in ecure feminine side in her which tl1e 
audience and her peer (here embodied and articulated 
by Peg and her blunt, albeit just, criticism) find un-
plea antly urpri ing. When Mike's secretary secretly 
calls to warn Bunny of Mike s momentary arrival in her 
office (a gesture of ecret- amaraderie among ingle 
women) Bunny's cool profes ionali m flies out the 
window a he pani over a lost lip tick. Moreover, 
despite her independ nee Bunny i locked in old­
fashioned idea about the relationship between men 
and women and thu , continually remains passive in 
her relation hip with Mike, alway waiting for him to 

make the next move. Bunny has come a long way from 
her earlier vocational si ter but she is yet to eras tl1e 
fear of singlehood in order to become tl1e full indepen­
dent agent she repr sen ts in any oth r a p ct of her 
life. 

But there is a new danger coo, one presented by 
progress it elf. Modernity in Desk Set may give the 
female librarian more freedom, but al o thr atens her 
through tl1e agency of the machin . Will tl1e fate of the 
female librarian just a he achi v thi fre dam b 
replaced by a computer? 

Richard Sumner i tl1e inv mar fa computer brain 
named EMERAC, operat d with love and narrow 
mindedness by Mis Warrin r a omputer programmer. 
Miss Warriner, however while very able as a computer 
programmer, is really capable of very little e lse, esp -
cially in me human department. Her so ial skills are 
deficient, she seems to have no romanti atta hmenrs, 
she is only interested in her work. In otl1er words it is 
Miss arriner who really i a "librarian" in tl1e old, un­
sexed meaning. So while Bunny, Peg, ylvia and Ruthi 
resent her personally, tl1ey al o !early s me threat 
she presents co them in threat ning to bring the old 
stereotype. So what Miss Warriner pre ems is a tually a 
double mreat: on the on hand she mbodies all th 
unattractive characters tl1at us d to be th hallmarks of 
the female librarian. he also threatens with her new­
fangled machine to make the n wly mancipated 
librarians completely redundant. On m other hand , by 
bringing a machine to repla people, and placing 
herself as me sol operator of the formerly very-human 
library, Miss Warriner mak s th library and female­
librarian again an und sirable environment, taking th 
human progress a st p back d spit th technological 
progress represent cl by the omputer instal lme nt as an 
information-providing cool in the library. In this, 
however, a tllreat that echoes common fears of tl1e 
1950s, she fails. In a wonderful scene, in which Miss 
Warriner is helples ly trying to get information out of 
EMERAC, while failing me mo t basic human steps to 

draw such information, Bunny and company not only 
demonstrate her information as wrong, tl1ey also 
manage to find and provide me accurate information at 
cop speed . They prove indispensable indeed . 
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The film's romancic ending' relief also hails che 
female librarian as a liberated woman. Mike expects 
Bunny to melt ac his finally-delivered marriage pro­
posal, and to drop her job to move Lo the west coast 
with him as the supporting wife of a high-career execu­
tive (reminded of Martha Lock.ridge's fiancee in Storm 
Center) . In so doing he finally proves himself co be 
di respectful and unworthy of her. On the other hand, 
what Sumner falls in love with is really her mind. What 
be sees in her is her rare mental capability and out­
standin g profe sionalism. Sumner sees no ocher option 
for Bunny but to keep on doing what she does best. 
But at the ame time he sees her as an object of desire 
and certainly a a marrying kind. It is highly appropriate 
thar be will propose LO her in the library and use 
EMERAC for this purpose. The end of Desk Set prom­
ise the new future librarian, now proudly and success­
fully combining her profession and her femininity in co 
one. 

o where does the new librarian go from here? Is 
the promise made in J 958's Desk Set LO deliver a new 
female librarian kepc over the years? 1995's Party Girl 
is a fascinating example of the changes in female 
librari.an 's reel image in the four decades since Desk 
Set. female-librarian characcers which appeared on 
crecn in the second half of rhe twentieth century did 

not do justice to the liberated, feminine positive image 
of rhe librarian . The only major change noticeable in 
films of this period is the introduction of male librar­
ian into r.his formerly tricr.ly-femate profession. But in 
filmic examples such as in an episode of the television 
series Get Smart in 1965, or 1981 's Ghostbusters, or 
199~'s The Gun tn Betty Lou's Handbag (even if the 
librarian in rhi latter film is married) the character of 
the recognizable offensive librarian srereotype was back 
in full force. 

In one recent film, however, Party Girl of 1995, 
the promise of Desk Set seems to be kept. The setting, 
appropriately, remains the bustling modern city of New 
York. By the late twentieth century, of course, New 
York also represents new problems of the urban 
cnvironm nt: not only questions and redefinition of 
familial and domestic roles for both sexes, but also 
un employment, drugs and sex, lack of professional 
in rerescs or skil ls, the overwhelming loneliness of a big 
ity and immigrants' hardships. The character of Mary is 

a failure and a misfit; in this she fits rhe many other 
mis.firs in rhis fdm. And yet she is a far cry from the self­
a sured , intelligent and professional Bunny Warson. 

Mary's godmother, Judy, rhe professional librarian 
in charge of a small branch of New York's public libra1y, 
doc liulc herself to trike the Desk Set chord. "Vet­
eran" lib1;r.rian Judy and "newly-iniriated" librarian, 
Mary, portray in ju"ll..'laposition to each other the hard-
hips of rhe librarian's vocation as well as the injustice 

of rhi stereotype. So this film not only moves gradually 
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from a condescending vision of a questionable career 
opportunity co one of value and pride, precisely the 
type of image prefigured by the 1958 Desk Set crew. 

Mary is a young, jobless, penniless uneducated 
woman in 1995 New York, living on the edge of con­
stant eviction . It is only as a result of her godmother's 
dare that she accepts the temporary low-paid, low­
respected job of a library clerk, much to her 
godmocher's and her own surprise. The point co note is 
that both godmother and god-daughter, at chis stage, 
seem ro confirm the stereotype of the woman who was 
left in this position because she had no other choice. As 
Judy is a pitiful figure personally and professionally, it 
is really up to Mary, in the course of the film's plot, co 
restore the profession's honor to the heights proposed 
by Desk Set. In her training as a library clerk, while 
growing to appreciate its advantages and imporrance, 
Mary comes to see the library as a place used not only 
for knowledge but also as a social center. Where Judy 
represents the old-world librarian, hence clinging co the 
old separation routine between woman and librarian, 
Mary represents the modern new librarian, the one who 
combines the Lwo. le is amusing to watch Mary at the 
end of the film, when trying co prove to Judy her 
seriousness regarding becoming a librarian, sporting a 
librarian 's look: black skirt-suit, hair in a bun and 
glasses. But here Mary does not intend to mock the 
librarian 's appearance; only to reinforce her respectable 
and dignified look as preparation for this respectable 
and dignified profession. Here she uses the familiar 
librarian 's physical and sartorial features but elevates 
them to a degree of fashion and respectability. In a way, 
more than any other, the transformation Mary under­
goes, from undertaking upon herself the most degrad­
ing job of a library clerk to the self-conscious person 
who voluntarily chooses to become a librarian, liberates 
librarians on the screen from the condescension of 
society. 
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FOOTNOTES 
1 Friedan 1963, Chaprer 1 p . 1-2. 
2 I wish ro thank Jennifer Bass of the Kinsey Instituce for 
Research in Sex, Gender and Reproduc1ioo, in Indiana 
University Bloomington for her help in providing this 
statistics of women 's response co Kinsey's question­
naires. 

3 It is highly piquanc yet not really surprising lhat Renee 
Zellweger and Ewan McGregor in a recent film, 2002 's 
Down With Love, 2003, follow closely on a Doris Day­
Rock Hudson dynamics/plot-line, however with lhe 
surprising end-twist of Zellweger's character, lhe highly 
successful Barbara Novak, who writes lhe se>..'Ua l­
indepeodence bible for women herself an exttemely­
transformed ugly-duckling from mousy scared un­
loved librarian 10 a hot, successful blond feminist 
aulhor, advising and looked-up to by o lher women ; 1his 
is the ultimate feminine transformation: from lhe 
botcom of the professional and visual pit - a small town 
public librarian - to a successful , beautiful and sough1-
after professionally and personally alike woman . 
4 The Dismissal of Miss Ru1h Brown Louise S. Robbins. 
Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 2000, p . 115-6 . 

5 Ibid . 

6 Here, claims Louise Robbins (Robbins, 2000, p. 1 9) 
this is clearly depicted as a love-story betwe n Alicia 
and 10-year-old Freddy; 1hese is a love a.liair of the 
mind but also fulfills strong emotional deprivations for 
the older-childless woman and 1he culturally-deprived 
boy respectively. 

7 IL is hard not to be reminded here of Davis ' characte r: 
in Now, Voyager~ where her appearance radically 
changes along with her state of mind, both there co 
prepare her for her later role as Paul Henreid's love 
incerest and the popular expected message that love 
conquers all, even physical appearance. 
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BECOMING UNSHELVED 

by Cindy Rider 

urry! Hurry! Hurry! Run , don't walk, to 
your nearest computer and surf your way 
co www.overduemedia.com ro see 
yourself in print a la Dilbert in lhe comic 

strip caJled Unshelved! Co-authored by real-life librarian 
Gene Ambaum (a pen name) and soft.ware engineer­
tumed professional cartoonist Bill Barnes, Unshelt ed 
provides a humorous look at librarians while present­
ing various erious issues of our times, such as unat­
tended children, In temec filtering, and lhe Patriot Act. 

Unshelved debuted online on February J 6, 2002 
under the title Overdue and claims co be 'the world's 
only daily comic strip set in a public library." (http:// 
www.overduemedia.com) 

Unshelved ' 

FIGURE 1. 

!Is popularity grew quickly and it wasn't long 
before subscribers were asking for a book of the 
cartoon . Ju t as lhe book was about to be published, a 
u-ad mark problem wilh the name Overdue was 
discovered, so the creators held a contest to rename the 
comic, resulting in Lhc tiLlc Unshelved. 

No one is afe from Bill and ene. They get away 
with poking fun at stereotypical library professionals 
and patrons alike by keeping their tongues firmly 
implanted in their cheeks. Take Reference Librarian 
Colleen , for example. She's an old fashioned gal who is 
"technologically chaJlenged" (i.e. computer illiterate), 
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although she docs NOT wear a bun or even glasses! 
(Since I have never seen her feet, I'm not sure if she 
wears sturdy shoes, however.) Her major modem 
attribute is that she adopted a baby from China, thus 
becoming a single mom. Of course, what she reads to 
her baby isn ' t exactly Dr. Seuss . .. . (You'll have to check 
out the strip for October 12, 2002, in the website's 
archive to fmd out.) 

Mel, the branch manager of the Mallville Public 
Library, tries hard to keep things running smoolhly, but 
Murphy's Law frequently thwarLs her efforts. Dewey is 
lhe laid back (spell that 1-a-z-y) young Young Adult 
Librarian who readily embraces all things modem, such 
as downloading piraLed music on library PCs, graphic 
novels, and (gasp!) disrespect for his elders! 

bl) Bill Barnes and Gene Ambaum 
HOW MANY QJ£S110Ns: 
HAIJ£ 'IOIJ IWSW!:l<ED 
TOM'/? 

\ 
NOi A SIN6L£ 
ONE SO !=AR. 

' 

We all know the patrons seen in lhis comic scrip -
the pseudo-cechno savvy ones, those who either ask for 
books on multiple ropics all in one breath, or don't 
know what they wanr, arc confused, or make unrealistic 
demands (e.g. asking for photos of Moses). Patcons 
doing their kids' homework are fair game also. 

Few topics seem to be taboo. Take gender differ­
ence in salary, for instance. This was explored in a 
series of cartoons in June, 2002. Mel is working the 
reference desk and cells a patron on lhe phone that she 
will nOL read him any more TV listings because "the 
library is a FINITE RESOURCE" and asks him to please 
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use it responsibly. le rums out thac the patron is Dewey, 
sick in bed ac home with a cold caughc from a patron 
who sneezed on him. His whining and complaining 
prompts Tamara, the children librarian, co say, "Men 
can be uch whiners!" co which Mel replies,' And they 
STIIL get paid more than us." 

Another 'hot top ic" i budgec cu1 . le was addressed 
succinctly with only one cartoon on AugusL 26 , 2002: 

OVERDUE is blacked out todalJ in SlJlnpathtJ with 

the temporanJ closure o! the Seattle Public 

LibrarlJ. just one of the llllllllJ libranJ St] Stems 

currenthJ threatened blJ bud$et cuts. 

FIGURE 2 . 

Other subjects dealt with include ergonomics, banned 
books, public displays of affection, Lax forms , and the 
infamous "Library Police." 

Ideas for the cartoons come from many sources. 
Bill writes on the Overduemedia.com website, "Some of 
the scories are made up, some of them are based on 
real life, and some are absolutely true stories sent co us 
from our readers. And the stranger the scory, the more 

Unshelved"'' 
SO "IOU SEE , MEIN, ITS NOT g 
'fOl.>R :YOO 10 $HUSH F'foPl..E .; GCot:>. MY LIPS 
IN iHE LJgRAf1'{, IT'S MINE. 1 WERE GETilNG-

\ ~ ALL CHAf'Pf:t> . 

1---f . ~;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;.;;;---~ I 

FIGURE 2. 

likely it is to be true." The writers actively seek opinions 
from readers co help main Lain a humorous approach co 
each issue and keep them from being confusing. 
Experiences from their personal lives also enter the 
strip from time co time. For example, Bill recently 
returned co studying Aikido, so he had Tamara perform 
icon a male "problem patron " (AugusL 9, 2003). 

Unshelved is also great al giving its readers the 
opportunity to vicariously experience doing what we 
wish we could do in real life. One e>..ttmple is a strip I 
call "Payback": A male patron anempcs to check ouc a 
video. Mel says co him, "One momenc p lease." She seeps 
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over co Tamara and asks , "How long did that really call 
guy make you waic in the video ai "le?" Tamara icily 
replies, "Fifteen minuc ."Mel returns to the patron 
and says, "Sorry the compu ter just wenc down. It'll be 
back up in exactly fifceen minutes. " 

Unshel1•ed i a brilliant source of lips on manage­
menc technique and providing excellence in customer 
service. The following xchange says everything one 
need to know about Proper Allitude (the old "It's not 
what you say but how you ay it" thing): 

Dewey (to patron): I'm afraid you have some serious 
fines here, ma am. 

fady: Oh? 

Dewey: These book are overdue by many months. Did 
you lose them? 

fady: Young man. I never lo e ANYTHING. 

Dewey: Okay then, it look like you decided to keep 
them. 

fady: That's bener. How much do I owe? (March 18, 
2002) 

One more area simply cannot be ignored any 
longer. le is a librarian 's fines1 hour when he or she 
enlightens an impressionable young adulc about the 

blJ Bill Barnes and Gene Ambaum 

1'-!AT'S gf:Cl=\USE 
'iOU'Rt: Sf'llTIN&­
IOO MUCH. 

\ 

librarian 's primary duty .. . SII HING!! This is apdy 
illusu·ared in the sLrip 1hal ran November 2:3 , 2002 : 

The June 11 , 2003 "UsL-A-Day" websi1e recom­
mends UnsheitJed, saying ii "iakes a sarcas1ic look at Rll 
Lbe weirdness that goe on whenever Lbe general public 
approaches the reserve desk, che stacks or the compu t­
erized catalog ."Weirdness?? I resemble that remark! 
Truly, however, I love this comic strip because it treats 
the hard issues and the stress of my job with humor 
and helps remind me not co cake myself so eriously. 
Watch for Unshellied Volume 2, due co be released on 
the comic's second anniversary, February 16, 2004. For 
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now, though, point your mouse ta http ://wwW.overdue 
media.com and start laughing! 
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PROFESSIONAL READING? OR THE CASE OF 

LIBRARIAN DETECTIVES IN MYSTERY FICTION 

by Jennifer Burek Pierce 

n real life, reference librarians field a 
wide range of questions; in fiction , 
librarians-turned-amateur sleuths take on 
the classic murder question, 
"Whodunnit?" in addition to their library 

duties. A number of mystery series have come to feature 
crime-solving librarians. The prevalence of these 
librarian-as-detective books including the Aurora "Roe" 
Teagarden mysteries by Charlaine Harris and the Claire 
Reynier mysteries by Judid1 Van Gieson , 1 encourages 
consideration of features of the fictional librarian in her 
role as sleuth. 

This article examines selected murder mysteries by 
contemporary U.S. authors which rely on librarians as 
amateur detectives. How is the profession depicted in 
these mass market novels? What, in other words, is the 
image of d1e present-day librarian as presented in 
amateur detective stories? 

THE LITERATURE ON LIBRARIANS' IMAGES: 
FICTION AND REALITY 

It has been noted that "librarianship is character­
ized by pervasive anxiety about its image and identity" 
as evidenced in part by researchers who "undertake 
such tasks as monitoring the popular media for portray­
als of unflattering occupational stereotypes. "2 Among 
those who write about the image of the librarian, 
Radford and Radford's postmodern d1eory-driven work 
stands out. Radford and Radford articulate the image of 
the librarian as one more strongly influenced by 
stereotypes rather than by professional realities. They 
describe this stereotypical librarian as female and 
characterized by features with negative associations, 
such as being plain, single, and preferring quiet to 
conversation. 3 These negative aspects of the profes­
sional stereotype are also acknowledged in an earlier 
article which sees the library and d1e librarian as 
entities to be feared .4 

The literature on librarians ' images also analyzes 
the work and ideas of actual librarians. A recent survey 
for the International Federation of Library Associations 
and Institutions (IFLA) concluded that real librarians 
suffer from image problems as much as the fictional 
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ones described by Radford and Radford do. The results 
of this survey demon trate that at least one aspect of 
the stereotype is factual - d1at d1e profession of 
librarianship is associated with women. Additional 
image problems of d1e profession are elaborated this 
way: 

As far as d1e general public is concerned the 
librarian 's occupation is largely invisible. To the average 
user, the librarian is virtually indistinguishable from 
other library staff. In addition to this, the public have 
almost no idea what ~t is a librarian actually does since a 
great deal of the work, such as coJJection management, 
is done out of sight of the users .~ 

These issues converge in d1e lepiction of libnu-ians 
as amateur sleuths in contemporary detective fi tion. 
Two female detectives in particular a.re evocative of the 
image issues identified by scholru·s in thi area. 

IMAGE PROBLEMS: THE AMATEUR IN THE 
STACKS 

Charlaine Harris 's Aurora Teagard n my teries 
feature Librru·y employee Aurora "Roe" Teagarden . One 
of d1e first facts we learn about dlis protagonist -
beyond her interest in historical crime and her physical 
description - is drnt her professi nal IiC "fulfilled h r 
childhood dream of becoming a Librrufan. "6 While the 
Teagru·den books sometimes offer a degree of verisimili­
tude in acknowledging that the field is dominated by 
women and d1at budgets are trained, the development 
of Roe's character and profession draws heavily on 
stereotypes of the librarian. 

This stereotyping begins with her physical appear­
ance. Roe teJJs the reader d1at she "wears round tor­
toise-rimmed glasses" and "a plain blouse and skirt" co 
work. 7 Elsewhere, mor derail on d1is librarian 's gru·b is 
offered: Roe wears "a solid navy skirt of neutral length 
with a navy-and-white striped blouse, plain support 
hose, and unattractive but very comfortable shoes."8 In 
her self-reflections, she characterizes herself as "a quiet 
librarian."9 Eventually, a clothing score owner aids Roe 
in a sartorial make-over: "Under Mrs. Day's influence, 
I'd begun to weed out my librarian clothes, my solid­
color interchangeable blouses and skirts."10 
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This wardrobe revi ion respond to Roe' life as a 
singleton. She is seemingly befuddled by her recent 
redi covery of men and eeks a friend ' help in sorting 
thing out. As he tell u , "The nuances and dosey­
does between the exes were Amina' bread and butter. 
I hadn 't had anything like thi to tell Amina since we 
were in high school." 11 pan seeing a couple arrive 
together at a meeting, Roe reflect , "It did era s my 
mind to feel orry for my elf that Melanie Clark had a 
date and I always arrived .. . by my elf, but I didn' t want 
to get all gloomy." 12 Later, when he ees the couple 
together again as he works th1·ough her unday chores, 
she thinks about her single tatus again : "What did I 
have to look forward to? I asked myself rhetorically. 60 
Minutes and heated up pot roast. "1.1 The spinster theme 
is repeated in the second book in the series, where Roe 
react to the news that a former beau is getting mar­
ried : "I aw green for envy, T saw red for rage, I saw 
blue for depres ion. I would never get married, I 
decided, I would just go to other people ' weddings for 
the rest of my life." 14 More problematic than the evoca­
tion of per onality tereotype in creating thi charac­
ter, though, is the fact that tl1e job of librarian in the e 
books likewi e appears to be derived from ste reotype . 

Despite her self-declared long-interest in 
librarianship, Roe seem little acquainted with the 
profession . While she me ntions having attended 
college, she make no mention of having been to library 
school. 15 Perhaps then it should not be surpri ing that 
her duties at the li brary a.re often clerical ones. One day 
at the library find Roe "re helving books that had been 

becked in ." 16 That this is normal rather than excep­
tional i evident when she adds, "Lillian chmidt 
another librarian , wa ·helving books a few stacks 
away." 17 On a clay when she hopes to kill time until her 
shi ft is over, Roe "hid among the books all morning, 
reading the she lves, dusting, and piddling along." 18 She 
has no job title and eems to hop wild ly about the 
library from task to task. One clay she spends hours 
shelving, the next she is repai ring worn volumes in the 
back room . 

Whi le Roe explains her a sorted on-the-job tasks by 
stating that the library staff is "too small to permit much 
specialization," her knowledge of librarians' responsi­
bilities imply seems lacking. Despite her participation 
in a lub whi ·h pur u information o n hi torical 
murders, when she needs informatio n abo ut a particu­
lar case, she almost seems relieved to hand it over to 
another individual (a retired school libnu·ian and 
voluntcc:r at the public library) simply because Jane 
Engle 'had a larger personal collection. ' 19 When an 
a quaintance confronts her at work - interrupting the 
interminable shelving - with the question, '"Have you 
read this book on bargeUo?"' Roe's respon e fails to 
show any familiarity witl1 reader's advisory practices: 

I blinked and recovered ." ow a.Uy, I can' t sew on 
a button . You 'd have tO a k Mother if you want to know 
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about needlework. Or Lillian," I added brilliantly, as my 
co-worker wheeled her own cart past the other end of 
the stack. 20 

Roe offers a simplistic, almost child-like explanation 
of working with the public: 

I usually enjoyed my tour in Circulation. I got to 
stand at the big desk to one side of tl1e main entrance. I 
answered questions and accepted the books, taking the 
fines if the books were overdue, liding the cards back 
in and putting them on book carts for transportation 
back to their shelves. Or I checked the books out."2 1 

Roe later provides anotl1er description of an 
afternoon shift, saying, "I was on the checkout/check-in 
desk for three hours, making idle conversation with the 
patrons."22 In these and other references to her profes­
sional obligations, Roe never serves on the reference 
desk, researcl1es challenging questions, manages the 
collection, or catalogs. Computer technology does not 
figure at all in the library in these novels, published in 
the early 1990s. 

Most disturbingly, though, Roe fails to demonstrate 
knowledge of library functio ns tl1at have the potential 
to reveal who the murderer is. When a would-be reader 
tells her tl1at all nonfiction items relating to murder are 
checked out, she first considers that others in the 
historical murders club might have them, then suspects 
that the murderer, who patterns crimes based on 
famou cases, might indeed be the re earcher. Roe's 
reaction, instead of wondering about violating patron 
confidentiality to ee who has the books, is this: "That 
was sickening. I looked it in tl1e face for a second, then 
had to turn away. I could not vi ualize, did not dare to 
visualize, someone I knew pouring over books, trying 
to select what old murder to imitate next."2:1 At this 
point in the story, and in subsequent ones which 
should rely increasingly on behind-tl1e-scenes knowl­
edge of libraries, the con traints of the plot are sorely 
tested by the author's reliance on stereotypes. 

In the character of librarian Roe Teagarden, readers 
are offered a superficial rendition of the librarian . Her 
professional skills do not aid her in solving the murder 
of the woman whose body she found. Instead , reliance 
on the image of the "stamping and shelving spinster" 
librarian results in a weak narrative and an untenable 
career choice for Roe .24 The depictio n of this character's 
work life echoes tl1e worst findings in much of the 
library literature about image problems in the profes­
sion. 

IMAGES OF THE PROFESSION : ON THE ROAD 
AND ON THE 'NET 

Judith Van Gieson 's Claire Reynier mysteries 
involve the efforts of her protagonist, a librarian 
responsible for collection development for a university 
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research center co solve crimes involving books and 
libraries. Set in the desert outhwesc d1ese book also 
fall in the genre of regional mystery fiction . an Gieson 
pre em Claire's profes ional qualifications and her 
personality before her looks and these narratives 
ultimately reflect a more grounded awareness of the 
library profession. 

This librarian-turned-sleuth is a credentialed one. 
Claire, readers learn, attended library chool at the 
University of Arizona. he i described as ' the head of 
collection development,"25 but she bas a supervi or and 
no staff of her own to supervise in turn. Her respon i­
bilitie range from research and acqui icions co the 
pragmatic problems of transporting collection items. 
This situation mean Claire ha a measure of indepen­
dence acquired only "after years of having to account 
for every minute of her time. "26 

Some personal background is also offered about 
this character. he i adept with computers , u ing them 
for avocational interest like e lectronic games of 
solitaire as well as for work-related needs like emailing 
book collectors and researching the availability of rare 
books. 2 She has a grown family, including an ex­
husband. 28 It was because of him, rather than her 
profession, that she adopted "more subdued" clothing 
and "a quiet professional tyle."29 Claire is not young. 
Readers are not told her age but are given description 
indicating she is somewhat older than 50, including this 
passage: 

At thi point in life, how good she looked de­
pended on the light. In a diffuse light her hair was 
blonde. In daylight it was si lver . In soft light she had 
fine wrinkles. In hard light her face was a road map of 
an overcrowded city.-~ Her cai chi practice and her cat, 

emesis, are among the other details which character­
ize this protagonist. 

Her work life is not intended co reflect d1e working 
conditions of every librarian . Claire 's job is referred to 
as "a dream spot," researching and purchasing rare 
books .:1 1 oned1eless, d1ere are indicators about what 
actual librarians do for a living, even as Claire works to 
resolve the mystery of the stolen books. There are 
descriptions of her attending meetings and inte racting 
with colleagues,32 of tho e colleagues' advanced de­
grees and other credentials,:13 and of decision-making 
regarding collections and special exhibits .:l• 

It is perhaps her decision-making and her knowl­
edge that most distinguishes Claire as a professional 
librarian . She sometimes travels co do her work. When 
he acquires a collection of rare books, Claire acknowl­

edges d1e importance of its artifacts and its value co her 
career: "It was a collection any library would be proud 
to own, and it would be a coup fo r her to bring it in. "35 

She is readily able co promise recognition co the 
benefactor, evaluate an inventory list, and identify 
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mi take regarding publication information .36 he can 
as es the value of item in the collection and recognize 
significant authors. :\ he outline online earch strate­
gies and develops v.ray of acquiring information which 
he doe not already know how to find .:18 These traits 

and evidence of learning are important co creating an 
positive and reali tic image of the librarian a a profes­
ional in Van Gie on b ok . 

In creating d1e character of Claire Reynier, Van 
Gie on begin to modify tereorype of library profes­
sional pre emed in popular fiction . This cl1aracter calls 
attention co d1e need for edu ation and intellectual 
acumen in order co o lve information problems, and 
the serie featuring her give some attention to the 
behind-the-scene work done in libraries. \X'hile stop­
ping hort of depicting d1e demands of more typical 
library jobs, uch as reference work or cataloging, the 
Claire Reynier my ceries reflect more profes ional le s 
tereotypical images of librarian . It i in these r c nt 

novel that the librarian- leuth begin co call attention 
co ome of the aptitude and the skill · needed for 
library work applying the e traits in pursu it of b d1 
professional and criminal pr blem . 

CONCLUSION 

Whereas Harri depicts th profession as dull and 
amorphous in its re ponsibilities, Van ie on suggests 
dut Librarians are educated ski lled individual · who u e 
knowledge co make decisions chat aid o the r and 
them elves. Harris's Roe i som o ne who i largely 
occupied with clerical cask , fails co enjo collegial 
relatio nship with many of her coworker , and leave 
her library job at d1e earliest opportunity. Reyn ier's 
Claire sometimes works we kends and cannot live in 
the charming but expensiv n ighbo rhoods sh would 
like co call home, but sh also knows and loves books 
and computers, wanting co make the treasures of he r 
Library available to users. 

The ways d1 e library profe sion is r presented in 
mass market detective fi cio n is only one dimen ion of 
the image of the librarian , yet these narrative till have 
the potential co either obscure the nature of the 
librarian 's role d1 ro ugh d1e evocatio n of stereotype -
as is done in the Teagarden books - or co enhan e the 
librarian ' image - a i the ase in the Claire Reynie r 
books - showing applied problem-solvi ng. As libraries 
function in challenging social and econo mic environ­
ments, facing the need co recruit future librarians, tO 

make decisions about access to information, and co 
meet the difficulties of limited budgets, which represen­
tations of the librarian vvill enable readers co under­
stand our profession and its responsibilities? Which 
librarian-sleuth's adventure do we want co recommend 
co our readers, and in turn , which image of the librarian 
best recommends us to d1em? 
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"REFLECTIONS" 

REFLECTING ON THE MAIN ARTICLES 

The following three articles are Reflections on the main articles of this issue of Indiana Libraries. 

• Warrior Librarian: How Our Image is Changing 
(A Personal Look) by Melissa Pappert 

• Looking in a Mirror Backwards 
by Stanley Melburn Campbell 

• Liberry Funnies by Charles A. Wagner 
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WARRIOR LIBRARIAN: HOW OUR IMAGE IS 

CHANGING (A PERSONAL LOOK) 

by Melissa Wooton 

hen I decided that a librarian 's life was 
the life for me, I really didn 't consider it 
to be a career where I would do battle 
daily. At the time, I was exhausted from 
being a Warrior Manager and ready for a 

slower pace. So it was serendipity when the flier from 
library school came in the mail. Like Harry Potter 
getting his first owl post, I wasn't sure how it knew to 
find me, but it did. And it sounded perfect: reading, 
helping people-grateful people-find things, and of 
course, quiet. Of course, the brochure didn 't promise 
any of that, but my preconception was that I would be a 
peacekeeper, and leave the war behind. Having been a 
librarian for four short years now, I realize we are a 
group of warriors, although some of our battles are 
changing. 

Becoming a librarian, for me, was all about timing. 
Right out of high school, I would not have considered 
the career. But after college and four years in the high 
pay, high stress, no fun world of corporate manage­
ment, I was ready to listen. Even in spite of the big 
roadblock that had stopped me before: the Image. The 
image of the bun-wearing, finger-pointing shush-er who 
didn't want anyone touching "her" books, and who had 
no friends or interests or social life. In my defense, I 
was just p:u-t of the flock-as it turns out, that old 
stereotype is even getting her own action figure, 
comp.lete with bun and sensible shoes, pointing the 
finger at all the Chatty Cathys of the world. 

Debunking that myth is a daily battle of mine, 
answering patrons who question why I actually wanted 
to be a librarian, or that I actually needed a master's 
degree in order to be one. I've had in-depth conversa­
tions with more than one patron who wanted to be 
absolutely clear that this was my chosen career, that I 
had been serious enough about this goal to actually 
pursue higher education, and that I realized all of the 
connotations in terms of compensation and social 
status. But after assuring one man that it was shock­
ingly true, he was kind enough to validate my choice 
with a pitying look, and a unenthusiastic "That's great. 
Good for you." I guess that battle is never-ending. 
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So, I aspired to be a librarian, ala Parker Posey in 
the movie Pm-ty Girl-an interesting, fun-loving 
snappy dresser who just happened to find fulfillment 
cataloguing and shelving books. Again, naive. The 
bigger fight in public libraries is not keeping things 
ordered and peaceful. It is in actually attracting people 
to work in tl1em. Even in libratJ' school, the shift is 
toward Information Science, not just Library Science. 
To be fair, there is usually much more money to be 
made in web design than in story time. And you don 't 
have to also do maintenance and security to boot, 
unless you're working for a new start-up. 

In my case, I had my mid-life crisis in my twenties, 
and knew that public service was where I wanted to be. 
However, it is just as challenging as my previous career. 
In the past, public libraries may have been more about 
books and quiet, but now they are all about community 
needs and marketing. Bringing in the programs that tl1e 
people want (and trying to tie books to tl1em) and 
selling then to compete with the thousand other 
options available to our patrons is job number one. 
Fortunately, this is a battle I can care about and believe 
in. 

My own awareness of the fight on the national front 
has changed also. Grmving up, I don't remember too 
many hot news stories featuring librarians, but probably 
because I wasn't looking for them. Librarians and 
library organizations are still fighting tl1e same fights for 
money and personal freedoms and against censorship. 
Now, I try to pay more attention, and it's amazing what 
I find out: I am part of a profession that "constitute(s) 
one of the nation's main centers of thoughtless and 
unreconstructed leftism.'" That kind of blows the bun 
right out of the hair. I don't feel that I'm a controversial 
person, but it's good for the image. Maybe the action 
figure should carry a stylus, pulling up the (Library) Bill 
of Rights on her palm pilot. And the conservative dress 
could be replaced by a knee-length skirt and a pair of 
kicky boots, while we're at it. Yes, it's hypocritical 
keeping the doll a "her," but maybe the old stereotype 
isn't all bad. 
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I'll even admit, some days I resemble that old 
image. I do often wonder where all the parents have 
gone while their children are in the library for hours 
unattended? And why anyone thinks it' acceptable to 
hold a conversation on their cell phone while surfing 
the net? And, if anyone actually comes in the library to 
read anymore? I've ' shushed ' a patron before, but I m 
learning to let it go. Sometime the greener fields of 
corporate librarianship look good. I wouldn t mind the 
normal hours and the extra money. But at the end of 
the day, the public library i still the place for me. As we 
change from guardian of quiet study to information 
specialists in library community centers, our battles are 
even more important and well worth waging. 

Reprint rights requested from http ://wwW.librarian 
avengers.erg 11/25/2003. 

FOOTNOTES 
1 Lowry, Rich. "The Ideological Librarians ", 
www.townhall.com/columnists/richlowry/ 
rl20030922 .shtml 
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LOOKING IN A MIRROR BACKWARDS 

he stereotype of a librar­
ian seated behind a large 
reference desk scamping 
books and telling patrons 
to be quiet is just a 

figment of the imagination when it 
comes co a small town library. Many of 
the traditional ru les just do not apply. 
That is even more so when you are 
trying co enter the twenty-fir c century 
on a ridiculously limiting budgec. 

When I first discovered that a 
theme issue featuring "The Image of the 
Librarian" was being planned I ignored 
ic. I was hard ly the average image of a 
li brarian, r did many things wrong, and 
so f reasoned no one would be incer-
e ced in what I had co say. Then after 
having a few weeks co think about it I 
realized that I should write a few 
words. 

My own career as a Librarian got 
under way just over eight years ago. I 
honestly tried to fit into d1e stereotypi­
cal mold perfected by my retiring 
predecessor. Admitted ly I had my own 
concept of what a typical librarian 
houlcl be, ba eel on those librarians I 

encountered over the years, and was 
amazed h w erroneous that concept 
tru ly is in a real- life situation . Thi held 
e pecially true on those days when I 
pu ll an eleven-hour shift and work solo. 

Patrons simply exp ct their librar­
ian to b able to do just about anytl1ing. 
P r. ana lly l love b ing a cl t ctive, 
researching answers to que tions and 
uncovering some obscure fact that 
resu lts in reating a great re earch 
paper or report but there are occasion 
when I help locate the neighbor's cat or 
dog. 
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by Stanley Melburn Campbell 

Then, despite efforts to avoid it, the 
information pecialist in a mail town is 
of course d1e librarian. Often you are 
the final authority on a subject because 
you are expected to have all the perti­
nent data at your fingertips. 

The reputation of the library reseed 
on my shoulder . All chat responsibility 
made me nervous, until I finally ac­
cepted the fact that I was the one in 
charge and needed to establish my own 
foundation for operating d1e library. 

The Poseyville Carnegie Public 
Library is a rare commodity for a 
community our size. Although the 
library was constructed in 1905 and 
despite an extensive renovation and 
remodeling project completed in 2000 
and weekly publicity in the local 
papers, there are stiU individuals who 
think we are an abandoned building. 
Others accu tom to the habits and 
traditions of our previous library 
director who served for over 45 years 
are surprised co discover games being 
played in one room, computers domi­
nating anod1er and a learning resources 
room almost exclusively designed 
around chi ldren. 

When I scarred as library director it 
was difficult to get children and young 
adults into the library. For six years 
now I have been collecting data con­
cerning patron reading habits, seasonal 
changes, and popu lar trends in enter­
tainment. I have been shifting our 
material purchases accordingly. Of 
course monetary shortfalls interfere 
with the scope of these purchases and 
from year to year it is easy to cell when 
funding was sparsely distributed. 

SIDEBAR: I can con­
dense my image at the 
Poseyville Carnegie 
Public Library to the 
following job titles: 
babysitter, repairman , 
security guard, medic, 
public relation specialist, 
advisor, artist, mentor, 
business consultant, 
councilor, loan agent, 
tutor, detective, confi­
dant, excuse, alibi, and 
friend. 

-Stanley M. Campbell-

Indiana Libraries, The Image of Librarians 



I've lost count of the number of times I go shop­
ping on my days off just to purchase items for our 
programs or to pick up books. I read every dust jacket 
of every book we receive, view every video play the 
computer games and listen to all of the books on tape. I 
have acquired a reputation for being a walking card 
catalog of what is available on our shelves. Admittedly, I 
do forget things like who ha what item checked out 
and if a particular patron has read a given book in a 
series before, but I know the cheat code to the com­
puter games we loan out. 

We are overrun with school age kid ow do not 
t.ake this as a complaint because I enjoy working with 
them. The bicycle rack I had made by a local welder is 
always full and there are usually several propped 
against our steps or scattered haphazardly on the lawn . 
A close good friend , amazed at the number of children 
regularly visiting our library, once told me he would 
not be surprised to discover one of the kid had arrived 
at the library on a pogo stick. If that ever occurs I will 
take a picture of the event. Honestly, I have actually 
come to anticipate those rare quiet times when I can 
accomplish routine paperwork but during the summer 
such moments have become virtually nonexistent. 

On the other hand, our library has a number of 
elderly patrons who grace our premises once a montl1. 
They complain about any and all changes. One lady 
complained to my predecessor tl1at there were so many 
kids in the library she was afraid to come in and wanted 
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u to deliver her romance books to her home. Then 
there i a lady who becomes irritated at the very sight of 
computers and calls them an abomination and think I 
should ha'e them removed. Then there is a gentleman 
who alwa s shov.rs up five minutes before closing 
wanting to acce an Internet site he saw adverri ed on 
televi ion but has no idea how to u ea computer and 
keeps me working another half hour. 

When we increa ed our hours from twenty-two to 
forty a week otl1er patron were not only horrified but 
al o confu ed. Yet another lady ·wrote a letter tating 
that when she came to the library we were alway 
do ed and despite our hours being po ted on both 
entrances and publi hed weekly in tl1e local newspaper 
she stated he and her friend cou ld never find u 
open. 

Admittedly my situation is probably trivial and of 
my own doing. I spend con iderable tim ju t listening 
to patrons ' problems that are unrelated to library 
ervice . And ye I deliver books to everal lderly 

patrons ' home when tl1ey are unable to vi it the library. 
Of cour e I stay overtime ju t to help late arrivals. It is 
my image and I have to accept it. 
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LIBERRY FUNNIES 

by Charles A. Wagner 

ou are not going to find a plethora of 
cartoons in library publications. That 
being a given, I am, however, surprised 
there are not herds of anti-library car­
toons in the publications of certain 

busine and agricu ltural powers. Political Action 
Committee dislike librarie , you know. Libraries are 
upported by property taxes!! 

Evil and timid weasels that we are, we are not even 
allowed to mencion our adversaries in disrespectful 
tones. 

Oh, well... Life goes on. Library themed cartoons do 
surface in newspaper strips and the few publications 
that still publish gag cartoons, but I doubt that many of 
them are drawn by librarians, though ... 

A search of Amazon.com for library cartoon collec­
tions turns up a slim set of pickings, but if you are 
desperate my Liberry Funnies can be purchased from 
the Amazon Marketplace. (I just thought I would 
mention that. They make swell gifts. Buy lots of them). 

Liberry Funnies 011m 

What they say 

FIGURE 1. 
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How do I acce.ss 
information databases? 

Why do I call them "Liberry'' instead of "Library''? 
When I assumed my first professional position, I was 
surprised by the number of folks who dropped the first 
"r" in "library. " Thinking it humorous, I titled my 
cartoons "Liberry Funnies." Alas, none of my patrons 
getic. 

So, why don't librarians include cartoons in their 
publications? Maybe ink is too expensive. Maybe they 
are too stuffy. Maybe they cake coo much pride in their 
professionalism to laugh at themselves and their 
bailiwick. Beats me. 

Librarians come out of graduate schools trained in 
the ins and outs of arcane databases that no civilian 
would ever care about, but they have forgotten how to 
laugh. Or at least they do not laugh as much as they 
should. 

Maybe a couple of my cartoons will help. I hope 
you enjoy them. Better yet, buy the collection from 
Amazon Marketplace. 

©Wagner 

What they mean I want pornl 
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Liberry Funnies 

Libcrry Funnies ·•tt7!•1 

First overdue- n otice 

Collection agency notice 

FIGURE 3. 

Liberry Funnies '•MH" By C. Wagner 
The lihrar1an Whll believes in totally 
uncensored access lo the internet. videos. 
de. has a cumplaiut 

You can'l la lk to her like that! 

FIGURE 2. 

S<:cond overd uc notice 

Returns overdue in b oo k drop 
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By C. Wagn · r 

Third mTrdu c ll OliC'<' 

Makes ci complaint 

I re turned that book! Whatta 

you mean send.i11g my !lame 
to a collection agency?! 
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Indiana Libraries 
Submission Guidelines 

Indiana Libraries is a professional journal for librarians and media specialists. Published twice a year, it is a joint publication of the Indiana 
Library Federation and the Indiana State Library. 

Practitioners, educators, and researchers are invited to submit manuscripts fo r publication. Manuscripts may concern a current practice, 
policy, or general aspect of the operation of a library system in Indiana. 

For more information and to discuss ideas for article topics, or to discuss guest editing a special theme issue, contact the Indiana Libraries 
editor: 

Alberta Davis Comer 
Indiana State University 
Cunningham Memorial Library 
650 Sycamore Street 
Terre Haute, IN 47809 

E-Mail: libcomer@isugw.indstate.edu 
Phone: (812) 237-2545 

Indiana Libraries Submission Format/Instructions to Authors 

Order of Information in Submission 

1. Title of article 
2. Name of author(s) 
3. Text of article with references to source material in APA parenthetic notes 
4. References for source material in APA format 
5. Institutional affiliation, job title, and contact information for author(s). Preferred format: Name (email address) is Title at 

Institution. 

Text Format Requirements 

1. Use 12-point Times New Roman for all text. 
2. Submit files as Word (.doc) or Rich Text File (.rtf) documents, either as attachments or on disk if sending via USPS. 
3. Save files with distinctive names (i.e., your last name, or a word or phrase specific to the article content) rather than 

with generic ones which anyone might use (i.e. , indianalibrariesarticle.doc or reference.doc) . 
4. Single space content within paragraphs; double space content between title and body of paper, between sub-headings 

and subsequent paragraphs, between paragraphs, and between items in the References list. 

See Also: 

1. The Librarian's Guide to Writing for Publication (Scarecrow Press: 2004) 
2. APA Style Home at www.apastyle.org 
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Forthcoming Issues of 
Indiana Libraries 

The following issues are in the works; contact information for editors working on each issue are provided for potential contribmors. 

General Issues 
To contribute an article, contact either the editor 
(Alberta Davis Comer/libcomer@isugw.indsrare.edu) 
or the associate editor 
(Emily Okada/ okada@indiana.edu). 
Winter 2005: No theme; all submissions welcome 
Summer 2005: Health Information 

Guest-Edited Issues 
Special Issue: Information Literacy 
Guest Editor: Marsha Miller, Coordinator, Library 
Instruction 
Indiana State University 
Terre Haute, IN 47809 
Phone: (812) 237 2606 
marshamiller@indstate.edu 

Special Issue: Continuous Improvement 
Guesr Ediror: Sara Laughlin 
1616 Treadwell Lane 
Bloomington, IN 47408 
Phone: (812) 334-8485 
Fax: (812) 336-2215 
web: www.saralaughlin.com 

Special Issue: Diversity 
Guest Editor: Karen Evans, Assistant Librarian/Professor 
Instruction and Research 
Cunningham Memorial Library 
Indiana State University 
Terre Haute, IN 47809 
Phone: (812) 237-8824 
Fax: (812) 237-2567 
libevak@isugw.indstate.edu 

CORRECTION 
Past issues of Indiana Libraries listed the ISSN as 0275-77X. This ISSN is incorrect. The correct ISSN is 
0275-777X. 
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Discussion Questions 

l. Why is the stereotype image of the librarian so dominant in people's minds? 

2. Is there any truth to the stereotype image of the librarian? 

3. A lot of time and energy has been spent in our profession defining and fighting this stereotype. Is it worth the 
effort? 

4. Are the majority of depictions of the profession in the cinema positive or negative? 

5. What personality traits are usually assigned to members of our profession? 

6. Can the profession use the stereotype as a tool to market our skills in the 21'' century? 

7. What is the role of the librarian in today's society? 

8 . How do you accurately describe a librarian? 

32 Indiana Libraries, The Image of Librarians 




	INlibV24N2-01-FrontMatter
	INlibv24n2-001_cover
	INlibv24n2-002_contents
	INlibv24n2-003_title page

	INlibV24N2-02-Foreward
	INlibv24n2-004_page 1

	INlibV24N2-03-ReelVsReal
	INlibv24n2-005_page 2
	INlibv24n2-006_page 3
	INlibv24n2-007_page 4
	INlibv24n2-008_page 5

	INlibV24N2-04-BadToBone
	INlibv24n2-009_page 6
	INlibv24n2-010_page 7
	INlibv24n2-011_page 8
	INlibv24n2-012_page 9

	INlibV24N2-05-BunsOfSteel
	INlibv24n2-013_page 10
	INlibv24n2-014_page 11
	INlibv24n2-015_page 12
	INlibv24n2-016_page 13
	INlibv24n2-017_page 14
	INlibv24n2-018_page 15

	INlibV24N2-06-BecomingUnshelved
	INlibv24n2-019_page 16
	INlibv24n2-020_page 17
	INlibv24n2-021_page 18

	INlibV24N2-07-ProfessionalReading
	INlibv24n2-022_page 19
	INlibv24n2-023_page 20
	INlibv24n2-024_page 21
	INlibv24n2-025_page 22

	INlibV24N2-08-Reflections
	INlibv24n2-026_page 23

	INlibV24N2-09-WarriorLibrarian
	INlibv24n2-027_page 24
	INlibv24n2-028_page 25

	INlibV24N2-10-LookingInMirror
	INlibv24n2-029_page 26
	INlibv24n2-030_page 27

	INlibV24N2-11-LIberryFunnies
	INlibv24n2-031_page 28
	INlibv24n2-032_page 29

	INlibV24N2-12-BackMatter
	INlibv24n2-033_page 30
	INlibv24n2-034_page 31
	INlibv24n2-035_page 32
	INlibv24n2-037_back cover


