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Taking the Librarian 

Out of the Library 
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Extra Muros / “Without Walls” 2 



Bryant Park “Open-Air Reading Room” 

New York Public Library (NYPL), c.1935  3 



4 



Field Librarians 

(not so new) 
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 „field librarianship‟ – where both the librarian 

and her “office” is “out in the field” rather 

than in the library…  
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…“librarians without walls 

and librarians on location”. 

   “disembodied           

librarians”… 



What does this firstly mean for reference and 

information services? 

 

A shift from more formal or 

habituated modes of 

interaction      to 

individual encounters 
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Less formal, less habit 
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where personal relationships, 

“casual…conversation” … 



… serendipity, and happenstance 

meets occur. 
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Borderless states of acquaintance… 

12 

…experience, co-operation and intimacy 



A journey, in several 

senses, and with 

several phases 

therefore …  
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Marked by a shift between states 

14 

“Liminal” spaces of practice  



15 

A. Van Genepp 

Victor Turner 



“necessarily ambiguous, since this condition 

and these persons elude or slip through the 

network of classifications that normally 

locate states and positions in cultural 

space.” 

   – Victor Turner, The Ritual Process 
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Borderlands of … expectations 

needs 

desires 
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“some kind of journey… 
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… – a leaving of 

one space and all 

its expected codes 

and rules and 

arrival in another” 
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an “area of ambiguity, a sort of social limbo” 



21 

or “field” reference services explicitly 

distinguished in this way because they exist 

„betwixt and between‟ physical library spaces… 

 

Extra muros, “itinerant”  

21 

… therefore engagement with, rather than against, ambiguity, 

uncertainty and chance must be carried out. 
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“a collective of progressive library workers… 

us[ing] virtual and face-to-face reference services 

to reach out to members of an identified 

community.”  
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quick 

authentic 

localised 



24 

originally based around 

“activist events” which “like 

protests are fluid and 

shifting, as are the 

information needs of their 

participants” 
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The  

Itinerant  

Poetry 

Library 
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26 

“reaching the parts …  

26 



27 

…other libraries have yet to reach” 
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Operated in 

12 countries 

30+ cities, towns, villages, and 200+ individual locations 
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and occupying, 

temporarily… 

 

 

 

Real-time location data 

enables access for people 

on the move or in the local 

area…  

 

…atypical library & reference 

/information spaces  

Opening 

in…  
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by stealth …  

 

 

… Surprise!  
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“not yet 

knowingly 

needed 

knowledge” 
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Mile 

High 

Reference 

Desk 
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“provide an information resource in a 

traditionally closed environment … 

33 



…that doesn‟t have an outlet to ask 

questions or browse material users can 

borrow and return, not purchase” 
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Working in collaboration, human to human, 

is also a key theme to the Occupy 

Movement‟s libraries, which naturally 

sprung up as part of the Occupy actions 

around the world in 2011 
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… to meet the information needs of the 

participants and visitors at Occupy Boston” 

“Formed by Metacomet Books, the 

Boston Radical Reference Collective 

and Progressive Librarians Guild of 

Simmons College… 
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the digital 

landscape … 
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38 

rapidly 

changing… 



39 

2012+ ☛ Mobile internet 

overtakes desktop 

internet use for the first 

time in India 
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2011+ ☛ “half the 

population in 

developed markets 

will have a 

Smartphone” 
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Social, Local, Mobile 
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What might this all mean… 

…for engaging  

Generation Google? 
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• flexible & quick 

responses required; more 

likely 

locale/context/environmen

t-specific. 
 

• possible limited 

time and attention; won‟t 

purposefully come to you; 

always “new”; always “on” 

& wanting “new”, “latest” 

or “more” and “now”. 
 

• @first awkward; 

unknown; fear of “new”. 

 

 Transient Uses  

 Transient Users  

 Authority/ 

Hierarchy shift 
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• Liminal practices = may go right or wrong; 

ambiguous; open to chance; challenging! 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

• Liminal spaces = impermanent; blurred 

boundaries/borders: may provoke 

puzzlement/confusion 

 

 
 

CHALLENGES 
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44 

? 

44 



45 

participation

: 

collaboration 

rather than 

hierarchy  

 

 

Users role  

in curation 

and 

collection 

 



Liminal practices and liminal spaces, require 

clear signs and signifiers… 
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47 
localised 

Services need to physically come to the user:  

portable, 

walkable, 

mobilised,  
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sometimes this may seem to  

operate by accident… 
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but we like to call it The Zen of the Library… 



Thank you for listening. 
Comments? Questions? Feedback? 

Like us to give a talk?  

uczcswi@ucl.ac.uk 
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Thank you for thinking. 

Here‟s another thought: need 

The Itinerant Poetry Library to 

come to you? Just get in touch!  

@librarian / librarian@tipl.info 
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February 2007: https://twitter.com/Maureen/status/5742526 

 
  

All images remain © the creators, but most images used here are from the public 

domain or ©© and remain in “the commons” for you to share, re-use, and build upon.  

Please do! (see links provided). 

 

This presentation is ©© Sara Wingate Gray 2012: 

 http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/ 

 

 

     For all other uses, please contact: uczcswi@ucl.ac.uk 
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