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Nilam McGrath is a writer, editor and researcher for the non-profit sector. The  

Living Library is an ongoing qualitative study based on her writing residency at 

Kirklees Library Services. The residency has generated lots of data, which is 

currently being written up as a series of podcasts, blogs, a book, live readings and 

keynote speeches. 
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About The Living Library project  
  

What happens when a writer-in-residence puts her host under the spotlight?  

  

What started as a simple day spent handing out books on the inaugural World Book  

Night led to a writing residency with a twist; instead of using the time at Huddersfield 

Library to promote literacy projects, Nilam used the residency to document why this 

embattled institution is the beating heart of any community. What do bibliotherapists 

do? Why does a blind person want their satnav instructions in Braille? Is this really 

the best place for clandestine love trysts, or for a little snooze? And why is it such a 

safe haven for people?   

  

The aim of the initial residency was to write a short book. This soon mushroomed 

into The Living Library Project, and as the project grew, so did its ambition. The 

current aims are to raise awareness of the value of libraries in peoples’ lives and 

encourage new and infrequent visitors to explore and be inspired by libraries at their 

own pace.  
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Prologue to the book  

  
If you were asked to name an institution that expects nothing from you, but gives you 

the most in return, you would have to name your local public library. No other public 

service institution is subject to such praise and abuse in equal measure, and no 

other institution is currently in such jeopardy. So, what is it that they give us? How 

are they viewed? Recent debates about the value of libraries describe them firstly, 

as repositories of books and knowledge, secondly as a unique and crucial service, 

and thirdly and most shockingly, as outdated or dying institutions.  

As repositories of knowledge, they are essentially viewed as containers, as houses 

for books. The problem with viewing libraries as repositories means that we reduce 

them to a commodity – a thing – and things can be bought and sold. And the 

commoditisation doesn’t end there. We place a financial value on education, 

meaning that knowledge is also a commodity. And if knowledge can be bought and 

sold, so can the places where we find it, making our beloved public library the 

easiest of all public assets to sell.  

Why are libraries such easy targets? Let’s start with the people wanting to close and 

sell off bits of local libraries. They don’t view them as anything more than 

commodities; capitalism has guided them towards this conclusion. As such, they 

don’t understand the richness of what is housed within libraries, nor do they 

understand that there is a huge social element to being a member of a library, 

meaning that if you close the local library, you’re effectively cutting people off from 

their own social network. The people rallying against library closures fully understand 

the richness that grows within library walls and the vital social network that sprouts 

organically from them, but some campaigners are better at explaining this than 

others.  

But surely people understand just how unique libraries are, right? I don’t think 

enough people realise just what campaigners mean when they say that libraries are 

unique and that there is no other institution like it. The uniqueness of the library 

comes not only from the intricately woven social fibres that knit together across a 

community, but in other ways too. First, and foremost, libraries are unique services in 

that they encourage reading and literacy in a way that our formal schooling system 

doesn’t. Numerous studies explain much more eloquently than I ever could just how 

this happens, so let’s focus instead on the subtleties of what else makes a library so 

unique.   
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Their public service ethos  

Libraries are loyal to the public service ethos. This means that rather than viewing 

patrons as “customers,” they view them as members of a community1. This doesn’t 

mean that libraries are devoid of customer service rhetoric – far from it – but its 

function is rooted in nothing more complicated than serving everyone regardless of 

who they are and where they come from.   

  

A class and economic leveller  

If libraries are concerned with serving everyone, then this places them (uniquely) as 

one of the few public service institutions that do not discriminate – constitutionally at 

least – making them a great leveller of class. This is despite of history telling us that 

public libraries in this country were built on class divide2. Coupled with their public 

service ethos, they continue to serve patrons without bias or judgement. We can all 

have use of them, irrespective of our heritage, background, privileges, schooling, 

parenting and abilities. This is the opposite of what we experience on our high 

streets, where shop windows entice us in until we realise that we cannot buy what 

they are offering. On a basic level, shops discriminate against those who cannot 

afford to buy their goods and services. Libraries don’t put up the same barriers as 

commercial enterprises. They don’t push us away; they pull us in.  

  

Learning linked to freedom and emancipation   

History also tells us that libraries are linked to opportunity; they open a door to “a 

new world – a larger environment”3. Jonathan Rose, in his excellent book The 

Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, gives countless examples from the 

Chartist Movement through to the Welsh Mining libraries where libraries aided a  

“social revolution...[because] they allowed people to control their own minds”4 rather 

than be subjected to indoctrination about their “subordinate” role in life. Libraries 

therefore offered a reprieve from working life and are credited with the crucial role of 

helping to “better oneself.” Reading, in particular, amounted to emancipation on 

many levels: economic, social, and spiritual.   

  

They expect little from us  

At the moment, we have a certain expectation of our local library. We expect it to 

have books and we expect to be able to take these books out. We also expect the 

librarians to be qualified to guide us in the right direction. They, in return, expect very 

little from us: pay your fines, and don’t lick your fingers then handle all the books. 

Even the “no talking” rule isn’t rigorously applied anymore thanks to mobile phones 

infiltrating this sanctuary.   
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There have been suggestions for library services to be formally included with many 

other council services, but this would dilute what they have to offer. If the library 

becomes a place where you can pay bills and organise other issues you have with 

the council, it begins to feel like any other council office. The notion that they can be 

dismantled and pop up as an appendage to other council services seems absurd. 

Libraries are not council offices, and they are not job centres, yet the powers-that-be 

have this type of hybrid in mind when they chant their “reform”5 song. Changing them 

be become appendages would mean that our expectations would change, possibly 

even diminish, or become muddied. It’s not clear yet whether there is a hidden 

agenda of wanting citizens to lower their expectations, but I’m willing to bet that  

Marxists and other social reformers everywhere are rumbling with rage, with “hands 

off our libraries” being an apt campaigning phrase for many reasons.   

  

They are easy to navigate   

For those of you who think that the library is too stressful, I have just one image for 

you: Argos. Unlike many such shopping experiences, there is no other institution that 

is so wonderfully easy to navigate and so easy to become part of as the public 

library. It is one of the simplest of pleasures. You go in, you look at the shelves and 

pick one or two books you’d like to read, and you take them home with you. The 

most crucial part of this process is what is omitted: money. You do not have to open 

your purse to see if you have enough cash to take the books home. The simplicity of 

the loan scheme is greatly undervalued by a growing generation who take pleasure 

from the immediacy of the internet, all because they can’t be bothered to spend half 

an hour looking through the eclectic range of books spread before them at their local 

library. This is a generation missing out on experiencing an activity that, whilst not as 

horror-filled as finding dubious facts on the internet, is different and often more 

insightful on many levels.  

  

It’s free!  

What other institution regularly gives you free (yes, free!) access to books, 

workshops, social networks, IT courses, local information, children’s activities – the 

list is endless? The library doesn’t care about the hot new author, or the established 

literary heavyweight. It doesn’t care about book reviews and awards. It will order any 

books you like (it had copies of Serious Men and Illustrado long before my local 

Waterstones had them), and have them waiting for you, for free or for a fraction of 

the cost that bookstores charge. The beauty and simplicity of this scheme means 
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that you pay nothing, or next to nothing, to read what you want, and leave it in a safe 

place for others to enjoy.  

  

They are safe havens  

Ultimately, libraries offer a safe environment to learn. That safe environment is often 

an extension of individuals needing a respite from the traumas of everyday life. The 

library offers this safety, in some form, no matter how small.  

  

All of these subtleties combine to make the library a unique type of organisation, and 

it’s this uniqueness that makes the service so crucial. However, this crucial service is 

under attack by policy makers who often portray the library as an outmoded and 

dying institution in a digital age. If libraries are viewed like this by policymakers, then 

why are we surprised that, although deeply embedded in our cultural heritage, they 

are easy targets for closure? Worse still is the notion that such cultural institutions 

can be dismantled and the upkeep of each part can be outsourced without 

compromising quality.   

  

How else can we view libraries?  

After almost 3 weeks with the different sections of the library and its services, I 

thought long and hard about the language being used by policy makers and 

campaigners to describe this institution, and it seemed to me that something was 

missing. When it comes to libraries, campaigners and policy makers seem to be 

speaking a different language. “Value” to these opposing sides means something so 

very, very different. On one side there is the argument about the richness that 

libraries bring us, the qualitative (unquantifiable) value they offer individuals and 

communities. And on the other side there is the quantitative argument, that libraries 

are worth something, and therefore have to be closed or sold, as we can’t afford to 

keep them anymore because of our humungous national debt.   

  

But there’s more to it than viewing libraries through the broad lens of qualitative and 

quantitative values. For me, the notion that libraries are repositories of knowledge 

effectively reduces its function down to that of a building that contains information.  

This doesn’t sound very sexy, does it? It isn’t enough of a selling point and that’s 

because reading about a building full of books doesn’t tell me enough about the 

human, emotional or social side of being a library member.  

  

So, what happens when we begin to look at the library not as an inanimate object (a 

repository for knowledge), nor as a commodity to be sold (large assets like buildings 
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that house smaller assets such as books, computers, special equipment), but as a 

living organism, human perhaps? Would this mean that they have no financial value? 

Well, no. Even humans can be bought and sold, but viewing a library as more than a 

repository and a commodity, as a place with which we have an emotional  

connection may help the policy wonks understand what us whingers are on about.  

It’s worth a try, isn’t it?  

  

When something is human, or personified in some way, it brings that “thing” to life 

and the library is an institution that needs to be spoken of in terms of its life-giving 

qualities and not spoken of as if it were old or dying. There is a lot about the library 

that can be viewed as human. The metaphor is a strong one; they are often 

described as the “beating heart” of any community. I had the privilege of seeing its 

beating heart when I spent almost three weeks with the different functions that make 

up my local library service. This is a book about what I saw. This is a book about the 

living library.  
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Podcasts recorded  

1. A real social service  

If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that librarians know  

EVERYTHING, and I don’t just mean which books to borrow if you want to do a loft 

conversion. I mean that they pick up on much more than you realise. If you’re a 

regular, not only do they know what you eat and drink when you think they’re not 

looking, they know your reading habits, how often you come in, the time of day 

they’re likely to see you, and the way you walk, talk and behave when you pay them 

a little visit. This means that if, for some reason, you haven’t been seen for a few 

days, they start asking questions because they care enough to find out what has 

happened to you. Often what they do is above and beyond the call of duty, which to 

my mind makes them better than the social services. How many staff ask after their 

clients when they haven’t seen them for a while? Not many, I can only think of the 

humble librarian.   

2. Summer Reading Challenge   

How do you keep your children occupied over the summer holidays? You could 

spend money on the new titles being promoted by schemes like the Richard and  

Judy Children’s Summer Book Club, OR...you could sign your children, nieces, 

nephews and grandchildren up for the Summer Reading Challenge at your local 

library. I’ve worked out that even with the generous discounts usually offered in the 

shops for these reading scheme books, the price tag, if you chose to buy them all, 

would be just shy of £50. I know, I know, you’re not likely to buy all 6 books at once.  

But maybe you’ll buy 1, because the others aren’t quite right for your little ones, and 

you’ll be left wondering where to get something else more appropriate to keep them 

occupied.   

Don’t get me wrong, I think that the books being promoted in the shops are great, 

and it’s important that the authors earn a living from their writing. But my point is this: 

why limit the children to just the books being promoted in the shops, especially as 

when they get the reading bug, they tend to devour books? One book per week may 

not be enough for the summer holidays. If you go to any children’s library the decibel 

level is as you would expect because there’s always excitement amongst the little 

people about being able to choose LOTS of books for themselves.   
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Last time I was there, a boy came and sat next to me on the sofa, clutching his 

chosen books to his chest.  

“I got my books,” he beamed, and showed me the titles: “My Family,” “Trucks,” “Fire 

Engines” and the last one was “Alien Tales.” His sister walked away with 4 books 

too, but they each had the freedom to choose up to 15 books, all free don’t forget. 

Then there was a boy who walked away with 8 books, and I later saw him reading 

his Harry Potter on the floor, next to another boy reading Roald Dahl, and there were 

plenty more children like them. So, even if you decide to buy books recommended 

by other reading campaigns, why not sign your children up to the Summer Reading 

Challenge? They can never have too much choice when it comes to reading.  

3. A small space  

Everyone wants a piece of the library because it’s a great place to meet. The town 

and branch libraries use every inch of space for poetry groups, reading groups, the 

Practice Activity and Leisure Schemes, art groups, children’s storytime, a 

birdwatchers group, a visually impaired reading group, school visits, coffee mornings 

with guest speakers, knitting groups, parents groups, Mumsnet groups, Manga 

groups, and much more besides. And these are just the groups who meet informally.  

I have asked organisers where else they could meet, if not at their libraries, and the 

answer is always the same: “We couldn’t,” they say, “not without this place.”  

During storytime in the children’s library, a woman asked me if there was any space 

for some groups she works with to meet at the library. It turns out that one of the 

local community centres has closed because of spending cuts. This means that 14 

separate groups (run for everyone from women and children to asylum seekers) who 

once had a home, have been turfed out onto the street. Their first port of call for help 

was the library, in the hope that they could find a small space to continue their work 

with marginalised groups. There are so many groups that already use the library to 

meet and run their activities, but an additional few may well place a strain on their 

halls and committee rooms. From my experiences, I know that the library is possibly 

the one public service organisation that will do all it can to remain inclusive. We are 

lucky that libraries are so very resourceful and accommodating.  

  

http://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/2011/07/08/a-small-space/
http://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/2011/07/08/a-small-space/
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4. The Little Library That Could  

I grew up in a tiny coastal town and my friends and I all desperately wanted to leave 

it as soon as we could. Our local library offered us refuge from pushy parents who 

wanted us to become doctors, lawyers or accountants. We were definitely NOT 

allowed boyfriends, and going out involved spinning any number of yarns about 

studying for tests, just so we could sneak away on a Saturday afternoon to the 

cinema. As our teenage years revolved around studying, our parents saw the library 

as the one respectable place that we could be trusted to go to by ourselves.  

We went there every Saturday, and began by laying out our books, pens and notes 

in one of the cubicles, so that it looked like some very serious studying was taking 

place. Then we’d wander off into town for a couple of hours before returning 

refreshed and ready to study – we knew that studying was the only way out of our 

small town. That library was such a huge part of my life growing up. I used to borrow 

albums that I couldn’t afford to buy, and worked my way through all the Agatha 

Christie books. One afternoon, I saw a crowd of old ladies huddled around a 

particular set of shelves. I’d seen this phenomenon before, and had paid no notice, 

but this time I went over. That was my introduction to Mills and Boon.  

Reading about my local library now, I see that it was revamped years ago. It’s 

website says that it’s now “four floors of books, reference materials, art, local history, 

museum exhibits, film, music, events and a coffee shop,” and it sounds fantastic.  

I remember it very much as a safe haven from parent and peer pressure. I remember 

it as a place to hide and to reflect, a place where I could complete my university 

applications in private, and a place to plan my route to freedom. I hope it continues 

to give its members the crucial breathing space it once gave me, because for me, it 

was a life-saver.  

5. Tiny windows  

You get tiny windows into the lives of others working at the library, where you think 

you know someone, when in fact you don’t.  

Nothing reminds me more of this than when a young man, in his late teens probably, 

comes to the counter asking for books on dementia.   

http://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/2011/07/07/the-little-library-that-could/
http://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/2011/07/07/the-little-library-that-could/
http://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/2011/07/07/the-little-library-that-could/
http://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/2011/07/07/the-little-library-that-could/
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“Any one in particular?” asks the librarian.  

“No, just anything.” I see him in the queue later with 2 slim volumes in his hands and 

a tiredness on his face that makes me realise that these books are not for a school 

project. Everything about him, his posture, his tired face, his red eyes, tells me that 

these books are about what’s happening in his life at the moment. A few days later, 

I’m reminded of the teenage boy’s search for dementia books, when I get talking to a 

very chipper woman browsing the stacks. She spots my “Writer in Residence” label.   

“How lovely” she beams when I tell her what I’m doing.   

“Can I ask you why you’ve come to the library today?” I ask.  

Without missing a beat, she says “I’ve just been diagnosed with cancer at the 

doctors and thought I’d come here and find out about it. Better than the horror stories 

on the internet, isn’t it?”   

I don’t know how to reply to that, so I nod meekly. “D’you mean you’ve...just...had a 

diagnosis, like, recently...?”  

She nods, “Yes. Well, a couple of days ago. And I thought about it and thought, I 

know, the library. I can’t do the internet thing at the moment,” she says, “it’s too 

much for me. But the books will help just now.”   

We talk some more and she tells me she’s been overwhelmed with information from 

the cancer charities and their leaflets, and with her grandchildren looking things up 

on the internet for her, and all she wants is to let things sink in at her own pace, 

hence the trip to the library.   

“It’s a quiet place,” she says,  “I can just sit down here and think, you know, before I 

meet them all for coffee in a bit.”   

So this is her hidey-hole, her chance to catch her breath, her place for contemplating 

the mountain of information that has been thrown at her over the last 48 hours. What 

better place to take stock of things when you’re going through such a life changing 

event than here at the library, with the information you need at your fingertips? And 

the best thing about it is that it doesn’t cost you a single penny to access it.    
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6. The routines of ordinary folk  

Len comes in to write his CV. He’s been made redundant from a small firm and 

claims that he’s spent the first four months “with his head in the sand.” Then, about 

two months ago, he decided to “get his act together” and now comes to the library 

every week to apply for jobs, print CVs and write applications. “I need the routine,” 

he says, “my mind is clearer here and it’s good to talk to people each day. It’s easy 

to feel isolated otherwise.”   

How true that is. The spectre of isolation and depression can loom over anyone who 

doesn’t have regular contact with others, irrespective of whether they class 

themselves as introverted.   

“I have internet at home,” Len continues, “but it’s so easy to be distracted by surfing. 

It’s better here. I get one hour on the computer and I have to focus, and I have a 

routine which takes me out of the house.” This is one of many references from library 

members about how a trip to the library is an important part of their daily routine.   

Routines, you see, serve a purpose. They connect ordinary folk to each other. Better 

still are routines built around where ordinary folk meet. Len is one of these ordinary 

folk. “You need a laptop to be able to sit in a coffee shop and use wifi” he says,  

“Well, not everyone has laptops, so this is the only place that doesn’t alienate 

people.” He’s hit the nail on the head there; inclusivity is at the very heart of the 

public library service in the UK.   

7. Please can she have book stickers?  

Amongst the throng on the Lending Library is a girl of about 9 or 10 years. She is 

clumsy and can barely make eye contact with the librarian, who in turn is using as all 

the positive body language and facial expressions she can muster to get the little girl 

to explain what she wants. She is so painfully shy that I am willing her with all my 

body to speak. Eventually, an older man comes to stand by her, and he too emulates 

her shyness to some extent, but manages to say in broken English “please, can she 

have book stickers?”  

And so the three of them go on a roundabout journey to work out, between them, 

what “book stickers” the man is referring to. It turns out that the girl has seen the 

Summer Reading Challenge swarm downstairs in the children’s library, with stickers 

being pressed onto any and all surfaces. She knew about the Summer Reading 
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Challenge from the librarian visiting their school, which means that one of the 

development librarians has had an immediate influence on this girl, and now the girl 

wants to be part of it.   

But this wee girl isn’t a member of the library and looks very disappointed at not 

being able to take books away today. At the counter, there is a lengthy explanation 

of why the girl cannot join the library without the signature of her parent or guardian.  

The librarian senses the disappointment and asks her: “Are your mum and dad 

shopping in town?” The girl nods, staring at the ground. The man beside her is 

instructed to take the form to her parents, and bring one of them back, making sure 

they have some form of ID with them. But this isn’t good enough for the girl. The man 

beside her is her uncle, and after some overly complicated suggestions on his part, 

and some quiet pleading on the niece’s part, he finally joins himself and gets 7 books 

out for her. She can start the Summer Reading Challenge next week, when she gets 

her own card, but she is thrilled at being able to take books home today. Another 

happy customer, and it didn’t cost this eager little girl’s uncle a single penny.  

8. I sell it to everybody   

Meet Bella, a registered childminder. Here’s what she has to say about her local 

library:   

“I introduce every child I’ve ever taken care of to the library. I’ve some that have 

never gone, and now they’re dragging their parents down here all the time. I think 

books are just amazing for children, absolutely amazing. My daughter’s the same, 

she’s 17 now and I brought her up with books, and she’s sometimes got 2 or 3 books 

on the go at the same time, I don’t know how she does it.”  

“I normally have them on a trip, and I have no problems with them. If I say no don’t 

do that, they’ll listen. They won’t draw at all, but when they come to the library, they 

draw. It’s absolutely amazing when they have a pile of books. They really like the 

fact that they can come and pick books.” Bella points to one of her children, “she 

wanted this book over and over again, it’s the books that they choose. I’ve got a 

childminder ticket and the books stay at my house. For some of them, I’ve got them 

joining cards and put them in all their bags. Some parents work full time, and they 

don’t have time to come, but I’ve been doing this for 16 years and never had a child I 

haven’t taken to the library.”   
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“We came yesterday and she sat and joined in and sang and we came last week and 

we learned to sign because they had a special needs group in, and I asked them 

have you got any books where we can learn, so they got me special needs books 

and we took them home to learn sign. I’ve arranged to take the children up to the 

special needs school so they can all mix.”   

“I sit here and read with them, sit and just watch what they’re doing.” Bella points to 

another of her children.  

“She’s not usually with me today, but Mum’s gone to the doctors. There’s a new 

baby, isn’t there flower?” Bella says facing the girl. “It’s all very exciting, a new baby 

in August and then September you go to big school, don’t you?” The girl nods shyly. 

“So we’ve got lots of books out about having a new brother, and books for going to 

school too.”   

The girl skips off to the centre of the room to colour in some pictures. “I get books out 

before they start everything. I couldn’t buy all the books, I couldn’t afford any of this. 

People don’t know what they’re missing not coming here.”  

9. Choosing books for children  

A young mother was passing with her two children, she usually goes to her local 

branch library and this is her first time at the town centre library.   

“It’s too far for me to come into town all the time,” she says. She settles down with 

her two girls and reads Love A Duck to them, while they point and stare at the books, 

talk over her, fiddle with the shapes and say “yes,” and “duck,” and” mum,” whenever 

they feel like speaking. The eldest, perhaps no older than 4, is hypnotised by her 

mother’s voice as it skips up and down in a rhythmic tone. She begins to turn the 

pages for her mother. For a few minutes, they are content and they have connected.  

Another book is produced and again a hypnotic trance forms over her children’s 

faces. After reading them two more books, they leave with 12 more. It takes all the 

energy of the eldest child to lift them up over her head to the counter.  

The thing about choosing books with children at the library is that you don’t have to 

deny them their choices in the way you have to when you’re shopping in a 

bookstore. This is the one place where their choice is limitless and when children 

begin to revel in the choice it can be a powerful motivator for reading and learning at 

such a tender age.  
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10.  PALS at Huddersfield  

In the light reading room, 8 mostly elderly members of the public sit serenely either 

side of a large wooden table. A light breeze fans them as they paint. Some paintings 

are detailed, some are mere sketches, some are larger brush strokes, an experiment 

in expression. A woman amongst them paints a river scene with astonishing detail 

using only cobalt blue as her palette; it is a stunning picture, and she is humble and 

slightly embarrassed at people’s comments as they walk past and admire her work.  

This scene would not be out of place in a community centre, or adult learning centre. 

But getting space for art classes at large centres costs money, which this group does 

not have. There is something else though, something more about this group that sets 

them apart from other art groups. Each of the members has had a stroke, or has a 

disability that compromises their mobility in some way. So they come here to paint. 

They come here to use their hands and a different side of their brains. They come 

here to talk to each other about nothing and about everything. This group is the 

PALS group and they meet weekly. PALS stands for Practice Activity Leisure 

Service.   

PALS is a group that people are referred to by doctors after they have had a stroke 

or other disabling illness. The scheme has about 30 people on their books, and 12- 

16 people usually turn up every week. There’s 8 people here today because it’s nice 

weather. There’s usually more when it’s cold, I’m told, as people want to shelter here 

from the elements.   

The group started when John had a stroke and The Stroke Association said to him,  

“Why don’t you pick up your brushes again?” Eventually he did, and then they said to 

him, “why don’t you do some art at a group?” so he contacted a gregarious 

Scotsman named Jack, and together they approached the Practice Activity Leisure 

Service (PALS) at Huddersfield.   

What has this group meant to him, I ask. “I’ve never looked back” says John.   

“And where else could you run this?” I ask.   

“We couldn’t,” Jack adds, “we wouldn’t be here if wasn’t for the library.” Looking 

at the group assembled in the room today, it’s clear that the library has helped 

more than these two men.  
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11.  Freedom in many forms  

Freedom comes in so many forms. At the library, you have the freedom to explore a 

subject that’s new to you, to stumble upon something that unexpectedly takes your 

fancy or that shocks you. There’s freedom to indulge in your guilty pleasures, like 

fashion design, architecture or manga books, without anyone knowing.   

Maybe you feel like coming here because you need some respite from your 

everyday routine, or you simply enjoy using the books and other resources without 

having to spend money – all this is part of what makes the library so special, it’s the 

acceptance and tolerance of others that guides the library’s open door policy. It’s a 

safe haven, a place where you can learn something at your own pace, a place for 

clandestine meetings between young couples, a place for nurturing your dreams and 

desires, and a place that encourages growth for individuals and groups. The 

reference library alone is a one-stop shop for people looking for and applying for 

jobs, and for many, the library is a safe, warm bubble that not even the traffic and 

chaos of the outside world can penetrate. And it’s always open and always warm.  

12.  Practical English Usage  

A young man picks up Practical English Usage and a quick read from the teenage 

section. He flicks through the quick read and is so engrossed that he finds an 

armchair and finishes the whole book over the course of the afternoon, which is easy 

enough when no one is breathing down your neck to buy the book or move on. An 

older man reads Mario Puzo, he’s been here for an hour, most people have. Judging 

by the number of shopping bags by his feet, this is his rest from the day’s crowds 

outside. He looks at his watch and, as if on cue, his wife returns from an extended 

shopping trip and dumps more bags at his feet. He is clearly unperturbed. He didn’t 

have to face the crowds or the madness of the sales outside. Instead he got some 

quality time with his favourite author and is happy that his day has been spent 

wisely.   
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Sample photos: Nilam took over 200 photos during her residency. Please get in 

touch if you need any access to them. 

  
  

  

  

The lending library first thing  

in the morning, Huddersfield 

Central Library 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

    

  

  

  

  

  

  

Coffee morning, Huddersfield 

Central Library 
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A poster at Dunfermline Library  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Children’s library, Huddersfield 

Central Library 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blog for the Living Library project: 

https://nilamsnet.wordpress.com/category/writer-in-residence-2/ 

 

Nilam tweets @TalkingEvidence 

 

Nilam’s website: www.nilammcgrath.com 
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