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In 1901 the independent colonies of Australia came together, after almost a decade of inter-colonial
debate, as a federation of autonomous dependencies known as the Commonwealth of Australia. The
formation of the Commonwealth had been preceded by an intense period of nationalistic growth typified
by the assertion of a uniquely Australian character, the flowering of an Australian perspective in literature
and the arts and the promotion of a cohesive national identity. The capital of the new Commonwealth was
to be (at least temporarily) located in ‘Marvellous Melbourne’. Melbourne was the premier city of the
former Colony of Victoria and in the 1880s had been fuelled by gold to become the most affluent city in the
world. This affluence endowed the city with a rich intellectual and cultural legacy which included the
Melbourne Public Library. In the 1890s such affluence was severely dented by depression and there was a
consequent rise in social unrest which provided fertile ground for the emergence of new international
perspectives and radical social and political movements. These international influences ran concomitantly
with the emergent nationalism resulting in the establishment of new fealties and the restating of old
loyalties. Thus a dichotomy in the cultural paradigm saw the new nation looking both intensely inward to
establish its national identity, and optimistically outward as it attempted to assert its presence on the world
stage. Perhaps surprisingly, such tensions were reflected in a battle over the method used for cataloguing
and classification in the Melbourne Public Library, between the scholarly and philosophical Australian
process and the modern, international Dewey Decimal Classification system. This combination of factors
means Melbourne, and its library, can be a useful archetype for examining the broader intellectual, social,
cultural and political concerns occurring both nationally and internationally.

This paper will explore the ideas which provoked the argument at the Melbourne Public Library in
1910, between the traditional and idealistic cataloguers Amos Brazier and E. Morris Miller, and the
utilitarian Chief Librarian, Edmund La Touche Armstrong. Armstrong wished to introduce Dewey into his
new reading room, a modern engineering marvel, but Brazier, in his own words ‘a mere librarian’,
advocated the “Manuel” produced by The International Institute of Bibliography. The events, reported as
the “disaffection in the Library”, exemplify conflicts occurring on the other side of the world in the same
period of time but in a new country with its own particular character.
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