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J ean F le m ing  A rn o t, w h o  d ied  in 
Sydney on 27 Septem ber, w as one 
o f tha t select g roup  o f A ustra lian  l i
b ra rians  rem em be re d  and h o n 
o u red  as m u ch  fo r th e ir service  to 

soc ie ty  as fo r th e ir  p ro fessiona l endeav
ours. In very  few  cases has the  c o n tr ib u 
tio n  to  bo th  been so d is tin g u is h e d , so 
leng thy and so sustained.

Born in  P ym b le  on 23 A p r il 1903, 
Jean a tten ded  C hape l Street S choo l in 
M a r r ic k v il le  and then  Fort Street G ir ls ' 
H igh . M a tr ic u la tin g , bu t unab le  to  unde r
take a u n iv e rs ity  course  because o f her 
fa m ily 's  c ircum stances, Jean app lied  fo r a 
pos ition  at the P ub lic  (no w  State) L ibrary  
o f N e w  South W ales. She was subjected 
to  W  H Ifou ld 's  cu s to m a rily  s tringent in 
te rv ie w  process, at w h ic h  her genera l 
k n o w le d g e , address, ph ys ica l and psy
c h o lo g ica l soundness w ere  assessed. She 
im pressed T h e  c h ie f ,  and started w o rk  as 
a te m p o ra ry  ju n io r  lib ra ry  assistant in 
M a rch  19 21 . L ike  o th e r rec ru its , Jean 
spent over a year as a tem pora ry , to see if 
she live d  up  to  he r in it ia l p rom ise . She 
d id , handsom ely, passed the lib ra ry 's  en
trance exam in a tio n  and w as pe rm a nen tly  
a p p o in te d  in 19 22 . These w e re  the 
go ld en  years o f th e  p u b lic  lib ra ry , w ith  
s ta tu to ry  and p riva te  e n d o w m e n ts , to 
ge ther w ith  d o n a tio n s  and in te rn a tio n a l 
exchanges b r in g in g  rap id  g ro w th  in c o l
lections. A ttendances at the lib ra ry  w ere 
increas ing each year. Innova tive  services 
—  such as the  research d e p a rtm e n t —  
w ere  respond ing to  post-w ar dem and fo r 
in fo rm a tio n  and resources. There  w as 
g ro w in g  respect fo r the  lib ra ry 's  w o rk  and 
fo r the q u a lity  o f its staff.

Jean w as p laced  in the  re ference l i 
brary, w h e re  she began to  m ake a m ark 
w ith  her capa c ity  fo r hard w o rk , live ly  in 
te lligen ce , in te llec tu a l cu rio s ity  and in te r
est in p e o p le  —  as w e ll as a g o o d ly  
m easure o f  s e lf-c o n fid e n c e  and nous. 
Then began a le ng thy  and th o rou gh  ap
pren ticesh ip , w ith  on the jo b  tra in in g  and 
a fo rm a l course o f  p riva te  study, c u lm i
na tin g  in th e  d e m a n d in g  'h ig h e r g rade ' 
exam in a tio ns  w h ic h  m arked a rriva l as a 
professional and the  o p p o rtu n ity  fo r p ro 
m o tio n . She was fu lf i l le d  by her w o rk , 
and, like  her ch ie f, regarded it as a p r iv i
lege to  serve the c o m m u n ity  as part o f a 
great lib ra ry . She m ade steady progress 
though  the  ranks, c o m p le tin g  the  h igher 
grades exam in a tio ns  in 1931, and be ing 
ap po in ted  senior lib ra ry  assistant in 1933.

But happy though  she was, and loya l 
to the  lib ra ry , she co u ld  no t ignore  some 
o f th e  less sa tis fa c to ry  aspects o f  the 
w o rk fo rc e  fo r w h ic h  the  p u b lic  lib ra ry  
was a m icro co sm . She co u ld  observe the 
d o m in a n c e  o f th e  sen io r po s itio n s  by 
men, no t all o f w h o m  w ere  as com peten t 
o r as respected as Ifo u ld . She w itnessed 
the m anoeuvres to  secure a m a le  line  o f 
succession to  the p r in c ip a l lib ra ria n s h ip  
in an e n v iro n m e n t w h e re  a fe m a le  pe r
m anent head w o u ld  no t be coun tenanced 
(even at th e  tim e  o f he r re tire m e n t th is  
was the p re va iling  v ie w  in upper levels o f

the  bu rea ucra cy ). She also expe rien ce d  
the  d isp a rity  be tw een  m ale and fem a le  
wages w h ic h  at the tim e  o f her a p p o in t
m ent gave a m a le  c leaner co n s id e ra b ly  
m ore  than a fe m a le  graduate lib ra ry  as
sistant.

She also experienced the in fle x ib ility  
o f a roster system (and a m anagem ent) 
w h ic h  m ade it v ir tu a lly  im po ss ib le  fo r 
reading room  staff to  undertake pa rt-tim e 
un ivers ity  studies —  even som eone as de 
te rm ined as Jean cou ld  on ly  m anage tw o  
term s o f econ om ics  at the U n ive rs ity  o f 
Sydney be fo re  the  in exo rab le  c lash o f 
tim e tab le  and roster te rm inated that o p 
po rtun ity .

For others the inherent unfairness o f 
th e  system and th e ir  seem in g ly  p o w e r
lessness m igh t have led to ou te r resigna
tio n  and in n e r b itterness. For Jean, the  
strategy was as crysta l-c lear as the in jus
tice  and she becam e part o f th e  m o ve 
m ent fo r equal pay in the 1930s, as w e ll 
as ac tive  in he r o w n  trade u n io n , and, 
w hen  it was established, her professional 
association. In 1937 she jo ine d  both the 
N e w  South W ales  C ounc il o f A c tio n  fo r 
Equal Pay and, as a fo und a tion  m em ber, 
the A ustra lian  Institute o f Librarians (later 
the  L ib rary  A ssoc ia tion  o f A us tra lia  and 
s till later the Austra lian L ibrary and In for
m ation  Associa tion). In both organisations 
her capacity  to  grasp issues and to  a rticu 
late v iew s w o u ld  prove im m ensely  v a lu 
ab le . She w o u ld  also p lay  w h a t w o u ld  
tu rn ou t to  be a lead ing ro le in o the r o r
gan isa tions  w h ic h  w ere  de vo ted  to im 
p ro v ing  the s itua tion  o f Austra lian w om en 
in business, the professions and in society 
g e ne ra lly . These in c lu d e d  the  N a tio n a l 
C o u n c il o f W om e n , the Business and Pro
fessional W o m e n 's  C lu b  o f Sydney, the 
A us tra lia n  Federa tion o f Business and 
Professional W om e n 's  C lubs, the League 
o f W o m e n  V oters, and the Pan P ac ific  
and South East Asia W o m e n 's  A ssoc ia 
tion .

Jean and her associates w e re  in te r
ested not just in equal pay, bu t also in the 
p o s itio n  o f w o m e n  ge ne ra lly , in equa l 
em p loym en t op po rtun ity , in m othe rhood  
en do w m en t, in c h ild  care, in the concep t 
o f a household wage, o r pu tting  a va lue 
on the w o rk  perform ed p re d o m in a n tly  by 
w om en  in the hom e. Jean w as ac tive  in 
com m ittees  and beh ind  the scenes. She 
spoke at p u b lic  forum s and on the w ire 
less, p u tting  the case in her self-assured 
and measured w ay, never strident, a lways 
w e ll-m a n n e re d  bu t firm . The equa l pay 
deba te  w o u ld  req u ire  s tam ina , w h ic h  
Jean had ap len ty , fo r it w o u ld  o n ly  be re
solved just a fe w  years before her re tire
m ent.

Jean was also p lay ing  an active part 
in the professional association. She was a 
c o u n c illo r  o f the Austra lian Institute o f Li
b ra rians  in 1 9 4 0 -4 1 , P resident o f the 
N e w  South W a les  branch in 1 9 4 1 -4 2 , 
general secretary in 1941 M 3 , and c o u n 
c illo r  again betw een 1944 and 1948. H er 
w o rk  fo r her un io n , the Pub lic  Service As

soc ia tion  o f N ew  South W ales, led to  the 
aw ard  o f its go ld  m edal in 1944.

M e a n w h ile  at the  lib ra ry , Jean had 
m oved  fro m  re ference w o rk  in to  ca ta 
lo g u in g . She w as a p p o in te d  C ata logue r 
G rade 2 in 1938. She becam e C ata loguer 
G rade 1 in 1942, the  year in w h ic h  Ifou ld  
re tired fro m  the lib ra ry  and the reference 
lib ra ry  m o ve d  fro m  th e  o ld  Bent Street 
b u ild in g  to  its ne w  prem ises across 
Shakespeare Place. H ere the  ca ta logu ing 
d e p a rtm e n t o c cu p ie d  a lig h t and a iry  
room  on the g round f lo o r w here  a large 
g a th e rin g  o f co lleag ue s  and friends  re
cen tly  pa id  trib u te  to  Jean's m em ory.

She becam e assistant sen ior ca ta 
loguer in 1943, and was lectu ring  at the 
lib ra ry  schoo l. A  genera tion  o f new  lib ra r
ians w e re  exposed to  her know ledge  o f l i 
brary  th eo ry  and practice , and m any w ere  
in fected by her enthusiasm  and sense o f 
purpose.

In 1944 cam e the p u b lica tio n  o f her 
m a jo r professional w o rk , her b ib lio g ra p h y  
o f new spapers  he ld  in th e  M itc h e ll L i
brary  and general reference lib rary , a key 
reference w o rk  u n til the p u b lica tio n  o f a 
un io n  list o f newspapers by the Austra lian 
A d v is o ry  C o u n c il on  B ib lio g ra p h ic a l 
Services (AAC O BS) fiftee n  years la ter. 
'A rn o t ' as Jean's w o rk  becam e k n o w n , 
w as the  resu lt o f years o f p a in s ta k ing  
ch e ck in g  and co lla ting , in w h ic h  she was 
assisted by D oris  M itc h e ll —  assistance 
w h ic h  Jean was carefu i to acknow ledge. 
Jean a lw ays gave c re d it w he re  c re d it was 
due.

A lso  in 1944 Jean becam e o ffice r in 
charge o f the cou n try  c ircu la tio n  depa rt
m ent, a pos ition  w h ic h  was renam ed ex
te ns ion  lib ra r ia n  in  1946 . By then  the 
po s itio n  in vo lve d  p la y in g  a support ro le 
fo r the  free p u b lic  lib ra ries  w h ic h  w ere  
s p rin g in g  up th ro u g h o u t N e w  South 
W ales  after the w ar. It was w h ils t ex ten
sion lib ra rian  that Jean was in v ited  by the 
B ritish C o u n c il to  undertake a study to u r 
o f lib ra ry  services in the U n ited  K ingdom  
in 1948, and by the C arnegie C orp ora tion  
o f N e w  York to  spend some tim e  v is itin g  
lib raries  in the U n ited  States and Canada. 
She pa id pa rticu la r a tten tion  to  co u n ty  l i 
brary  d e ve lop m e n t in the UK, the Los A n- 
geies reg ion a l lib ra ry  system and the 
Fraser V a lley  schem e in British C o lu m b ia , 
fo r fro m  the earliest days a reg ional struc
tu re had been seen as desirable fo r p u b lic  
lib ra ry  d e ve lo p m e n t in rural N e w  South 
W ales.

In 1950 Jean w as prom oted to the  po 
s itio n  o f head ca ta log ue r fo r w h ic h  she 
was w e ll q u a lifie d  by experience and ap
titude . It was a pos ition  w h ic h  she w o u ld  
ho ld , except fo r a busy in te rlude  as acting 
M itc h e ll L ibrarian  d u rin g  Phyllis  M a nd e r 
Jones' absence in 1 9 5 6 -5 8 , un til her re
tire m e n t. D u rin g  her long  s tin t as head 
ca ta loguer Jean w as able to ap p ly  her o r
g a n isa tio n a l and m anage ria l sk ills  to  a 
task w h ic h  was b e co m ing  very  m ore  de
m a nd ing  w ith  every reverberation o f the 
' in fo rm a tio n  e x p lo s io n '. C a ta lo gue rs ' 
desks w e re  redesigned . P ractices w e re
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stream lined. There were moves tow ards a 
u n ifo rm ity  o f p ractice w ith in  the lib rary  to 
enhance p ro du c tiv ity , just as in te rna tion 
a lly  there w ere  moves to  fa c ilita te  shared 
c a ta log u in g . The w h o le  in s titu tio n  ben
e fited from  Jean's years as a reference li
bra rian  and cata logue user, as w e ll as a 
cata logue creator. If ever there was a tim e  
fo r som eone to  reshape ca ta logu ing prac
tice  at the p u b lic  lib rary  th is was it. N ot 
s ince the in trod uc tio n  o f the  D ew ey Clas
s ific a tio n  in to  the lib ra ry  by 
H C L A nderson  in 1900 had the latest 
e d itio n  been used th roug ho u t the institu 
tio n . By the 1950s there w ere  fo u r d iffe r
ent ed itions  o r adaptations in use. In 1960 
th e  lib ra ry  w as ab le to  an no unce  p u b 
lic ly , though prem ature ly  as it tu rned out, 
that henceforth  a single ed ition  o f D ew ey 
w o u ld  be used. Behind that s im p le state
m ent w ere  years o f pa tien t p lann ing  and 
nego tia tion .

By th is tim e , in G o rdo n  Richardson's 
w o rd s , Jean 'm a y  fa ir ly  w e ll be looked  
u p on  as th e  sen io r ca ta log ue r in th is  
co u n try .' So in 1961 the L ibrary  Associa
tio n  o f A ustra lia  nom inated her a delegate 
to  the  in te rn a tiona l con fe rence  on cata
lo gu ing  p rinc ip les  in Paris, together w ith  
A n d re w  O x b o rn  and Leonard Jo lley 
(though Jolley w as unab le  to  attend due 
to  illness). A t th is  con fe ren ce  Jean to o k  
part in the d iscussions w h ic h  led to  the  
'Paris p rin c ip le s ' on au thorsh ip  o f w orks, 
in c lu d in g  a key agreem ent on the ques
tions  o f co rpo ra te  authorsh ip .

1961 was a satisfactory year in m ore 
w ays than one: from  1 January that year 
Jean and her fem ale  colleagues at the l i 
b ra ry  o b ta in e d  equa l pay fo r w o rk  o f 
equa l value. The 1960s w ere  m ore fu lf i l l 
ing fo r jean, perhaps, than any o ther dec
ade s ince she began her career. She 
received the d is tin c tio n  o f Fe llow  o f the 
L ib rary  A ssoc ia tion  o f Austra lia  in 1963, 
and w id e r recog n ition  s till in 1965 w ith  
her ap p o in tm e n t as M e m b er o f the O rde r 
o f th e  B ritish Em p ire  fo r services to  the  
c o m m u n ity .

O n  19 A p r il 1968, a fter 47 years, 1 
m on th  and 18 days, she retired from  the 
lib ra ry , re c e iv in g  an address unde r seal 
fro m  the Trustees w h ic h  was m ore than 
th e ir usual e n co m iu m . It was a very ac
tive  re tirem ent. She was honorary  lib ra r
ian o f th e  R oyal A us tra lia n  H is to ric a l 
S oc ie ty  fro m  1 9 69  to  1980 . She busied

he rse lf even m ore 
w ith  the  o rgan isa 
tions  to  w h ic h  she 
be longed. She kept 
house fo r herse lf 
and lo oked  after 
he r ga rden w ith  
great v ig o u r. She 
m a in ta ined  contact 
w ith  he r fo rm e r 
colleagues at the l i 
brary. 'Y ou know  I 
w il l  co n tin u e  to  re
gard m yse lf as part 
o f th e  lib ra ry , a l
th o u g h  n o t an ac 
tive  m em ber o f the 
s ta ff,' she to ld  
G o r d o n  
R ichardson . She 
w as thus a regu la r 
and w e lc o m e  guest 
at fu nc tion s  and an 
o cca s io n a l lib ra ry  
user w h e n  un de r
ta k in g  research fo r 
the  b io g ra p h ic a l 
en tries on  Ifo u ld  
and N ita  K ib b le  
w h ic h  she c o n tr ib 
uted to  the  Austral
ian dictionary of 
biography. She also 
w e lc o m e d  re
searchers and oral h istorians w h o  sought 
to tap her exce llen t m em ory. S itting in her 
c om fo rta b le  lounge room  at Suttie Road, 
D o u b le  Bay, she w o u ld  reca ll events and 
persona lities  from  the 1920s onw ards , us
ing photographs to  p ro m p t her m e m o ry  
o r re ferring to  her no tebooks and files to 
ve rify  a date or a name. L isten ing to her 
fra n k  and o b je c tiv e  c o m m e n ta ry , one 
shared her am usem ent, w as enthused by 
her an im a tion , and g lim psed in the  fire  in 
her eyes the resoluteness w h ic h  sustained 
her. O ne  co u ld  readily  understand the re
spect and a ffec tion  w h ic h  she in sp ired , 
no t least in the  generations o f lib ra rians  
w h o  w o rked  w ith  her o r w e re  tra ined by 
her.

O n e  w as v iv id ly  aw are  o f the  links  
w ith  the  past; w ith  the  Ifo u ld  era, w ith  
Anderson (w ho  as a Trustee d u rin g  Jean's 
ea rly  years at the lib ra ry ), w ith  G iffo rd  
(w h o  had w o rk e d  at the  lib ra ry  s ince 
1861), w ith  Leeson, P en te low , Bertles,

Jean Arnot, shown here in 1987 attending 
LAA 50 conference in Canberra

Parsons, W rig h t, K ib b le , W in d e ye r, 
F lo w er, th e  Jop ling  sisters, S im ms, 
F itzh a rd inge , M e tc a lfe , M c G re a l, Lane 
and M ander-Jones. But one  w as also c o n 
scious th a t jean w as ve ry  m u ch  o f the 
present, as a k ind  o f co n tin u u m : around 
th ir ty  years ago, w h e n  she w as still head 
ca ta log ue r, y o u n g  H ans G roen ew eg en  
and D ic k  R o th w e il w e re  e m b a rk in g  on 
the m om entous serials au tom a tion  p ro jec t 
w h ic h  gave the  in s titu tion  a d is tin c t taste 
o f th ings to  com e. Jean was as m uch part 
o f  the  O P A C  gene ra tion  as the  m ost re
cent recru it.

Jean seemed a lw ays to  be there, gra
c io u s , b ro a d -m in d e d , g o o d -h u m o u re d , 
a rticu la te , observant, caring  and e terna lly  
cu rious . She changed w ith  the tim es, and 
she changed the tim es. The lib ra ry  w o rld  
and A ustra lian  socie ty  are the riche r and 
the fa ire r fo r Jean A rno t's  c o n trib u tio n .

D avid  ]  Jones, 
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