
 

 

So, you want to work with Rare Books and Special collections  

 A one-day forum Monday 9 October 2017  

Metcalfe Auditorium & Macquarie Room State Library of New South Wales   

This is an ALIA partner event with the State Library of New South Wales  

This forum will explore the challenges and opportunities of working with special collections 
including rare books, manuscripts, pictorial collections, and maps. The forum will include an 
overview of formal and informal learning opportunities. It will also highlight the passion and 
real life experience of some of our most experienced special collections librarians. This is your 
opportunity to explore an aspect of librarianship which specializes in the unique, rare, and 
historically significant holdings of a library: to collect, describe, preserve, interpret, exhibit and 
promote these collections.   

Program 

9.00 am – 9.30 am Registration 

Session 1 

9.30 am – 9.40 am Welcome & opening remarks – Maggie Patton 

9.40 am – 10 am Lyndall Osborne - Executive Director Collection, Australian Institute of  
   Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
 
10 am – 10.20 am Dr Matthew Stephens - Research Librarian, Caroline Simpson Library 

& Research Collection, Caroline Simpson Library 

10.20 am – 10.40         Elise Edmonds - Senior Curator, State Library of New South Wales 

10.40 am – 10.50         Session 1 Questions & answers 

 

10.50 am – 11.20 am Morning tea – Macquarie Room 

Session 2 

11.20 am – 11.40 am Erica Ryan - Assistant-Director, Printed Australiana, Australian  
   Collections Management, National Library of Australia 
 
11.40 am – 12.00 pm   Sarah Morley - Curator, State Library of New South Wales 

12.00 pm – 12.20 pm   David Russell - Librarian, History of Medicine Library, Royal  

    Australasian College of Physicians 

12.20 am – 12.30  Session 2 Questions & answers 

 

12.30 pm – 1.30 pm Lunch – Macquarie Room 



 

 

Session 4 

1.30 pm – 2.00 pm Richard Overell -  former Rare Books Librarian at Monash  

                   University Library 

 

2.00 pm – 2.30 pm      Roslyn Russell - Chair of the UNESCO Australian Memory of the  
   World Committee 
 
2.30 pm – 2.40 pm      Session 4 Questions & answers 

2.40 pm – 2.50 pm      Diana Richards - ALIA NSW 

2.00 pm – 3.30 pm Afternoon tea – Macquarie Room  

3.30 pm – 4.30 pm Panel discussion on the future of Special collections, career paths,  
   development opportunities and potential for the establishment of an  
   ALIA Special Interest Group chaired by Maggie Patton 
 
4.30 pm                Closing remarks and thanks – Maggie Patton 

 

                                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Abstracts  

 

Lyndall Osborne - Executive Director Collection, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies 
 
The AIATSIS collection is unique, even among special collections. Currently the only national collection 
dedicated to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, histories and cultures, it is clearly defined 
in subject focus while broad in format. It also has a strategic merit, not simply restricted to being a 
research collection, and is at the heart of much of the broader work of AIATSIS to fulfil its mission. 

 Our hybrid professional practice has some unique elements and is overlayed always with our ethical 
considerations and protocols in regards to Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property and the 
knowledge, both traditional and contemporary, held within the collection materials. In this short 
presentation, I will briefly outline our strategic intent and discuss some of the leadership practice 
undertaken in relation to managing, preserving and making accessible this incredible collection. 

 
 

Dr Matthew Stephens - Research Librarian, Caroline Simpson Library & Research 
Collection, Caroline Simpson Library 
 
A Necromancer’s Riff: Life in Rare Books and Special Collections and the Art of Keeping Nimble. 

Working with rare books and special collections requires a unique combination of technical proficiency 
and a taste for otherworldliness. While sounding like a job with NASA, my working day is very much 
grounded here on earth despite many of the objects I work with having belonged to people who no 
longer exist. 

As research librarian at the Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection, Sydney Living Museums 
(SLM), I work with a team that guides visitors through a collection that ranges from old paint colour 
charts and interior design archives to retail and manufacturer trade catalogues. If our readers are 
particularly adventurous, our curators may pull out architectural remnant such as tiles and 
plasterwork, wallpaper samples, light fittings, soft furnishing textiles or even the odd garden pot! 

We specialise in the history of houses, interiors and gardens in NSW as well as the national and 
international contexts that help us to tell this story. It is a collection so special that it attracts not only 
local visitors but interest that stretches from Austria to Antarctica. 

In recent years, the library has extended its focus towards the historic book and sheet music 
collections held in SLM’s house museums. In part, this has been in response to researcher requests 
about these often less accessible but highly contextualised domestic collections. 

There can be great outcomes if a librarian’s personal interests, experience and training align closely 
with the tastes of a wider audience. My interest and that of my colleagues in the history of the book 
and music has opened numerous opportunities in recent years. This presentation will touch on some 
of these projects and focus specifically on our work in the Sound Heritage network and our recent 
partnership with the University of Southampton and the Royal College of Music. 

  
 

 
 



 

 

Elise Edmonds – Senior Curator, Research & Discovery Branch, State Library of New South 
Wales 
 
Elise Edmonds is a senior curator at the State Library of New South Wales. With a background 
in Australian history and Museum Studies, Elise has worked at the National Library of Australia 
and the State Library in roles which combined heritage collections and online access. She 
received a staff fellowship in 2009 to research and scope the State Library’s First World War 
collections which included analysing the large collection and planning the Library’s approach 
to digitization and online access to this nationally significant collection. As a result of this 
research, she curated exhibitions on the collection, including Life Interrupted: personal diaries 
from World War I in 2014 and Colour in Darkness: images from the First World War in 2016. 

 
 
Erica Ryan – Assistant-Director, Printed Australiana, Australian Collections Management, 
National Library of Australia 
 
Erica has worked at the National Library of Australia in a variety of roles since 1989, biding her time 
and waiting out two retirements to land her current position. As collection manager for the Library’s 
printed Australiana – monographs and pamphlets, posters, broadsides and ephemera – she enjoys the 
opportunities and challenges that working with special collections present. She loves acquisitions work 
and she strives to open up the collections and making them more widely known and accessible. For 
her, the key is making the connections between individuals, collections, time and place. 
  
Erica fell into librarianship and graduated from the BA degree offered in Canberra, having studied 
under Dr Peter Biskup, Doreen Goodman, Morwenna Vincent, Margaret Hyland, Nancy Lane and 
Maxine Rochester. She fits squarely within in the National Library’s 70% female demographic, and the 
71% of staff who have worked in the organisation for more than 5 years (although a touch over the 
median age). 
  
Her natural curiosity has had on the trail of all manner of things, often coming to dead ends when it 
comes to trying to establish the circumstances surrounding the production of a work. One of her 
recent forays took her to England and Scotland to track down a long-forgotten bookseller in London, 
Mr Alexander Shaw and a posse printers, booksellers and dealers in artificial curiosities. 
 
 
Sarah Morley – Curator, Research & Discovery Branch State Library of New South Wales 
  
Sarah is a curator at the State Library of New South Wales. She works closely with our Manuscript and 
Rare Book collections drawing on her experience in collection acquisition, arrangement and 
description. In 2015 Sarah curated the Australian Inspiration exhibition, a companion to the Victoria 
and Albert Museum’s Inspiration by Design, and is the liaison curator for Planting Dreams. Sarah also 
provides support and content for programs, events and the Library's social media channels. Sarah has 
a passion for libraries, the history of the book, and interpretations of Australia from the earliest 
records to the present day. 
 
 

 



 

 

David Russell - Librarian, History of Medicine Library, Royal Australasian College of 

Physicians  

Our library is a medical history library and not for current medical research. It is in the not 
for profit private sector and part of the Royal Australasian College of Physicians (ie specialist 
doctors) The collections is part archives - boxes of personal papers and manuscripts, part 
museum with 200 artefacts and part library with some books going back to the 15th century 
including Doeden’s Herbal from the reign of Elizabeth I. The Library also holds diaries of 
World War Two doctors in the Papua New Guinea campaign and photos of early contact 
between aborigines and Europeans. 

The Library caters to historians, Fellows of the College who are interested or researching 
history for scholarly articles or lectures, tertiary students, academics, authors, journalists, 
lawyers, and very occasionally those undertaking current medical research. 

 
Richard Overell - former Rare Books Librarian at Monash University Library 

 

My experience as a Rare Books Librarian began in the early 1980s working at the State Library 
of Victoria. I became involved initially through exhibitions then was given responsibility for 
the Australian rare books. In 1988 I became the Rare Books Librarian at Monash University 
where I worked until 2014. This involved selecting, acquiring, cataloguing, advising 
researchers, and curating exhibitions. Electronic access and promotion of the collection 
through social media, became increasingly important. 

I will comment on requirements and opportunities for young graduates seeking to enter the 
field of Special Collections. 

 

Roslyn Russell - Chair of the UNESCO Australian Memory of the World Committee 

Roslyn Russell is a historian, editor and museum curator and is currently Chair of the UNESCO 
Australian Memory of the World Committee. Roslyn will discuss the importance of working 
with heritage collections, how to develop skills in assessing significance and an insight 
into some of the inspiring projects and collections she has reviewed in her role as chair of the 
UNESCO Australian Memory of the World Committee. 

 

Diana Richards - NSW State Manager for the Australian Library and Information Association 

Diana has been the NSW State Manager for the Australian Library and Information Association 
since 2013. Her responsibility at ALIA is to network with librarians and libraries across NSW 
to strengthen the role and value of the Australian Library and Information Association within 
the library community. 

Diana has worked in libraries and related organizations across three Australian states and 
territories – ACT, NSW and the Northern Territory over the past 35 years. Her most recent 
position was Assistant Director at the Northern Territory Library in Darwin. NTL is the ‘state 



 

 

library of the Northern Territory’ so travel across the Territory was one of the responsibilities 
and benefits of working for NTL. Prior to NTL Diana worked at the State Library of New South 
Wales for 14 years in various positions. Diana has also held senior positions at James Bennett 
Library Services, Shearers Children’s Bookshop, the University of Technology Sydney, 
Australian National University and Macquarie University. 

 

Maggie Patton – Manager, Research & Discovery, State Library of New South Wales 

Maggie Patton is responsible for leading the Library's curatorial team.  Maggie provides 
expert advice on activities that develop, interpret, and promote discovery and 
engagement with the significant and unique State Library collections.   

Maggie has particular interest and expertise in historical mapping and rare printed books and 
is working on a range of projects using emerging technologies to connect researchers with 
both contemporary and heritage collections. Since joining the State Library in NSW in 1990 
she has held number of positions in reference and information services, online curation and 
digitisation projects.  


