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PORTRAIT OF A LIBRARY

The Oireachtas Library

by Maeve McNamara

For Books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a potencie of
life in them to be active as that soule whose progency they are.

The image of a library is so familiar that it has
become a cliché: the hushed reading room contain-
ing quiet readers supervised by bespectacled librari-
ans. Nothing could be further from the scene in the
Oireachtas Library on a busy sitting day. Deputies
and Senators are dashing in requiring complex infor-
mation on the spot while simultaneously the tele-
phones are buzzing with similar rvequ=sts.
Sometimes, to add drama, Members on their feet in
the Chamber send Ushers for references to be quot-
ed at once. In addition there is a constant flow of
traffic from officials of Government Departments
who are laying documents before the Houses, staff
and messengers.

This peculiar nature of the Oireachtas Library
was forecast in 1922 by Senator Horace Plunkett

John Milton. Areopagitica (1644)

who proposed inquiring into the character, scope
and working of the American Legislative Reference
Library as a model for a specialised library to be
provided for both Houses. He quoted the object of
this institution as “to supply the needs of the ama-
teur legislator in the least possible time” [Seanad
Debates Vol. 1 Col. 83].
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