Episode 1-Print versus online-Interview with Dr Alexandra Sherlock-Podcast-2025

0:05
Welcome to RMIT University Library's podcast that aims to provide a space for teachers, researchers, and students to share their thoughts on the latest issues that matter to the university community and the library.

0:20
We acknowledge the people of the Woi wurrung and Boon wurrung language groups of the eastern Kulin Nation, on whose unceded lands we're broadcasting from.

0:30
I'm Michelle Matheson, a teaching and research librarian at RMIT University Library.

0:36
We're excited to begin this podcast series with a subject that's resonated with a lot of people across the university, print versus online.

0:46
Why are we kicking off our podcast series with this topic?

0:49
A few months ago, a petition from an RMIT alumni appeared online, asking the library to bring back the historical fashion journals that had been removed from one of the libraries and put into storage.

1:02
This sparked off a conversation between the library and staff in the School of Fashion and Textiles about why print is still so valued today.

1:11
in a world where online resources are so prolific, what is it about print that's still relevant, and how is it different to digital resources in the teaching and research space?

1:23
In this episode, I'm speaking with Doctor Alexandra Sherlock, a teacher and researcher in the School of Fashion and Textiles, about her thoughts on the topic of print versus online and a whole lot more.

1:42
Alex, thanks so much for agreeing to talk today.

1:45
Before we go to the topic, I'd like to ask what is your role at RMIT and what does it involve?

1:51
Thank you very much for having me

1:53
first of all, I feel like this is a conversation I'm very passionate about and very excited to give you my perspective on it.

1:59
So yeah, my role at RMIT is, as you say, I'm a lecturer in the school of Fashion and Textiles.

2:05
I teach more the kind of the sociology and the anthropology of fashion and textiles.

2:11
So and thinking about what is fashion, what are textiles, what do they do, what do they mean to us?

2:17
And I teach that in conjunction with the practise of making fashion and textiles.

2:22
So I was a textile designer originally myself and then I did a master's degree in material and visual culture at UCL, which is sort of the birth place of material culture studies, I suppose worldwide.

2:34
And then I went on to do a PhD looking at the relationship to shoes in particular.

2:40
So connecting it back to fashion and thinking about shoes as an aspect of material culture and the way that they sort of help us become the people we are, how we sort of engage with them.

2:53
And then that links back to my role in fashion and textiles here.

2:56
So shoes are a great metaphor, I suppose, for understanding the relationship between fashion and identity and material culture.

3:03
I want to ask you about something that I read that you wrote, which was it was quite a beautiful blog post that was called Weaving and Healing, and it was about the weaving retreat in remote WA that you participated in in 2022.

3:19
Can you tell us a bit about what impact that workshop had for you as a teacher and researcher?

3:26
Yeah, absolutely.

3:28
It was a period of my life where I guess I was feeling quite sort of overwhelmed, I think as a lot of us as academics on the treadmill, you know, just kind of really sort of buried in the day to day processes of of, I don't know, delivering lectures and researching and, and all of the rest of it.

3:46
And then with COVID, and I'd also, you know, had two small children as well, I suppose I was feeling need to connect with something, I suppose.

3:55
And I took a bit of time out and I chanced upon an opportunity to do a rug weaving retreat in remote WA.

4:06
So it's a project called Reclaim the Void, run by Vivienne Robertson and Kado Muir, two of the leads in that project, an Indigenous Elder over in remote Western Australia, to heal country, I suppose in a way, in a sort of metaphorical way, by creating these circular rugs made of reclaimed textiles to then kind of sew them together to produce a huge textile artwork to supposedly cover a mining pit and sort of seal these holes.

4:35
So it's a metaphorical gesture, lots of people coming together and connecting on country to produce these rugs, to make this important gesture of sort of healing country.

4:46
And it was an Indigenous led project, but it was a very kind of sort of multicultural project.

4:52
And people have been sending in these rugs from all over the world to contribute.

4:56
And it's been completed now.

4:58
But yeah, I suppose I sort of felt a need for some sort of connection.

5:01
I think Vivienne Robertson, at the time when we remember we were sitting around the campfire, mentioned something about, you know, that various of us are kind of called to Country in different ways, which I sort of felt.

5:12
I really felt that quite strongly actually.

5:15
I'm non Indigenous, I'm British, obviously.

5:18
So I felt quite conflicted in a way and almost a little bit ashamed of sort of feeling wanting to sort of participate in this.

5:26
And it was a really wonderful opportunity to be able to reconcile some of those conflicting feelings around whether it was my place to participate in it.

5:36
Yeah.

5:37
So sitting there on country weaving, weaving these rugs, didn't have my phone.

5:42
There was no kind of phone reception, didn't have any of the, the technology that I'm used to using was just just in a, in a small tent on a, on a very basic campsite.

5:52
I think there was one toilet block.

5:53
Sort of a little bit further along, I suddenly realised that I had become completely dependent on technology, dependent on SAT NAV.

6:02
I realised that I, you know, probably don't know my way around my own local neighbourhood very well without using kind of SAT NAV.

6:10
I was sort of frequently getting lost to and from the toilet block in the middle of the night, you know, when it was dark with no lights around.

6:17
And, you know, I really felt quite alarmed at how dependent on my phone I had become, and I really started to reflect on that.

6:26
I also really wanted to know about the local kind of flora and fauna, but without my phone, I couldn't find out any of that information.

6:35
And actually, even if I had been able to find that information out on my phone, would I've remembered it, You know, I'm always looking things up on my phone and I never remember any of it.

6:43
You know, it's just sort of goes, gets lost back into the ether, doesn't it?

6:46
And so, yeah, I felt really sort of disabled in a sense.

6:50
I sort of wanted to do something about it.

6:53
And I brought Lynn Kelly and Marg O'Neill's First Knowledges book, Song Lines for Thames and Hudson, the first of the series exploring the significance of song lines.

7:04
I'd had it on my shelf for a while, and I had vowed to read it, and I'd never really had the impetus.

7:09
And then on this trip, I thought, I think the answer might be in there.

7:13
And so I read it.

7:14
And I pretty much got through most of the book on the plane on the way back.

7:17
I was absolutely engrossed.

7:19
It wasn't until that moment when I needed to read it because I felt, you know, some of the answers might be in there that I actually took the time to do it.

7:26
And, and it was really fascinating.

7:28
I learnt all about the importance of place and memory in terms of knowledge.

7:35
And you know, this really, Marg O'Neill and Lynn Kelly have proposed that, you know, without, without memory, there is no knowledge.

7:43
If we can't remember things, we can't develop knowledge.

7:46
And that memory is very much associated with place.

7:50
It's embedded in place.

7:51
And, and this is where we talk about song lines are a way to recall the knowledge that is located on country.

7:59
So we learn, we sort of retain knowledge and we pass knowledge on through a connection with physical places and storytelling.

8:10
So we tell, you know, stories that hold that knowledge and connect those stories to particular places.

8:17
And I just think really, if I might make a segue, I think libraries are places of knowledge and where knowledge happens, where we are able to experience information in a way that we're able to sort of bring it in, process it, synthesise it and locate it.

8:39
I suppose. I'm wondering if you were starting to allude to the collection and resources somehow connected to this idea of the material and memory.

8:53
Can you talk a bit more about that?

8:54
Yeah, absolutely.

8:55
I mean, when I was studying at UCL, they have a very old library there.

8:59
And I remember sitting there, I'm sure I sat there on lots of occasions reading all sorts of different things.

9:05
But there's one particularly strong memory I have, which was quite transformative, was when I read the book by Bronisław Malinowski called Argonauts of the Western Pacific that talked about it was his study of and, and this wasn't a book I could take out.

9:23
It was an old book.

9:24
It was sort of, I think it was another edition written in the 1950s, but it was originally written in the 1920s, an anthropologist who had studied the exchange of Kula valuables in the Trobriand Islands.

9:39
Now these valuables, these shell arm bands and necklaces would be exchanged between members of tribes along around the kind of Trobriand Islands.

9:51
And these valuables, the more they were exchanged and the more hands they passed through, the more significant and important and valuable they'd become.

9:59
And you could see it in their patina, you know, you could see and, and some of them became quite famous because they had been owned by particular, you know, tribes people and they called it, I think another lots of studies have been done around the Kula exchange.

10:15
But some of these items became almost quite famous and it was interesting because this book by Malinowski almost was a valuable like that, like it was it was it was quite rare.

10:26
I wasn't able to take it out.

10:27
I think possibly I had to had to wait to read it.

10:30
And I was reading it and it was the physical book that probably lots of other students had read before me sat in that library and some through and I could see that they had because some naughty people had written on it or underlined particular passages.

10:44
And I found it interesting that some of those passages they had underlined were things that I found interesting.

10:50
Or perhaps I hadn't noticed it was interesting until I noticed that they had underlined it.

10:54
You know, but the fact that lots of other people had held this book and gone through this learning journey.

10:59
And I remember the pictures in there and I just remember the information in that book was so important and connected to my physical experience of the book.

11:13
And that was quite an emotional experience for me.

11:15
And because of that, that knowledge that I have gained from that book has actually become really quite pivotal to my own academic studies and my future career as an academic.

11:28
I'm very, very interested in the way that particular things, be it shoes or whatever, develop this sort of aura of authenticity that is really quite powerful and special, that material objects do develop as they pass through hands.

11:43
And so when we're thinking about, and for us to be able to remember things, we need to be able to have this emotional experience.

11:52
We need to be able to have that connection with the thing that we are reading or looking at or holding and, and the other people that have been able to hold those things, you know, that's that can be quite powerful experience.

12:02
And because of that, whatever knowledge that we are reading or learning at the time then becomes embedded and imprints itself in a sense.

12:10
Thinking about that in relation to the library shelves here that we're sitting near, there are books there that have been there for generations of students.

12:19
You know, there are some wonderful books about particular fashion designers, and they're located in particular places on the shelves.

12:26
I was taking a group of orientation students through the other day, you know, and I sort of jokingly said on the way through, how many people have been to a library?

12:35
And they sort of laughed nervously.

12:37
And I was just thinking, actually, I thought, well, that was such a stupid question because it's quite possible that some of them may not have been to them.

12:45
And so we were taking, I was taking them in and we sent them on a little, you know, adventure around the library to see if they could find a particular books or, you know, see what they could find.

12:55
And, and it was, it was really quite revelatory for them.

12:58
They were finding these incredible books.

13:00
They never would have searched for them.

13:02
They wouldn't have known to search for them, they wouldn't have known the keywords, they didn't even know that the names of the particular designers or whatever.

13:09
But going to the shelves, looking at the titles and finding these beautiful books with these amazing images, they, it was like they've been transported into this new world.

13:19
And it was just wonderful to be able to see that impact, you know, and, and to be able to say something.

13:23
You can take these books out.

13:25
You can actually, you know, come back after your orientation, you've got your library card, come in, take them out.

13:31
They almost couldn't believe their luck.

13:34
And so it's like this doorway had been opened.

13:37
And so I think, remember there was one particular student I took over to the shelf of all the designers.

13:42
And so, you know, think about knowledge located in place.

13:46
You know, this is the section of the library shelf where Vivian Westwood sits.

13:50
We might even imagine her sitting there in her beautiful, you know, creations on the library shelf where all of the book.

13:59
And that's quite an emotional thought actually, because she's passed away now.

14:04
And we imagine, you know, she's actually sitting there on the shelf with all of her creations for you to discover, for you to converse with, for you to sort of take inspiration from.

14:13
Now, some of these students wouldn't have even known that there was a person called Vivian Westwood.

14:18
Had they not been able to discover that, they certainly wouldn't have been able to search for her on the internet.

14:23
So as a place of discovery and really quite an emotional experience of discovering that then embeds itself in our memory in an emotional way.

14:33
I think libraries are incredibly important for student learning, for discovery and in terms of being a place you know, knowledge located in place.

14:44
You know, if you really get to know your library, each little section of the library shelf, you know, holds a whole other body of knowledge about another particular topic.

14:59
Like, this is the place in the library where you can learn all about quilting, you know, traditions in quilting and embroidery and patchwork.

15:08
So yeah, I think with indigenous knowledge systems, you're talking about country almost as a library, you know, where knowledge is embedded.

15:15
And here, you know, I think you often hear that sort of metaphor.

15:18
But I think often we could sort of turn it around a little bit more and think about libraries as places where knowledge is embedded.

15:27
I do want to ask you one question which I think you know is possibly just looking at the other side of the coin, which is obviously, you know, for example, 98% of the collection is now online. In a library

15:42
there's only a very small percentage that's on the shelves.

15:46
So you, you're talking about this very kind of emotional and connected and a very strong learning experience for the students.

15:56
So can you ever see a time where there wouldn't be a physical collection?

16:02
I can, I think it would be terrible if that happened, you see.

16:06
And I, I think increasingly we are forgetting the importance of the material experience for the process of knowledge, for knowledge work to develop knowledge skills.

16:19
If we think about when we engage with digital, and I'm not saying that I'm anti digital, I'm not at all.

16:24
I mean, I'm writing a book myself at the moment.

16:27
And I cannot tell you how much I appreciate the control F command when you're trying to find a particular key term in a book and you don't have to read the whole book again to find the reference that you're looking for.

16:43
And also for literature reviews to try and identify gaps in knowledge, you know, to to understand what you want to research and what kind of contribution that you're going to make.

16:52
But I think the breadth that the digital experience offers you needs to be complemented by the depth that that material experience offers you.

17:04
You know, so for example, I was asked to do a book review recently on a book called, I've got it here, Worn by Ellen Sampson. Worn: Footwear, Attachment and the Affects of Wear by Ellen Sampson.

17:19
Now this is very much about the material experience of wearing shoes and our engagements with materials.

17:26
I got through the 1st chapter of the PDF and I had to contact the publisher and said, I, I'm sorry, I actually can't review this book unless it's the physical book.

17:34
It's just not right.

17:36
And so I think that there are some books that it's OK for us to kind of read online for the purposes that we need them for.

17:42
But then there are other books and resources that you actually do need.

17:47
The physical copy, I don't know.

17:49
It is something about getting that depth of understanding.

17:53
It's about having it in your hands.

17:55
It's about knowing where in the book the information was that you found.

18:01
It's about flicking through, I mean, on page.

18:03
And it's about the kind of emotional experience of that.

18:06
This, you know, I think it's on here we go.

18:09
I turned the page over because there was an experience that happened.

18:12
I don't know if you can see that stain on that page, on page 209.

18:18
So this was when I was I just had my son and my 4 year old daughter came up to me whilst I was trying to read this book and dropped part of her toasted sandwich on the page.

18:29
And it was the page that was talking about the importance of nostalgia and the stories that we tell ourselves and the material traces that we need to be able to remember things, you know, in these narratives that we create.

18:42
And I have this narrative on this page of this greasy stain that has enabled me to forever remember the information that I learnt on that page.

18:51
So, you know, it's just a silly example, but it is.

18:54
And, and also the physical book here on that shelf in at home will not let me forget it.

19:00
You know, it's there constantly to be remembered.

19:03
It won't be lost in the ether.

19:06
It's a permanent reminder.

19:08
And in a sense, I think books have a sort of anthropologists and sociologists talk about agency.

19:13
They have an agency, a will to be read.

19:17
I suppose in some ways, if we want to be sort of romantic about it.

19:20
So digital is very important for knowledge work, but in terms of the memory that is needed for knowledge to happen, I think we can't underestimate the importance of the material places and resources.

19:40
Yet to the extent even if I find a digital journal article that is very, very important for a piece of work that I'm doing, I will actually have to print it out and I will staple it and I will file it and I will annotate it.

19:54
Because it's that physical and material engagement with the text itself.

19:59
You know, writing in the margins and using almost the page as a place for learning, you know, and the orientation that we have on that place that enables us to remember the information that's in there, just like the physical, physical orientation in place, you know, that I had.

20:16
When I went over to do the rug weaving retreat.

20:20
So you recently had an article published in the Times Higher Education Campus online site on the potential of Indigenous knowledges for teaching and learning.

20:32
Can you talk a little bit about what you've learned about this potential for your own practice?

20:38
Yeah, absolutely.

20:39
So interestingly, the Times Higher Education editors changed the title slightly to Indigenous knowledges, when actually it's Indigenous knowledge systems because I'm not Indigenous.

20:50
And so therefore, you know, I have no right to be talking about Indigenous knowledge, many much of which is is very sacred and, and held by custodians.

21:03
But Indigenous knowledge systems I find really fascinating and important as other people have, for thinking about how how we develop knowledge skills and how we develop knowledge and particularly in relation to that sort of place based learning and the materiality of kind of the learning process and knowledge process.

21:24
So yeah, I think after some of those reflections and some of the books that I'd read, Neale and Kelly's work in particular, also there are some other really great works by Indigenous scholars who so Margo Neale was Indigenous and Lynne Kelly isn't, but has then gone on to sort of do other studies of Indigenous cultures all around the world and how they use memory techniques.

21:48
Then also there's Tyson Yunkaporta in his book Sand talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Change the World.

21:56
And also Lynne Kelly then developed another book called Memory Craft.

22:01
Yeah.

22:01
So looking at the various kind of techniques.

22:04
And I sort of read all of those books and I just, and at the time I'm on academic board at RMIT and we were having conversations around this is when we were all panicking about AI.

22:16
And, you know, do we, do we embrace it?

22:18
Do we outlaw it?

22:20
You know, and it was increasingly, you know, felt that we couldn't outlaw it.

22:23
You know, that'd be completely pointless anyway because there's no changing it.

22:27
The cat's out of the bag.

22:29
How do we work with it?

22:31
And I just thought, well, you know, hold on.

22:33
These Indigenous knowledge systems are really important, I think, for mitigating the loss of knowledge skills that AI might bring.

22:40
So we're talking about to be able to develop knowledge, we take information and we process it and we synthesise it.

22:47
Traditionally, you might take in a book, wrote, written some quotes, incorporated them into a narrative of an essay or whatever.

22:52
And that's how you then remember that information.

22:55
AI, if you're getting ChatGPT to write something for you, you're not going through any of that process of synthesising that information, reading it and incorporating it into your own narratives.

23:06
And therefore you can't not going to be able to remember it.

23:08
And this happens every day, doesn't it? When we go through our phones or we're scrolling through information online and it goes in and it goes straight out again, because we haven't needed to incorporate it into our own sort of narratives and structures and existing schemas of knowledge.

23:24
And I feel like indigenous knowledge systems, this is the time to really embrace this, to be able to kind of mitigate the loss of those knowledge skills that we might be losing through AI.

23:35
But also, and so this is what we wrote about for the Times Higher Education, which actually seemed to be quite a popular article.

23:44
And I, you know, I didn't write it.

23:45
It's I'm the author, but I didn't write it in isolation.

23:48
I got did a lot of consultation with a lot of people to make sure that I wasn't going anywhere that I shouldn't be.

23:54
And but also it just really made me think about the value of universities generally in the age of AI and the increasing digital culture in which we exist.

24:04
And also digitisation.

24:06
And, and I thought actually bricks and mortar universities places are essential for students to be able to learn because of that whole place based learning.

24:20
So increasingly, I think libraries really need to be held up as this increasingly unique experience that you actually need to be able to get that depth of knowledge and learning that you expect from university experience.

24:38
Anyone can get any amount of information online through ChatGPT or through or through online resources, but to be able to actually incorporate that and understand it at the depth you need to for a university degree, you need the place I think to be able to do that.

24:57
And that's not, you know, obviously you have hybrid and distance learning, you have a place like the Open University, but I think actually being in an institution offers you an extra kind of level that helps you achieve that those skills, those knowledge skills.

25:12
And I really think as academics, we have a duty of care to our students to explain to them why it's important to come and spend an hour or two in the library and find a special place or a location that you like to sit next to a window where you can look outside.

25:28
And you can have that emotional experience that you need to be able to remember the thing that you were reading on that day whilst listening to that particular music or, you know, and unpacking as you were getting on the tram to go home again.

25:40
And incorporate that learning into your daily narratives and stories.

25:46
You've described in a quite powerful way about that the physical connection and the memory and the deep learning.

25:54
Is there anything else that you wanted to sort of bring to that topic?

25:59
Yeah.

25:59
I mean, look, I guess the digital experience has given us so much opportunity.

26:05
It's given us so much efficiency for knowledge work, it's given us so many possibilities for accessing information, and all of that is really invaluable.

26:17
But I think in that process we've forgotten the importance of place and materiality for how we develop knowledge and how we remember information to the extent that we're then able to apply it and critique it, analyse it.

26:35
And so I think really the two go hand in hand and we really do have to be careful about getting too carried away with the digital experience and losing some of that material aspect.

26:49
I was thinking earlier as well about the availability of resources in that digital resources are abundantly available, whereas physical resources often not so much.

27:05
And when you have to wait for a book, you often find yourself appreciating it more.

27:12
Does that make sense?

27:13
Or when you have had to wait, when you've had to and there's a book that you really want and it's instantly available to you, you just move on, don't you?

27:22
But when you have had to wait for a book, it becomes more and more desirable.

27:26
And so then when you finally got that book, you really appreciate it because it was sort of hard won.

27:32
So I think there's also something to be said around the abundant resources that we have and that being kind of balanced a little bit as well by sometimes it's kind of good if there's only one book because it's sort of almost makes us appreciate it a little bit more.

27:47
Can you tell us what you're reading at the moment?

27:49
Oh, what I am reading at the moment is in fact a digital chapter.

28:00
That was going to be my next question.

28:06
I am writing a book at the moment and there was a reference that I could not locate.

28:14
And given the I was explaining previously about the advantage of online searches, I was able to find the exact book I was referring to.

28:25
And very quickly I was able to access it from the library who got a digital book.

28:32
And I am reading the full chapter and I am will then be reading the introduction.

28:39
And based on how much I'm enjoying the book, I might consider, if it's available, buying the physical one and having it on my shelf at home as a permanent reference.

28:48
So yeah, the book that I am reading, let me see if I can find it.

28:53
The first one is, here we go.

28:58
It's by Peter Pels in 1998, The Spirit of Matter: on Fetish, Rarity, Fact and Fancy in Patricia Spyer's book Border Fetishisms: Material Objects in Unstable Places.

29:11
There you go.

29:12
That's relevant, isn't it?

29:14
So how we, how we, I suppose they're talking a lot about how we layer meaning into things through kind of and fetishize things with meaning.

29:23
So I was very interested in how, I guess that then leads unto us developing an emotional connection with material things and almost considering them almost alive in some ways.

29:32
It does sound highly relevant.

29:34
Yeah.

29:35
And the other thing that I was reading was a chapter by Adam Drazin, who's at UCL, who's written about object biographies and how the value of studying an objects biography can also help us understand how things develop value through exchange, which is highly relevant actually for libraries because you're constantly exchanging books.

29:59
It would be fascinating, wouldn't it, to be able to glimpse the biography of a particularly old book on the library shelf.

30:06
I did read something recently where they were talking about, you know, a particular reader who it was sad for the demise of the, the borrower's slip at the back.

30:15
Yes, you know where you could see, you could actually see a person's name and how many people had interacted with their names written.

30:24
This is something that's not been done for quite a while.

30:27
No, there is actually a there's something online called book crossing, I don't know if it's still going where you can actually request a book from someone on the database and they will send it to you.

30:37
And some of these books have like, travelled the world several times, these individual books.

30:42
And I imagine they're really battered.

30:45
But, you know, this lovely idea of books passing through multiple hands.

30:49
Yeah.

30:50
So I do think there is really something quite lovely and romantic about that idea in a time when we, I guess we are desiring more emotional connection with the objects that we that we have a lot of the time.

31:01
And I don't think it's any coincidence that the cultural theorist Walter Benjamin, who wrote all about authenticity and the aura of authenticity, wrote a chapter called Unpacking My Library.

31:11
He had a very, very significant sort of relationship with all the books that he owned as well.

31:16
So, yeah, anyone who is interested in anything to do with authenticity and aura of authenticity and all of those things which would enjoy his work.

31:25
So I do want to say thank you, Alex, for talking with us today.

31:28
It's been really interesting hearing your thoughts on the topic of, but not only print versus online, but also about all of those other ways that we interact with objects as well.

31:39
So thank you.

31:40
No worries.

31:42
In our next episode, we'll be speaking with a number of other researchers and teachers about a whole range of other perspectives on the print versus online theme.

31:50
Stay tuned.

31:52
We'd like to thank Doctor Alexandra Sherlock for her time in making this podcast possible.

31:57
Also, our library podcast team, which includes Michelle Matheson, Sophie Langley, Steven Tapping and myself Ian Kolk.

32:06
You've been listening to RMIT University Libraries podcast.
