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The Public Library of Victoria was established in 1853, just three years after the District of Port 

Phillip separated from New South Wales and the Colony of Victoria was created. The young 

colony was founded at a point in history in which there was strong interest within Western 

thinking about the nature of civilisation and social progress, with ideas from the Enlightenment 

and the Industrial Revolution questioning the nature of Man and his wider context within 

society. For the governing colonists the creation of new institutional spaces was a chance to 

mould and improve the new settler community from its foundation, with the belief that access to 

knowledge would foster a secular society in which Science was preferenced over Nature. These 

spaces were also seen as vital in maintaining 'order' in a colony disconnected so greatly from 

primary civilisation.  

 

Almost twenty years after the founding of the Public Library of Victoria Mr E.W Cole opened 

'Cole's Book Arcade', a private business which similarly aimed to improve colonial Melbourne 

through access to knowledge and learning. Whilst the Public Library held a carefully curated 

collection of books reflecting the ambitions of its founders, Cole's store was decidedly 

preferenced towards entertainment and popular culture. Whilst both spaces shared similar aims 

in educating the working classes, this essay will investigate the differing models of 

knowledge/power relations, and their perceived outcomes.    

 

The basis of this investigation will be the writings of Foucault and his ideas on the emergence of 

'biopolitics', and the subjectification and subjugation of the individual during the eighteenth 

century. Bennett's writings on the “Exhibitionary Complex” and the relationship between the 

individual and the spectacle will also be explored. From this theoretical framework I will aim to 

substantiate and articulate the extent to which Foucault and Bennett's readings are prevalent in 

the formation of two contrasting eighteenth century institutional models - the Public Library of 

Victoria and Cole's Book Arcade.     

 

The Individual in a Disciplinary Society 

Foucault describes in Discipline and Punish: the Birth of the Prison the emergence of a 



disciplinary society
1
. Whereas previously power relations were externalised by the sovereign 

into spectacles of punishment, at the turn of the eighteenth century disciplinary and punitive 

measures filtrated into miniscule daily activities, with power internalised into acts of self 

regulation. Rather than seeking a "pure society" through the act of expelling the unwanted, a 

"disciplined society", one that monitored itself, was desired
2
. In the former the individual is 

assigned a "binary branding"
3
 of normal/abnormal, and is thus apportioned their status in 

society's hierarchy through confinement. Within a disciplinary society however there are 

multiple separations and individualisations, with the "correct training"
4
 then applied after 

careful analysis and distribution. Foucault sees the birth of the institution in the eighteenth 

century as the tool in which the compartmentalised 'abnormal' individual was then attempted to 

be corrected and treated - to be monitored, supervised, and ultimately healed. In this way the 

ideals of the disciplinary society were then applied to those excluded from the ‘pure society’. 

Foucault writes that there are multiple images of discipline, with the inward looking "enclosed 

institution" one extreme of "exceptional discipline"
5
. At the other extreme is panopticism, 

whereby power is made "lighter, more rapid, more effective"
6
 through coercion and 

surveillance. 

 

At the basis of these ideas surrounding the disciplinary society is the notion of the individual 

being both a product formed from outside which is simultaneously formed from the inside. As 

highlighted by Kim Dovey there is a duality inherent in the behaviour of power - that of power 

over (externally shaping or moulding the self) and power to (internally shaping the self in 

response to external pressures), although this does not make power relationships a zero-sum 

game
7
. Because of this power relations are able to simultaneously define the individual and free 

them from these definitions. Foucault's writing on this subjectification stresses the importance 

of "a variable and changing form of self-relation"
8
, so that the way we behave and shape our 

image of self is directly related to how we influence, and are influenced by, those around us. 

This is an idea of Man as “indeed subjugated to the forces of nature, but in such a way that he 
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incorporates them into himself as the very materials out of which he makes himself. At once a 

subject and an object, a being who knows himself precisely by virtue of his opacity and 

finitude"9. 

 

Biopolitics  

Foucault further argues that alongside the birth of institutions the change from a sovereign to a 

disciplinary society saw the creation of "biopolitics"
10

. Rather than power relations based 

around the giving or taking of life, it now became necessary to administer life – “to enhance, 

render productive, compose, [and] maximise”
11

 life. Foucault argues that this shift saw the 

creation of a ‘reality’ other than that of the governing body, that of society. Rather than 

concentrating on controlling the State’s territory and its subjects, the State now had to somehow 

engage with society, a “complex and independent reality that has its own laws and mechanisms 

of reaction, its regulations as well as its possibilities of disturbance”
12

. This highlights the dual 

focus of biopolitics, in that disciplinary power relations stress individualisation from the 

multiple, to define unique entities to then focus operations of power towards, whilst 

simultaneously using this data to create a larger scale image of society, that of a collective 

population with shared traits and life descriptors. The individual is reduced to a single entity and 

at the same time enlarged to represent a wider mass or collective. This individual must be 

monitored and analysed, effectively kept in check, in an acknowledgement of the effects of the 

wider society in influencing the individual.  

 

For Foucault the emergence of biopolitics also brings with it concepts of “security”
13

. In 

recognition of the role of society within a governing State, dangers to power structures can now 

come from internal bodies, rather than merely external threats outside the governing territory. In 

his discussion of Foucault, Jeffrey Minson highlights that disciplinary societies were “an 

attempt to reduce an ungovernable populace to a multiply differentiated population”, and that 

when these systems are in place “the key to the populace’s social and political unruliness and 
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also the means of combating it lies in the ‘opacity’ of the populace to the forces of order”
14

. The 

State must be self-aware in its actions as over-governance, or exerting too much power, could 

now result in conditions other than those desired by the State. 

Surveillance and the Spectacle 

Tony Bennett agrees with Foucault in his book The Birth of the Museum
15

 that during the 18th 

century the spectacle of the sovereign state’s power was internalised, taken from the overt 

public displays of punishment and “integrated into the very body of the state apparatus”
16

. 

However, he conversely argues that institutions were undergoing the opposite transformation – 

the institution went from the private (internal) domain into that of the public sphere. Rather than 

the demise of overt displays of power in society, Bennett sees the rise of the institution as a new 

tool in which the state could manipulate and exercise power/knowledge relations. 

 

The 19th century saw the rise of large exhibitions and World Fairs and with them a specific 

architectural spatialisation. When combined with a number of other factors as described by 

Bennett, there began to be made apparent a correlation between society and the spectacle. 

Firstly, the inner workings of the city began to be opened to the public, with the view that a city 

could be “visible, and hence knowable, as a totality”
17

. Secondly, the state began to be involved 

in the funding of cultural institutions, which became an important part in the “formation of the 

modern state”, with its new imaging as “a set of educative and civilizing agencies”
18

. Thirdly, 

these same institutions became a “permanent display of knowledge/power”
19

, where beyond the 

transitory exhibitions, the institution was able to “continually [display] its ability to command, 

order, and control objects and bodies, living or dead”
20

. These ideas culminated in the 

exhibitionary halls and institutions (and interestingly the shopping arcades and malls), whereby 

the organisation of goods became the embodiment of national accomplishments.  

 

Bennett expands Foucault’s ideas on the emergence of institutions during this period to include 

those that contained and demarcated not prisoners or students, or indeed individuals, but culture. 
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Within these institutions, newly opened to the public, the State became aware that it was “a 

question of winning hearts and minds as well as the disciplining and training of bodies”
21

. Here, 

in allowing the population access to power, through knowledge, the State hoped  

“to allow the people to know and hence to regulate themselves; to become, in seeing themselves 

from the side of power, both the subjects and the objects of knowledge, knowing power and what 

power knows, and knowing themselves as (ideally) known by power, interiorizing its gaze as a 

principle of self-surveillance and, hence, self regulation.”
22

  

 

The inclusive nature of these spaces led people to share ownership of these national 

accomplishments, and thus behave and perform the role which was orderly and methodically 

described to them by the State. This led to further self-regulation in an effort to fulfil or 

maintain the ‘appropriate’ power relation with the State. By viewing themselves through the 

eyes of the state the crowd remained docile. 

 

Whilst Bennett agrees with Graeme Davison’s assertion that “the Panopticon was designed so 

that everyone could be seen: the Crystal Palace was designed so that everyone could see”
23

, 

Bennett is keen to portray the exhibitionary complexes of the nineteenth century as part of the 

same lineage as Foucault’s disciplinary institutions, in that they are actually a merging of the 

two ideas – a space in which everyone could see, but through its particular vantage points 

everyone was also seen, “thus combining the functions of spectacle and surveillance”
24

. Within 

these spaces there was interchangeability between subject and object, with the public able to be 

on display and view the display – the crowd became the spectacle. Bennett sees this as a 

democratisation of the centre of Bentham’s panopticon model, whereby all have access to view 

the other. 

 

The Library 

Just after twelve o’clock on 3 July, 1854 the foundation stone for the University of Melbourne 

was laid, in a ceremony attended by His Excellency Lieutenant Governor of Victoria Charles 

Hotham, the Judge of the Supreme Court and the Chancellor of the University, Redmond Barry, 
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along with the Speaker of the Legislative Council and President of the Library’s Trustees James 

Palmer and other dignitaries. As soon as the ceremony had concluded, the procession then 

travelled down Swanston Street to the site of the Public Library of Victoria, where with the help 

of architect Joseph Reed, the foundation stone of another learning institution was placed
25

. At 

both ceremonies the official speeches were laden with the belief that education, and access to 

knowledge, would divert civil unrest in the newly established colony. As described by Hotham 

the Public Library was firmly visioned as “an institution for the special benefit of the working 

classes”
26

, with Palmer naming education as one of “the firmest supporters of civil power as it 

had the capacity to avert civil commotions”
27

.  In this regard the library was envisioned as one 

of the first free public libraries, where “working men will find comfort and society”
28

. However, 

whilst the library was founded on the desire to provide access to knowledge to the working man, 

this knowledge was to be carefully curated and selected from the traditional institutions of 

Europe.  The library was to provide a space “where [the working man] will be enabled to 

associate with the higher and more cultivated classes of society”
29

. It was seen as a house of 

knowledge, not of entertainment, and on his travels in Britain during 1862 Redmond Barry 

wrote to chief librarian Augustus Tulk horrified that the users of the Liverpool Free Library 

were “with very few exceptions reading trashy novels and rubbishy serials”
30

.  To this end Barry 

and Tulk used the library to house the latest scientific discoveries and went on multiple overseas 

trips in the bid to secure collections of appropriate stature
31

. Whilst this was to be a library for 

the working classes, the content they were exposed to was almost exclusively directed towards 

the (European) aristocracy. 

 

By 1860 the results of Barry and Tulk’s overseas acquisitions could now be experienced by the 

colony’s public in a carefully arranged procession which reflected the values on which the 

building was founded. The façade as designed by Reed did not yet include the now existing 

entrance portico and colonnade (refer image), nor the manicured sloping lawn and terraced 
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stairs leading up from Swanston Street (which were added in 1875), yet would have still 

commanded a strong presence on the street with its generous setback from the city block and 

strong classical detailing. Once through the front doors and within the Entrance Hall the thirty-

four plaster casts of the Classical Greek Elgin Marbles were displayed
32

, proudly alluding to the 

achievements of classical civilisation as “proof that democracy could produce the finest works 

of the human spirit”
33

. As one ascended the stairs which flanked the Entrance Hall you then 

encountered the collection of ‘primitive’ weapons and technologies
34

. This display of 

Aboriginal weapons as artifacts, and juxtaposed so closely with the classical busts, would have 

served as a reminder that merely twenty years ago this site was inhabited by “savages”
35

. One 

then entered the Queen’s Hall Reading Room, where, surrounded by columns based on 

Vignola’s drawings, shelves of books gave access to the accounts of civilisation’s progress
36

.  
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Melbourne Free Public Library, c. 1860. Source:  The State Library of Victoria Collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

National Gallery Sculptures, c. 1870. Source: The State Library of Victoria Collection. 



The Book Arcade 

In 1873, nearly twenty years after the foundation stone for the Public Library of Victoria was 

laid, Edward Cole opened the first premises for his ‘Book Arcade’ near the corner of Bourke 

and Russell streets. Born into a wealthy but working class family in Kent, England, Cole 

emigrated to Australia at the age of twenty. A young entrepreneur, Cole worked on the 

goldfields in Castlemaine before coming to Melbourne and opening a second-hand bookstore at 

the Eastern Markets
37

. The private business was conceived as a “hobby”
38

, although Cole 

instilled within the store a strong set of values relating to humanity and access to knowledge. 

Seeking to popularise books, Cole saw no conflict in drawing people into the store by utilising 

the spectacle, and wanted to create a space in which “all might enter and read”
39

. To this end the 

store contained not only books, but the newly invented photograph, popular pictures and music, 

as well as containing a Chinese tearoom, a fernery, menagerie and toy store. There were signs 

posted throughout the store which encouraged patrons to “Read for as long as you like – 

Nobody asked to Buy”
40

. A Utopian, Cole actively used the store as advertisement for his ideals, 

issuing coins to customers which were “little missionaries for the spread of educative 

knowledge”
41

. These coins, which could be exchanged for goods but were often collected by 

customers, contained sayings such as “Reading and thinking brings wisdom”, and “One day 

there'll be a world with no borders”
42

. Cole also used the store to self-publish a variety of 

pamphlets and publications, including Coles Funny Picture Books for children which included 

songs espousing the value of books –  

“Books should be found in every home, 

  To form and feed the mind; 

They are the best of luxuries 

‘Tis possible to find.”
43

   

 

By 1904 the Arcade was an embedded institution of the city, becoming a “common incident in 
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the daily life of Melbourne”
44

. The store was so popular with the public that new premises were 

opened near the corner of Bourke and Swanston streets to coincide with the Melbourne Cup of 

1883, so that the spectacle of the horse race was quickly followed by the new store opening, 

which was attended by such great crowds that admittance was charged to slow the crowds 

movements
45

. Additional expansions eventually led to the store operating across a full city 

block, with frontages on both Bourke and Collins Street, “covering, when averaged up, 45 ft 

wide by 650 ft long”
46

. The main façade on Bourke Street was adorned with a brightly coloured 

rainbow, the store’s logo, and the main windows contained mechanical men which rotated 

through various advertising signs and slogans. The ground floor contained the new publications, 

with the stationary department displayed behind. Second hand books were displayed on the first 

floor, whilst the second “glisten[ed] with a mass of glass and chinaware”
47

. The upper levels 

were arranged as a gallery, with a central void which maximised views to the displays and the 

other shoppers. Proceeding back to Collins Street there was the Chinese tearooms, the 

photographic studio, and a fernery at Little Bourke Street. This led to the Collins Street store 

proper, which was predominantly the music and toy store, but also contained a confectionary 

store. The Collins Street frontage was dedicated to “a sort of literary laboratory for testing 

public opinion in regard to new books”
48

. Amongst this was also “Monkeyland”, which featured 

“50 live and interesting monkeys on show at the arcade”
49

. From these accounts it appears that 

distinctions between the high and low brow, the spectacle and the educative, were non-existent 

with the eye encouraged to roam voraciously between objects of wonder.          
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Cole’s Book Arcade Bourke Street frontage. Source: Ian Armstrong, as shown at Museum Victoria. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bourke Street on a Saturday night, 31 October, 1877 [Coles Book Arcade is shown in the centre image]. 

Source: The State Library of Victoria Collection. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inside Coles Book Arcade, c. 1883-1903. Source: Simon Shier, The State Library of Victoria Collection 

 

The fact that Melbourne could contain two such differing public institutions during its colonial 

beginnings, which both share the ideal of increasing the working man’s access to knowledge, 

and thus power, highlights the contradictory functions of the public educative institution of the 

nineteenth century. As described by Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, these buildings functioned as 

“that of the elite temple of the arts, and that of a utilitarian instrument for democratic 

education”
50

. Similarly, Nicholas Pearson categorises the differing approaches as either “hard”, 

whereby the State’s involvement is noticeably systematised towards target audiences, or “soft”, 

which worked “by example rather than pedagogy; by entertainment rather than by disciplined 

schooling; and by subtlety and encouragement”
51

. 

 

The primary sources cited suggest that the discourse of 19
th
 century Melbourne shared similar 

ideals and goals as the disciplinary societies as defined by Foucault. The Colony of Victoria 

appears very aware, and actively pursues, an institutionary model of the library which will shape 

and mould the public – particularly the working classes – into a governable society. One that, 

through access to knowledge, will be made more pliable and behave according to State wishes. 

The library embodied “a power made manifest not in its ability to inflict pain but by its ability to 
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organize and co-ordinate an order of things and produce a place for the people in relation to the 

order”
52

.This effectively segmented the curators (the State) and the consumers (the Public) of 

knowledge. The instilling of this from its very foundation perhaps allowed the subsequent 

growth of the contrasting model, the Book Arcade, which more strongly aimed to position the 

public on the same side of power. Approaching education through popularisation and 

commercial interests, Cole’s Book Arcade “subjugated by flattery, placing itself on the side of 

the people by affording them a place within its workings; a power which placed the people 

behind it; inveigled into complicity with it rather than cowed into submission before it”
53

.  

 

Whilst the State Library and the Book Arcade both fall under the institution of the library in 

their typology and function, they differ greatly in the practices of power employed to seduce the 

public. Over a century and a half later, the State Library of Victoria retains an aura of authority 

over other houses of knowledge, whilst the Book Arcade was closed shortly after Edward 

Cole’s death in 1920s??. Although we cannot speculate on the role the Book Arcade would take 

in the city today, it appears that Melbourne, and its Colonial public, could incorporate both 

institutions into the overall history of the acculturation of the city.  
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