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Paisley Central Library holds 
a special place in the hearts 
and minds of the people of 
Renfrewshire, and in the 
hearts and minds of the 
library staff.  The building 
has seen multiple additions, 
adaptations and changes 
over the many years it has 
served as Paisley’s Central 
Library.  Many times the 
interior space has been 
redesigned, redecorated and 
rearranged to accommodate 
changing needs, and now 
we anticipate the biggest 
change of all – a relocation 
to a different building in a 
new place.

to make their voices heard 
about what they want, need 
and wish for from their 
new library.  Ultimately, the 
design will be informed by 
these voices.

Joyce Higgins
Digital and Library 
Development Manager
Renfrewshire Libraries

The affection and nostalgia 
felt for the current library 
building will not fade, and 
all of us who love it will 
look forward to seeing it in 
its new guise as part of a 
magnificent redeveloped 
museum complex.

This move offers an exciting 
and unique opportunity to 
design a space for a modern 
library service which will 
be inclusive and flexible for 
all, and which will enthuse 
and inspire its users.  This 
creative engagement 
exercise was undertaken to 
empower the community to 
whom the library belongs, 
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This publication is accompanied by Chris Leslie’s
multimedia slideshow, available at: 

www.renfrewshirelibraries.co.uk 



After nearly 150 years in service, the story 
of Paisley Central Library has had its share 
of twists and turns. You can see it in the 
current building, in the contrasts between 
the airy and light main reading room and 
the dark woods and nooks of its basement, 
between the striking Edwardian architecture 
that rises above state of the art 
self-issue kiosks.

When we started this project we were 
curious to see how the relocation of such 
a fixture of the Paisley landscape would be 
received by its residents. We reached out 
to as many different types of people as we 
could to involve them in a creative 
discussion on the future of the library. 

We met long-time borrowers, first time 
visitors, community activitists, IT users, 

mums (and toddlers) and young people 
from all three of the local High Schools. We 
took them on tours then talked books, 
libraries and the way of the world, and 
along the way introduced them to design 
thinking, creative writing and the art of the 
‘kenning’. In return, they gave us their 
stories, thoughts, hopes, fears and ideas 
about the future. 

As Paisley Central Library starts a new 
chapter, this publication, alongside Chris’ 
multimedia slideshow presents just some of 
what we created together. 

Mitch Miller
Alison Irvine 

and Chris Leslie

Recollective
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Chris Leslie prowls the library basement 
in search of photo opportunities. 



PAISLEY 2016

Photographs by Chris Leslie.
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Built by textiles magnate
Robert Coats, Paisley’s Free
Library and Museum first
opened in 1871, one of the
first municipal libraries to
be opened in Scotland. The
building was designed by
the architect John 
Honeyman and was added 
to in a number of phases 
between 1882 and 1933.

The current Paisley Central
Library was extended
in 1904 by the architect’s
firm Honeyman, Keppie
and Mackintosh - the latter
of course, being a young
Charles Rennie Mackintosh.
The roof trusses that stretch
underneath the skylights in
the main lending library 
are very similar to those 
Mackintosh used in his
design for Glasgow School of
Art. 

While the current building
enjoys excellent natural light
and exudes old school (or
library…) charm, it is a 
design of its time. The 
upstairs gallery that 
surrounds the main lending 
library is inaccessible
to disabled users, while staff 
are somewhat cramped in 
out-dated workrooms and 
offices.  As the library nears 
its 150th year, the move to 
Paisley High Street offers 
an excellent opportunity to 
address these challenges 
and create a library made 
for the 21st century.

 

Among other interesting
features is the library 
basement, a dry storage 
area for heritage materials 
relating to the history of 
Renfrewshire. Visitors to 
the museum can still see 
the original library in its 
current form as the Heritage 
Centre, where unique 
and precious family and 
local history documents 
are made available to the 
public. The main area of the 
library now holds the main 
adult collections, as well as 
the children’s and young 
person’s libraries. 

As with many contemporary 
libraries, today’s Central  
Library offers access to PCs, 
wi-fi, book bug sessions for 
children and self-service 
issue kiosks.

PAISLEY LIBRARY 1871-2016
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Opposite Page: The first floor was 
once the Children’s Library. It is now 
used as a workroom and holds the 
Inter-Library Loan collection.
Images ©Renfrewshire Leisure
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Above: The Lending Library as it was in the mid 
20th Century. 
Below: Chris Leslie’s  photograph from May 2016.

©Renfrewshire Leisure



There is is no mistaking the fondness the 
current staff at Renfrewshire Libraries hold 
for the Paisley building. ‘The light is 
amazing in here’ as one remarked ‘I’ll miss 
it.’ Staff felt keenly the sense of history 
within the building and its importance as a 
civic landmark. 

Library work is much more than issuing 
and shelving books. Contemporary users 
come with a range of needs and demands, 
whether it is access to PCs or space for 
community activities. This means Library 
staff must be as conversant in the 
eccentricities of Windows 8 as they are in 
stock rotation, or inter-library loans. To-
day’s library assistant must deal with 

jobseekers looking to complete their 
search before they get sanctioned by the 
DWP, excite toddlers (and their mothers) 
to read and interact with books, and chase 
down special requests and requirements 
from the borrowers. They must do this 
work in a building designed for 19th 
century forebears who could not even 
conceive of iPads, wi-fi or graphic novels.

Staff seemed keen to learn more about the 
proposals for the new building. Among the 
concerns raised was for space and 
storage – would the shopfront library have 
the space for the collections currently 
held? Would it be able to continue as a 
Central Library if much of the stock and 

TODAY’S LIBRARY:
STAFF PERSPECTIVES
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These were just some of the issues raised 
at out our staff workshop, where library 
coordinators, assistants and caretakers 
could ask questions – and put forward 
ideas – on the future move. Sadness at 
leaving their old workplace was tempered 
by a determination to make sure the 
library made the most of the changes.  

the archives were to go? There were some 
fears that the library could lose its identity:

 I see it becoming more of a community 
library, especially if we lose a lot of stock, 
and our links to heritage. We don’t let our 
stock just sit – we already make sure to 
weed out what’s not being used and all 
that - if there’s not the selection you get 
in a Central Library, then that attraction is 
lost. 

Moveable stacks are great – they work 
just fine when you need to change the 
space. But they don’t solve the prob-
lem of noise. 

We need to tell the Jobcentre when-
ever our computers are down, so that 
the people using them don’t get sanc-
tioned. 

-Do we need to have these big fixed 
PCs anymore? If you didn’t have all 
these banks of PCs, but tablets instead 
– you could put books there…!

The light is 
amazing in 

here... 

I’ll miss it.

WORDS from THE STAFF

10

Below: Library Assistant Liz gave Chris and 
Mitch her perspective on working at Paisley 
Central Library, and the changes to come. 

©Mitch Miller 2016
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Staff also recognized an 
opportunity to ensure 
certain problems from the 
current building were not 
recreated in the new.  The 
service pods that sit on the 
main floor were a design 
feature few staff felt they 
would miss (a point which 
many of the public seemed 
to agree upon):

It should never have 
happened –the way the pods 
are now means there can be 
2 or 3 people around about 
you, in your space, able to 
see your screen – they often 
don’t understand that we 
could be dealing with some-
one and they come right up 
to you. We’ve said please, 

users - be able to park their 
cars? Linked to this was the 
matter of being able to 
move stock in and off the 
site and concerns over 
whether vehicles would be 
able to gain access when 
needed.

Clearly determined to make 
sure the library flourished 
in its new setting, staff 
were hopeful and curious 
as to what the future might 
bring and what the Creative 
Visioning Process would 
uncover. As one said-  I’m 
fascinated to see what a 
member of the public’s ideal 
library would be!

bring back a proper 
counter. You need a focal 
point, somewhere where 
we’re secure and able to 
manage our space.

Staff acknowledged the 
problems of disabled access, 
cramped workspaces, lack of 
toilet facilities or the noisy 
atmosphere at Book Bug 
sessions – all issues caused 
by the pressures of running 
a 21st century library in a 19th 
century building. Dealing 
with these was agreed to be 
a high priority.

Other concerns included 
the pedestrianised High 
Street of the  - would 
disabled – or indeed other 

Senior Library Supervisor Donna runs a 
Book Bug session in the Children’s Library. 

Photograph ©Chris Leslie
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We wanted to make sure the 
public  were well-informed 
before being asked to 
comment on the new library.

Participants joined free 
behind the scenes tours of 
the current library, where 
they could see areas they 
had never seen before, and 
look more closely at the 
spaces they thought they 
knew.The tours involved 
regular library users, com-
munity groups and workers,  

This was followed by a cup of 
tea and a chance to 
discuss what they had seen 
with project artist Mitch 
Miller. The goal was to 
encourage users to engage 
in ‘design thinking’.  To do 
this, we encouraged users to 
speak and think freely - 
voicing fears and issues, 
before moving on to think 
about possible solutions. 

pupils from all three local 
secondary schools and the 
youth group Project- Z. Led 
by Elaine Finlay and Joyce 
Higgins, they covered every-
thing from the early history 
of the building to the Johnny 
Depp posters in the staff 
workroom, from the dark-
room where Paisley pattern 
books were being digitised 
to the tunnels under the 
basement area (the young 
people were particularly 
excited about this…)

AROUND THE LIBRARY

TODAY...

The day of silent libraries are long gone...
but you hit the point where you have a 
conflict of interest, all trying to share the 
same space. 

A fear I’d have is that in a move, a lot of 
books, a lot of very valuable collections 
would be scaled back and lost - what we 
see down there even today is the tip of a 
vanishing iceberg. 

A big part of a library is the serendipity 
element - you browse along the stacks 
and you just see something you didn’t 
expect. 

The way the books are laid out [in the 
teenage section] just doesn’t grab your 
attention.

It’s past its sell-by date - it’s makeshift 
looking, and it’s not caught up with tech-
nological change. 

TOMORROW...?

For me it’s all about the kids - if you start 
with the kids, then you’ve got them.

it’s an interesting time to be alive - 
everything is changing so fast. And that’s 
the challenge here. 

There should be an old fogey’s corner! 
Where we can sit in the quiet, out of 
people’s way - and there’s a space where 
the kid can do what they want to. 

We need to PLAN for wheelchairs and 
buggies. 

Keep computers away from the children’s 
section - as soon as they see a chance for 
screen time, you will lose them to it. 

Use the levels - there can be noisy levels 
and quiet levels...?
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Visitors were able to explore 
every corner of the library to 
gain a detailed understanding 
of how it works. 

Photographs ©Chris Leslie.

 I’m fascinated to 
see what a 

member of the 
public’s ideal 

library would be!



We then discussed the future – what 
would they like to see in the new library? 
How do we ensure the good things 
survive the transition, while getting rid of 
the bad? What design principles should 
architects consider as they prepare the 
new site? 

A persistent theme was the challenge 
of meeting a range of different needs in 
a building erected when most of these 
needs had not even been thought of. 
Adult borrowers, community groups, 
mothers, toddlers and young people all 
have different requirements - and 
expectations. We tried to encourage the 
participants to look beyond their 
immediate perspectives, and consider 
how, as a public space, a library could be 
designed to meet this challenge.

Young people were very clear that they 
wanted there to be some sort of 
separation between their section and the 
children’s library-

The young person’s section just seems to 
be hidden behind the children’s books. You 
can’t see it!

The graphic novel selection wasn’t very 
good - it wasn’t the best range. 

Participants were often struck at just how 
much library staff had to make do, and 
how difficult area of the site were to 
access. When faced with these points, 
even some of the more sceptical members 
of the public could see benefits to a new 
site and  a design where access could be 
built in. 
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Meeting the needs of regular 
user such as the Paisley Writer’s 
Group will be an important part 
of the redesign process. 

Photograph ©Chris Leslie.



AN OLD LIBRARY...
...IN A NEW PLACE

As well as getting a sense of 
how people felt about the 
move, we wanted to encour-
age them to put forward 
their ideas for the new 
space. How could we 
continue the 150-year legacy 
of the library in a way that 
was workable for 21st 
century users?

We were particularly 
interested in the views and 
opinions of young people. 
Four of our library tours 
were specifically targeted at 
this age group. At the end of 
these tours (after recovering 
some of our group members 
from the endless attractions 
of the underground 
tunnels!) we returned to the 
old children’s library on the 

first floor for a design 
workshop and ‘competition’. 
Here artist Mitch Miller 
introduced each group to 
design principles and 
exercises for thinking through 
the redesign process.

We then broke into groups 
to come up with a design for 
a floor of the library – Mitch 
would pretend to be the 
head of the library services 
and judge the results. The 
teams were encouraged to 
be creative, think big and 
positively.

As can be seen, the designs 
were hugely inventive and 
bursting with good ideas! We 
have reprinted some on the 
next page.

Mitch commented on each 
design proposal, pointing 
out their strengths and the 
best ideas, before deciding 
on a ‘winner’. In truth, Mitch 
took ideas from all of the 
teams, along with the design 
principles discussed at the 
adult workshops, to create 
the conceptual story maps 
he made to represent the 
ideas our participants were 
starting to come up with.
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Design Ideas

A young person’s section has to be where staff can see it, to make sure 
everything is ok and there are no problems. - Adult user

You have to balance everything, between collections, digital and  what I’m 
passionate about, live events and engagement. -  Adult User

I’m not sure about sections - it’s maybe a better thing to encourage the 
generations to rub shoulders. - Adult User

You need to watch the location of PCs – so that browsers are not coming up the 
back of people trying to use the computers. - Staff Member

I’d like to see something in the design that reflects Paisley, its culture , a visual 
style and use of images, or poems to give the place an identity - something 
that’s purely Paisley, and make people think about the library and what’s in it - 
like the cover of a book. - Adult user

There are different types of computer user - we need to think about how they 
are different, and be smart about that.  - Adult user

If you had a games lending service, you could put the guides and the comics 
spin offs next tyo the games - that would get people reading! - Young person

Members of Project Z  
work out some design ideas 
with Mitch Miller

Photograph ©Chris Leslie
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Opposite Page: Some of the 
excellent design ideas for 
a young person’s section 
created by local secondary 
school pupils.
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During the schools workshops, Alison and Mitch 
encouraged young readers to visualise their best 
reading experiences and draw inspiration for 
their own creative writing. 
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Pizza and Lilacs

It was a sunny but chilly afternoon and 
I was bored, but not when I picked up 
Staying Strong by Demi Lovato. As being 
eleven years old it wasn’t normal for a kid 
of my age to be bored because there are a 
number of things to do but nothing caught 
my mind other than that book. 

So ignoring my mum who had told me to 
tidy up my room I sat on my bed which 
was filled with pillows and blankets which 
gave me comfort and I read away. I was 
getting slightly interrupted as I heard the 
cars going past and younger kids yelling 
and playing. My mind went away from re-
ality and went to peace of mind and calm-
ness with the smooth scent of lilac getting 

rid of the pizza scent that I had two nights 
ago. I felt really comfortable as I squeezed 
the pillows and hugged them as I read. I 
felt the sun rays hitting my face giving me a 
bit of warmth. 

Then all of a sudden my mum barges 
through my door and tells me to stop and 
tidy up but she was surprised that I was 
even reading on the weekend. That’s when 
I had to put my book to the side and do 
work. 

Later that day it was night and I was sup-
posed to go to sleep but I couldn’t help but 
to carry on and read.  

Sumán Kandola, Paisley Grammar

Timelord

‘Tick tock’ went the clock as it trundled 
along telling the time in minutes and 
seconds. I, Matthew, was sitting on my 
bed reading a great Doctor Who book in 
the glow of my T.V. as it blurted out static 
music. My mum was calling on me for my 
dinner but I didn’t care, this was the climax 
and I was hooked and unwilling to stop. 

Consoles and controllers were littered 
around the floor like the dirty laundry not 
too far away from them. ‘Dong’ went the 
clock for a while until six were played. 

The book climactically ended and with 
a sigh I lunged forward and carelessly 
opened the door. The book fell to the bed 
and another page fell open with the words 
to be continued on the new page.

Mathew Baldwin, Paisley Grammar

A library is many things as the list of 
‘kennings’ opposite shows, but it is also an 
experience – and not just in the library itself. 
Borrowers take books into all sorts of 
settings. What sort of impact does this have?

Writer Alison Irvine worked with pupils from 
Castlehead High School and Paisley 
Grammar to create ‘microfictions’ from their 
best reading experiences, in the library, or at 
home (School Librarians also joined in!) 

We have published just some of them here. 
As well as being hugely inventive, they give 
an insight into how young people feel about 
reading –and the different environments and 
situations in which they do so.
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Whispers in the Library

I was in class reading period on a Wednes-
day. Across from me, Louise looked as if 
she was so bored out of her head there 
was no head left. I’m pretty sure Emma 
was dying next to me, or maybe she was 
sleeping . . . Someone was so irritatingly 
tapping the table but I was too engrossed 
in my book to notice. 

I was reading my favourite book series, 
The Series of Unfortunate Events. I was at 
a REALLY exciting part and I felt as if I could 
never take my eyes off that page. 

Reading periods were extremely boring 
to everyone else. But not me. In that fifty 
minutes I could effortlessly devour books. 

KENNINGS of PAISLEY LIBRARY 

But I didn’t want to. It was so good and so 
exciting I wanted it to last forever. I had 
read other books that had little exciting 
climaxes, but I had never read anything like 
these books. They were happy and bouncy 
at times, but most of the time it was trau-
matic and grasping. 

I was flicking through these pages at an 
unbelievable pace until I paused at a single 
page, slammed the book shut, dropped it 
onto the table, strangely out of breath, and 
I whispered to myself, “Finished”.

Kate McBurnie, Castlehead High School

Horizon stretcher
Limit destroyer

Ideas depository
Imagination vault
Imagination storer
Inspiration maker

Myth storer
Refuge maker
Comfort Zone

Book giver

Story giver
Silent journey.

Life Teller
Fantasy Teller
Book holder

Book container
Creating maker

Quiet forcer
A doorway to more different worlds

Word Box

A ‘kenning’ is a descriptive technique from Nordic poetry, which combines 
two words to dscribe another  - so for example, a book could be a 

‘Mind Widener’ or ‘Story Feeder’. 

Writer Alison Irvine worked with local high school pupils to make kennings of 
‘Library’.
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Pages 20-27 show the concept sketches Mitch Miller
created from comments, suggestions and ideas 
generated during the creative consultation. Some of the 
cleverest ideas - such as the combined issues desk and 
self-service (p20) and the ‘buggy parking area’ (p23) 
came directly from the public tours and workshops.  
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A final task we put to all of our 
participants and collaborators was to 
think about design principles; what 
ideas should guide the design 
process? What should the first words 
in our design brief say?

There were many different ways of 
putting it, but this best captured the 
sentiments of users, staff and young 
people:

The Library should be a 
welcoming, engaging 
flexible space for all.  

PULLING THE THREADS TOGETHER:
IDEAS FOR THE DESIGN BRIEF

30
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Based on what we learned from the project, the 
following are some broad DESIGN PRINCIPLES for 
the new library:

- The Library will be used by a very diverse range of 
people and should be built to allow them to coexist 
and thrive in the same space. 

- The old Library will have excellent light - but also  
be designed to make sure sound goes where it 
should - and noise stays where it is most 
appropriate.

-Access and flexibility should be at the heart of the 
new building’s layout

- Staff should also have the space and flexibility 
they need to do their job.

- The needs and aspirations of young people should 
be an integral part of the new design.

-The Library is an important public space. Coming 
together – whether to study, or for an event – is 
one of its integral functions.

-Books are important, and valued by all ages! They 
should be at the centre of a new design which 
maximises opportunities to explore the collection 
and ensures adequate and secure storage.

- The library should communicate  its ethos and 
purpose through strong visuals, intelligent use of 
space and sense of identity. It should be designed 
to draw the public in to explore what it has to 
offer.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS...

[There should be] More a feeling 
of space, less a feeling of clutter 
- less a feeling of ‘where do we 
put things?’ 
- Library Staff

Moveable stacks are great – they 
work just fine when you need to 
change the space. But they don’t 
solve the problem of the sound. 
- Library Staff

It should give you this feeling of 
personal space in a public area. 
I don’t know how you do that 
though! - Adult User

It should feel like a place where 
we belong. - Young person

It should take some of the best 
ideas from bookshops - but look 
and feel like a library! 
- Adult User
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Thanks go to...

Joyce Higgins and Elaine Finlay
All the Staff of Paisley Central Library
The Librarians, teachers and pupils of 

Castlehead High School, Paisley Grammar and St Andrew’s High School
Project Z

Paisley Library Digiteers
All of our tour participants and interviewees. 
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