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Abstract

The paper traces briefly the historical development of libraries and hbrary
services in Sri Lanka in the modern ‘period the origins of which go back to the
early 19th century. For this purpose the growth and development of the more
important libraries, thier o'b_lects and functions and the services undertaken by
- them have been outlined. The growth of the system as separate entities, public
special, government departmental, academic and national, responding to
'~ socio-economic stimuli and community needs have been commented on. The
unplanned growth of the system as individual libraries each functioning as a
part of the parent organisation to which it is attached, catering principally and
responding to the needs of the parent organisation, which have made it diffi-
cult to biing them together under a singie umbrelia organisation have also been
outlined. Some of these individual units have been established by statute and
~ have statutory powers enabling them to undertake the collection and services
‘which have given them the status to perform National Library Services. The
provisions of the Natjonal Library Services Board legislation and its limitations
in the above context and the amendments necessary to the Actin order to effecti-
vely discharge the role and function dewelvlnv on a National L1brary SerVIC&:
have been d1scussed

Li'braries, research and learning have been a part of Sri Lanka’s heritage
with records that date as far back as the 3rd century BC. Itwas the introduc-
tlon of Buddhism in this century with its far reaching civilizing influence that
 laid the foundation of Sri Lanka’s culture and literary traditions. By the first
century BC. Buddhist religious texts and commentaries were being written down
by monks, as in the West in a later era, the monasta.ies were the repositories of
learning and the depositories for religious texts. Thus for centuries continous
literary activity greatly influenced by Buddhism were a part of the life and times
of the people of Sri Lanka. There is evidence of ancient kings who had encour-
laged the development of literature by providing royal patronage, and of temple
libraies ‘pothguls’ which contained religious and secular works, many of which
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have been destroyed during the many invasions and conquests and internal tur-
moil and strife that took place in the course of history. Not much research has
been. done as to the orgamsatlon or forms in which these libraries had
developed and operated

The beginnings of the system of libraries now prevailing in the country
could be traced back to the British- occupation .of the Island at the turn of the
18th century. Records indicate that the British administration had catered to

_ the literary needs of the English speaking people by establishing libraries very
early in their period of administration. The first library so established was the
United Services Library in 1813 in Colombo. The development of these libraries
was an outcome of the need to document and maintain records pertammg to the
Judmal and civil administration of the country.

Historical Gverview of Library Development

An overview of the history of the major)libraries that perform National
Library functions and which therefore complement national library development
is necessary for understanding the trends in library development and the effect
that library related legislation has had on the establishment and development
of a National L1brary in the country. '

Colombo Publlc lerary

The forerunner of the present Colombo Pubhc lerary was the United
Services Library which was established in 1813 in Colombo ‘Thelibrary services
provided to the city of Colombo was strengthened when it merged i in 1874 with
the Colombo Library which had been established in 1824. The next step was,
the amalgamation in 1925 of the Colombo Library with the Pettah Library
(which had been established as the first subscription library in 1829) to form the
present Colombo Public Library. Thus the Colombo Public Library becoming

. heir to one of the oldest collections had a headstart in performing some of the
functions of a national library, such as acquiring a comprehenswe collection of
world literature and preserving a national collection, there by undertaking the
function of providing a base for an encyclopaedic collection, which could be
used by the nation as a whole. Corea (1975)

National Museum Library

~ Another library which is closely associated with national librdry service
development is thatof the National Museum Libraray of Sri Lanka, which was
established in 1877. The idea of setting up a library at the Colombo Museum
was that of the Governor Sir William Gregory, he refers to the National Museum
library in his speech to the Legislative Council on January 15, 1873 to quote
‘I trust to form a library which shall be open to every man who is respectable -
for the purpose of study. It will not be I am sorry to say liké the British Museum:
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" containing books on every conceivable subject, but it will be composed ot many
useful Books as our means will allow. I believe it will become a place of study
and that it will be found in it a large and valuable supply of works of references

. relating to the Island...” The National Museum library began its life with the
transference of the books of the Government Oriental Library which had been
established in 1870 and the books belonging to the Royal Asiatic Society (Ceylon -
Branch). But the Royal Asiatic collection was moved out of the Museum in
1942 and has had a separate existence since then splitting up a valuable heritage.
The Library developed its status and leadership in performing national library
information service functions when it became the first legal deposit library in
Sri Lanka under the Printers and Publishers Ordinance No: 1 of 1885. This gave
it the advantage of having legislative rights to one copy of all printed material

published in Sri Lanka. That a valuable collection accumulated in this library
is therefore a foregone conclusion.

The collection has grown through the years and special attention has been
paid to obtaining material on Sri Lanka, ‘Orientalia’ and the natural sciences, -
specially zoology. It has also acquired a non-book collection of ola leaf manu-
scripts written in Sinhala, Pali, Sanskrit and Burmese, which collection boasts
of -ola manuscripts dating back to the 13th Century. It has also obtained a
collection of Sinhala periodicals and newspapers dating back to the second
Sinhala: journal, the ‘Lanka Nidhana’ published in Sri Lanka in 1840. The
holdings of the library has grown with donations and purchases from private
collections. The exchange programmes instituted since 1944 whereby the Jour-
nal of the Museum ‘Spolia Zeylonica’ is being exchanged for scientific journal
literature has greatly helped in increasing its foreign acquisitions.

To the National Museum library belongs the credit of inculcating the tradi-
tion of issuing publications, and printed catelogues and indexes, providing basic
tools for research. This brief summary of the National Museum library lays

bare her position of supremacy as a premier research library for material on
" Sri Lanka. She has as a matter of policy collected the indigenous output of
the country and also concentrated in acquiring world literature on Arts, Human-
~ ities and the Natural Sciences and now boasts of an accessioned collection of
~ over 600,000 publications. Final Report ... (1959) Karunanayake (1980)

The National Archives -

The state papers of the country are preserved by the Départment of National
Archives. The ancient kings of Sri Lanka had their archives and keepers of
records, but though there is reference to such documentation in historical sources
no comprehensive collection has so far been traced. There is evidence that
palace archives did exist during the Kandyan Period which records were largely
engraved on copper plates or on ola leaves. Knox (1818). Unfortunately these
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archives of th - Sinhala kings had been disperesed at the time the British invaded
Kandy in 1815 to prevent their falling into enemy hands. Thus a valuable and
comprehensive archwal collec’uon pertammg to the period of the Sinhalese Kings
were lost.

State papers on the Portugese period 1505-1656 had been col'ected by the
Portugese, but unfortunately they had been destroyed by the then administraton -
to embarass the Dutch by depriving them of information required for efficient
administration. Thus an official coliection of information on this period is not
found in Sri Lanka and has to be obtained from the Archives at Lisbon. The
National Archives has a collection of state documents dating back to the 17th
Century containing records of the country under Dutch occupation. The Dutch
who ruled the maritime areas had taken pains to collect and preserve official
documents methodically and by the end of the 18th Century they had collected
various groups of archives - Land Registers, secretariat papers of each admini-
strative centre, - scholarcal papers, the parish registers or School Thombus which
contained information on births, deaths and marriages and attendance at the
village schools. ’ '

~The British who conquered the maritime province from the Dutch in 1976
had in Clause 4 of the Articles of Capitulation stated that “all public papers
should be faithfully dchvered over.” But a few of the Dutch officials had
destroyed the archives they were in charge of such as the Archives of Tangalle,
Batticaloa, Chilaw, Trincomalee and Jaffna before the articles were signed.
Yet the British did inherit a fairly large and very carefully. preserved collection
of records of official documents in 1796. The British continued the practice of
maintaining and preserving official documents, ‘the first - Governor Frederick
North having instruction in 1798 to collect material on justice, revenue, comm-
erce and religion. The State papers of the British period contain within it the

" history of British Colonial Ceylon from 1796 to 1948, the correspondence of
the Governor of Ceylon with the Secre ary of State for Colonial Affairs in
Britain, the correspondence of the Chief Secretary with heads of departments and
individuals, and the archives of the various departments and Kachcheries in the

Island.

At the very inception of the archives in 1798 by the British the Chief Secre-
tary Hugh Cleghorn of the British Government in Sri Lanka was appointed as
custodian of the records, which functions in time were delegated to junior officers

though the archives continued to be a part of the Chief Secretary’s. office under
the Central Government. In 1889 the post was designated ‘Examiner of the
Duich Records’. During this early period the archives moved from place to
place, some were taken to Europe and many records were lost. It was only in
1902 that a government archivist and librarian was appointed and the variou$
archives found in the cities of Jaffna, Galle and Colombo, and in the Museum
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and the Reglctrar-Gencrals Office were transferred to a singlecentral depository
housed in the Secretariat under his care. But once again during the war years
1942-1943 the archives were tak~n out of Colombo to the mterxor of the coumry
for safety.

It was only after the War and the gaining of independence in 1948 that the
archives, which had so far been a part of the Chief Secretary’s Office, was raised
to the status of a department in the Ministry of Education, and its work exten-
ded to include the task of receipt and registration of all books and newspapers
printed in Ceylon and the collection as a Record Office of files more than 50
vears old. All newspapers and books published in Sri Lanka which had been
sent by law for registration to the Registrar General during 1941-51 were trans-
ferred back to the Department of Archives. The records of the Government
Records Office, and the Office of the Colonial Secretary were also now bxought ;
under the Department of Archives. '

The funct1ons of the Departm_ent of Archives were carried out according to
_ the administrative regulations embodied in the Manual of Procedure Section 9
regulations 86-89 ‘preservation and Destruction of Documents’. Accordingly
_ material was acquired under the clause which required records of continuing
value to the administration, and of historical importance to be sent to the archi-
ves for permanent deposit. These regulations were. effective only as far as the
records of the Central government were concerned. In time it was necessary
to have much more comprehensive rules and regulations to ensure the collection
of a large variety of historical records. With the passing of the National Archives
Law in 1973 the scope of the archives has extended and today the National
Archives houses both public and private records of archival value. Thus pride
- of place as’ the core repository of matenal of hlstorlcal 1mportance belongs to
the National Archives.

“The Department of National Archives today has in addition to a collection
of state papers a collection of private documents which have been obtained
from individuals and institutions. 1t thus contains ola manuscripts of a histori-
cal nature, and correspondence of prominent personalities. As the custodian
of printed publications and newspapers published in the Island, a collection
of signed copies of newspapers and journals which publishers were required
by law to deposit ate available in the Archives. Fmal Report . (1959) De Silva
(1975)Wimalaratne (1978) : i

Umvers1ty Libraries -

. The year 1921 saw.the estabhshment of the first acadcmlc llbrary w1th the
opemng of the University College. The University of Ceylon was established
in 1942 absorbing the University College. The University of Ceylon shifted
to Peradeniya in 1952 leaving behind the medical, - science and engineering
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faculties in Colombo, which too were later. transferred to Peradeniya, The
University of Ceylon Peradeniya Library of today therefore has had the ngd
fortune to acquire a collection dating back to the early 20th Century. Though
the collection has witnessed changes due to changes in university legislation and
shifting of faculties, it has one of the biggest collections in the country, having
over 300,000 volumes which has grown through pUrchase_s, gifts, donations and
exchanges and its acquisitions have been buttressed  since 1946 by its legal .
_deposit. status. The other university libraries have shorter histories, but they
too have fair collections, even though they de not have the advantage of having
- a claim on legal deposit.

Legal Libraries.

Several libraries to serve the administration of justice and legal education
are existent in the country some of which date back to the ear y British period
The first law library known as the Judges Library was estzblished in 1833 at the
. time the Charter of Justice was promulgated, which Charter abolished the then

existent courts and created the Supreme Court of the Island of Ceylon. This
library started out with the aims of collecting both English law and Roman
Dutch law. In 1850 the Colombo Law Library was established for the use of
the Judges and the Bar. The Iibrary of the Attorney-General’s Department
‘which -may have come into being with the establishment of the department
.in 1884 served the needs of state law officers. The Law Somety Library started
in-1947 met the needs of the Bar and the Law College Library established in
1874 catered to students seeking legal education. The library of the House of
Parliament too contains valuable legal documentation of historical significance.
All these libraries of law contain collections which may not be found in any of
the other libraries referred to earlier. They are the repositories of a valuable
national collection on the constitutional and legal nght development of legal
- institutions, admmlstratzon of )ustlce and case law. :

The National Library

That public interest in establishing a national library was growing was .
apparent in the late 1950s and is evident from the Final Report of the Special
Committee on Antiquities (1959) to quote ... the majority of witnesses who
appeared before the Committee were unanimous that the Museum hbrary is an
excellent nucleus for a Central National Library.” :

“For the purpose of makmg a start with National Library Service therefore
the Museum library should ‘be constituted into a National Library. In this
library should also be incorporated the collection of books of the Royal Asiatic
Society library if the Society is mlhng to come into the scheme ... In addition
much of the collection of books in the library of the Archeolog1cal Department
as well as in the library section of the Department of Government Archivist
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should be included in the collection of books of the National Library, what
perhaps began as a reserved working library for the Museum has now developed -
into a possible National Library and its facilities must be made available to the
nation.” (para 132)

“The registry of ‘Books and Newspapers’ should be separated from the
Archives Department and run along with the National Library as a National
- Bibliography. The National Bibliography will contain copies of all books and
newspapers published in Ceylon. Suitable amendments will have to be introdiced
" to the Printers and Publishers Ordinance and the Printing Presses Ordinance to
bring this scheme into effect.” (Para 133) “A new building specially planned
for a library ... must be put within the next two years at the most. Further
delay would mean loss of several books and manuscripts which are irreplaceble.””
(para 136) . ' :

Thus in 1959 the Antiquities Committee comprised of non librarians were of
opinion that the establishment of a national library was a pressing national need
to act as a repository to preserve the national culture and to perform the tradi-
tional. functions of a National Library they also listed the functions of the
National Library which functions are relevant even today.

“(a) toserve as a central depository of all books published in Ceylon and
a good selection of those pubhshed elsewhere;

b) provxdmg centralised services in matters such as catalogumg biblio-
graphirs, standardization of methods, etc;

(¢) registration of books and perlodxcals and the preparatlon of a Nati-
onal Bibliography;

(d) . to serve as a Central Book Exchange;
(e) to organise an inter-library loan systém; and

(f) generally, to assist the development of a National Library Service
and to provide training for staff from all over the Island.”

The Salaries and Cadres Commission Report of 1961 had also considered
- the question of the need to establish a National Library, thinking of it as the
chief government library and co-ordinating agency, which would provide the
government with its documentation needs, to quote “The Special Committee
_‘on Antiquities in their report for 1959 has recommended the establishment of a
National Library beginning with the Museum library as a nucleus and extending
to all branches of study in time. If and when such a library is established some
relationship will obviously have to be worked out between the departmental
libraries and the National Library to avoid duplication. It may be possible to
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.constitute départmental libraries when they are strictly necessary as branches

of the National Library manned by personnel of the latter and it may also be
possxb]e through the same process to eliminate or absorb into the National

Library many of the small library units that are now disposed in various depart-

ments.” This Commission had evaluated the needs for the establishment of a

National Library from the perspectives of servicing the state and the nation as

an information agency for national development. St

These recommendations led to the government seeking expert advise and
UNESCO support to fulfill this felt need. “The establishment of a National
Library is an urgent necessity.” Bonny (1960) In 1967 a Meeting of Experts on
the National Planning of LibraryServices in Asia was held in Colombo. The
meeting discussed a plan for the development of library and documentation
services in Ceylon. “This meeting suggested that steps should be taken to ensure
the enactment of necessary legislation to establish a central authority responsible

_for the general development of all library services in a country.” It also exam-
ined the concept of a National Library. “The term national library, today does
not imply a monumental storehouse of the national treasure, but an active
organisation with dynamic leadership to a triple purpose:

{a) preserving of the natioﬁal culture'

b) developlng by all approprlate means, systems and procedures which
will make available the total library resources of the nation for the
benefit of the whole national community; and ,

(© establishing relations with lib:éries of other countries.”
The purpose of the national library Was further amplified by the meeting as,

“(i) to maintain and develop a national collection of library material,
including a comprehensive collection of library material relating
to Ceylon and Ceylonese people;

(ii) to serve as a national reference and research library upon such -
conditions as may be determined by the Library Board with a view
to promoting the most advantageous use of the llbrary in the natio-
nal interest ;

(iii) to compile the Ceylon National Blbhography and provide other
bibliographical services as required :;

(iv)  to compile the Union Catalogue of Ceyloniana and a Union List of
serials;

) to be responsible for inter-library loans, both within the country
and mternatxonally,
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