Remembering B.S. Kesavan, India’s first
National Librarian1
L.J. Haravu

First of all I must thank the Karnataka Library Association (KALA) and the
Department of Library and Information Science (DLIS) for organizing this
event to commemorate the birth centenary of Mr. Kesavan, India’s first
National Librarian — a scholar, a linguist and above all a wonderful human
being. I thank KALA and DLIS for considering it fit to invite me to speak
today.
I consider it my sacred duty to pay homage to a man with whom I was
associated in some small ways for over 36 years, from 1964 to a month before
he passed away in the year 2000.

Early life
his life, the influences that shaped his character, qualities of head and heart
that enlighten us when they are recalled, and of course his contributions to
society. First, I will briefly recapitulate Mr. Kesavan’s life as many in this
gathering are too young to have known much more than his name. Second, I
will speak about Mr. Kesavan’s contribution to libraries and librarianship in
India and elsewhere, and third, I will speak about Mr. Kesavan the man and
his uniqueness. In speaking about Mr. Kesavan, the man, I will draw from my
own experience with and memories of him and that of a few others who have
1. Adapted from a talk given at the birth centenary celebrations for Mr. B.S. Kesavan held at the
Department of Library and Information Science (DLIS), Mysore University, 30 May 2009, and
sponsored by Karnataka Library Association (KALA) and (DLIS).
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In remembering a great person I think we should talk of the major events in
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shared their reminiscences with me. I have also used Mr. Kesavan’s carefully
compiled and printed bio data which he shared with me some years ago and
which I have preserved as a valuable possession. I have also drawn from the
book, titled B.S. Kesavan: First National Librarian of India by P.T. Nair published
in 2005 [1]. Nair has been described by his publishers as the bare-footed
historian of Kolkata.
Mr. Kesavan was born in Chennai in May 1909 to a devoutly religious and welleducated family. His parents and especially his grandfather gave him his founding
lessons on behaviour, culture and on the importance of cultivating a loving
relationship with God and with other humans. The environment of scholarship
that already existed in the family undoubtedly had a profound effect on his life.
He was introduced to Sanskrit and the scriptures, and the love for languages and
literature was nurtured from an early age. His schooling until his matriculation
was in Madras. The family then moved to Mysore where his grandfather had
a house. Kesavan graduated from the Maharaja’s College in 1929.

Higher education
Soon after his graduation, as was the custom in the educated middle class of
India of those days, he was sent to England for higher studies. He was keen to
do an Honour’s course in English literature from the London University.
However, British upper lip superiority did not consider his Indian degree as
good enough to qualify him for the Honour’s course and Kesavan had to start
from scratch. He spent seven years in England and finally got his M.A. degree
from Birkbeck College, University of London in 1936. The Head of the
Department of English of the college wrote in his testimonial, “His research
work for the M.A. degree was an excellent performance and won high praise from the
University Examiner. It showed high capability for original work and an unusual
power for logical exposition. I confidently expect him to do still better and more
important work.” Kesavan’s personality and his knowledge of Indian literature
and languages and his competence in English literature attracted him to people
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as lofty as the great playwright, George Bernard Shaw, with whom Kesavan
interacted on first name terms.
I do not know why Kesavan decided, during his Honour’s course, to do a
Diploma in Librarianship from the London School of Librarianship, University
of London. It must have been his love of scholarship and his love for books.
His teachers included the well known Berwick Sayers and the bibliographer
Arundell Esdaile. Sayers, speaking about Kesavan writes: “I have had much
experience of Indian students of librarianship: many of whom have worked under my
personal direction here (Croydon Public Libraries) and many of them have been men
of considerable promise, but of none can I speak with greater confidence as to his
(Kesavan’s) present performance and undoubted promise.”
Soon after Kesavan took advanced training in the German language at the
University of JENA, in Jena, Germany, and in Sanskrit at the School of Oriental
Studies, London. Kesavan thus was a triple M.A. (in German, Sanskrit and
English literature). The foundations that were laid in his school and college
were firmly established in him as a scholar with an eclectic outlook. Such a
background acquired at a young age obviously equipped him with the
confidence, scholarship and persuasive powers that made him a colossus in
more senses than one.

Kesavan the teacher
On his return to India and Mysore, Kesavan began his career as a lecturer in
English literature in Maharaja’s College. Before he was appointed as lecturer
he sought the vacant position of Librarian of Mysore University Library. He
was rejected in spite of having excellent academic and library qualifications.
Ironically, Kesavan, in later years, was on the selection committee to choose
incumbents for the librarian’s position in the university library. He lectured
for 7 years at Maharaja’s College. His ebullience and obvious scholarship, his
oratory and wit endeared him to eager students. He regaled his students with
his humour and sought to bring home valuable life lessons. He was easily the
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most popular teacher and his grandfather’s house in Mysore was frequented
by his students. The story is told that he would often take poor students to the
canteen and see that they ate well. As a result, his canteen bill was so big and
his salary so small that he paid back his debts to the canteen after he got his
first salary when he took up a job in Delhi. Many of his students who later
became famous administrators, journalists, photographers, artists have recalled
Kesavan’s uniqueness. Sharada Prasad, one of his illustrious students who
became Press Secretary to two Prime Ministers of India (Smt Indira Gandhi
and Shri Rajiv Gandhi) speaking of Kesavan said: “He distinguished himself as a
lecturer not by confining himself to the text but by making the text the jumping-off
ground for his interesting observations of men and life in general.” Among his
students were personalities like the cartoonist R.K. Laxman, a former ViceChancellor of Mysore University, Dr Javre Gowda, the well-known photographer,
T.S. Satyan.
There is a poignant and moving story of teacher-student relationship that
epitomizes Kesavan’s humility and his love for his students. The veena prodigy
V. Doraiswamy Iyengar was Kesavan’s student at Maharaja’s College.
T.S. Satyan, the eminent photographer was also Kesavan’s student and classmate of Sri Doraiswamy Iyengar. The story is reported verbatim below from
the book titled Alive and Clicking by T.S. Satyan with his kind permission
“How can this man who is so discreet in his person as to be barely
noticeable in any gathering, get away with what he does get away
with, a few minutes after he starts caressing his veena into captivating
melody!” wondered B.S. Kesavan, my English lecturer in college
(who was later to head the National Library in Calcutta). He was
referring to his student V. Doreswamy Iyengar whom he greatly
respected. In college, Kesavan was strict with latecomers, but
otherwise he was an affable and lenient man. Doreswamy Iyengar
was often late for class. Every time he stood hesitantly outside the
door. Kesavan warmly welcomed him. One day some students
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accused the teacher of variable standards, to which Kesavan replied,
“If I had a fraction of mastery over my subject as Doreswamy has
over his, I would consider myself a fortunate man. I am only honouring his learning.” He told us that Doreswamy Iyengar was only
thirteen when he played before Maharaja Krishna Raja Wadiyar,
who was a renowned connoisseur, and won his accolade. “All of
you must feel proud of him. He is already a musical genius.” The
whole class was stunned.
A week later, Doreswamy Iyengar went to Kesavan’s home. Through
the small window facing the road, the professor saw him get off a
tonga with a veena in hand. He was accompanied by two other boys:
one carrying the mridanga and the other a tamboora. Pointing his
finger at his veena before stepping into his teacher’s house,
Doreswamy Iyengar announced that he had come to perform at his
feet. Kesavan was touched and felt privileged and happy. He quickly
ran around the agrahara inviting his neighbours and friends for the
impromptu concert. Doreswamy Iyengar played scintillating music
for three hours that evening. That was his way of saying ‘thank you’
to his teacher who had spoken so highly of him in class. What
Kesavan admired most in Doreswamy Iyengar when he was his
student was the poise he had already acquired, that was so essential
for a performing artist. Sharada Prasad, Doreswamy Iyengar’s old
friend, says, “Talent many people have; poise is rarer.”
In the summer of 1983, Doreswamy Iyengar came to Delhi to receive
the Padma Bhushan award from the President of India. The first
thing he did on arrival was telephone his former teacher, Kesavan,
who had by then settled there. He told Kesavan that he would
consider it a privilege if he could permit him to play at his residence
before going to Rashtrapati Bhavan the next day to receive the
national award. Kesavan was ecstatic and quickly arranged the
concert. Soon his neighbours, relatives, friends, and connoisseurs
formed the audience. Prominent among them was the celebrated
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sarod player, Amjad Ali Khan. That memorable evening, Doreswamy
Iyengar played many soul-filling major ragas which elicited this
comment from Sharada Prasad: “They sounded like profound
prayers. Not that he skipped the lighter modes. He cajoled and
caressed them lovingly on the instrument.”
I noticed that Kesavan’s eyes had welled up with tears when the
recital concluded amid applause. He hugged his old student and
offered him the customary token presents of honour — a pair of
dhotis, coconuts, flowers and fruits.

B.S. Kesavan with V. Doraiswamy Iyengar
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Kesavan at Delhi and Kolkata
Mysore was too small to contain the multidimensional spirit and broad outlook
of Kesavan. In 1944, he was offered the position of Assistant Secretary in the
Office of the Dictionary of Economic Products and Industrial Resources of
India (later known as the Wealth of India). This was set up under the CSIR
and was an initiative of the well-known scientist, Dr S.S. Bhatnagar, the first
Director General of CSIR. Dr Bhatanagar became very fond of Kesavan and
appreciated his work on the Dictionary. He worked in this office until 1946
and Dr Bhatnagar was not too pleased when Kesavan decided to move away
as Education Officer in the Ministry of Education, Govt. of India with the
additional responsibility as Curator of the library of the Central Bureau of
Education.
When India was on the verge of gaining independence, and it was known that
the subcontinent would be partitioned into India and Pakistan, the librarian
of the Imperial Library in Kolkata opted to migrate to Pakistan. The post was
advertised by the Public Service Commission and Kesavan was one of the
applicants. Ten candidates had applied and all of them were ruled out for one
reason or other. The PSC recommended that the position should be readvertised. Kesavan was ruled out because he did not have the necessary
experience. When Kesavan was told about his unsuitability for the job, he
approached Dr Bhatnagar with some trepidation. By that time Dr. Bhatnagar
had become Secretary Education under Maulana Abul Kalam Azad who had
become Education Minister in the Union Cabinet. When Dr. Bhatnagar heard
of the position taken by the Public Service Commission, he called for the file,
overruled the PSC and ordered that all ten candidates should be called for an
interview. Interviews were held and Kesavan was selected as the Librarian of
the Imperial Library. A new phase of Kesavan’s life and career had begun. He
had found his niche in life as he always wanted to be a librarian. I would like
to think that he had a premonition of the destiny that lay in front of him as a
scholar-librarian in the service of other scholars.
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Partitioning the Library. In a 1948 article on India and the Partition, TIME magazine featured
this photo of the harried librarian who had to counter Pakistan’s claim to a part of the
Imperial Library’s rare collection.

I will now turn my attention to Kesavan’s contribution to the National Library,
the Indian National Bibliography (INB), and his profession in India and in
other countries.
Kesavan took charge of the Imperial Library in March 1948. The challenge
that he first faced concerned Pakistan’s claim to a part of the stock of books in
the Imperial Library and other governmental libraries as a consequence of
partition. In a famous picture that appeared in the American weekly Time
Magazine, Kesavan is seen as a harried librarian sitting between two piles of books
on either side labeled ‘India’ and ‘Pakistan’. He took the pains to prove that the
collection was really the property of the citizens of Calcutta as there were
considerable donations from the Calcutta Public library and that the Govt. of
Bengal had contributed an annual sum of Rs.20,000 to the Imperial Library.
Importantly the books deposited in the Bengal Library under the Press and
Registration Act (1867) were regularly transferred to the Imperial Library since
the early 1900s. Kesavan’s painstaking analysis, the statistics he provided,
and his persuasive arguments won the day, and the valuable rare collections
of the Imperial library were saved for India and the future. This was no small
achievement as it involved powerful personalities at a difficult political period
of the country.
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Kesavan’s vision was that the Imperial Library’s name should be changed to
National Library, since India was no longer a subject of an imperial power.
Kesavan began the process and with the active support of scholar statesmen
like Maulana Abul Kalam Azad and Humayun Kabir. An act of Parliament
was passed in September 1948 changing the name of Imperial Library to
National Library. In fact both Maulana Azad and Prof. Humayun Kabir were
his mentors and staunch supporters in all the grand plans that Kesavan had in
the years to come for the National Library. He also dreamt of a befitting place
for the Imperial Library which until then was in a small war time location and
would soon be shifted to its former building, also small. Luckily, Belvedere, the
home of the Viceroys of India, was under the control of the Military after
Independence and there was a move to hand over the building to another
Central Govt. department. There were obviously many contenders for this
magnificent building and its sprawling grounds and beautiful garden.
Kesavan’s alacrity, his dynamism and capacity for affirmative and bold action
came into play. He along with Dr. Nihar Ranjan Ray, another scholar and
friend and first Director of the Indian Institute of Advanced Studies in Simla,

Dr Maulana Abul Kalam Azad at the National Library.
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Entrance to the National Library, the Belvedere building, Kolkata.

approached C. Rajagopalchari (Rajaji) another great scholar statesman, who
was then Governor of Bengal and would soon become Governor General of India.
Kesavan’s charm, his persuasiveness and his sincerity of purpose immediately
impressed Rajaji. He assured Kesavan that he would see that Belvedere would
be assigned to the National Library after he assumed the Governor General’s
office. Rajaji’s promise was fulfilled and Kesavan’s dream came true.
Belvedere was not obviously entirely suited to house a library. Kesavan had
to get many alterations done. He was so meticulous and elaborate in his
planning and execution that many engineers and architects marveled at this
man’s prowess and indefatigable spirit. There are many stories of how he got
new shelves for the library after discarding the heavy ones that occupied a lot
of space in the old building. He often had to run up to Delhi to get intractable
CPWD engineers and accountants on his side. It was difficult for them to
understand and appreciate the needs befitting the stature of a National Library.
It was not just the physical infrastructure that occupied Kesavan’s attention.
He was very conscious that the users and their satisfaction was indeed the
best yardstick in measuring the success and usefulness of a library. Here again
his meticulous personal touch with users, big and small, and in ensuring that
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they were provided with assistance and guidance in using the collections was
exemplary. He initiated bibliographical services to scholars who came to the
National Library. User facilities were expanded. The National Library truly
showed the way forward for other academic and public libraries of the day.
He really led by example and it was his energy and inspiration that drove all
his staff, whose numbers grew in a few years from just 40 to 500; the budget
too increased from a small pittance to over 4 lakhs.
An achievement that must be related here is in getting the Delivery of Books Act
passed by Parliament thanks to the active support of Prof. Humayun Kabir.
This entitled 5 Indian libraries including the National Library to receive two
copies of every book published in India (in any Indian language or in English)
to be automatically deposited in these libraries. The National Library’s collections grew rapidly both due to the act and the steady rise in the library’s budget.
Equally importantly, many scholars donated their valuable personal collections
to the library making it a great repository of inestimable value.
The Delivery of Books Act also paved the way for the publication of the INB,
one more of Kesavan’s dreams. The Indian National Bibliography (INB) was
a pioneering effort, inspired by the British National Bibliography (BNB), which

B.S. Kesavan with staff of the Central Reference Library.
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in fact was a model national bibliography that many countries sought to
emulate. Kesavan had to surmount many obstacles in this project as the INB
listed books in all Indian languages that were deposited and for which there
were language specialists. A Central Reference Library was created to work
under the supervision of the National Library and many librarians with Indian
language competence were recruited for the INB project. There were accolades
from the world over when the inaugural issue was released. The British
Museum, the Lenin State Library, Ralph Shaw from Rutgers University, the
National Library of Switzerland, and many others sent appreciation and
congratulatory messages. A.J. Wells, the doyen of national bibliographies and
editor of BNB wrote
“What a wonderful job you have made of it… Everyone is to be
congratulated on the enormous amount of work and thought that
has gone into this splendid work. I know your countrymen are going
to be proud of this work and I feel I want to shake you and your
colleagues by the hand for having set your National Bibliography
off to such a fine start.”

Kesavan’s leadership and human qualities
Many of his colleagues who were with him during these projects have spoken
of the qualities of Kesavan that enabled him to achieve what would have taken
several decades for others in such a short time. I am taking the liberty of summarizing them as I see it.
First and foremost, Kesavan was a humanist. His compassion for other humans
who crossed his path was simply unbelievable. He knew each and every
member of his staff in person and empathized with their troubles, their dreams.
The education of children of some of his staff was even sponsored by Kesavan.
His human qualities were born out his abiding faith that he is only an
instrument of the Divine and must fulfill his purpose in life through devotion
and service to his fellow beings.
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Secondly, Kesavan epitomized the essence of leadership. A leader is one who
has visions that are larger than the concerns of one’s narrow self. He looked
beyond the near future and immediate gains.
Thirdly, Kesavan knew that unless his vision was shared by his colleagues
and the powers that be, he could never succeed in translating the vision into
reality. His persuasiveness, the fact that he was not only sincere but not self
seeking and also that he sought the benefit of others endeared him to all people
who were important in translating vision and concept into reality and accomplishment. If only those of us who are given leadership positions remember
just this one lesson, we would have served society very amply indeed.
Fourthly, Kesavan truly believed and practiced the teachings of a Sanskrit
verse he quoted to me on some occasions. The verse reads as follows:

AmNÇm! A]rm! naiSt
naiStmUlm! AnaE;xm!
AyaeGyae pué;ae naiSt
yaejkStÇ ÊlR->.

There is no sound or syllable that is not in a mantra
There is no herb that does not have curative properties
There is no human being who is unworthy
Rare indeed are Yojakastatras
(wise ones who know how to lead and guide others)

The crowning glory of his achievements was in 1960 when the Govt. of India
awarded him the Padma Shri for his signal contributions to the National
Library.
I can keep on speaking about his achievements in the National Library but I
will stop and move on briefly to other realms, national and international, which
he embellished.
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As Director of INSDOC
In 1963, Kesavan moved away from his beloved National Library and his large
circle of friends and admirers in Calcutta to a memorable and emotional
farewell by the National Library’s staff and prominent members of the Calcutta
public, and became the first Director of the Indian National Scientific
Documentation Centre (INSDOC) in Delhi. INSDOC was raised to the status
of a full-fledged national laboratory under the CSIR. Until that time it operated
as a unit under the National Physical Laboratory (NPL) in Delhi. His
organizational and PR skills soon found expression in new projects or expanded
ones such as the National Science Library, the Indian Science Abstracts, the
National Union Catalogue of Scientific Serials in India (NUCSSI) and the
Document Delivery Service. He had able deputies like Mr. S. Parthasarathy
whose astute wisdom he fully utilized. INSDOC saw rapid growth and a
renewed vigour under his leadership. In fact UNESCO recognized the work
at INSDOC and it became a model national documentation centre for other
developing countries and supported by it. Kesavan also had the vision that
there was need for a new brand of trained professionals in scientific documentation, reprography and use of new tools such as computers that had begun

B.S. Kesavan with guests and staff of INSDOC.
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making their impact in other countries. He initiated the intensive training
programme leading to an Associateship in Documentation and Reprography
of INSDOC in 1964 with experienced teachers. The selection for this training
programme was quite strict, the syllabus constantly updated thanks to the
fact that there were no constraints that are typical of other schools. Kesavan
himself lectured to the students whenever he could spare time away from his
duties as Director. It is no accident that alumni of this programme have over
the years taken important leadership positions in India and abroad. Kesavan’s
pride knew no bounds when he heard of the achievements of his students in
later years. Like in Mysore University, we students flocked to his house to
enjoy his wisdom, wit and warmth. The fact that he was instrumental in
developing the programme and overseeing it in its formative years itself must
be considered a signal contribution to India.
After his retirement in 1969 his services were sought by many bodies: the
Planning commission, UGC, University departments, UNESCO and WHO,
FID and IFLA. He traveled widely both during active service days and after
his retirement and was a much sought after speaker in seminars in India and
overseas. These are far too many to list or describe in this talk but suffice it to
say that his services to these institutions laid many strong foundations, the
benefits of which are being reaped until this day. One such initiative, in which
I was lucky to be a participant, was a project to start documentation services
at the Central Leather Research Institute (CLRI) in Chennai. This was done on
the request of Dr. Y. Nayudamma, then Director of CLRI who had seen the good
work on scientific documentation done by INSDOC. I remember fondly the
appreciation that our efforts received from the scientists to some of whom we
had opened new windows via the early information services that were initiated.

Kesavan the professional
A true professional is one who contributes to the profession as much as he
draws and benefits from it. Contributions that provide leadership and direction
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to younger professionals and those that enhance the image and demonstrate
the value of the profession to society in general and to specific audiences are
often remembered for many years. In this respect too, it must be said that Kesavan
contributed to the profession in many ways. His own achievements both at
the National Library and INSDOC and in his tenure as adviser/consultant to
many bodies enabled decision-makers to better appreciate the profession and
the value of libraries and information centres. These contributions paved the
way for more investments in library and information services at various Indian
and overseas centres. They were also responsible for enhancing the syllabi of
courses and the development of new skills relevant to the changing times.
I will be failing in my duty if I do not mention the 4-volume History of Printing
and Publishing in India: A Story of Cultural Re-awakening which he authored
when he was began in his late 70s and completed after he had passed his 80th
birthday. I have personally seen his unique dedication to the scholarly work and
the pains he took to get materials from all over the country.2 His meticulousness
for authenticity and detail was once again seen in this work. It is a pity that the
National Book Trust has not yet published the fourth volume of this work.

Conclusion
God endowed Kesavan with learning and scholarship. He could have gained
far greater recognition and fame had he indulged in his passion for scholarship,
literature and language. But he chose to be a librarian, a profession that even at
that time, more than now, was not considered to be a much sought-after or
favoured one among the highly educated. He embellished the profession with his
genius for institution building and his capacity to carry people with him on his
broad shoulders as he traversed the path to fulfill the noble goals that he set for
himself.

2. My personal association with Kesavan which was also part of the centenary lecture is given in
this book under the title, ‘Kesavan the Colossus’.
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He was truly a karma yogi who lived and acted the part assigned to him in his
life without any thought or expectations of the fruits of his labour. He lived
and loved like the genial colossus he truly was.
I hope that by recalling Kesavan’s achievements, and the qualities of his head
and heart, I have been able to give to all of you a bit of the magic of this great
man.
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Kesavan Down Memory Lane
Subhas C. Biswas

It was in May 1957 when I first met Mr Kesavan as a teacher in the National
Library, Kolkata. The Bengal Library Association (BLA) was running a threemonth short-term certificate course on library science (May-July) in two
batches. One batch of students attended classes in the National Library during
day time, and classes for the second batch were held in the evening, in the
Central Library, Calcutta University, Ashutosh Building. I attended the classes
held in the National Library. The teaching faculty consisted of senior staff
members of the Library, including Mr Kesavan.
I joined the library profession by default, like many others in those days. The
first job was in my local college (Victoria College, now known as ABN Seal
College) Cooch Behar, West Bengal as a one-man librarian in 1955. I was asked
by the College authorities to complete the BLA certificate course to get a
permanent job. By the time I started attending the BLA certificate course I had
my future career as I was not comfortable to continue as a librarian, which to
me was nothing more than a glorified clerk or at the best, a store-keeper. As a
student in the impressive National Library environment I was so impressed
by the dynamic nature of the man with so much vigour and self-confidence
and more than anything else, the way he used to carry himself in and around
the Belvedere estate with an air of ‘the humble big boss’. I decided to pursue
librarianship as my future professional career. It was Mr Kesavan, the Librarian
of the National Library who inspired the young mind in me. Born and brought
up in a semi-rural mofussil town, I decided to take on the challenge of librarianship as a profession with the determination of leaving a mark for posterity.

s c biswas

already worked more than two years in a library. But I could not decide about
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Our classes were held in a room on the first floor of the main building where
a large oval-shaped teak-wood dining table was placed on one side of the
room with beautifully carved wooden chairs all around. All four walls were
fitted with bookshelves from floor to ceiling, packed with books from the
priceless Ashutosh Collection. For some unknown reason, I choose my seat at
the longer end of the table, right opposite the seat occupied by our teachers.
The lecture schedule was so planned that Mr Kesavan’s class used to be at the
fag end of the day. Probably because of his busy schedule he could not spare
any other time during working hours. Even then he could not meet us on so
many days due to his heavy workload. He was to teach us a paper ‘physical
bibliography’ or in simple terms, the book as a physical object. Everyone in
the class was spell-bound listening to his vivid description with examples, on
topics, such as the origin of written communication, history of scripts,
manuscripts, printing press, history of printing, Gutenberg and so on. He had
the capability of carrying his students with him. I learnt that he was most
fascinated with the history of printing more than many others, relevant to the
world of books. He was a very busy man and as a result could not take more
than five or six classes during the course period, allowing one of his senior
colleagues to complete the curriculum. Students of earlier batches also
complained of facing similar situations.
After successfully completing the BLA Certificate course I decided not to return
to my old job in Cooch Behar and joined the Post-graduate Diploma in
Librarianship of the Calcutta University. Classes were held in the evening
only. I was desperate to find a job in Kolkata just to survive. I went to the
National Library one day in September 1957 to meet Mr Kesavan to seek his
help in getting a job. I was very nervous and fumbled in expressing the purpose
of my visit. However, he understood my situation and said that he will keep
me in mind for any job in organisations other than the National Library as I
was not yet qualified enough. By December 1957, I was lucky to get a temporary
job at the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science, Kolkata. But I left
that job within a few months and joined the Calcutta University Library in
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April 1958. Again in mid-1958, I called on him for some guidance as I was
seriously thinking of going to England for higher studies. This meeting was
held in his official residence within the Library campus. He said, “You have
taken the correct decision, my son” I found him in a relaxed mood in his living
room carrying his younger son Mukul, then a baby of a few months. I worked
in the Calcutta University Library for a little over a year and left for UK by the
end of May 1959.
I did not have any contact with him till 1965. I was then dealing with the
acquisition of official scientific and technical publications of Asian and African
countries for the newly constituted National Reference Library for Science
and Invention (NRLSI) as part of the British Museum library. I wrote routine
formal letters to all scientific and technological organizations in these countries
asking for their publications in exchange for similar British government
publications. My letter to INSDOC for copies of the INSDOC LIST: Index to
Current Scientific Literature and Indian Science Abstracts was received by
Kesavan, who had by then become the Director of INSDOC. He sent a reply
agreeing to exchange Indian Science Abstracts but declined to send the other
title as it was meant for current use only and was not worth retaining for
future consultation. I again justified my request for the publication on the
plea that NRLSI, being part of British Museum (BM), will also act as an archive
for historical research. After a few weeks, my line manager Gordon Spinney
showed a letter from Kesavan, addressed to Sir Frank Francis, Director of the
British Museum and the first line of the letter read, “My dear Sir Frank, I received
a letter from one Subhas Biswas asking me to send INSDOC’s serial title…”. I
explained to Gordon who in turn spoke to Sir Frank. Gordon was asked to
send a reply to Kesavan on the line they mutually agreed. I was happy to see
the content of the reply justified my own thoughts. There was no response
thereafter nor was any copy of this particular serial title ever sent to BM. This
little episode gives us an idea of his conviction in decision making. He would
not move an inch from the path if he was convinced that what he was doing
was ‘correct’. I noticed this significant positive quality in him, later on a few
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occasions as we met and worked together on several professional matters,
after my return to Delhi from London in the end of 1969. At the same time if
he found that an opinion expressed by another matched with his ideas and
thoughts, he bestowed all the superlative adjectives on that person.
We met again, immediately after my return from London (November 1968) in
a selection board meeting of the Librarian, Institute of Constitutional and
Parliamentary Studies (ICPS), in New Delhi. Kesavan was the expert and the
rest of the nine members were Governing Body members of ICPS. I was one of
the ten or so contenders for the job. He grilled me for about 15–20 minutes to
test my knowledge and experience in computer applications to libraries. I was
well prepared for that and responded confidently. In those days, the use of
computers in academic and research libraries of the Western world was ‘on
the drawing board’ stage, with some experimentations here and there. When
the question of salary fixation was raised and I insisted to be at the maximum
of the pay scale offered, the Governing Body members expressed their
reluctance. Here, Kesavan gave ICPS a big blow by telling them, in my presence,
that if they cannot, then he will be interested in me for a suitable post in
INSDOC. This calculated stroke by Kesavan turned the tables in my favour
and I joined the ICPS on my terms in December 1968.
Soon after joining ICPS I received a call from an old friend Arun Kanti
Dasgupta, who was with INSDOC on a project, to meet him over a cup of
coffee. His office was within walking distance of my apartment. During that
time INSDOC was also seriously considering the use of computers for some
of their housekeeping and data processing jobs. Arun told me that Kesavan
after returning from the selection committee meeting spoke to a few of his
senior colleagues about how impressed he was of my presentation at the
meeting. INSDOC was to hold a national conference in honour of Kesavan
and his ensuing retirement from the institution he built up. Mr Raizada was
dealing with it and he had called me once to say that Kesavan wished me to
attend the conference and if possible present a paper. I was not very familiar
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with INSDOC’s operational set up. Before the conference started Kesavan
introduced me to Mr S. Parthasarathy the second in command, who in turn
introduced me to all other senior INSDOC staff members one by one and a
few other participants. I still remember that occasion and feel overwhelmed
by the warmth extended to me. In my long professional career and having
settled in Delhi, I continue to hold all of them in high esteem.
We both were attending a meeting (2000?)1 in the Speaker’s chambers in Parliament House to give our opinion on the brief and the lay-out design prepared
by the architects for the new Parliament Library. I did not agree to the projected
storage area to be provided in relation to the rate of growth of volumes in
number per year and expressed my opinion very bluntly. I justified my opinion
with accepted standards and specifications. I cannot recollect the exact words
of Kesavan but he endorsed my views. The Speaker and his team accepted
our suggestions but the Secretary General was not happy with the way I
expressed my opinions. He told me after the meeting that it would have been
better if I could have used more polite language in the presence of the Hon.
Speaker.
Since that day on November 1968, we both met on so many different occasions
in and out of Delhi. After his retirement he moved to his own house, close to
my apartment block. We lived as good neighbours and I visited him on so
many occasions. At this age, I cannot remember so many of those beautiful
and memorable discussions or long arguments we had in his house or outside
in some formal or informal meetings. It was not difficult for him to carry on a
conversation on simple social matters in Bengali, Hindi, Tamil and Malayalam
and a few other languages. I also heard him speaking to his wife in Marathi on
some occasions. This quality of conversing in so many languages helped others
to feel relaxed in his company.

1. My memory could be failing me in quoting a few dates and titles.
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Kesavan came to my house on two or three occasions; once to see the woodwork
of the apartment to get some idea before making his own for the new house.
During one such meeting in his house we both were arguing at the top of our
voices; Mrs Kesavan came into the small study room and asked him, “Why
you are shouting so much after asking Biswas to come and help you?” The issue I
had raised was that the National Science Library should not be a part of
INSDOC; it should be the other way round. His reply was, “Young fellow doesn’t
know so many things, still he argues; he has to learn a lot.” Her reply was, “So
what? Do you want some coffee?” I said, “Yes, please!” During my British Council
days and when I was with the Central Secretariat Library, we had several
occasions to meet at a few social receptions, etc., hosted by diplomatic missions;
though he never showed any interest in alcoholic beverages or non-vegetarian
food items ever. I find it hard to recollect now of the many committees and
commissions we served together. He gradually avoided such calls and had to
cut down on moving out, as walking became more and more painful due partly
to old-age-related osteoporosis and rheumatism.
I learnt so much from him, but in return he may have asked me to find some
books from some libraries or check some references, here and there. In one of
our meetings in his house, he showed me a couple of children’s books, leatherbound and beautifully hand-painted that he borrowed from the British Council
Library and never returned as he fell in love with them. Ever since I joined the
Indian library profession, I never asked him for any help or support but I felt
that he was always there to help me. This emotional feeling drew me very
close to him.
Kesavan ‘built’ these two institutions which were world-class as long he was
in charge of the National Library and INSDOC. I never worked in any of these
two institutions. He was very upset when I declined the offer of the National
Library and expressed his displeasure in so many words. Unfortunately, after
he left these two institutions, his successors could not match Kesavan’s vision
and his leadership qualities. As they say, nothing grows under a banyan tree.
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To me, Kesavan’s greatest and unique contributions to the Indian library and
scholarly world are bringing out the Indian National Bibliography (INB) and its
complementary multi-volume memorable work, National Bibliography of Indian
Literature, 1900–1954, (4 volumes, Sahitya Akademi) (NBIL). I wish he had
used Indian language scripts for INB for listing Indian language titles, which
would have increased its utility manifold. Later, I used NBIL listed titles
(54,000+) for microfilming them under a multi-national preservation project
of early printed books in all Indian languages. Other than the book The National
Library, a beautiful publication, his latest monumental work is the History of
Printing and Publishing in India a multi-volume work sponsored and published
by the National Book Trust; this shall put him as one of the top few scholarlibrarians India has ever produced.
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Kesavan, my Professional Mentor —
a Centenary Tribute
Arun Kanti Dasgupta

Introduction
I had the good fortune of coming close to several stalwart librarians during
my professional career: Mr. B.S. Kesavan, Dr. S.R. Ranganathan, Prof. S. Parthasarathy, Prof. A. Neelameghan and Dr. V.A. Kamath, among others. In this
contribution, I pay my tribute to my professional mentor, B.S. Kesavan on the
occasion of his birth centenary. Bellary Shamanna Kesavan or B.S. Kesavan
(better known in West Bengal as Kesavan Saheb) was born on May 10, 1909

I am glad that my professional friend, L.J. Haravu who was also my colleague
at INSDOC, New Delhi has decided to publish a collection of tributes by those
who knew Kesavan. The collection is to be published by the Kesavan Institute
of Information and Knowledge Management, of which both Haravu and I are
founding Trustees along with Prof. S. Parthasarathy and Prof. T.N. Rajan.
I had also mooted the idea of celebrating his birth centenary in a befitting
manner. Dr. Ramachandra Guha, a noted historian, anthropologist, social
activist (and much more) used to write a fortnightly column, ‘Past and Present

1. In Hyderabad, we came to know of the sad demise from a notification in The Hindu, inserted by
his son. Prof.S. Parthasarathy also conveyed the news to me. The Academy of Library Science
and Documentation (ALSD), a professional association of librarians, organized a well-attended
condolence meeting.

a k dasgupta

and passed away on February 16, 2000.1
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in The Hindu (Sunday magazine). He wrote a piece ‘Honouring our heroes’
(May 21, 2006) about several Mysoreans, which did not include Kesavan’s
name. As an avid reader of his column, I sent an email to Guha,
Re: Honouring our Heroes (The Hindu Magazine 21 May)
Another Mysorean and a product of Maharaja’s College who eminently
deserves to be remembered is B.S. Kesavan. He is aptly called the
father of the National Library and the Indian National Bibliography.
Alas, the librarians of the present generation hardly remember him.
It was left to a historian of Kolkata, E. Thankappan Nair, to write a
full-length biography (B.S. Kesavan: First National Librarian of India.
Kolkata: Punthi Pusthak, 2005). His birth centenary falls on May 10th,
2009. I have urged two all-India associations of librarians to celebrate
the event in a befitting manner. I don’t think the feeble voice of this
old man will be heard. Kesavan is known as an able library administrator, which indeed he was; but his knowledge of the history of
Indian printing and publishing is legendary. At the age of 74,
prodded by Krishna Kripalani, he undertook the daunting task of
researching the subject. The result was a monumental work, ‘The
History of Printing and Publishing in India: A Study of Cultural Reawakening’ published by the National Book Trust.
Guha promptly replied on May 26th 2006:
Many thanks for your mail. Yes, B.S. Kesavan was indeed a remarkable man. I had the good fortune of knowing him slightly through
his son, Prof. Mukul Kesavan2 who was a classmate of mine to whom
this mail is copied.
Whenever Kesavan came to Hyderabad, I placed my car and driver at his
disposal to enable him to meet his acquaintances. During one visit, I introduced
him to Mr. N.P. Sen the Principal of the Administrative College of India (ASCI).
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2. Mukul Kesavan, an Inlak Foundation scholar (1980) is a professor of history at the Jamia Millia.
He has authored several books, the most recent being ‘The Ugliness of Indian Males and Other
Perspectives’.

He requested Kesavan to address the participants of an ongoing general
management course and he agreed. He spoke about the problem of gathering
and accessing information to support management decision-making and in
this context the importance of efficient library services. The participants were
spell-bound. When his lecture was over, a participant approached Kesavan
and told him that his father was a member of the technical staff in the National
Library and that he had seen Kesavan several times. Kesavan replied that he
remembered the participant’s father. This did not surprise me as I had seen
Kesavan’s intimacy with the large staff of National Library whom he invariably
addressed by their first names.

Kesavan and Ranganathan
Haravu, in his tribute to Kesavan in this collection, titled ‘Kesavan — the Colossus’,
which he shared with me, mentions the speculation and misinformation “about
Kesavan’s equations with Dr. Ranganathan and vice versa” (page 109). I had
the rare privilege to be close to both. The speculations that are unfortunately
around were the handiwork of librarians who used to carry tales about Kesavan
and Ranganathan to each other to derive personal benefits. I had the misfortune
of knowing some of these characters. Neither Kesavan nor Ranganathan had
ever spoken derisively about each other. I will relate an incident that throws
light on this. When I was being interviewed for the Librarian’s position of the
Administrative Staff College of India (ASCI) at Hyderabad, the Chairman of
the selection committee, Dr. C.D. Deshmukh after going through my curriculum vitae asked me, “You are working under Kesavan and yet you compiled a
bibliography of the writings of Ranganathan. How do you explain this”? I knew that
this was a provocative question and I believe Dr. Deshmukh was looking for
my reactions, and my answer reflected the respect that I had for both Kesavan
and Ranganathan. Other members of the Committee were unaware of the
reason for the question. Dr. Deshmukh then explained to them, “There are two
stalwarts in the library profession — Kesavan and Ranganathan — on some issues
they disagree with each other which is often blown out of proportion. When I was the
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Chairman of the University Grants Commission (UGC), I nominated both of them as
members of a library-related committee. They prepared an excellent report. I did not
notice any antagonism”. When Ranganathan was the Chairman of the Documentation Sectional Committee, EC-2 of the Indian Standards Institution (now Bureau
of Indian Standards), he invited Kesavan to serve on the Committee. The
Committee prepared four standards relating to library practices: IS:4-1963
Guide for Layout of Learned Periodicals; IS:796-1959 Glossary of Cataloguing Terms;
IS:1275-1958 Rules for Making Alphabetical Indexes; and IS:2381-1963
Recommendations for Bibliographical References.
I spent a couple of months with Dr. Ranganathan when I was compiling the
Ranganathan bibliography mentioned earlier (An Essay in Personal Bibliography—Ranganathan Festschrift Vol. 2—A Bibliography of the Writings on and by
Dr. S.R. Ranganathan. (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1967, 405 p.). Dr. Ranganathan never spoke ill of Kesavan during my close association with him during
those days. He told me that after the death of one of his close relatives, Kesavan
called on him to convey his condolences. I also told Dr. Ranganathan that
when Kesavan came to know that I was compiling the bibliography on him
and referring to the collections in the National Library, he allocated an alcove
on the balcony of the reading hall exclusively meant for the use of research
scholars. He also asked the Assistant Librarian in-charge of the reading room
to keep all books, journals and indexes related to library science on shelves
near the alcove to facilitate my work. I also told Dr. Ranganathan not to pay
any heed to what a few cronies told him about Kesavan, adding that the same
cronies also went to Kesavan to carry tales about Ranganathan. Ranganathan
appreciated my observations.
At INSDOC, Kesavan recruited some of the close associates of Ranganathan
because he recognized their innate talents. Mr. T.N. Rajan who had published
an excellent exposition on the Colon Classification in American Documentation
(now known as the Journal of the American Society for Information Science, JASIS),
became the Head of the Training Division of INSDOC. Bimalendu Guha, who
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used to edit the INSDOC List of Current Scientific Literature, which was
initiated by Ranganathan also joined the Training Division and proved to be a
fine teacher. Mr. T.S. Rajagopalan who left INSDOC to become the Librarian
of the Ministry of Agriculture was brought back to head the fledgling National
Science Library which had to be built-up from scratch.
After Mr. Parthasarathy, who succeeded Kesavan, retired, Rajagopalan became
the Scientist-in-charge. During his tenure the construction of the new building
in the Institutional Area of Delhi was completed and became the new abode
of INSDOC. Parthasarathy, who was once the closest associate of Ranganathan,
headed INSDOC before it became an autonomous organization within the
CSIR like other national laboratories. As mentioned by Haravu (page 110),
when Kesavan joined INSDOC, Parthasarathy was his deputy and “commanded
the greatest respect and regard from Kesavan”. Mr. Parthasarathy was designated
as Scientist-in-charge when he took over from Kesavan. It is a pity that he was
not made the Director which he richly deserved. Prof. S. Dasgupta, another
close associate of Ranganathan was member of the Managing Committee of
INSDOC. He was also member of the Editorial Committee of INSDOC’s
quarterly journal, Annals of Library Science and Documentation. The Bengal
Library Association (BLA) brought Kesavan and Ranganathan on the same
platform at the 15th Bengal Library Conference (Nabadwip, 1958).
Ranganathan delivered the Presidential address and Kesavan spoke as Chief
Guest. Prof. S. Dasgupta, a native of Nabadwip attended the event.
When Kesavan was planning the Indian National Bibliography (INB), some of
the students of Ranganathan demanded that the entries in the INB should be
arranged according to the Colon Classification. I remember that in the All
India Library Conference at Kolkata in 1955, a student from the first Master’s
Degree course at Delhi University in Library Science (M.Lib.Sc) introduced
by Ranganathan, making an earnest plea that the Colon Classification (CC) be
used in INB. He said that he and his classmates would help in classifying the
entries. I had just then joined the profession. I asked the student whether his
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idea was a practical proposition. I pointed out that INB was to be a monthly
publication (it started out as a quarterly) and students were working in different
places. “How would this work be coordinated?” He did not have an answer.
As it turned out, in the experimental fascicule of INB, the entries were arranged
by the 14th edition of the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) and the CC
number (4th edition) was added next to the DDC number in each entry. The
language of the bibliographic item was given at the end of each entry. The
alphabetical subject index was compiled using Ranganathan’s Chain
Procedure. The main divisions of both DDC and CC were listed in the opening
pages. The response from librarians was overwhelmingly in favour of DDC.
The Bengal Library Association also recommended DDC. The regular issues of
INB are now arranged by DDC and the CC number and language are given at the
end of each entry. The alphabetical index continues to be compiled using the
Chain Procedure.
Nor did Kesavan banish Ranganathan’s ideas from INSDOC when he became
its Director. An important feature of the Annals of Library Science and Documentation was the Current Documentation Literature section. If my memory serves
me right, the entries were arranged by CC by Bimalendu Guha.
Lastly, Kesavan as Director of INSDOC implemented several recommendations of the one-man Ranganathan Committee. INSDOC became an autonomous body under the CSIR during the Third Five-Year Plan in accordance
with the Ranganathan Committee’s recommendations (1958). The major
recommendations that were implemented included the creation of a National
Science Library, the building of a Union Catalogue of Scientific Serials, the
starting of the Indian Science Abstracts and the commencement of a training
course in documentation. Sambhu Nath Dutta who was already working at
INSDOC was given the onerous responsibility for the Union Catalogue. His
diligence and patience were exemplary and he fulfilled the responsibility very
ably with his colleagues and with the help of colleagues from other Divisions
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who were called upon to verify the holdings of libraries which had contributed
to the Union Catalogue. Kesavan sought the cooperation of state library
associations and dedicated individuals in this task. I had the privilege of
compiling the holdings list of libraries in Hyderabad on behalf of the Academy
of Library Science and Documentation (ALSD).
What I have recalled above is part of the history of library and documentation
in the country and the privilege I had in the involvement in some of the events
of the period and of course my own association with the two giants: Kesavan
and Ranganathan. My purpose would have been well served if it sets to rest
the unfortunate misconceptions that might still be around, if any, of the
relationship between Kesavan and Ranganathan.

Kesavan and Bengal
Kesavan was an icon in Bengal. He established excellent personal rapport with
academics, scholars, school teachers, Bengali litterateurs, noted film directors,
politicians and ministers. Many of them used to visit him in his office and
seek his help in one or other matter. He was invited by many schools located
in the districts to inaugurate new library buildings and to attend prize
distribution functions. He readily accepted these invitations. At these functions,
he was attired in his trademark dress — silk kurta, Bengali dhoti and an
angavastram. He offered to speak in Bengali in which he was somewhat fluent.
But the organizers, having heard of his prowess in English, wanted to hear
him speak in that language.
Kesavan’s acceptance of invitations from small towns and speaking at these,
by itself, may not be very spectacular. What is important to point out, however,
is the fact that he inspired many young minds and community leaders about
the benefits of good libraries, and their societal importance in general. Even if
a few youngsters were inspired and there are examples of this, Kesavan did
yeoman service to the cause of libraries and to library development in Bengal
and later in other places.
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Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy, the Chief Minister of West Bengal sought Kesavan’s
advice on the design and construction of the Secretariat Library building, the
first of its kind in India. He designed the library to be located in the Writer’s
Building campus and saw its fruition. He also designed the library of the
Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture at Gol Park in south Calcutta. He
also selected Bimalendu Majumdar, an experienced librarian and teacher of
library science, as its first librarian. The library has a rich collection that attracts
many scholars from various parts of the country. The services of the userfriendly staff are widely acclaimed. One of my close friends and former student,
Arun Ghose is now its honorary adviser. Incidentally, when at INSDOC, he
helped Dr. Nihar Ranjan Ray, Kesavan’s close friend and first Director of the
Indian Institute of Advanced Studies at Simla, to establish its library. He
selected N.B. Marathe of the National Library as its first librarian. Dr. Triguna
Sen, then Vice Chancellor of the Banaras Hindu University, later to become
the Education Minister in the Union Cabinet, sought Kesavan’s advice on
reorganizing the university library.
Kesavan was a great admirer of the Bengal Library Association (BLA), the
oldest association of librarians in India, established in 1925. He inaugurated
the Eleventh BLA Conference at Maldah in 1954, and presided over the
Fourteenth Conference at Purulia in 1957. He was chief guest at the Fifteenth
Conference at Nabadwip in 1958. When the publisher (Marcel Dekker) of the
multi-volume Encyclopaedia of Library and Information Science edited by Alen
Kent and others asked BLA for a write-up on the Association, the office bearers
requested Kesavan (who had by then moved to Delhi) to write about the BLA
for the Encyclopaedia. He readily agreed and BLA asked the publishers to
correspond with Kesavan. The article which was contributed appeared in the
second volume (1968, pp. 332-334). I am tempted to quote his observations on
the monthly organ of the BLA journal, Granthagar.
One of the happiest features of the Association is the publication of
its Granthagar which began as a quarterly in 1951 and changed to a
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monthly publication in 1956. It is among the most regularly published
library journals in the country and has articles of great interest to
the working librarians. The historical, practical and descriptive
aspects of librarianship are all handled with competence. Significant
contributions in English language periodicals appear in translation.
Information of various developments within the State and the
editorial always contains a powerful plea for library development.
About the Association, he wrote:
The author has had the privilege of working with the young men
who formed the core of the Association and his admiration for their
devotion knows no bounds. There are two important features of the
Bengal Library Association which have been responsible for the
success of its work. First, there have always existed lay people who
have dedicated themselves to the cause of library promotion. One
such person, to give a very classic example, was Mr. Tincori Dutta,
who though working in a railway office, made it appear, through
his self-effacing work, that the promotion of the cause of librarians
in Bengal was his main function in life, his work at the railways
being something that provided the base for his mobility and activity.
The other feature is that the Bengal Library Association quickly
realized that conferences held in crowded cities had limited effect
on people and it was necessary to hold these gatherings in rural
centres for greater results. By doing this they have secured
participation in their get-together of lay persons whose assistance is
invaluable in such work…. [The Association] has built a small
building [Tincori Bhavan] from the money obtained from the
Government of West Bengal, the foundation of which was laid by
Dr. S.R. Ranganathan. The Association has built up a good collection
of materials of library science and allied subjects for use by students
and members. It is a happy augury that the present President of the
Bengal Library Association is also the Finance Minister of the Govt.
of West Bengal [Shailu Mukherjee].
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The Bengal Library Association offers a Certificate Course in library science
in two batches — the evening course at Calcutta University and the weekend
course at the National Library. Kesavan found the time to give a couple of
lectures at the weekend course. He was the Director of the Librarianship
Training Committee for several terms. When he left Kolkata for Delhi, the
librarians and others arranged a farewell meeting. In his farewell address, he
made particular mention about the young workers of the Association. He
affectionately recalled that although they respected their elders, they did not
hesitate to argue fiercely to justify their point of view.
I will end this section by relating an interesting anecdote related to me by
Mrs. Mozell Isaac, a Calcutta-born Jew who migrated to Australia. She taught
English in a prestigious English-medium school in Kolkata. She wanted to
join the library profession and therefore did the Certificate Course of the BLA
and later the Diploma Course of the Calcutta University (1962–63). After she
migrated to Australia, she acquired another degree in Australia in library
science. In 1965, Kesavan was invited by the Australian Library Association
as the Chief Guest at its annual conference, [if my memory serves me right,
Kesavan’s address at the conference titled ‘Australian Causeri’, was published
in the Annals of Library Science and Documentation (12(4):167–88, 1965)].
Mrs. Isaac attended the conference. After his speech, Kesavan was surrounded
by delegates. It was not only in India that Kesavan was able to bring people
under his magical spell! Mrs. Isaac tried to get his attention but could not as
he was surrounded by many delegates. She then shouted, “Sir, I am from Calcutta”.
The name Calcutta did the magic. He got down from the dais and he spoke to
her. She told him that she knew me and that I was working for INSDOC.
Kesavan told her that if ever she visited Delhi, she would be his guest. Kesavan
told me about her after his return from Australia. She did come to Delhi and
Kesavan made arrangements for her stay in a hotel as his guest. She studied
the activities of INSDOC during her two-day stay at Delhi.
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As a teacher
Haravu has referred to Kesavan’s teaching prowess in his contribution. He
says that Kesavan “lectured for seven years at the Maharaja’s College, Mysore.
His ebullience and obvious scholarship, his oratory and wit endeared him to eager
students. He regaled students with his humour and sought to bring home valuable
life lessons” (page 3). One of his students, H.Y. Sharada Prasad, who later
became the media adviser to former Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gandhi, was
invited by the staff of INSDOC to speak at the farewell function for Kesavan
on his retirement from service, and he spoke eloquently about Kesavan as a
teacher. When I became a student of librarianship course (as it was then
known), Kesavan3 taught us bibliography. The classes were held in the
evenings at the National Library. While teaching Physical Bibliography, he
exposed us to the practical aspects of the subject.
The distinguished artist, Mukul Dey, then Principal of the Calcutta Arts
College, showed us the intaglio process of making illustrations. We saw
demonstrations of the linotype and monotype processes of printing newspapers at the presses of Statesman and the Ananda Bazaar Patrika. The Eagle
Lithograph Press demonstrated how half-tone printing was done. Kesavan
arranged for special lectures by Norman Ellis at the Baptist Mission Press, a
printer in 40 languages. Ellis was an authority on typography. Kesavan’s
interest in printing is reflected in the pains he took to organize the Carey
Exhibition of Early Printing and Fine Printing at the National Library. He obtained
a large number of exhibits from different organizations: Serampore College;
Bangiya Sahitya Parishat; British Council, London; Calcutta University Press,
Linotype and Monotype Corporations; the Eagle Lithograph and the United
States Information Services. An elegantly printed brochure containing
photographs of the many exhibits was published on the occasion. It included
four important items: 1. A list of early printed books in different languages;
2. An informative article, ‘A brief note on Early Printing in India’ along with a

3. He started teaching in 1948 soon after he came to Calcutta.
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select bibliography on early printing in India; 3. The life and achievements of
William Carey4; and 4. Indian typography by Norman Ellis. I had the opportunity
of acting as a guide at the exhibition. All guides were trained by Kesavan.
While teaching Enumerative Bibliography, he made us physically examine
the various bibliographical tools and prepare notes. He made us go to the
British Council, USIS and other libraries for this purpose.
Attending Kesavan’s lectures and acting as a guide benefited me greatly during
my career, particularly when I joined the Administrative Staff College of India
(ASCI) as librarian where I had also the responsibility for the publications of
the College and also the journal titled, ASCI Journal of Management as its
founder-editor.
Kesavan’s abiding interest in the subject of printing, publishing, typography,
illustrations and illuminated books, culminated in his writing of the fourvolume, ‘History of Printing and Publishing in India’, thoughtfully sub-titled as
the ‘A Story of Cultural Reawakening’. Kesavan’s scholarship, his knowledge of
languages, Indian and European, the love for books that he seemed to have
cultivated from a young age saw expression in the four-volume publication.
From what I have seen and heard from others, for Kesavan this work was a
labour of love and I believe consumed his waking hours in living the beauty
of the printed word down the ages and the dedication of the many souls who
made such beauty possible. This, when people of his age simply sit back in
nostalgic reflection of the past or worry about the future. The fire in him only
required a spark for it to be ignited and this was done by Krishna Kripalani,
Chairman of the National Book Trust.

4. I know that the piece was written by my close friend M.N. Nagaraj who worked at the National Library and who now lives in Kolkata and is unfortunately not too well to add his recollections and associations to the present collection.
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At the National Library
‘I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides
and my windows to be stuffed.
I want the cultures of all the lands to be blown about my house as freely as
possible. But I refuse to be blown off my feet by any.’
Mahatma Gandhi
The above words of the Father of the Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, at the entrance
to Belvedere greeted visitors to the National Library and in a sense reflected
the eclectic world view of Kesavan and the principles that guided the collection
development and services of the National Library.
Haravu in his centenary lecture at Mysore University has already related
Kesavan’s selection and entry into the National Library and the manner in
which the beautiful building and premises of Belvedere was acquired for the
National Library by his persuasive powers.
The National Library was formally opened on Feb. 1st, 1953 by the then Union
Minister for Education, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad. Somenath Mullick, a
member of the National Library since its ‘Imperial’ days, who witnessed and
participated in the transit from Metcalfe House to Jaba Kusum House during
World War-II and later into Belvedere, who attended the inaugural function,
wrote in a letter titled, ‘Of places and learning and publishing’ to The Statesman
(Aug. 5th 2004):
The inauguration ceremony was presided over by the Education
Minister, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad in the presence of the Governor,
Dr. Harendra Coomar Mookherjee, the Chief Minister, Dr. B.C. Roy
and a host of luminaries including Prof. Humayun Kabir. Kesavan
conducted the whole programme efficiently.
The new site at the Belvedere Lodge was spacious and uninterrupted
green…. [T]he Maulana’s opening speech welcomed the new citadel
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Dr. B.C. Roy, Maulana Azad, Dr. H.C. Mookherjee, Dr. S.S. Bhatnagar, Prof. Humayun
Kabir and Mr. B.S. Kesavan at the inauguration of the National Library.

of learning. He was more particular about the surroundings where
learning would take place both in leisure and pleasure. In his own
style, he rested his hand on the hip and recited a rubayah of Omar
Khayyam in his inimitable Urdu:
‘With a book of verse under the bough,
A glass of wine in hand and thou beside me …’
Slowly turning his face sideways, he said, “I wonder if Dr. Roy would
allow the glass in hand”. The whole gallery burst into laughter. A visibly
embarrassed Dr. Roy shook his head vehemently and announced, “No,
no not in West Bengal!”.
“I am relieved, thank you”, said the Maulana and settled back in his seat.
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The letter of Somenath Mullick was in response to a letter titled, ‘A sad centenary’
(The Statesman, Jun. 27th 2004) by one of the regular users, Abdus Subhan,
who had highlighted the sad state of the library in its centenary year. However,
there is a different version of the event, in Kesavan’s book on the National
Library. This is given in the contribution India’s National Library and Kesavan:
Homage With a Hope for the Future by Arun Ghosh included in this collection
(page 91).
Haravu has also spoken of how Kesavan approached C. Rajagopalachari
(Rajaji), then Governor of West Bengal, who was instrumental in assigning
Belvedere to the National Library. Dr. Nihar Rajan Ray, who accompanied
Kesavan to meet the Governor, related a slightly different story at the farewell
function for Kesavan. He initially made a plea that the Raj Bhavan is assigned
to the National Library and it was Rajaji who suggested that he would see that
Belvedere is assigned to the National Library.
I think it is appropriate at this juncture, to refer to some historical events in
the immediate years before and after India’s Independence. There were
demands for the abolition of the Governorships. The need for the retention of
the posts of Governors was not debated in the Constituent Assembly. A
perfunctory discussion on the question whether Governors should be elected
or whether the consent of the States should be made necessary if a Governor
was nominated, took place towards the fag end of the session.
There were suggestions from many quarters that the Raj Bhavans should be
usefully converted into specialized hospitals or museums or libraries where
all old secret Govt. files and documents regarding the struggle for freedom
from British rule might be kept and made available to research scholars
interested in writing the history of the freedom struggle. Even Gandhiji said
that the Rashtrapathi Bhavan, the President of India’s official residence, should
be converted into a hospital. There is an anecdote about the perceived role of
Governors. Some students of a Calcutta college approached Dr. B.C. Roy, the
Chief Minister with a request to inaugurate an exhibition organized by them.
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Dr, Roy reportedly told them, “We have appointed a highly paid dignitary precisely
for such functions. Why don’t you approach him?”
Another story is that Dr. Roy did not like the idea of shifting the Governor’s
residence elsewhere. Dr. Roy felt that the Chief Minister was required to meet
him frequently. He should therefore be located near the Secretariat (Writers
Building).
Although the Imperial Library was born in 1903, its origin can be traced back
to Mar. 1, 1836 when the Calcutta Public Library was opened at 30 Esplanade
Row. This was subsequently merged with the Imperial Library and opened to
the public in Jan. 1903 by Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India. It was extremely
fortunate that the Fort William collections were assimilated into the Imperial
Library. This became the nucleus of the priceless rare publications around
which have developed the present rare book collection of the National Library.
A well-researched history of the Calcutta Public Library has been written by
E. Thankappan Nair, an authority on the history of Calcutta. It was published
by the National Library.
Shifting the library from Esplanade to Belvedere was undoubtedly an onerous
task to say the least. Keasavan’s leadership and administrative capabilities
made the shifting process, normally a stressful one for all concerned, a smooth
one. The entire operation was meticulously planned almost as if Kesavan had
used Operations Research, a later-day management tool. He received the
unstinted cooperation of the entire staff that had to work day and night to
finish the task. The acquisition of furniture and fittings was done in parallel.
The difficulties involved in the task of shifting are beyond the imagination of
those who did not witness the process. I have heard the story from several
employees of those days. Before the shifting could start, Belvedere had to be
remodeled. Simultaneously, the campus was beautified with the planting of
trees and flowering plants. The Agri-horticultural Society was extremely
helpful in this. Kesavan’s unparalleled aesthetic sense held sway. I am tempted
to relate an anecdote about Kesavan’s love for trees.
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When the Central Public Works Department (CPWD) undertook the construction of quarters for Central Govt. Staff within the Belvedere campus, the first
thing they did was to fell trees at the construction site. Kesavan asked them
not to do so but it fell on the deaf ears of CPWD officials. A desperate Kesavan
spoke to the Prime Minister on the phone. Pandit Nehru immediately asked
the Minister for Works and Housing to intervene and the thoughtless
destruction was halted. The incident was reported in The Statesman. Kesavan
was thus one of the early environmentalists, long before the term ‘environmental protection’ was even heard of.
After completing the shifting and shelving of the collection properly in the
stack rooms, he turned his attention to services for scholars and visitors. First
he saw to it that the library was kept open for 362 days in the year. It was
closed only on Republic Day (26th Jan.), Independence Day (15th Aug.) and
Mahatma Gandhi’s birthday (2nd Oct.). The working hours of the library were
made 9.00 am to 8 pm on all days except on Saturdays, Sundays and holidays,
when the opening hours were 9.00 a.m. to 5.00 p.m. I believe this practice
continues to this day. The Reading Room facilities were free to be used by
anyone over the age of 18 years; lending services were available only to
bonafide members.
A new unit, Reference and Bibliography Division was created. I had the
privilege of starting my career in this Division headed by Dr. Aditya K.
Ohdedar. He was a Ph.D. in English Literature from the Banaras Hindu University (BHU) and later took the Diploma Course in Librarianship, also from BHU.
He started his career in the BHU Library. Kesavan met Dr. Ohdedar on a visit
to BHU and persuaded him to join the National Library and head the Division.
I passed the Diploma in Librarianship (as the course was then known) with
distinction (66% marks) in 1955. Another student who also obtained distinction
was Sunil Behari Ghosh (alas, he expired on 16th Aug. 2009) who later joined
the Indian National Bibliography as editor of Bengali publications. Kesavan
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wrote to me and asked me to join the library as a Junior Technical Assistant
(JTA) which was considered to be a coveted position. I was then working in
West Bengal’s Food Department. I was also offered positions in the USIS and
British Council libraries. These positions carried a higher compensation as
compared to the JTA’s position, then Rs.180 per month.
I knew Chittaranjan Banerjee, a bibliophile and a scholar in his own right. He
was then head of the Acquisitions Division of the National Library. I sought
his guidance. He advised me to join the National Library. I respected his advice
and joined the Reference and Bibliography Division towards the end of Sep.
1955. In retrospect my decision to join the National Library was a prudent
one. I had the rare opportunity of helping many Indian and foreign scholars
who visited the library. Some of them were: Ramesh Chandra Majumdar, when
he was writing his book on the 1857 uprising; Dr. Harendra Coomar
Mookherjee, then Professor of English at Calcutta University and later the
Governor of West Bengal; Tapan Sinha, a celebrated film director; Abu Sayeed
Ayub (philosopher and literary critic); Dr. Jatindra Bimal Chaudhuri (a Sanskrit
scholar); Mr. K.P. Thomas who wrote the ‘Homa’s Column’ in an English newspaper. The experience I gained in just one year’s time proved to be invaluable
in my work for other organizations in later life.
I still remember one instance of a special need of Dr. H.C. Mookherjee when
he was Governor of West Bengal. On a Saturday, Kesavan received a call from
Dr. Mookherjee. He was writing something and wanted to use a quotation
from a one-act drama whose title he could recall but not the name of the author
of the drama. He wanted to know the name of the author and the exact wordings of the quotation. Kesavan asked me to help. My familiarity with the H.W.
Wilson family of indexes came to the rescue. I consulted the One-Act Drama
Index and found the bibliographical particulars of the drama. Fortunately, the
book was available in the library. I located the quotation and showed it to
Kesavan. He asked me to take the book to Raj Bhavan and informed Dr.
Mookherjee about this. When I met the Reception Officer at Raj Bhavan, he
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telephoned the Governor’s ADC who asked him to guide me to him and took
me to the Governor’s room.
I saw Dr. Mookherjee seated on the floor with a small desk and he was writing
something. I handed over the book, flagged at the page where the quotation
occurred. He looked at the page and thanked me and asked me how I could
locate the book. I told him the name of the reference book that I had used to
locate the information. I also told him that Kesavan had taught us the subject,
enumerative bibliography. Dr. Mookherjee lamented that libraries in educational institutions had not received their due importance but he added that
Calcutta University possessed a rich collection. He then mentioned that the
National Library was fortunate in getting a scholar librarian in Kesavan and
that they shared many common interests in English literature. This meeting
with Dr. Mookherjee remains a memorable event in my life.
Another episode involving Tapan Sinha, the film director is still fresh in my
memory. He wanted to learn about the physical features of Afghanistan and
see some photographs of the country and its people for a film based on
Rabindranath Tagore’s short story Kabuliwala. I located a large, beautifully
illustrated book on Afghanistan. He found the book useful. Kesavan gave
special permission for him to borrow the book. Sinha personally came to return
the book after a few days. The film Kabuliwala won an award with the wellknown Balraj Sahni in the lead.
Many Calcuttans did not like the shifting of the National Library to Belvedere.
They felt that Alipore was far away from the centre of the city! Kesavan
persuaded the State Transport Authority to introduce a new bus service, (route
number 3B, if my memory serves me right), terminating in front of the Calcutta
zoo in Alipore. This greatly facilitated access by public transport to the library
from the city. Many lay readers had the wrong notion that a National Library
is a public library. The closed-access system of the National Library did not
allow users to browse the shelves like in a public library. Many letters complaining of the closed-access system were published in Calcutta newspapers. I read
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a letter in The Statesman (Oct. 27, 1961) criticizing ‘B S Kesavan’s system of management of the National Library’. I sent the following rejoinder which was published
on Nov. 9, 1961.
Mr. Raghavan’s criticism (Oct. 27-28) of Mr. B.S. Kesavan’s system
of management of the National Library is based on a wrong notion
about the role of the National Library, one of whose functions is to
conserve for posterity the writings of the country. The delegates at
the Vienna Symposium (1953) on National Libraries expressed the
view that ‘its collections acquire to some extent the importance of
archives and, therefore, need to be preserved in their original form.
The stress is therefore on conservation rather than their indiscriminate use by the ‘average reader’ and the ‘shelf browser’ for ‘cultivating wide-spread reading habits. Clearly this latter is the function of
a public library.
The use of a National Library should be restricted to research scholars
only and need not be kept open to anyone who can just walk in and
get enrolled as a member. The British Museum restricts its admission
to consult books not elsewhere available.
As regards loans to users, the Vienna Symposium (1958) said, ‘It is
generally agreed that in view of their function as archives of national
publications, National Libraries should lend only duplicates of such
publications. But, whether at national or international levels, loans
should be made to libraries only’.
Considered in this light of these views, our National Library is very
liberal in entertaining the demands of all types of readers even at
the risk of exposing the library material to wear and tear. Instead of
accusing the National Library, readers like Mr. Raghavan should
demand the introduction of an integrated public library system with
open access facilities. Readers should be able to use such facilities
even without paying any subscription. This can be achieved through
a suitable Public Library Act. The Bengal Library Association has
long been trying to mobilize public opinion for such legislation.
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During his tenure in the National Library, Kesavan acquired the personal
collections of several eminent persons such as Sir Asutosh Mukhopadhyay,5
Sir Jadunath Sarkar,6 Dr. Surendranath Sen,7 and Mr. Barid Baran Mukhopadhyay8. Completion of the printed catalogues of the English books available
in the Library, compilation of exhaustive bibliographies of selected topics
dealing with indology, were some of his contributions. I had the opportunity
of participating in the compilation of the first one in the series dealing with
Indian Anthropology. Ajit K Mukherjee, the Librarian of the Anthropological
Survey of India, helped in this work.
The acquisition of Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru’s (1875–1949)9 correspondence was
a unique achievement. A printed check-list was published by the National
Library titled, The Sapru Collection – a Check-list (first series). It was completed

5. Sir Asutosh Mukhopadhyay (1864-1926) — a mathematician and a judge of the Calcutta High
Court, was also Vice-Chancellor of the Calcutta University (1906-1914). A firm believer in the
autonomy of universities, he did not allow the Government to interfere in the activities of the
University. He also acted as the Chairman of the Imperial Library Council. The collection has
more than 80,000 books and is probably the largest single donated collection in any library in the
world. The collection is not merely books, but beautiful books, books with gold bindings and
silver letters, tassels and oak covers, books as art.
6. Sir Jadhunath Sarkar (1870-1958) — a distinguished Mughal historian, widely known for his
book, The Fall of the Mughal Empire, was also Vice-Chancellor of the Calcutta University (1926).
7. Dr. Surendranath Sen (1890-1962) — another distinguished historian of India. He authored the
history of 1857 sponsored by the Government of India. He headed the National Archives of India
(1939-1949) and also served as Vice-Chancellor of Delhi University for several years since 1950.
Incidentally, he was a close friend of Dr. S.R. Ranganathan.
8. Baridbaran Mukhopadhyay (1874-1940) — a very unusual person who although not a scholar,
was a voracious reader. He acquired a wide variety of books for his personal library. Although a
qualified Allopathic doctor, he later became a practitioner of Homeopathic medicine.
9. Tej Bahadur Sapru (1875–1949) — a jurist, statesman and constitutional expert. He was successively member of the U.P. Legislative Council, member of the Governor General’s Executive
Council (1920–1923), a nominated member of the Privy Council (1934). He was associated with
the Indian Council of World Affairs (1943–1949), located in Sapru House. The rich collection of
books in Sapru House was taken over by the Jawaharlal Nehru University Library. He wrote a
report titled, ‘The Constitution — Constitutional Proposals of the Sapru Committee’. For his
integrity and wisdom he was trusted both by the British government and by Indian intellectual
and political leaders. He was knighted in 1922.
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under the guidance of Dr. A.K. Ohdedar in 1961. In the foreword, Prof.
Humayun Kabir, then Minister of Scientific Research and Culture wrote:
A National Library must not only stock books, magazines and records
in print but also acquire non-printed material necessary for
preservation and dissemination of knowledge and information.
Among such materials, manuscripts must form a major item. These
may be manuscripts of books and records of private or public
transactions, but they must also include diaries and correspondence
of various types. An important class of such correspondence relates
to the papers of men and women who have played an important
role in the life of a country. Such papers are more appropriately
located in national libraries than in national archives which are
primarily concerned with political and constitutional matters. Many
of the leading libraries in the world are noted for their rich collection
of such manuscripts and I am glad that the National Library, Calcutta,
will join them…. I would like to express my personal gratitude to
his [Sapru’s] sons for their magnificent gifts…. I would also like to
thank the Librarian and his colleagues for giving the Sapru papers
due archival treatment and preparing the check-list for the use of
scholars and students.
In fact, Rama Hooja who authored the book Crusade for Home Rule – Tej Bahadur
Sapru and Indian National Movement – Life and Selected Letters (Jaipur: Rawat
Publications, 1999) used the check-list to locate the relevant letters for inclusion
in her book. She profusely thanked the National Library for permission to
transcribe the selected letters.
In his preface to the check-list, Kesavan graciously acknowledged my name,
among others, for assisting Ohdedar, although my contribution was insignificant. I left the National Library before the work was published. This was
characteristic of Kesavan in all contributions whether at the National Library
or at INSDOC.
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Kesavan has been referred to as the father of the Indian National Bibliography
(INB). Its compilation was made possible by the Delivery of Books (Public
Libraries) Act, 1954. It was amended by the Delivery of Books (Public Libraries)
Act, 1956, to bring within its scope, the delivery of newspapers as well. The
name of the Act accordingly reads as Delivery of Books and Newspapers (Public
Libraries) Act, 1954. The necessary rules Delivery of Books (Public Libraries) Rules,
1955, were also framed. Prof. Humayun Kabir deserves to be remembered in
this connection since he successfully piloted the bills in Parliament.
The INB began as a quarterly publication covering the period Jan–Mar 1958.
The compilation of INB was entrusted to the Central Reference Library, a sister
organization of the National Library located in the Belvedere campus. It became
a monthly publication in 1964. Unfortunately, the publication was suspended
after 1977 and resumed in 1984. The monthly issues for 1984–1986 and 1989–
1993 were published. In order to clear the backlog, it was decided to publish
only annual issues. Monthly issues resumed publication since Jun 2004. The
coverage of books in several languages has dwindled over the years and books
in several languages are not included because of the lack of staff conversant
with these languages.
It is unfortunate that the brainchild of Kesavan has become the victim of the
negligence of concerned authority. I presented a paper titled, ‘What Ails the
INB?’ at a seminar on the Delivery of Books Act, jointly organized by the
National Library and Salar Jung Museum, Hyderabad. It was included in a
collection of essays titled National Bibliographical Control – Problems and Perspectives: Essays for A K Dasgupta, edited by A.A.N. Raju and L.S. Ramaiah, (New
Delhi: Allied Publishers, 2003 pp. 348–361). The editors in their introductory
note said, “It is not customary to include papers written by a person in whose honour
a collection of essays is published. However, in view of the great relevance of this
paper to the main theme of this collection, we chose to include it.”
Another significant bibliographic contribution of Kesavan was the National
Bibliography of Indian Literature (NBIL). Even as Kesavan was busy giving
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finishing touches to a recently inaugurated National Library, he was requested
by the Sahitya Akademi to undertake the compilation of the NBIL. The Akademi
was founded in 1954 and the very first project it had planned was the compilation of a national bibliography of Indian literature. It was to include significant
books of abiding interest published in all the 16 official languages (including
English) then recognized by the Constitution of India. The subjects to be
covered were: General Works; Philosophy and Religion; Social Sciences;
Linguistics; Arts; Literature; History, Geography and Travel; and Miscellaneous (those that did not fall into any of the categories listed above).
The task of compilation was assigned to well-known scholars belonging to
the linguistic groups concerned. The National Library was responsible for
English and Sanskrit works. The entire plan, such as the bibliographic
description of the items, transliteration, indexing, was formulated by Kesavan
with the help, among others, of Chittaranjan Banerji (Acquisitions Division),
Dwijendralal Banerjee (Bengali Division) and Benoyendranath Sengupta
(Cataloguing Division). The period covered was 1901–1953.
Although the Sahitya Akademi had requested Kesavan to be the General Editor
of the publication, he decided to add the name of Y.V. Kulkarni, then Officerin-Charge of the Akademi as one of its General Editors. Kesavan wrote in the
preface to the first volume that Kulkarni had significant contribution and
therefore, deserved, due recognition. The title page thus reads – General Editors:
B.S. Kesavan, Y.V. Kulkarni. Four volumes covering books in 16 languages (four
languages in alphabetical sequence of their names in each volume) were
published during 1962–1974. A fifth volume was published in 1990 covering
publications in six other languages later recognized by the Constitution of
India, viz., Dogri, Konakni, Manipuri, Maithili, Nepali and Rajasthani. The
period covered was 1901-1980.
Referring to Belvedere, Kesavan, in characteristic humility, wrote in the
Encyclopedia of Library and Information Science, in the article ‘National Library
[of India]’:
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Credit for the imaginative housing goes to the great Indian and
international statesman, Jawaharlal Nehru and elder statesman of
India, C. Rajagopalachari who was also first Indian Governor General
after Independence. Jawaharlal Nehru said in his famous comment
on this question, “I do not want Belvedere for the mere purpose of
stocking books. We want to convert it into a fine central library where
a large number of research students can work and where there will
be other amenities which a modern library gets.”
Nehru made this observation when he laid the foundation stone of a multistoried annex in 1961. I had the privilege of attending the function which was
attended by many eminent citizens of Calcutta.
Another important contribution of the National Library was its cooperation
with UNESCO in the compilation of the Index Translationum, an annual
bibliographical tool of translated publications worldwide. The National Library
sends the list of Indian translated works to UNESCO for inclusion in the
bibliography. The library also published a ten-year cumulated bibliography
of translations titled Index Translational Indicum. As far as I know, no further
cumulative volumes were published.
The Children’s Library located in the ground floor of Belvedere was a wonderful
creation of Kesavan and gave expression to his fondness for children. It was
open to children in the afternoons and equipped with custom-built chairs and
tables for them. Many children spend time reading and glancing through
illustrated books. However, there was no dearth of critics who said that
Kesavan was deviating from the legitimate functions of the National Library.
The Bengal Library Association supported the venture, and was of the opinion
that the Children’s Library would serve as a model for public libraries
(including private and subscription libraries). In fact, several old and wellknown public libraries set up children’s wings.
I would like to conclude this section with a personal note which once again
brings out the humaneness of Kesavan. An engineer friend working in TISCO
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Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, Dr. Humayun Kabir, and B.S. Kesavan at the foundation laying
of the National Library Annex (top), and the completed Annex (bottom).
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(Tata Iron and Steel Company) sent me a copy of an advertisement calling for
applications for the post of technical assistant (library) for its Management
Services Division. My friend asked me to apply for the position. I showed this
to Kesavan and sought his permission to apply for the position. He not only
agreed but wanted me to give him the application, which he forwarded to the
Superintendent, Labour Bureau of TISCO, which was responsible for the
recruitment. The letter (6 April 1956) forwarding the application reads:
I have great pleasure in forwarding the application of Shri. Arun
Kanti Dasgupta, a Junior Technical Assistant in this library, for the
post of Technical Assistant in the Information Office. This young
man has been working in this library since Nov. 1955 and I find that
his conduct is excellent and his ability for work pronounced.
Whatever has been entrusted to him has been done with promptitude
and accuracy. His academic perspective is very good as can be seen
by the Distinction he has obtained in the Diploma Examination for
Librarianship in Calcutta University. I am not very happy to lose
him but preferment in this library comes by seniority and he will
have to wait a long time before he reaches a senior post. With great
reluctance, but with every confidence that he will do well, I strongly
recommend his case for favourable consideration.
It was characteristic of Kesavan’s concern for his colleagues and openness,
that he endorsed a copy of the forwarding letter. The Executive Assistant of
the Resident Director of TISCO who headed the Information Bureau, Kamakhya Pada Banerjee, who was a student of Kesavan (1949–50 batch of the
librarianship course), wrote a personal letter to Kesavan saying that my application could not be considered since I did not have experience of working in
industry. In the first round of interviews that were held, the company did not
find a suitable candidate. I received an interview call, but I did not attend because
by that time I had received an offer from the British multinational chemical
company, ICI (India). Kesavan was extremely happy, blessed me and released
me. I worked as Technical Librarian till the end of 1964 when I joined INSDOC.
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At INSDOC
Before Kesavan left Calcutta, he told me that he would like me to join INSDOC.
I acted as a liaison between ICI (India) and the Indian Standards Institution
(ISI). Once I accidentally met Kesavan in the corridor of Manak Bhavan, the
headquarters of ISI. Around that time, I had suffered an infection and lost
weight. Kesavan wanted to know why I was looking so weak and pale. He
asked me to meet him at his residence that evening and I did so. He then told
me that INSDOC would soon advertise some positions and advised me to
apply and added that the climate of Delhi would be good for my health.
Kesavan had joined INSDOC as its first Director at the instance of Prof.
Humayun Kabir. The history of how INSDOC grew from a unit of the National
Physical Laboratory into an autonomous organization under the CSIR has
already been told, but what is probably less known is that the objectives and
functions of INSDOC were written by A.L. Gardner, who headed the group
of UNESCO Consultants, in a report titled Insdoc – Development of a Technical
Assistance Project (New Delhi: INSDOC, 1956, 14p.). Surprisingly, the idea of a
scientific documentation centre was mooted by Dr. S.R. Ranganathan and not
by the scientific community. Dr. S.S. Bhatnagar, then Director General of CSIR,
Dr. K.S. Krishnan, FRS and Director of NPL and its Deputy Director, Dr. K.N.
Mathur whole-heartedly supported the idea of a scientific documentation
centre. Ranganthan had said that the NPL had been the ‘wet nurse of INSDOC
during the Second Five-Year Plan.’ As already stated, INSDOC was upgraded
during the Third Five-Year Plan.
The difficulties faced by Kesavan in launching and sustaining the Indian Science
Abstracts are worth recalling. The need had long been felt for a bibliographical
publication to cover the scientific output of the country, quickly and
comprehensively. The Conference of Information Scientists convened by the
CSIR had recommended that INSDOC should take immediate action to ensure
bibliographical control of Indian scientific literature. Accordingly, Indian
Science Abstracts (ISA) was started as a monthly abstracting service from
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January 1965. Kesavan knew that I was a panel abstractor of the Chemical
Abstracts and therefore he asked me to work as an Associate Editor of the
journal when I joined INSDOC by the end of 1964. Subrata Dutta, who prepared
the blueprint of the project was the Editor. When the first issue was issued, it
faced the proverbial rough weather. The very set of people working in CSIR
headquarters who had recommended the introduction of the service, sang a
different tune — ‘there was no need for a national level abstracting service’! The
plan for the service was prepared after conducting many studies by INSDOC
scientists under the guidance of T.S. Rajagopalan, which conclusively proved
that the coverage of Indian scientific literature in international indexing and
abstracting services was inadequate. The spokesman for the group that did
not think an Indian abstracting service was needed was very close to the
Director General (DG) of CSIR. He had worked under the DG when he was the
Director of a national laboratory. Several other scientists close to the spokesman
joined the chorus. The proposed budget for ISA was drastically pruned.
Our group working for the service was determined to carry on with the task.
We worked day and night, and on weekends and holidays. We kept the flag
flying. We sent copies of the first issue to several academics and directors of
CSIR and ICAR (Indian Council of Agricultural Research) laboratories. Most
of them welcomed it. When the DG saw the first issue, he was impressed and
asked for 50 copies for distribution at an international conference at Cairo
which he attended. The delegates congratulated him for introducing the
service. After returning from the conference, the DG restored the cut in the
budget. We were all greatly relieved. Since the criticism continued, Subrata
Dutta and I wrote an article, quoting excerpts from many documents, that
publication of a national level abstracting service is an unavoidable necessity.
The article titled National/Regional Abstracting Services as Feeders for Tertiary
Services was published in the Annals of Library Science and Documentation (13(1),
1966, pp. 25–33). We had pointed out that an earlier attempt was made to
publish a comprehensive abstracting journal in science titled Indian Science
Abstracts – annotated bibliography of science in India during 1938–39. Four volumes
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in two parts each were published. We concluded that ISA was a logical requirement given the increased scientific and technical activity in the country since
its independence.
The National Science Foundation (NSF) of USA approached the Indian
Embassy enquiring if any organization in India could undertake the translation
of Russian scientific literature into English. The organization would also have
to undertake the publication of an abstracting journal covering Indian literature
on education required by the US Department of Health, Education and Welfare.
A top official in the Indian Embassy, a Bengali ICS (Indian Civil Services)
officer from Calcutta, who knew Kesavan when he was the National Librarian
asked him whether INSDOC could undertake the two tasks. Kesavan readily
agreed. A number of Russian translators were appointed in the Translations
Division headed by M.S. Dandekar. Most of them were scientists who had acquired
doctoral degrees in Russia. On their return, they sought jobs in universities and
scientific institutions. Kesavan recruited the required number from among them.
The Indian Educational Material was born as a quarterly beginning in 1966,
volume 1(1). Kesavan asked me to edit it. This was the proudest moment of
my professional career. However, the same group of people who had
questioned the need for ISA, started saying that the publication of an
abstracting journal in education was the legitimate task of the Ministry of
Education and that INSDOC had deviated from its actual function. They
ignored the fact that the NSF had wanted both the tasks to be done by the
same organization. They persuaded a Communist Member of Parliament (MP)
to raise the issue as an unstarred question in the Rajya Sabha. They alleged
that ‘tons’ of secret documents were being ‘shipped to the USA’. The terms and
conditions in the INSDOC-NSF agreement stipulated that only printed
documents in the public domain should be included, and only those that the
US Department of Health, Education and Welfare found necessary should be
sent by air mail. The agreement was approved by the CSIR. A suitable reply
was sent by CSIR to the Parliament Secretariat. The first issue was sent to
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several eminent educationists. One of them was Dr. D.S. Kothari who was
well known for the path-breaking report on Indian Education, popularly
known as ‘Kothari Commission Report’. He headed the Education Commission
(1964–66) appointed by the Ministry of Education. The first issue included
chapter-wise abstracts of the Report. Kothari promptly sent a reply congratulating Kesavan. A top official of the US Department of Health, Education
and Welfare, Seymour M. Rosen wrote to Dr. Charles Zalar of the US Embassy
in New Delhi (27 Feb. 1967):
I have received your memorandum of Feb. 16; Volume 1, number 1
of the ‘Indian Educational Material — Annotated Quarterly Bibliography’ and Mr. Kesavan’s letter to you of Feb. 6 requesting
comment. Mr. Kesavan, Mr. Dasgupta and all those who assisted in
preparation of the first issue are to be commended for the comprehensiveness and generally high quality of abstracts. We look forward to
a continuing progress and future issue of the bibliography. Most of
the entries in Volume 1 are appropriately brief. Some are too brief
such as entries numbers 5, 6, 23 and 51, and others too long, such as
those occupying a half-page or more. Per your request, an extra copy
of this letter is enclosed for Mr. Kesavan.
Incidentally, the longer entries relate to the abstracts on chapters of the Kothari
Commission Report. Shorter entries were indicative abstracts of not-sosignificant articles.
We sent review copies to several educational journals and selected newspapers.
Most of the reviews were favourable. Surprisingly, the English newspaper
Searchlight, published from Patna wrote a lead editorial titled ‘Indian Educational
Material’ (Feb. 29, 1968). Since I personally knew the editor, Subhash Chandra
Sarkar, I had sent the first three issues to him. He sent a clipping of the editorial
with his letter. The editorial quoted from Kesavan’s preface to the first issue:
The bulk of the entries (851) are in the English language publications.
There are 27 entries from the Indian language publications and the
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smallness of the number should not be taken as our not covering the
gamut of such publications. The fact is that only 27 entries could be
culled of value to this bibliography from all the Indian Language
publications that were scanned which meant eleven newspapers and
fifteen periodicals.
The editorial continued:
We are sorry that Mr. Kesavan who was the librarian of the National
Library, Calcutta for many years should have thought it advisable
to cast such a grave reflection on the Indian language press without
making adequate efforts to make a proper evaluation. In the alphabetical index [the editorial was referring to the list of periodicals
abstracted in the first issue] we do not find mention of some of the
most eminent newspapers and periodicals [no names were mentioned].
If the compilers could not come across good articles in the Indian
language press to matters educational as perhaps in the improper
selection of newspapers and periodicals published in the Indian languages. With this qualification we commend the publication of the
extracts of immense value to all interested in education.
We had selected two Indian language newspapers in each language, based on
circulation figures obtained from the Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC) and
for which abstractors knowing these languages were available. The list of
newspapers included only the ones from which articles were abstracted. The
editorial missed the most important point mentioned in Kesavan’s preface:
“The fact is only 27 articles could be culled of value to this bibliography from all the
Indian Language publications that were scanned…” (Emphasis added).
I sent a rejoinder pointing these factors which, however, was not printed. I
also requested Sarkar to suggest titles that he thought should be scanned but
there was no response from him.
In an edit page article ‘Catalyst to Scholarship — Catching up on Documentation’,
Dr. V.V. John, an eminent educationist of yesteryears, paid glowing tributes
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to Kesavan when he retired from INSDOC (Times of India, Bombay, July 11,
1969). He referred to his stewardship of two national institutions: the National
Library and INSDOC. He made a mention of the Indian Educational Material at
the end of his article:
Meanwhile, INSDOC has broken into an entirely different field with
Education Abstracts, which duplicates the Abstracts published monthly
(although belated) by the Ministry of Education. This duplication is
intriguing so is the circumstances that the publication does not mention
in its pages the fact that it is subsidized by the National Science Foundation of the United States.
In a letter to Dr. John, I pointed out that according to the terms of the INSDOCNSF agreement, the copies that would be sold or distributed in India would
not mention this fact. The copies which were to be sent to the US Department
of Health, Education and Welfare would quote the contract number. Also, the
title page would mention that it was published in accordance with the agreement
between INSDOC and NSF. I also mentioned that the agreement was approved
by the CSIR although the scope of INSDOC was limited to scientific information.
Dr. John had mentioned about the abstracts published by the Ministry of Education. Besides the time lag, it covered only a small portion of the literature. The
Ministry subscribed to a dozen copies of each of the publications and these
were distributed to senior officials who wrote the abstracts when time permitted them to do so.
It is appropriate at this point to mention that the usual practice of considering
social sciences and humanities on the one hand, and natural and physical
sciences, on the other hand, as separate compartments of knowledge seems to
become less and less valid. For instance, the discipline, sociology of science
cuts across the boundaries, mathematical linguistics is another example.
Another gift, if you like, of Kesavan was his uncanny knack of scouting for
and recruiting talents that were suitable for the organizations he headed. One
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example that comes readily to mind is the manner in which he discovered and
roped in a Tamilian lady in Japan for INSDOC’s work.
While attending a UNESCO (or FID?) conference in Tokyo, he met M.G. Alamelu,
a Tamilian. She had completed an advanced course in Japanese and was pursuing
a doctoral degree in a Japanese University. She was an interpreter in the conference. Kesavan was highly impressed with her proficiency in Japanese and
asked her to contact him (probably in chaste Tamil!) whenever she returned
to India. Alamelu had grown up in Calcutta and she could speak Bengali
fluently. Kesavan told us about this ‘Bengali speaking, Japanese interpreter,
Tamilian lady’, when he came back from the conference. As things turned out,
she could not complete her doctoral work because of the serious illness of her
uncle who had bought her up, so she returned to India. Kesavan immediately
appointed her as there was a dearth of Japanese translators in India, and
INSDOC depended on the services of interpreters and translators in the
Ministry of External Affairs. Incidentally, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
went to Japan on an official trip, Alamelu accompanied her as an interpreter.
During his tenure as Director of INSDOC, one of the annual sessions of
UNESCO was held at Vigyan Bhavan. Kesavan planned and organized an
impressive exhibition of Indian science with the able help of Parthasarathy,
Rajagopalan and Bimalendu Guha, among others. The exhibits were displayed
at the foyer of Vigyan Bhavan and I acted as one of the guides to the exhibits.
Kesavan’s interest went beyond the technicalities of library and information
science. He used to invite celebrities to address the staff of INSDOC. I remember
two lectures — one delivered by Mulk Raj Anand (1905–2004) and the other
by Prabhat Kumar Mukherjee (1892–1985).
Mulk Raj Anand was a celebrated novelist and an art critic. His three wellknown English novels are Coolie, Two Leaves and a Bud, and Untouchable. He
also edited Marg, a highly acclaimed art monthly sponsored by the Tata Group.
He spoke about trends in Indian writing in English. Prabhat Kumar Mukherjee
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was a librarian at the Visva-Bharati and a biographer of Rabindranath Tagore.
He spoke about Tagore’s work translated into English and other languages.
Unfortunately, INSDOC lost its independent identity when it was thoughtlessly
merged with the Publications and Information Directorate (PID) by CSIR. The
merged organization was named National Institute for Science Communication
and Information Resources (NISCAIR). Surprisingly, none of the all-India organizations of professionals of library and information science protested.
I would like to end this section on a personal note. When I was selected as a
Scientist by INSDOC, I was associated with an important project in ICI (India).
I was requested by my chief to defer my joining INSDOC. I requested Kesavan’s
permission to extend my joining time. He wrote a letter dated Sep. 11, 1964:
My dear Arun,
Thank you for your letter of 3rd Sep. 1964. I am agreeable to extending
of time for joining. I believe in getting the best men that I can possibly
manage into this organization, and my personal regard for you has
been always such that I am looking forward to the privilege of
working with you. As for Ashoka,10 I assure you that I will do my
very best to fix her up in Delhi. Will you kindly send me curriculum
vitae of Ashoka for my use?
I will conclude my contribution to this write-up by quoting two tributes paid
to him — one by Dr. Rabindra Kumar Dasgupta, and another by Dr. Somnath
Roy. Dr. Dasgupta, a scholar in English, became the head of the National
Library when the position was redesignated as Director with the status of a
University Vice-Chancellor.

10. Arun Kanti Dasgupta’s wife.
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In 1999, the National Library organized a function to celebrate the Golden
Jubilee of the acquisition of Sir Asutosh Mukherjee Collection. Dr. Dasgupta
was invited as a special guest. He began his address thus:
I confess, I have a feeling of embarrassment while visiting the
National Library as an unworthy incumbent of its Director’s office,
and in these last days of my life11 I am haunted by a sense of guilt
about my failure to restore the glory it had achieved during the
librarianship of Shri. B.S. Kesavan.
Dr. Somnath Roy, a historian who headed the Department of History, Burdwan
University, sent me one of his articles published in a Bengali magazine about
Bimal Mitra, a Bengali novelist. Mitra is well known all over India for the
Hindi film, Sahib, Bibi aur Ghulam, based on a well-researched Bengali novel.
Roy met the novelist when both of them shared the same alcove in the National
Library. Roy, in his article paid glowing tributes to Kesavan. I informed him
that the year 2009 is the birth centenary of Kesavan. A retired librarian friend
who was also my student in Calcutta sent me a clipping of Roy’s letter, ‘Friendly
librarian’ in The Statesman (Aug. 10, 2009) because he knew I was writing an
article about Kesavan. The letter is worth quoting:
A friend in Hyderabad recently informed me that this is the birth
centenary of late B.S. Kesavan, former librarian of the National
Library of India. Kesavan earned the admiration of everyone,
including Jawaharlal Nehru, for his administrative ability, helpful
attitude to readers and rapport with the senior and junior colleges
including Class-IV staff. At the same time he was a strict disciplinarian. He often paid surprise visits to the large reading hall to
ascertain if readers were facing any problem in getting books and
journals. Kesavan was indeed a man of vision and action. I request
the Government of India to publish a commemorative stamp in
his honour (Emphasis added).

11. Dr. Rabindra Kumar Dasgupta passed away in 2009.
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Kesavan – the human being
I am sure many of the contributions in this publication have recalled many of
Kesavan’s qualities of head and heart. His compassion for his colleagues and
relatives and anyone who crossed his path, knew few bounds. What was
remarkable was that Kesavan’s compassion and benevolence were spontaneous; it was effortless and seemed to be his second nature. I would like to
relate two instances at which I was a witness and therefore firmly embedded
in my memory.
The period following the Independence of India and the partition of the
country, saw great tragedies played out on both sides of the divide. A large
number of people from the erstwhile East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) came to
Calcutta as refugees. One day, after visiting the Calcutta University, Kesavan
was waiting at a bus stop opposite the University campus. The entire footpath
was occupied by make-shift stalls set up by the refugees selling various items.
Kesavan decided to shop for hosiery at one of the stalls.
The owner of the stall, a young man, realized that the buyer was not a native
Bengali although he was speaking in Bengali. So, he answered in English.
Kesavan then asked about the young man’s family and his education. He learnt
that he was a refugee and that he had passed the Intermediate examination.
Kesavan then disclosed his identity and asked the young man to meet him at
the National Library after office hours, which he did. Kesavan then told the
young man that the Library was to recruit “sorters”, who work in the stack
room to take out and replace books. This involved manual work requiring the
pulling and pushing of wheeled shelves. Kesavan enquired if he was prepared
to work as a sorter. The grateful vendor agreed. He was selected after due
formalities. His name is Santimoy Mitra.
While working in the National Library, he successively completed the certificate course in librarianship and later the B.A. and M.A. examinations.
Thereafter, he passed the diploma in librarianship examination. He rose to
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become a Senior Technical Assistant. Santida was my classmate in the Diploma
course and he related this story to me.
I was witness to an interesting incident when I was on duty in the lending
counter on a holiday. Kesavan was very concerned about cleanliness. In the
reading hall there was a notice requesting readers not to splash ink from their
fountain pens (ball point pens were unknown then). The notice also warned
that offenders would be denied entry into the library. During his visit to the
reading hall, a young reader saw Kesavan and deliberately splashed ink on
the floor. Kesavan stared at him and used his handkerchief to wipe off the ink
from the floor. The boy got up and apologized to Kesavan for his indiscretion.
Kesavan put his hand on his head and blessed him! This was the real Kesavan.
In this context, I am tempted to quote Shakespeare,
His life was gentle, and the elements
So mix’d in him that Nature might stand up
And say to all the world “This was a man!”

Yes, Kesavan was “the man!”
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The Incomparable Prof. B.S. Kesavan — a Salutation
of Affection and Gratitude
K.S. Deshpande

A paragon of virtue and a source of inspiration
Writing or talking about Prof. Kesavan is like going on a pilgrimage. The task
is both elevating and ennobling. To me and my ilk, Prof. Kesavan was the
Gomateshwara of the library profession, possessing not only the brilliance of
the mind but what today is very dear and rare — the splendour of the heart.
The very thought of Prof. Kesavan brings to my mind a beautiful sloka written
verse by the immortal bard, William Shakespeare, of the 17th century, and I
take the liberty of quoting both below:
Manasi vachasi kaaye punya piyusa purnaah
Tribhuvanamupakarah sreenibhih priyantaha
Pararaguna paramaanun parvati kritya nitya
Nija hridi vikasantah santi santhah kiyantaha
The burden of this verse can be summarized thus:
How many people are there in this world,
whose minds, speech, bodies are brimming with the blessed nectar,
who keep the three worlds eternally pleased
by their unending chain of actions of benevolence;
and who take pleasure in magnifying into a mountain,
the mole hill of good in others.

k s deshpande

by the famous Sanskrit poet of the 7th century A.D., and an equally enchanting
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Let me recapitulate the beautifully poetic manner in which Shakespeare paid
tribute to exalted souls like Prof. Kesavan from his famous play, Hamlet:
What a piece of work is Man?
How noble the reason
How infinite in faculties
In form and moving
How express and admirable
In action how like an angel
In apprehension like a God
The beauty of the World
The paragon of animals

Prof. Kesavan’s acts of unbounded charity are legion; but a couple of instances
in which I myself was the object are cited to illustrate the point made.

How I swam into Prof. Kesavan’s ken
Though I entered the Bombay Library School in 1949 and used to hear about
Prof. Kesavan from my teachers and seniors in the profession, I came into
contact with him in 1952 in Hyderabad during a conference of the Indian
Library Association (ILA). We, the youngsters attending the conference, were
swept off our feet by his angelic manners. Though I was still standing on the
threshold of librarianship, he thrust upon me generously, the chairmanship
of two subcommittees. Prof. Kesavan cast a spell on the delegates with his
handsome personality, his free, uninhibited bonhomie with everybody and
his hypnotic oratory.

Calcutta conference
In 1956, the ILA held its conference, this time in Calcutta, and the generous
Karnatak University deputed me to attend the conference on the implicit
understanding that I would present a paper at the conference. Believe me; I
was flabbergasted on going through the contents of the letter that Prof. Kesavan
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wrote to me acknowledging the receipt of the paper. The title of the paper was
‘Public Library Movement in Bombay Karnatak’. Given below are a couple of the
laudatory sentences from the letter:
“May I congratulate you on a remarkable bit of work? — A piece of
work which will have great bibliographical value, which must have
called for a great deal of research and study. I think so well of it that
I feel it should be published independently as a brochure illustrated
by certain maps and charts… It is such a relief to come across a solid
contribution like yours these days, when everybody thinks he can
dash off an article on librarianship”.
I felt that probably Prof. Kesavan had indulged in hyperbole out of affection
for me. He had not erred in his judgment; three years later on June 19th 1959,
no less a person than Sir C.D. Deshmukh, then the Chairman of the University
Grants Commission (UGC), endorsed Prof. Kesavan’s appreciation in these
lines:
“There is a good paper written by your librarian, Shri. K.S. Deshpande, that gives the history of the growth of institutions of learning
and growth of libraries in Karnataka”.
Sir C.D. Deshmukh was speaking after inaugurating the newly constructed
Education building in the Karnatak University campus, now named Pavate
Nagar. In fact he had brought to the meeting hall a copy of the off-print of the
article and held it up for the audience to see. [Studies in Education and Culture:
in honour of Sri. D.C. Pavate on University Education by C.D. Deshmukh, p.43].

Library conference 1958
A year before this, the Karnatak Library Association (established in 1929) had
convened a conference of all interested in libraries. Prof. Kesavan was the
chief guest and Hon. Sri. Vaikunta Baliga, Law Minister in the Mysore Cabinet,
inaugurated the conference. Prof. Kesavan, in his characteristic florid English
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first, and later in Kannada, made a strong plea for a library movement to
make libraries more widely available to the people of Karnataka His was an
eloquent plea for legislation. Sri. Baliga, impressed by Prof. Kesavan’s speech,
promised that he would push through the legislation that would weave a
garland of public libraries across Karnataka.

1958: UGC workshop — from publisher to reader: workflows
in university libraries
The UGC, on the initiative of Sir C.D. Deshmukh, organized a workshop to
formulate principles for financing, staffing, providing infrastructure, etc., for
university and college libraries. The Director of the workshop was Dr. S.R.
Ranganathan, who had prepared a working paper to be discussed at the
workshop. About 75 librarians participated. Five groups consisting of 15
librarians was formed to discuss, threadbare the working paper and make
recommendations, alterations and additions to it. I was chosen to head one of
the groups. The other four groups were headed by stalwarts like Prof. D.N.
Marshall, Prof. B.S. Kesavan, and Dr. C.P. Shukla. As leader of my group, I
could develop intimate rapport with all the participants in general and more
particularly with Dr. Deshmukh, Dr. Ranganathan and Prof. Kesavan. On
behalf of my group I made several additional recommendations which brought
me praise particularly from Dr. Deshmukh, Prof. Kesavan and Prof. Marshall.

1962: Our School of Library Science and student’s tour to
Calcutta
1962 is a notable year in the history of library education in Karnataka. In June
that year, I started the School of Library and Information Science at Karnatak
University, the first postgraduate level course in the State. Among several
unique features of the syllabus, an educational tour was compulsory. The first
batch of 20 students first went to Calcutta, and Prof. Kesavan stood at the top
of the flight of steps of the Belvedere Palace, the erstwhile abode of the Viceroys
of India and home to the National Library, to welcome the students. The
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students were overwhelmed not only by the grandeur of the red carpet
reception, but equally powerfully, by the majesty of the building and the
matching internal arrangements of the library. To some of the students who
hailed from the rural district of North Canara, and who had traveled by train
for the first time in their lives, the sight of the huge library housed in a palace
was an ethereal experience.

December 1963: Library seminar
During the second year of our library school, the USIS (United States
Information Service) in Madras (now Chennai) decided to sponsor a week of
educational activities from 16–21 December on our campus. As part of this
programme, seminars spread over 3 or 4 days were organized. I suggested to
Shri. Satya Raj of the USIS, who was in charge of the programme, to include a
seminar on library science for the benefit of both the students of the Library
School and also the library staff. He agreed, and together with Prof. Kesavan,
Dr. B.V.R. Rao, and the officers of the American Library — Mrs. Evelyn
McCabe, Mrs. Yates, Shri Bendigeri to decide as to the speakers, the topics,
etc., that should be included. It was indeed a very useful intellectual feast and
a great occasion for all of us.
Since Prof. Kesavan was an orator of national fame, I arranged a public lecture
of his on the campus and requested Dr. D.C. Pavate, our Vice-Chancellor to
preside over the programme. The head of a young university is naturally very
busy, but Dr. Pavate was gracious enough to spare an hour for us. Within ten
minutes of the commencement of Prof. Kesavan’s speech, Dr. Pavate adjusted
his chair so that he could have a full view of the speaker and for the next hour
and ten minutes Prof. Kesavan held the audience including Dr. Pavate
spellbound.
In his presidential speech, our Vice-Chancellor Dr. Pavate remarked that Prof.
Kesavan had missed his profession and that he should have continued as
professor of English. I interjected and said to the Vice Chancellor “Sir, the loss
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of the English Department of the Mysore University has been the gorgeous gain of the
world of library science in India”.
During the four days of the seminar, Prof. Kesavan and Dr. Rao were my
personal guests and stayed in our rambling house, as there was no accommodation in the University Guest House. They enjoyed family life. All members of
my family, my aged father, brothers, sisters, my elder sister’s sons and
grandsons felt very fortunate to have amidst them these two giants of the
library profession.
B.S. Kesavan, Dr. B.V.R. Rao, and Prof. K.S. Deshpande
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Prof. Kesavan in particular developed a fondness for my elder sister’s grandson — Suresh, who was then a cute little child — now a noted Ayurvedic physician.
He wanted to enfold the child in his arms but the child would not easily surrender to the advances of a total stranger. So, one evening after the seminar was
over, Prof. Kesavan insisted on going to the market there to buy toys, chocolates
and biscuits for Suresh. When we returned home Prof. Kesavan called for
Suresh but the child was fast asleep. I can never forget the sadness that clouded
Kesavan’s face at that moment.
In the University Library also, Kesavan talked to my colleagues (right from
the attendants) and users of the library, both teachers and students and visited
every section of the library, including the newly started bindery. He was
impressed by the craftsmanship of the binder, Sri. Sidlinga Pawar and turned
to me and said: “Krishna, send this young binder to the National Library which has
a highly equipped and modern preservation laboratory. Sidlinga has deft hands and
he will soon be more adept in more delicate and skilled works of preservation like
lamination”.
We deputed Pawar for a month’s training at the National Library. He took
full advantage of the golden opportunity and returned to Dharwad
transformed into a model book binder and preserver. And, at Calcutta he was
well looked after by everybody including the National Librarian.
After returning to Calcutta after attending the seminar at Dharwad, Prof.
Kesavan wrote me a eulogistic letter. He had used every golden word in the
dictionary about his visit to Dharwad and here is a relevant extract from it:
“Apart from the personal satisfaction that I got from out of my stay
with you at Dharwad, may I say how proud I am professionally at
what you have done within a short number of years at Dharwad. I
wish I could unpin the decoration conferred on me by the
Government and pin it on you for your excellent work under difficult
circumstances… The way you have furnished the library, the way
you have staffed the library, the manner in which you have arranged
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for the prompt processing of the material, your excellent human
relations with your colleagues; and thoughtfulness with which you
are planning for education in librarianship. These are all worthy of
a man twice your experience”.
Prof. Kesavan was full of appreciation for the following progressive schemes
that Karnataka University Library had adopted: appointment of poor and
deserving students at different locations as student assistants in the library,
orientation of freshmen with the aid of ‘Your Library’, a very elegant annual
reader’s guide to the library, printing of unit cards as a by-product of the
monthly list of new additions, the independence that the library enjoyed under
the guidance of the library advisory committee in its acquisitions programme
not only of books and periodicals but also furniture, equipment, stationery,
etc. Lastly the library had its own Accounts and Dispatch sections to ensure
speedy disposal of its work.

1965: Mysore assignment
The University of Mysore decided late in 1964 to start a Department of Library
Science. The syllabus for a degree course was already approved by a Committee
headed by Dr. S.R. Ranganathan, assisted by Prof. K.S. Deshpande and Prof.
Anna Gowda, Professor of English and then also in charge Librarian of the
university library. The University was on the lookout for a person who could
head the department as well as the library. Recommended strongly by Prof.
D.N. Marshall and Prof. Kesavan, the Vice Chancellor of the Mysore University,
Dr. K.L. Shrimali requested Dr. D.C. Pavate, Vice Chancellor at Karnatak
University to lend my services for a couple of years. I was placed in the
professor’s grade with two advance increments.
The job at Mysore was indeed challenging. A new building had come up on
the campus. The library with over a lakh of books had to be shifted, new
furniture had to be designed and acquired. The library’s administration needed
to be overhauled and modernized and new staff had to be recruited. The moral
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support that I received in abundant measure from Prof. Kesavan enabled me
to meet the challenge adequately. The President of India, Dr. S. Radhakrishnan
was invited to inaugurate the building, and Prof. Kesavan came all the way
from Calcutta to attend the function. It was Prof. Kesavan who introduced me
warmly to the President. It may be recalled that both Dr. Radhakrishnan and
Prof. Kesavan had served in the Mysore University a few decades earlier.
Prof. Kesavan, a master showman himself, was happy that I had arranged
two attractive, interesting and instructive exhibitions to mark the occasion.
The first of these was of books on Indian religion and philosophy with the
works of Dr. Radhakrishnan displayed prominently. A folder listing his works
with apt quotations which was also compiled and printed for distribution
was another feature. The second exhibition was titled, From Stone Inscriptions

The President of India, Dr. S. Radhakrishnan at the Mysore University Library
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and Clay Tablets to Microforms: Story of the Evolution of the Book. The Halmidi
inscriptions in Kannada of the 5th Century were exhibited. The President made
enquiries about the antiquity of Kannada. On display were books on cloth,
copper, iron, palm leaves, birch bark, ivory, etc. A detailed write up on the
contents of the display was also complied and distributed. Prof. Kesavan was
supremely happy with the exhibition and it was evident that the President
too liked it and sought more information about some of the exhibits at the
dinner in the Vice Chancellor’s bungalow that evening. The President’s ADC
requested me for 50 copies of the folder listing the President’s titles and a few
copies of the note on the exhibition on the evolution of the book.
During the two years of my tenure at Mysore University almost all the senior
faculty called on me and often referred to Prof. Kesavan with affection and
regard. During the visit of Prof. D. Javare Gowda, the talk turned to the Indian
National Bibliography and the volumes of Bibliography of Indian Literature
brought out by the National Library. I suggested to Prof. Javare Gowda that it
would be nice if Mysore University could think of producing a retrospective
annotated bibliography of Kannada books from the time printing in Kannada
began. He welcomed the idea and the Prasaranga soon launched a project to bring
this idea to fruition. With my assistance a bibliography of over 50,000 titles in
13 volumes was complied covering the period 1817 to 1980. When Prof. Kesavan saw the volumes he was beside himself with joy. I reproduce below an
extract of his views on the project dated 24th Feb. 1984 on the back cover of the
protective jacket of the 8th volume of the bibliography published in 1998.
“….. I have watched the progress of the Grantha Suchi since 1967
and I have marveled at the thoroughness with which the work was
done. It is outstanding in every way …. The bibliographical accuracy
upholds the highest standards …. The dedicated work under the
guidance of editorial committee generally and K.S. Deshpandeji in
particular, has borne rich fruit. I can say without any mental
reservation that this is a high level performance envisaged and
74

carried out with imagination and to the satisfaction of everyone
concerned…. I respectfully congratulate those responsible for this
fine publication.”

Prof. Kesavan plays the incomparable host to me — Athithi
Devo Bhava
While at Mysore University, Banaras Hindu University invited me to sit on
the selection committee of their university. On my way to Banaras, I had to
wait at Delhi airport for a few hours to catch the onward flight to Banaras. I
was surprised to see Sri Laxmi Narayan, my Assistant Librarian who was
deputed to take advanced training at INSDOC at the Delhi airport. Over tea
and snacks he told me that Prof. Kesavan had taken over as Director of INSDOC
a few years ago and that he had already sent a message to the Mysore
University that I should be spending four days in Delhi to study the working
of INSDOC. My return journey ticket was collected to alter the date of my
return. I spent four precious diamond days of my life at Prof. Kesavan’s
Pandara Road residence. The care and attention that was lavished on me as if
I was their elder son by Prof. Kesavan, Smt. Kesavan and Mukul their son was
indeed heavenly.
During lunch at INSDOC, Prof. Kesavan’s senior colleagues like Prof. S. Parthasarathy used to join us and Prof. Kesavan regaled us with Sanskrit recitations
from the Ramayana, the Mahabharata and Kalidasa in his sonorous voice. His
recitations from Shakespeare, Wordsworth and Shelley as well metamorphosed
the lunch interval into a delightful, enlightening and educative hour. I was
blessed at being the object of such affection and attention.
Prof. Kesavan was a dreamer, planner, organizer, builder, manager par
excellence. The scale of his vision was truly limitless in the sense that he never
accepted that given the will there is a way as long as the dream was a noble
and selfless one. His contacts with those in power enabled him to translate his
dreams into reality.
75

Scholar-writer
Prof. Kesavan’s reading was very vast and his ability to recall thoughts and
ideas about which he had read surpassed the most powerful computer. His
style was florid and arresting. Reading his writings was, besides being a
pleasure, enlightening, educational and opened new vistas.
His story of the National Library and his magnum opus, The History of Printing
and Publishing in India: A Story of Cultural Reawakening are classic indeed. Several
of his articles are scattered in learned journals, reports, editorials and
monographs. In this centenary year of his birth a very meaningful attempt
will be to publish all his works in a single volume. This would be an act of
grace and gratitude. Some of his letters could be included in this volume as
well. As a member of the Editorial Board of the Wealth of India his contributions
were salutary and provide solid foundation to a valuable piece of work.

1967: Bangalore University
While I was still at Mysore University, Dr. V.K. Gokak, who had taken over as
Vice Chancellor of the young Bangalore University constituted a committee
under his chairmanship to draw up a detailed plan for the establishment of
the University Library and the development of a course in library science. The
Committee was to lay down norms for the staffing, financing, building,
collection development, furnishing of the library and an up-to-date syllabus
for the advanced course. The Committee comprised Prof. Kesavan, Dr. B.V.R.
Rao, Librarian at the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore (IISc), Dr. Russel of
the American Studies Research Center, Hyderabad and myself. I offered to
take down detailed notes and prepare the draft of the report. “That is true
Deshpande spirit”, remarked Prof. Kesavan with a knowing glance at the ViceChancellor who was all smiles. The hidden meaning of the smile was that the
burden of translating the recommendations into practice would soon devolve
on my shoulders. Sure enough within a few months, my parent University
sent me a letter asking me leave Mysore University and join Bangalore
University as early as possible.
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I left Mysore University and joined Bangalore University in October 1967 much
to the disappointment of Dr. Shrimali (Vice Chancellor of Mysore University).
The highest priority at that time was for the recruitment of qualified staff to
deal with the arrears in cataloguing the collection, its classification and
collection development. Four posts of Assistant Librarians were advertised.
Prof. Kesavan was invited to be on the selection committee of which I was
also a member. The Committee did a commendable job and the result was a
period of dedicated, worshipful and divine work that permeated the library.
The administration was streamlined, plans for a star-shaped building were
approved and an up-to-date syllabus for the Degree course in library science
was readied. Prof. Kesavan beamed with joy at all this development.

Legendary period
The first half of the 20th century was a period of legends as far as the art and
science of building and managing libraries in India was concerned. Starting
with Pary Chand Mitra, noted Bengali novelist who also served with distinction
as the Librarian of the Calcutta Public Library (founded in 1836), a galaxy of
great librarians like Dr. Ranganathan, Prof. Marshall and Prof. Kesavan strode
the scene like the gentle colossi they all were. It was my great and good fortune
that I had some of them as my teachers and later as my senior colleagues.
Prof. Kesavan with whom I came in close contact was a man who had not
only the splendor of the heart but also ethereal effulgence. In addition, he had
creative dynamism. To add to these almost divine qualities, he had intimate
contacts with the tallest of the land. He knew Rajaji and Dr. Radhakrishnan
and through them Jawaharlal Nehru, Maulana Azad and others. Against this
background his gifts to the nation: the National Library at Kolkata, and
INSDOC at Delhi these soon became the cynosure, not only of India’s
neighbours, of the entire world.
It was because of Prof. Kesavan’s dynamism and vision that the Imperial
Library metamorphosed into the National Library. It is also now well known
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that but for Prof. Kesavan’s initiative and his affirmative action, the National
Library (housed in a small building, Metcalfe Hall in Calcutta) would not
have moved into Belvedere Palace, the home of British Viceroys. His intervention with no less than a scholar statesman like Rajaji paved the way for the
prestigious building to be assigned to the National Library. Equally importantly, his intervention to get other Govt., departments that had occupied
Belvedere vacated by getting Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru to order their
vacation was a significant achievement. A lesser mortal than Prof. Kesavan
would have found the job of getting full possession of the Belvedere Palace
difficult and beyond his capacity.
The nation expressed its gratitude to Prof. Kesavan for his signal contributions
by decorating him with the Padma Shri. The Karnataka Government, though
belatedly, honoured its non-resident Kannadiga by giving him the Rajyotsava
award. It will probably be in the fitness of things if a library is named after
Prof. Kesavan.
We of the Library School of Karnatak Universitry humbly dedicated a volume
of our annual, Timeless Fellowship, to him in token of our gratitude for his
inspiring leadership to the profession.
Truly, stalwarts like him, in the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Built the
nation’s pillars deep and lifted them to the sky”.

An incarnation of affection and generosity
After our retirement from service, our contacts became few and far between.
But in 1997 when I sent him an invitation for our daughter Jayalakshmi’s
wedding, promptly came his reply blessing the bride and groom with a quote
from the Ramayana extolling conjugal bliss and a cheque for Rs. 500. Prof.
Kesavan’s generosity was always adorned by his golden grace.
Soon after in 1998 the Raja Ram Mohan Roy Library Foundation (RRRLF)
organized a seminar on Public Libraries in Delhi and invited me to make a
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presentation. Circumstances beyond my control prevented me from making
the trip to Delhi and I still regret the lost opportunity of calling on Prof. Kesavan,
paying my obeisance and seeking his blessings.
To all of us juniors in the profession, Prof. Kesavan and other elders were
father figures, positive in their attitude, constructive in their guidance, and
benevolent in their disposition. Against this background, my reminiscences
of Prof. Kesavan are not meant to be a commendation of him who is beyond
such praise by lesser mortals like me, but is intended to be an act of piety.
May I say ‘thank you’ to Mr. L.J. Haravu for having given me this splendid
opportunity to record my memories of Prof. Kesavan.
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The B.S. Kesavan as I Knew Him
C.R. Dhawan

The Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), in its wisdom and
recognition that information is an essential prerequisite in scientific and
technical R&D, with the active collaboration of UNESCO, established INSDOC
first as a unit of the prestigious National Physical Laboratory (NPL) in the
national capital. Soon it was realized that a mere unit of NPL, INSDOC could
not cater to the increasing demands for its services. CSIR and the Govt. of
India were convinced that it was necessary to upgrade the unit into a fullfledged national institute solely devoted to the dissemination of S&T information. INSDOC was thus reborn as a separate entity in 1963. The Govt. of India
was on the look-out for an erudite and eminent person to steer the destinies of
INSDOC as its first Director. The Search Committee could not have chosen a
better person than Shri. B.S.Kesavan, then National Librarian of India to head
INSDOC. The National Library’s loss became CSIR’s gain.

known from the very beginning of his tenure at INSDOC. His stentorian voice,
well-built figure and majestic gait instilled a sense of awe in all of us. I vividly
recall the first occasion when I had to take dictation from him. I was trembling.
His vocabulary was too vast, his delivery too rapid. My heartbeats too kept pace
with the speed of his dictation. The Random House and Webster’s Dictionaries and
Fowler’s Modern English Usage provided some comfort to us, besides the guidance
of Shri. S. Parthasarathy who was Shri. Kesavan’s second in command and who
succeeded him on his superannuation. It is no exaggeration if I say that Shri.
Parthasarathy was, in every sense of the term, Sarathy1 to Kesavan Saheb.

c r dhawan

I had the unique fortune of working with ‘Kesavan Saheb’ as he was affectionately

1. The legendary charioteer to prince Arjuna in the epic Mahabharata; the teacher and central
figure in the Bhagavad Gita.
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I am conscious that in a book of reminiscences, it is inevitable that some facts
of Shri. Kesavan’s contributions will be repeatedly referred to. Many people
know the role of Shri. Kesavan’s in developing the National Science Library.
Not many may know of his initiative in negotiating and concluding an
agreement with the National Science Foundation (NSF) of the USA for a
mammoth translation project at INSDOC that resulted in the inflow of muchneeded foreign exchange and the concomitant generation of in-house
employment, one that created additional facilities and strengthened existing ones.
Similarly, convincing the Indian Institute of Science (IISc) in Bangalore of the
benefits that would accrue to the scientific community of the country if a
Regional Centre of INSDOC was established at IISc is an achievement that is
probably not widely known. This enabled the sharing of the rich collection of
scientific journals at the IISc library with many researchers all over the country.
Equally pioneering was Shri. Kesavan’s role in planning and initiating a
training programme in Documentation and Reprography, leading to an
Associateship of INSDOC. The awardees of the Associateship were recognized
by the Government of India for appointments to Group-A services as well as
faculty positions in universities, and became also one of the qualifications
prescribed for Group-IV services within the CSIR. INSDOC can be proud that
persons trained at INSDOC rose to head information centres of international
repute like DESIDOC, IISc and ICRISAT.
When Shri. Kesavan was its Director, public-sector organizations sought
INSDOC’s expertise in developing industry-oriented information centres. A
few of these were the Iron and Steel Information Centre, Patents Information
Centre and the Electronics Information Grid.
In the 1960’s, the Government of India entrusted the onerous responsibility of
organizing the Conference on the Application of Science and Technology in
Asia (CASTASIA) in New Delhi to Shri. Kesavan. The Secretariat for this
conference comprised largely of staff of INSDOC. Many a time, we worked
day and night without a break. Kesavan Saheb was accessible to the team;
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even at odd hours for guidance and advice, and this was our motivation. The
success of the conference may be attributed in large measure to the
organizational and leadership traits of Shri. Kesavan.
Shri. Kesavan not merely believed in, but made delegation of powers and
authority an important principle of management. He was not a person who
breathed down on the neck of his colleagues and did not believe in the blame
game. Conversely, he was ever available for guidance and advice on matters,
small and big. He owned responsibility for the failure of his colleagues and
never failed to commend even their small contributions in his effusive and
generous manner. All this enabled staff of INSDOC to realize their full
potential. Hierarchical divisions became virtually non-existent when it came
to accomplishing set tasks; the synergy that he could engender contributed
immensely to the growth of the organization.
I remember an occasion when I took a bundle of files to his chambers for his
approvals on various matters. Having had a busy schedule that day, he could
not attend to any of the files. He was also to go on tour the next day. When I
made an appearance and looked at the files, he pretended annoyance and
asked me, “What do you want me to do with these files?” In my confusion, I blurted
out, “Sir, I want your signatures”. He signed at all the places where I pointed to
in the files without uttering a word and with a guffaw, he remarked, “You
ordered and I obeyed”. He knew pretty well that we would have studied the
files thoroughly and found them to be in order for the Director’s signature.
On occasion, he would ask, “Has Partha seen this?”.
Shri. Kesavan shared his happiness and worries equally with all of us. His
empathy for staff irrespective of their position in the organization was
exemplary. He would enquire about our families whenever he could spare a
little time. He was lavish in entertaining the staff at no cost to the office. He
would invite anyone who chanced to be in his chambers at lunch time to join
him for lunch. The fare for his lunch consisted of fruits and cucumber. A fruit
basket would precede Kesavan Saheb to the office in the morning. There was
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hardly anyone in INSDOC who did not at least once enjoy Kesavan Saheb’s
hospitality. Once, a small group coming out of his chambers after lunch
exclaimed, “We had fruitful discussions with the Director today”. Staff car drivers
would vie with one another to drive Mr. Kesavan to the airport. Before they
could leave the airport, Kesavan Saheb would empty his pockets on them.
Shri. Kesavan was endowed with a great sense of humour. According to him,
employees were of three types — those who welcome work, those who do the
work allotted to them, and those who avoid work. Fortunately, the last category
was an insignificant minority.
Once it so happened, that Shri. Kesavan chanced on a senior colleague during
the week preceding Ramanavami. The gentleman had a project which was
running behind schedule. Kesavan Saheb accosted him, “Hello, how is your
Ramayana progressing?” He replied, “Very well Sir, we are now at Sundarakandam”.
On one of his rounds to the library, he noticed a colleague who was engrossed
in post-lunch light reading. Mr. Kesavan asked him, “Are you paid for reading
magazines in the office?” So spontaneous was the response, “No, Sir I am doing it
for free”, that made the Director guffaw, attracting the attention of others in
the library. On yet another occasion he noticed that one of the racks in the
library was not dusted properly. He collected a piece of cloth and began dusting
it. Others joined him. He confided to them, “Oh, you must be feeling bad”. They
were happy, they replied. At this, Mr. Kesavan taunted them they should be
ashamed that the racks were not kept dusted. All of us were careful to maintain
our desks and other furniture clean, as we could not escape Mr. Kesavan’s
probing eyes.
Believe it or not, some of us spent more time in the office than at home, not
whiling away our time, but doing work. Once Kesavan Saheb asked me and
my colleague and close friend, Shri. C.S. Shanmughom “Beta, I see you boys
always in the office. Are you getting compensated for this?” I only smiled in reply.
The Accounts Officer or someone similar answered for us. The Director then
remarked that he would not like to deny any employee his rightful dues and
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insisted that we claim, without fail, overtime allowance for the extra hours
put in by us. His sincerity and concern for his staff was always touching and
unforgettable.
Once, while on leave, Mr. Kesavan summoned me and my long-term colleague
and Shammughom for some urgent work. Kesavan Saheb was alone at home.
After we finished the work, he insisted that we join him for lunch. On finishing
lunch, he removed his plate and we followed suit. He snatched the plates
from our hands saying that “You are my honourable guests. I would be insulting
you if I did not remove your used plates myself”. This was Mr. Kesavan at his
humble best.
One evening, an official of a sister CSIR laboratory visiting INSDOC, expressed
the desire to make a courtesy call on the Director. He was told that he would
need to wait for a while till the game of table tennis going on in the foyer was
over. The official also joined the onlookers. He was curious to know who the
Director was playing against. When told he was one of the Class-IV employees,
the visiting official was taken aback. He wondered whether he would ever
witness such a sight in his own laboratory. It is these small vignettes of Kesavan
Saheb that showed his human qualities and his total lack of any ego that we
see in the people at the helm of institutions.
It is with a feeling of warm nostalgia that I recollect memories of the Kesavan
era at INSDOC. Those were the days when the atmosphere in the organization
was pervaded by warmth and camaraderie that made every moment memorable.
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Sreeman Kesavan — the Master and the Human
B. Garudadwajan
The name of Sreeman Kesavan, it seems to me, is synonymous with one who
is the essence of the loftiest qualities of head and heart. He was a man of many
parts, each bearing the stamp of excellence: as a scholar, a teacher, an administrator, a champion of the cause of the meritorious, a true comforter and
benefactor, an administrator, an architect of institutions of learning — in short,
as a complete man who left footprints of his lofty accomplishments in the
areas of education and librarianship. His love of languages was as deep as his
commitment to his mission in the area of library and information management.
He was a polyglot, and he was in his element in most of the languages spoken
in India and quite a few foreign languages as well. It is indeed presumptuous
beauty of an orchard of fruits, flower gardens, fresh and green grass and crystalclear water streams. One is at wits’ end to know where to start describing him.
My first experience of Sri. Kesavan was when I had to face an interview for
the post of an officer in the library. He was one of the experts on the board. I
was at the receiving end of a battery of questions pertaining to library
knowledge. It was virtually a volley of salvoes rained on me! I was then not a
candidate technically with a library degree or diploma attached to my academic
post-graduate qualification. Nevertheless, I mustered enough courage and met
his salvoes with replies based on the knowledge and experience gained in my
earlier job. Eventually I was asked if I knew the significance of my name.
When I replied, he made a scholarly amendment to it in Sanskrit.
When the Indian National Scientific Documentation Centre (INSDOC) under
the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), New Delhi, was ready to
start its training programme on Documentation and Reprography, Sri Kesavan
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on my part to write about him, no less than to write about the indescribable
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was kind enough to recommend to my organization that I was working for to
be deputed for the course. This was my career’s first gift and it opened new
vistas into the library and information arena. It made me a qualified information
scientist. He thus became the architect of my future as a library and information
professional. For this, I owe him a debt of gratitude that I feel I cannot repay
even over a number of lifetimes.
The INSDOC training course demanded intensive study, concentration and
hard work. We had a galaxy of teachers, each illustrious and painstaking in
his own right, eager to mould our lives as resourceful information scientists of
the future! Among these masters Sri. Kesavan shone like Bhisma Pitamaha
with his beaming smile, fatherly affection, and an air of strict discipline and
pedagogy. Amidst his busy administrative responsibilities, he found time to
lecture to us on library administration. His lectures were always charged with
wit and scholarship and literary flashes, and flowed like the gurgling waters
of a clear, cascading stream unhindered in its course. We were all enchanted
and transported to a dreamland of El Dorado, as it were of, gold and diamonds
where divine knowledge and literary wealth seemed to meet.
The ‘Master’ loathed anyone coming late to his class. On one occasion he
expressed his annoyance when one of the students was late. The masterly
manner in which the admonishment was given appealed to the heart of all
students, and was unforgettable. Without offending the student who was late
he observed, “My son, you should have Bhagwad beethi (fear of God) which should
forbid you from coming late. It is better that you should not come at all than arrive
late to class, which is a contempt of divinity”.
A Master is usually described as one with the proverbial generosity of a
Samaritan. No one returns from his abode without being touched by comfort
or unstinted hospitality. A person in distress is immediately noticed by the
Master, and draws on the Master’s unbounded compassion and concern and
help to end the distress. “His pity gave ere charity began” observed Oliver
Goldsmith in his The Deserted Village. This quality was fully evidenced in Sri
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Kesavan. He glowed to the fullest in the act of giving rather than getting. His
heart throbbed in sympathy and went out even before his hand did.
The Master was magnanimous enough to share his ineffable joy with me when
he completed the third volume of his magnum opus, The History of Printing
and Publishing in India: A Story of Cultural Reawakening. This volume dealt with
the typographical and linguistic development of Hindi and Urdu. The volume
was published by the National Book Trust, New Delhi. His exuberance in
sharing the good news with me, and probably with others rivaled the excitement of a child, and this when he was past his 80th year.
Similar exuberance was seen when he was kind enough to let me have a copy
of his work, The Book in India describing the evolution of the writing culture in
India through the several media of communication that eliminated the use of
paper in India. He wrote to me with great delight that the book was widely
acclaimed abroad and in India.
Whenever the Master wrote, his letter exuded love, warmth and candour. In
one of his letters he states that being a light sleeper and therefore early riser he
was writing that letter at 5.00 a.m., after waking up at 4.00 a.m. In that letter
he opened his heart to me about his early childhood. He mentions fondly and
gratefully that his grandfather was mainly responsible for his cultural and
educational efflorescence, especially for his love of English and Sanskrit. He
mentions further that his grandfather had desired that he should, when he
grew older, visit the ancestral temple at the village called Bindiganavale near
Nagamangala in Mandya District in Karnataka. The presiding deity worshipped by the family was Lord Chennakeshava but more popularly recognized
as the temple of the deity Vainateya, the Vishnu Vahana (or vehicle). As it
happened, and for compelling reasons the Master was not able to fulfill his
grandfather’s wish that he have a Darshan of Lord Vainateya. Earlier in some
other context I had sent him a picture of the deity, totally unaware of his
unfulfilled wish to visit the temple. When he received my letter with the picture
of the deity, his ecstasy knew no bounds. He wrote to me that he regarded my
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letter as a divine reminder of the unfulfilled promise to his grandfather. He
was ailing at that time, but still he wrote that he literally jumped from his bed
out of joy at seeing the picture of the family deity. He then blessed me in his
letter for sending him the picture. When he became well he made it a point to
visit Bangalore, visited the temple to worship the deity thus fulfilling his
commitment to his grandfather.
Despite his ailments which immured him to his bed for weeks compounded
by the inclement weather of Delhi during 1994 and thereafter, the Master was
always positive in his outlook. He was buoyed and sustained by his unremitting
devotion and faith in divine dispensation. His love for writing in English
describing the events in chaste and mellifluous prose, coupled with his
characteristic humour and fatherly liberties, overpowered his physical
discomforts and indeed dwarfed them before his literary conquests thanks to
his unwavering faith in divinity.
To write about Sri. Kesavan, I repeat, is a presumptuous task. The Master was
above all men, an extraordinary Karma Yogi. His personality was beyond
description, like the will-o’-the-wisp, indeed unfathomable. I am in this connection reminded of the famous lines of Raghuvamsa, a magnum opus of Kalidasa,
who in the very first chapter says:
Gwa suryaprabhavo vamshaha
Gwacha alpavishyaya matihi
Tihiteertushu dustaram mahat
Udubenasmi sagaram
Where is the vast glory of Raghu’s race and where am I
Of limited knowledge audaciously proceeding to
describe this illustrious lineage in verse!
I feel I am totally unequal to the task.
It is like trying to cross a vast ocean with the small contraption of a boat!
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India’s National Library and Kesavan:
Homage With a Hope for the Future
Arun Ghosh
It was 1961 — the birth centenary year of Rabindranath Tagore. That year, I
received a certificate from the Bengal Library Association (BLA) having
completed the course in librarianship conducted by it. The Certificate was
signed by B.S. Kesavan, the Director of the Training Division of BLA. I came
to know that Kesavan was the Librarian of the National Library of India housed
in a magnificent mansion, the former vice-regal palace, in the Belvedere Estate
(Alipur). Kesavan signed my certificate in his honorary capacity as course
director but his official position was that of National Librarian.
I joined the Post-graduate Diploma in Librarianship course of the University
of Calcutta in its 1962–63 sessions. To my utter disappointment, I came to
know that Kesavan who used to take special classes on bibliography in that
course as a visiting professor would not take our classes as he was leaving
Calcutta to join his new assignment as Director of the Indian National Scientific
Documentation Centre (INSDOC) at Delhi. My disappointment was compounded when I was told by my seniors, who were effusive about how
fortunate they were to have been inspired by Kesavan’s eloquent lectures about
be absent from the course.
During the post-graduate course, I found a book titled, India’s National Library
by B.S. Kesavan. The book was published by the National Library and was
released in the Tagore centenary year. I bought a copy of the well-documented
and meticulously edited book much later from the sales counter of the National
Library for just ten Rupees. The low price of the exquisitely produced book
was because it was subsidized by the Government of India. I still possess a
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the book as a work of art and beauty, and that for the next one year he would
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copy of the book in my personal collection and consider it to be a real treasure.
As I wrote this piece, I opened the book. I cannot contain my temptation to
describe the preliminary pages of the priceless book. The jacket is coloured
and illuminated with a photograph of the Buhar Library manuscripts. Following the title page, one finds a photograph of Mahatma Gandhi and the following
passage from one of his writings,
“I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides and my windows to be
stuffed. I want cultures of all lands to be blown about my house as freely as
possible. But I refuse to be blown off my feet by any”.
The caption under the above-mentioned quotation is “Legend at the entrance to
the Library”. The frontispiece has the same reproduction of the Buhar Library
manuscripts. In the recto and verso of the title page we find the linocut print
of Rabindranath Tagore, holding a book. The print is the work of celebrated
artist, Chittoprasad, whose art work has also adorned the dedication page.
Under Tagore’s venerable image, there are three lines,
“This book is dedicated
To the memory of
Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore”
Following this there is a long quotation from Jawaharlal Nehru’s writing from
Golden Book of Tagore,
For those who have grown up in the Tagore tradition it is a little
difficult to measure the great influence it has exercised on them and
on the country. I cannot venture to do so. But I wish to pay my deep
homage to one who has been a beacon light to all of us, ever pointing
to the finer and nobler aspects of life, never allowing us to fall into
the ruts which kill individuals and nations. Nationalism, especially
when it urges us to fight for freedom, is noble and life-giving. But
often it becomes a narrow creed, and limits and encompasses its
votaries and makes them forget the many-sidedness of life. But
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Rabindranath Tagore has given to our nationalism the outlook of
internationalism and has enriched it with art and music and magic
of his words, so that it has become the full-blooded emblem of India’s
awakened spirit.
I am compelled to mention the ‘Acknowledgments’ in the book written by
Kesavan on 8th May 1961 (the birthday of Rabindranath Tagore according to
the English calendar and which falls on 25th Baisakh according to the Bengali
calendar). Although the book was authored by Kesavan himself, he did not
forget to acknowledge the contributions of all who helped in many ways to
give complete shape to the great work. A few lines of the acknowledgements
are quoted below:
In preparing this volume on the National Library, I have had every
assistance from my senior staff to whom I am deeply grateful. But
special mention has to be made of Sarvashri Arabinda Bhushan Sen
Gupta, Chittaranjan Banerjee, Benoyendra Sen Gupta and Aditya
Kumar Ohdedar who have contributed a good deal to the shaping
of certain chapters in the book. My obligations to those who have
written before on the subject are acknowledged in the bibliography
that goes with the volume ….. I am also very much indebted to Shri.
M.N. Nagaraj who has been in charge of the production of this
volume. His meticulous attention to detail and his alert liaison with
the press have contributed greatly to the accuracy of the volume. In
this work, he has been ably assisted by Sarvashri N. Nagarajan, C.V.
Datar and K. Subramanian.
The few lines quoted above have touched only the fringe of the great mind of
a large-hearted librarian, scholar and humanitarian.
I have so far endeavoured to describe a few memorable qualities of Kesavan,
the builder of our National Library. In this context, I can only recall the words
of another great librarian Shri. Chittaranjan Banerjee, who is fortunately still
with us at the age of ninety-five, and who continues to astonish us with his
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memory of events and people of the long past. No one is probably more
qualified than Shri. Banerjee to speak of Kesavan as he had the unique fortune
of working with Kesavan during his entire period as Librarian of the National
Library from 1948 to 1963. He wrote that, “The National Library and Shri. Kesavan
are inseparable to me”. Shri. Banerjee retired from the National Library after
working for a few more years.
Even today my basic source of the history of the National Library is Kesavan’s
book although I did associate with the Library as its user and participant as
professional librarian in seminars and meetings organized by the National
Library for over four decades.
A volume titled, Reminiscences of the National Library was published by the
National Library in 2003 as part of the Library’s centenary celebrations. Prof.
Sudhendu Mondal, then the Director of the Library wrote,
“The present publication is composed in two parts. While the first
part has collection of articles depicting the feelings of esteemed
scholars of this great library who have long association with the
institution, its working and services, the other part deals with the
reminiscences of people who have served this gigantic institution of
learning over the years”.
The publication has articles by Des Raj Kalia, Kalpana Dasgupta, T.A.V. Murthy
and others who were Librarians of the National Library during various periods.
These provide information and insight into the ‘gigantic institution’ during
their tenure. Shri. Y.M. Mulay who was Deputy Librarian took over as Librarian
when Kesavan left to join INSDOC as its Director.
Although the National Library came into being legally with the passing of an
Act of Parliament in 1948, it observed the centenary year in 2003 after a period
of 55 years of its formal birth. This is because the National Library traces its
antecedents to March 1836 when the Calcutta Public Library was established
as a non-governmental initiative. This was merged with the Imperial Library
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set up by the colonial rulers of India. The merger was at the initiative of Lord
Curzon, then the British Governor General of India and was “declared open to
the public at a function held on 30th January 1903 in the presence of distinguished
guests. Sir Asutosh Mukhopadhyay graced the occasion” (Kesavan. India’s National
Library, p.13). The 1948 Act of Parliament was titled “Imperial Library (change of
name) Act 1948” changing the name of the Imperial Library to the National Library and thus it was appropriate that the centenary year was celebrated in 2003.
A National Library is a ‘library of libraries’ and it has a dual role: to be a
repository of documented or recorded cultural, social and literary heritage of
the country and to provide some services as that in a public library. However,
the National Library of India is unique; it also has functions normally relegated
to a public library, e.g., it allows lending to bonafide members; it has a
children’s section. No other National Library in different countries, as far as
we know, provides these kinds of services.
Maulana Azad, then the Union Minister of Education formally inaugurated
the National Library on 1st February 1953 in its present location. I would like
here to quote a few words from the enjoyable speech of the Maulana delivered
on that day:
“When I first walked through the halls of this place and saw its
spacious lawn, I was reminded of a famous quatrain of Hafiz of
Shiraz. Once before, in the opening of the Delhi Public Library, I
referred to these lines. They, however, seem so appropriate to the
National Library, that I cannot help quoting them again”.
The Maulana then recited the verse in its original language but its meaning is
given below:
“Two wise friends: two jugs of wine
Leisure sweetened with books and a corner of the garden
If I can have these things
I would gladly give up all pleasures of the world here and hereafter”.
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The Maulana continued,
‘Books, you will fine here in plenty. Two friends also should not be
difficult to find. The lovely garden stretches before you, and you
can choose for yourself a lovely corner. I must, of course say with
regret that the fourth condition of the poet cannot be satisfied, but I
hope that your imagination will supply the deficiency’ (Kesavan.
India’s National Library, p. 258).
The Maulana was not only a scholar and book lover but also a witty politician.
The National Library’s many activities have been described in Kesavan’s book
and in subsequent publications of the Library. I would like to say something about
the section housing the bound volumes of old newspapers which are valuable
historical material relating to the social political, economic and cultural life of
India in the 18th and 19th centuries. This collection is a vital part of our precious
heritage. Kesavan, writing about this in his book, India’s National Library said,
Reading Room at Esplanade: Even after the transfer of the Library
to Belvedere from the Esplanade building, the main hall at that old
residence of the Library was retained and was open to the public as
an extension of the Reading Rooms of the Library for reading loose
periodicals of popular nature. This situation continued until the early
part of 1960 when, because of lack of accommodation in the main
building of the Library at Belvedere, a considerable portion of the
Library’s stock comprising the bound volumes of newspapers was
shifted there. The Hall is now being renovated for the purpose of
making it a Newspaper Reading Room with modern equipment and
efficiency, and it will be opened to the public very soon (p. 87).
I would like to quote a few lines from the Information Brochure published by
the National Library in March 2003 and released on the occasion of the
centenary celebrations of the Library.
Esplanade Reading Room: Newspaper Reading Room at Esplanade
approximately 4 km away from Belvedere provides reading and
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research facilities to the members of the Library who are interested
in the back issues of important newspapers. The Library has complete
files of some important Indian newspapers covering a period of 100
years. This Reading Room provides on-the-spot reference services
for research scholars from different parts of the country and abroad.
It is kept open from 9.30 a.m. to 6.00 p.m. round the year except
when the Library is totally closed.
Although the Esplanade Reading Room still provides services to users, I have
found that important newspapers ‘covering a period of 100 years’ are not
readily available. The Library is facing severe constraints such as the brittleness
of the materials, need for such material to be separated for microfilming/
digitization and the fact that these have to be located in two campuses (since
microfilming/digitization is done only at Belvedere) and microfilm readers
are available only at Belvedere.
During the 1960’s I had used the back files of Amrita Bazaar Patrika of 1946-–
1948 for my own research in the Esplanade Reading Room. I noticed then that
some issues were not available for consultation for various reasons mentioned
above. When I went later to consult other newspapers, I found that the situation
had not improved. On enquiry from the staff, I was told that a project for the
preservation and creation of a computer-based catalogue of newspapers has
been taken up with liberal funding from the Government of India in order to
complete the project quickly and efficiently. I fervently hope that all support:
administrative, financial and human resources are provided to ensure that
this invaluable treasure is quickly restored both for the present users and for
posterity. I firmly believe this project is as important as those for the
conservation and preservation of our forests, endangered species and natural
environment.
The richness of the historical value of the National Library’s newspaper
collection can be gauged from the publication titled Catalogue of Periodicals,
Newspapers and Gazettes issued by the Library in 1956. Part-III of the Catalogue
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lists 113 newspapers in the collection in alphabetical order with short
annotations. A few notable newspapers listed are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Amrita Bazaar Patrika (Vol 1, 1891–)
Assam Tribune (Vol 1, 1938–)
Behar Herald (Vol. 1, 1875–)
Bengal Hurkaru (Vol. 1, 1878-)
Bengalee (Vol. 1, 1862–)
Bombay Courier (Vol. 1, 1790–)
Calcutta Chronicle (Vol. 1, 1786–)

8. (The) Englishman (Vol. 1, 1833)
9. Friend of India (Vol. 1–88, 1835–1922)
10. (The) Hindoo Patriot (Vol. 1, 1853–)
11. (The) Hindu (Vol. 1, 1876–)
12. (The) Indian Mirror (Vol. 1, 1861)
13. (The) Indian Nation (Vol. 1, 1883–)
14. (The) Madras Mail (Vol. 1, 1868–)
15. (The) Mussalman (Vol. 1, 1906–)
16. The Pioneer (Vol. 1, 1865–)
17. (The) Statesman (1923–)
18. (The) Times of India (Vol. 1, 1861–)
The National Library now has a new building called Bhasa Bhavan with
adequate space to accommodate its resources and users. We hope that the
decaying condition of the Library, noticed during the last few years will be
corrected with the support from all quarters and help restore the Library to its
former glory.
I conclude this contribution to the volume of reminiscences with my deep respect
to the memory of our first National Librarian, Bellary Shamanna Kesavan,
with a fond hope that we will do all things needed to ensure that the cultural
heritage housed in this great institution is well preserved for posterity. This
will be the best way to remember Kesavan in the year of his birth centenary.
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Unforgettable B.S. Kesavan
B. Guha
For most of us who had the privilege of working with B.S. Kesavan (BSK) at
the erstwhile INSDOC and have survived to this day, the name of BSK seems
to be truly unforgettable. Even when only two of us meet, somehow the
venerable personality inevitably comes into our discussion. We are indeed
indebted to him in many ways.
For me, somehow, the greatest attraction of BSK has been his knowledge of
the English language and his amazing articulation in the use of the language.
I remember, very soon after he joined INSDOC, he was able to pick up a number
of mistakes, bloomers and such irritants in our official notings, papers,
discussions. One such common irritant, we discovered, was the wrong use of
the word ‘equipments’. Having learnt the correct usage from BSK, we discovered
to our surprise that the ‘equipments wallahs’ were in the majority around us, as
this usage could be found in various places like newspaper advertisements
and TV, in credit lines of feature films and TV serials, signboards in shops,
roadside hoardings and even in papers in journals, Surely to get rid of this
practice altogether, the massive organization of a crusade would be necessary.
I was once caught for a very similar misusage. BSK was requested to write the
INSDOC for another organization. Everything was ready except the preface
which was to be printed on the same day so that the copies of the publication
could be bound and delivered the next day. On that day BSK had to go out of
the office for an important meeting. Before leaving for the meeting, he entrusted
me the task of preparing a draft of the preface to be vetted by him on his
return. Later in the day he saw the draft and said in his characteristic humility,
“It is excellent. I could not have written such a beautiful preface. However, there is a
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preface to a bibliographical publication which was complied and printed by
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small blemish which will be corrected”. The blemish was my use of the word,
‘correspondences’ in my draft. He reminded me of the Bengali equivalent of
the word, correspondence (patrabali), which is the plural form and I had used
the English word in the same manner.
BSK was a good conversationalist and his habit of using nuances to make the
language of even ordinary discussion a little more picturesque was very much
evident. What would ordinarily be said as ‘this happened in …’ he would put it
as ‘this happened in the year of the Lord …’. Similarly, another much familiar
phrase of his was, ‘it has to be seen to be believed…’. Once he told a person who
had just served him a cup of tea with some of the tea spilt in the saucer, “My
dear, can you not make a cup of tea without making a swimming pool in the saucer”.
I remember once he was talking to an Englishman about scripts in use in Indian
languages. About Gujarati script, he pointed out that it does not use the anchor
line (matra) which is so prominent in other Indian language scripts. As a result,
he mentioned that, “if you look at a printed or written page of Gujarati composition,
you will have the feeling of looking at groups of tiny flowers nicely arranged on a
platter”. While talking about the sudden proliferation of doctorates in library
science, BSK remarked, “Doctorates in Library Science now grow on hedges”. If
somebody in the office was spotted with a close hair cut after it was long
overdue, he would accost him and say, “… by the way, how much do you pay
your barber for his nice handy work?” I had collected a corpus of such picturesque
uses and also used them profitably in my writings and lectures. Of course
such ventures were always outside the precincts of INSDOC, as otherwise,
my colleagues would have termed such exercise as ‘very poor mimicry of BSK’.
During the early days of BSK’s sojourn in Delhi, I listened to two book reviews
one night broadcast over All India Radio. The two works were from two
different genre of literature. One related to the fast moving events and changes
and their impact on the dramatis personae; the other was slow moving with a
somber and serene backdrop. To bring out this difference in the two works,
BSK utilized the media of the radio to the best possible extent. His choice of
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expression, modulation of voice, the pitch and speed of his delivery were
remarkable. I felt that the effect of all this on the listeners must have been
vivid and mesmerizing. To my utter surprise, I discovered on the following
morning that none of my colleagues in INSDOC had listened to the broadcast
as they did not have prior information. I am glad that I have survived to this
day, in the centenary year of BSK’s birth, to mention this unique skill of BSK
and recall my pleasant experience of listening to the broadcast.
A VIP of the CSIR once received a request from an association of coal miners
and merchants in Dhanbad to contribute an article for a special issue of their
journal. The request was forwarded by the CSIR headquarters to INSDOC
and it landed on my table for action. The paper was prepared and was published in full, giving the impression that all was well. To our surprise, after
quite a while, a letter arrived from the ‘author’ of the paper the VIP complaining
that some important contributions made by him in the field of coal chemistry
were not mentioned in the paper. BSK was visibly annoyed at the behaviour
of the person and an appropriate reply was sent to him. He also prepared a
letter of appreciation for my effort in preparing the paper which was meant to
be filed in my confidential report.
In contrast to the above experience, I would like to relate another experience
of mine which made me a joint author with BSK. I believe this is a distinction
which very few in our profession have had the good fortune to claim. The
paper was presented by BSK at the General Conference of the International
Federation of Documentation (FID) held in Tokyo. On his return from the
conference, I found him very ecstatic about the conference and also the manner
in which the paper was received by the participants. He referred to it as ‘our’
paper. Before I could comprehend this, BSK surprised me by pulling out the
typescript of my paper which was given to him. He told me, “My conscience
did not allow me to steal your paper, so I have added your name as joint author. See
also the extensive marginal notes that I have added to earn authorship of the paper for
me”. I knew that more than anything, BSK’s excellent presentation must have
earned the attention of the participants.
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Due to reasons best known to him, BSK often used to tell me that INSDOC
was not the right place for me. He wanted to see me as a professor, preferably
in a Central University. I told him that this might not happen as I did not have
a doctorate degree in any subject.
One day to my utter surprise, he gave me a registration form for Ph.D. studies
in Library Science of the Delhi University. While handing over the prized
form, he also told me, “Perhaps this is the first instance in the history of Library
Science research in India when the Director of an institution had to go all the way to
the university and beg for a registration form for the benefit of one his lazy colleagues.
Now go and fill up the form and be prepared to do the needful”. After this endearing
taunt, the needful had to be started and for some time I became a research
scholar of the University, but the research was never completed. Things moved
very fast; BSK retired from INSDOC and after some time, I put up an application for premature retirement. Before the notice period of one month was
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over, I received an offer from the Vice-Chancellor of Banaras Hindu University
to join their Department of Library Science as professor. I joined the University
and soon had a chance to come to Delhi to attend an international conference.
As I was talking to some friends and delegates in the foyer of the hall, I heard
someone saying, “Let me hear what the professor is professing?” As I turned back
to see who it was, I was pleasantly surprised to see BSK. He was extremely
happy that I had achieved what he had wished for me — a professorship. I
was equally happy that I could achieve it without going through the rigours
of academic research or having to face a large selection committee shooting
embarrassing questions.
During the early days of BSK in INSDOC, he had introduced us to a beautiful
Sanskrit verse. It reads as:
AmNÇm! A]rm! naiSt
naiStmUlm! AnaE;xm!
AyaeGyae pué;ae naiSt
yaejkStÇ ÊlR->.

There is no sound or syllable that is not in a mantra
There is no herb that does not have curative properties
There is no human being who is unworthy
Rare indeed are Yojakastatras
(wise ones who know how to lead and guide others)

I believe BSK, in his role as an institution builder, firmly believed in the wisdom
of the Sanskrit verse. The result was excellent participation and whole-hearted
support from all who worked with him. He could always elicit the best efforts
from everybody in the team. I am glad my friend L.J. Haravu has given me
this opportunity to share some of my experiences with others about a person
whom many of the present generation of library and information science
professionals will not see but would like to hear about him from persons who
had the privilege to work with him and have survived to this day.
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Kesavan — the Colossus
L.J. Haravu

The year was 1964. INSDOC recruited me as a senior documentation assistant
(SDA) at the erstwhile Indian National Scientific Documentation Centre
(INSDOC). Kesavan had already built an awesome reputation for his
pioneering work as India’s first National Librarian. The staff of INSDOC saw
him as a demigod. His handsome face and his well-built frame added to the
aura of a colossus around him. I too as a fresh recruit was awed by his eloquence
and commanding personality. He soon dispelled any fears that staff may have
had about him and quickly became a darling of the staff by virtue of his humane
and friendly approach to people.
I was hired because I was exposed to data processing machines in my previous
job. Kesavan and his senior colleagues were keen that INSDOC should
experiment with new-fangled tools — computers that had just made their entry
into a few prestigious institutions in India such as the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research (TIFR) and IIT, Kanpur. I was asked by Kesavan to work
under Mr. A.S. Raizada, a young post-graduate in physics and alumnus of the
redoubtable eyes of Dr. S.R. Ranganathan. Raizada had already earned a name
for his innovative, if somewhat iconoclastic views about library science and
documentation. Kesavan saw immense potential in Raizada and believed that
he could come up with ideas that would be beneficial to INSDOC’s mission to
make available scientific and technical information more easily accessible to
many fledgling scientific laboratories and universities.
Two projects that were considered important at INSDOC at that time were
the Indian Science Abstracts (ISA) and the National Union Catalogue of Scientific
Serials in India (NUCSSI). ISA was to ensure that Indian scientific contributions
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were properly documented and disseminated not only within India but to the
world at large. NUCSSI was (even by today’s standards) gigantic effort at
creating a database (in manual form) of the holdings of scientific serials in the
many academic and research centres of institutions under major research
centres of three bodies: the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR),
the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) and the Indian Council of
Agricultural Research (ICAR).
Kesavan was interested that INSDOC should use computers for its work
especially in the ISA and NUCSSI. In his foresight, Kesavan knew that Raizada
and I required training to make effective use of these devices. His contacts
were so many that he readily called up Prof. Narasimhan of TIFR, then Head
of Computers, and Dr. H.K. Kesavan, Head of the Computer Science at IIT
Kanpur. Raizada and I traveled to Mumbai for discussions with Dr. Ramani
of TIFR on the possibility of how their computer (CDC-3600) could be used in
INSDOC’s work. We then traveled to IIT Kanpur for training in computer
programming. Both of us were young and excited about computers and we
carried our enthusiasm to the willing and, in fact, eager ears, of Kesavan. He
was thrilled to see our excitement and was fully supportive of our ideas. To
young minds, his words of encouragement and support were like feed to fish
in a pond that did not really know why they were there and what they were
supposed to accomplish but nevertheless they simply enjoyed themselves.
The Delhi School of Economics (DSE) had just acquired an IBM-1620 computer,
an early minicomputer of the era. Raizada and I went to meet Mr. Khandekar,
Head of the Computer Division at DSE to find out how we could use the IBM1620. DSE was making computer time available to other institutions at
Rs. 10,000 per annum, on condition that this time was used only after all the
needs of DSE were met with. In practice, this meant that we had to use the
time only after 8.00 p.m., and on some days even well past midnight. It was
with some trepidation that Raizada and I went to Kesavan’s chambers to
request him for funds to buy computer time at DSE. Kesavan, magnanimous
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as ever, called Mr. S. Parthasarathy his trusted senior and sage colleague to
discuss our idea. Mr. Parthasarathy, in his characteristic non-committal style,
wanted Raizada to give him a note spelling out the idea and importantly what
we proposed to do with the funds. Kesavan gave his nod, and we scampered
out of his chambers like school children who had been given a gift of chocolates
to feed their gluttony.
A note was soon prepared and the funds sanctioned. However there was more
than the Rs. 10,000 that we needed. Computers of those days fed on huge
loads of 80-column punched cards for their data input. To do any useful work
with the IBM-1620, we needed to have card punching and sorting machines.
These required a further dose of investment. Two card punches and a sorter
were soon acquired and our rooms had a dubious look of modernity in an
otherwise somber office set up. Other divisions looked at us partly as freaks
and some, thanks to the attention they thought we got, as blue-eyed boys of
INSDOC.
Our discussions at TIFR, training at IIT Kanpur and meetings at DSE soon
gave us an insight into the limitations of computers of the era. They were
predominantly number-crunching devices, and the hardware and programming languages then in vogue were not well suited to information-processing
applications that INSDOC really needed. Also, we soon found out that
computer storage (mainly magnetic tapes with a few exchangeable disk drives
whose data storage capacity was less than that of the humble floppy disk of
later years) was simply not capable of storing the many megabytes of storage
needed to handle the data that made up the NUCSSI and ISA. Equally we
found out that if we had to accomplish something at all, we would need to
learn how to program the IBM-1620 in Assembly Language. Fortran and Algol,
the most widely used languages of the day were meant for numerical analysis
and hard-core computation. There was no one who could teach us Assembly
Language, nor were there any courses to attend. We also found out that even
in the USA which pioneered many library and information processing
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applications, there were no shining examples that we could emulate. Few
people in INSDOC and probably outside understood the mumbo jumbo we
doled out religiously at meetings. It was probably impressive to some, nonsense
to others and incomprehensible to some others. But not so to Kesavan and Mr.
Parthasarathy. They were patient and understanding, tinged if somewhat with
unexpressed but understandable skepticism. Kesavan never uttered a word
of discouragement to us young minds. On the other hand, he went out of his
way to speak about our attempts to visitors and to the powers that be. Such
wonderful positivism, so unique and characteristic of Kesavan served its
purpose and egged us on to put everything into our work.
The faith that Kesavan reposed in Raizada’s team paid back in time as we
learned how to program the IBM-1620 to do non-numerical work. The indexes
to the ISA were soon computer-produced and other directories followed.
Although in retrospect these efforts may look very elementary, they served to
build confidence and paved the way for more useful applications when better
systems and software made their appearance.
What endeared him to one and all was his leadership. It had a human face
and a heart of gold, and this made him a colossus in more senses than one.
The work culture that Kesavan brought into INSDOC was responsible for the
collegial atmosphere and the ethos of INSDOC. There was excellent team work
and mutual respect between the staff and this contributed to the good name
that the fledgling organization earned in a short time. Kesavan’s foresight in
introducing the training programme leading to an Associateship of INSDOC
in Documentation and Reprography (later Associateship in Information
Science) with experienced teachers like Mr. T.N. Rajan and B. Guha was another
significant milestone in INSDOC’s contribution to the nation. Kesavan himself
lectured to the early batches of students and inspired many of us with his
passion and eloquence. He was most delighted in later years to learn of the
many who had graduated from the INSDOC training course and had taken
on senior leadership positions in organizations in India and overseas.
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He was severe and uncompromising as a task master when it came to the
quality of work turned out by his colleagues. Equally, he was critical and unsupportive of practices — however theoretically sound they may have been —
that did not satisfy end-user needs and their satisfaction. In this sense he was
as modern as any of today’s library and information specialists who are critical
of library and information search systems that are based on librarian-centred
standards and needs than by the demonstrated satisfaction of end-users. His
vision for librarians and information professionals was that they should be
creators and not merely technicians — blindly subservient to the nitty gritty
of librarianship.
Kesavan’s giant strides as he walked down the corridors of INSDOC and his
hail-fellow-well-met greetings to colleagues who happened to be in the corridor
alerted us to his imminent presence. He often arrived unannounced into our
rooms and made enquiries about the work, offering suggestions when it was
warranted, expressing doubts at times, guiding us not be bogged down in
processes but mindful of objectives and reminding us of fundamentals that
should not be compromised. It was these principles of management that
Kesavan taught by example that has stood many like me in good stead as we
moved into higher responsibilities and had to provide the leadership to others.
His stature, his meticulousness, his capacity to convince and influence the
powers that be with his clear thinking and articulation, his capacity to get his
colleagues to share his vision, his fairness and genuine concern and affection
for his colleagues made him a role model for many of us.

Kesavan and Ranganathan
There has been a lot of speculation and mis-information about Kesavan’s
equations with Dr. S.R. Ranganathan and vice-versa, and I feel it is my duty to
throw some light on this. I am doing this also because of questions on this
subject that I was asked at the Mysore University function to celebrate
Kesavan’s birth centenary (reported in this publication). In doing so, I recall
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also my conversations with Kesavan on this subject. Historically, there have
been many instances of two giant minds that have been contemporaries. Good
examples are those of the psychoanalysts: Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud; and
the physicists: Albert Einstein and Neils Bohr. Each of these contemporaries
had their own uniqueness even if they did not agree with each other on one or
other matter or theory. For instance, although Jung and Freud were friends,
Jung disagreed with Freud’s theory that mental illness is caused by repressed
sexual desires. Albert Einstein could not reconcile himself with the findings of
quantum physics so beautifully expounded by the great Max Planck and Neils
Bohr. Einstein did not initially accept the uncertainty principle of quantum
physics and its indeterminism. It is also true that the great contemporaries
probably admired each other in their own way. The same was true of the two
Indian giants in the area of library science.
Kesavan regarded Dr. S.R. Ranganathan with the utmost reverence for the
effectiveness, consistent methodology, simplicity and rigour in his writings.
It was totally against the grain of Kesavan to speak ill of a man his senior by
many years and this came through in what he spoke to me on this subject.
Kesavan was frank in acknowledging to me that he did not fully comprehend
Dr. Ranganathan’s theories of classification, cataloguing and indexing,
although he knew and recognized that these were path-breaking concepts and
far-reaching innovations that even today resonate in modern search engines.
In fact, Kesavan encouraged his colleagues to teach Dr. Ranganathan’s theories
and he actively recruited students of Dr. Ranganathan at INSDOC. My senior
colleague of many years in INSDOC and later in IIT, Delhi, late A.S. Raizada,
was a good example of one such student. Mr. S. Parthasarathy, a close associate
of Dr. Ranganathan, and later Kesavan’s deputy at INSDOC commanded the
greatest respect and regard from Kesavan. The Associateship course at INSDOC
covered considerable ground in Dr. Ranganathan’s work. Kesavan did question
the practicality of some of the work of Dr. Ranganathan and felt that librarians
were so overawed that they overemphasized the processes of library science
and did not pay adequate attention to the purposes that the processes should
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serve. I never had the good fortune of meeting Dr. Ranganathan but have had
the privilege of knowing his students and associates. I have spoken about this
with Mr. A.K. Dasgupta, my senior colleague at INSDOC and close friend at
Hyderabad, where we both have spent many years in our respective jobs. Mr.
Dasgupta (Arunda as he is fondly called) has had the unique privilege of close
contact with the two giants and he has told me about the relationship between
Kesavan and Dr. Ranganathan. From him and others, I know that Dr. Ranganathan recognized Kesavan’s unique abilities as an institution builder and leader
in his own right. Unfortunately there were some cronies, the self-seeking people
that we come across in all spheres of human endeavour, who made it their
business to spread falsehood about the equations between the two for selfish
personal gains. The less we think or speak about them the better. In any case,
it must be said that Kesavan truly believed that there are two alternatives in
living the moments of one’s life, the choice between being a Host to God and
being a Hostage to Ego. He invariably chose the former.

Kesavan’s family and home
Even after I left INSDOC and Kesavan retired as the first Director of INSDOC,
I never missed an opportunity to visit the Kesavan family at their Delhi home.
In fact I was often a guest of the family. The warmth with which he and his
gracious wife, Dr. C.K. Kesavan (Kannu aunty to many of us), played host to
the myriads of relatives and friends who visited them is something that I can
never forget. Kannu aunty was a paragon of hospitality and attended to the
many visitors who came to their home with utmost care and affection. The
unspoken affection of Kesavan for his family showed in the small things that
they did for each other and was an example of what human relationships
ought to be but alas are seldom so. Kannu aunty and Kesavan epitomized the
yin and yang of a family. Kannu aunty, pragmatic as ever, brought Kesavan
down to earth from his airy-fairy ways, gently yet firmly. Kesavan knew in
his deepest being that his wife was right but would in good humour call her a
Rakshas (a demon) much to the amusement of visitors.
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Kesavan and Kannu aunty

One more vignette of Kesavan’s uniqueness that will remain etched forever in
my memory was his love and affection for children. He had not yet had grandchildren. He would wait for the maid to come for work with her child and
then he would pick up the child and shower her with kisses and carry her
about as if she was his own grandchild. The love that he exuded from his
being was nothing short of divine love given unconditionally and without
any expectations or returns. This was not just a one-off event. In fact it looked
like Mr. Kesavan waited daily for the maid to come with her child.
Kesavan’s child-like quality that I distinctly remember since I was witness to
it was in the friendly Scrabble matches between him and his son Mukul. More
often than not, Mukul would get the better of Kesavan. It was amusing to see
Kesavan scold his son when he lost, in mock petulance about his son’s choice
of words used in the game. At these moments he became a child that did not
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like to lose a friendly game. Spectators like me laughed and enjoyed the
endearing scenes of father-son squabbling.
In later years when he came to know that some people had used his good
offices to grow in stature and had misused their positions, Kesavan would
lament the fall in strict personal standards that he had set for himself. When
he came to know of some people who had even denigrated him, he only
shrugged his shoulders in mild regret but did not allow any rancour or cynicism
to sour his being. At times like this he was like a rose that exuded divine
fragrance even when it is crushed.
He was truly a karma yogi who lived and acted the part assigned to him in his
life without worrying about the fruits of his labour. He lived and loved like
the genial colossus he truly was.
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B.S. Kesavan: a Man for all Seasons
Usha Mukunda

My father and Mr. B.S. Kesavan were boyhood friends, and my recollection of
Mr. Kesavan stems back to my high school days when our family would visit
his. At that time I had no idea of his eminence or profession. All I knew was
that he was a charismatic figure whom I regarded with considerable awe and
admiration. He had a ready wit and I would watch in wonder to see my usually
serious father in splits of laughter. Kesavan’s literary allusions flowed
effortlessly and as a student of English, I listened and hung on every quote
and sally.
When I entered college, I began to visit the National Library regularly. I
remember being as impressed by the place and the resources there, as by the
person who held it all together. As yet I was unaware of all his achievements.
Years later however, I entered the library profession and began to appreciate
and admire him anew as a revered and path-breaking librarian. My happiest
moment came when he visited Central College in 1984 or so, and spoke there.
electrified us all. He spoke a few words to me of appreciation that I too was in
this field. I will never forget the thrill of that moment.
How I wish I had been born a little earlier or he later, so that I could have
learnt and benefited in his shadow!

u mukunda

His vigour and wit were undiminished and he gave a scintillating talk that
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B.S. Kesavan — Reminiscences of a Colleague
K.S. Nagarajan

A tall, majestic, imposing figure, prone to be quick in reprimanding a staff
member (sometimes even harshly) - who was slow or sluggish, sloppy or
slovenly in performing his duties. And, yet one who did not harbour any illwill or rancour; ever willing to help and guide a junior colleague to correct his
ways of behaving, thinking or working. That was Bellary Shamanna Kesavan
(BSK).
Kesavan was remarkably articulate and fluent in both spoken and written
English. This was one thing that clearly distinguished him from his contemporaries in academic and official circles. Not surprisingly so, since he was a scholar
and had a Master’s degree in English literature and he had started his career

Prof. Humayun Kabir, himself a scholar from Bengal, then Minister of State
for Scientific Research (under Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, Cabinet Minister
for Education and Scientific Research) had been a staunch supporter and
mentor of BSK since his National Library days. He was impressed with BSK’s
scholarship, sincerity and selflessness and fully supported BSK’s initiatives.
He was instrumental in obtaining the political and administrative support
that BSK needed as an institution-builder. Prof. Kabir was also instrumental
in bringing BSK from Calcutta to New Delhi to head the Indian National
Scientific Documentation Centre (INSDOC), which was started as a wing of
the NPL, under the CSIR, as a small separate unit with its own budget, and
headed by an officer at the level of only an Assistant Director. Prof. Kabir
elevated INSDOC to a Directorate and got BSK to accept its Directorship. Even

k s nagarajan

as a lecturer in Mysore.
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though CSIR was new to Prof. Kabir, BSK was not; he had picked the right
man for the right job to nurture the fledgling, INSDOC.
The well-known Carnatic classical musician, late Veena Doreswamy Iyengar
(honoured with a Padma Bhushan and a Sangeetha Kalaanidhi), was a veena
maestro from a very young age. He was a student of BSK at Maharaja’s College,
Mysore. In later years, Doreswamy Iyengar lived close to my apartment and
we often took walks and discussed our common passion, music, among other
things. Doreswamy Iyengar told me of how BSK did not tolerate late-comers
to his class; he sternly asked late-comers either not to enter at all or allowed
them to come in after telling admonishment. However, when Doreswamy
Iyengar was on occasion late, BSK would let him in with only a stern look. A
student once protested BSK’s apparent double standards. Doreswamy Iyengar
told me of BSK’s retort: “you fellows play the veena or any other classical instrument
and create such aesthetically elevating melodic refrains as Doreswamy does, then I
will be lenient with you as well”. BSK thus showed his admiration for attainments
of his students in whatever field. The bond between BSK and Doreswamy
Iyengar became a life-long one.
BSK believed that a leader should include all of his colleagues, irrespective of
their position in the hierarchy, in a shared vision for the organization. He
believed that all of them, without exception, were important in meeting the
goals of the organization. It was this common chord that tied his colleagues
into a coherent team and endeared him to all. He could be uncompromising
as well as warm and friendly with his colleagues. An example of his unassuming camaraderie with colleagues was seen during lunch time when he shared
his lunch with two or three of his colleagues in the lounge of his office. His
lunch-pack from home included some things for his colleagues as well.
He was frank, outspoken but disarming. He was ready to admit his unfamiliarity with a subject, or with some technical matter or other. He did not behave
like an omniscient boss. His simplicity, lack of arrogance due to his position
or rank and absence of an ‘air of importance’ were remarkable and striking.
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Soon after becoming the Director of INSDOC, after having been the Librarian
of the National Library in Calcutta (now Kolkata) he often declared, “I don’t
know much about documentation”, but he soon learned the ropes to guide its
operations to make it the responsive, service-oriented organization that it
became.
INSDOC was meant to serve not only the CSIR laboratories but also the S & T
related activities in academia, business and industry in the country. He was
Director of INSDOC for six years (1963–1969) and I worked under him from April
1964 onwards as the Head of the Regional Centre of INSDOC at Bangalore.
Returning after a private visit to his home town, Mysore, one day, he came to
my office, located at that time in the main tower building of the Indian Institute
of Science (IISc) Bangalore, to visit the Regional Centre. I made bold to invite
him to lunch at my home and he readily agreed. The Regional Centre did not
have a staff car at that time. I asked one of my assistants to arrange for a
tourist taxi so that BSK could come home with me to lunch and then visit a
couple of research/academic institutions. He forbade me from making any
special arrangement for him.
He asked me how I went home for lunch every day. I said “on my scooter”.
“Very well,” he said, “I shall jump on to your scooter and we shall go home together”.
Tall and swarthy as he was, and being a Director (some 3 rungs higher than
me in hierarchy), I was hesitant for him to ride on my pillion. When it was
time to break for lunch, he chided me “Take care while driving, will you, don’t
drop me off your two-wheeler!” Has anyone heard of the head of an organization
in India volunteering to be taken as a passenger on the pillion of a scooter,
driven by a junior colleague, even if it was for a little more than a kilometer
and that too during an official visit to a satellite unit of his organization? Such
was BSK’s utter lack of status-consciousness.
Another instance of his grace, tenderness and compassion for his colleagues
comes to mind. A typist in the Translations Division of INSDOC had an ailment
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requiring surgery. Apparently the surgery was unsuccessful and the man came
out of the hospital a paraplegic, paralyzed below the waist. After the expiry of
his medical leave this employee was in great distress, unable to resume work
in the office. Kesavan got him a wheel-chair and allowed him to do his work
of typing the English translations of scientific articles published originally in
one of the European languages or in Japanese from home for several months.
The highlights of Kesavan’s higher education and career — his achievements
in England and Germany; his Lecturership in English at Mysore; his nurturing
of the newly created National Library, Calcutta, into a reputed national
institution; ensuring that ‘Belvedere’ (the erstwhile British Viceregal Lodge),
was assigned to the National Library; moving the collection from the Imperial
Library to its new location — all this during his tenure of more than 15 years;
and his stewardship of INSDOC, raising its ambit of operations and its stature
to that of a full-fledged body (on par with the other national laboratories and
central research institutes of science and technology) under the umbrella of
the CSIR, have been chronicled elsewhere in this volume.
One of the remarkable programmes that BSK conceived and executed at
INSDOC was the compilation, printing and publication a series of the ‘National
Union Catalogue of Scientific Serials in India’. These volumes listed the holdings
of journals in the libraries of major academic and research institutions in the
country and greatly facilitated the sharing of costly resources among libraries
and researchers. The tradition of the Indian National Bibliography that he
had piloted at the National Library was thus continued at New Delhi, in a
different milieu.
Volume 7 in the Union Catalogue series had to be printed at the INSDOC
Regional Centre. By coincidence, it became ready for release in 1969, around
the time that BSK was due to retire at the age of 60. I was asked to fly to New
Delhi with a few copies of this volume for formal release at a function organized
to felicitate BSK and to bid him a warm farewell. The function was held in the
National Physical Laboratory (NPL) auditorium on the day of his retirement.
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Formal speeches were made and some informal tributes paid to a man who
was warm, affable and kind-hearted to those who had worked with him and
who was a cut above most heads of departments. No wonder there were many
moist eyes, among those leaving the auditorium that evening. They apparently
felt sad and with a genuine sense of grief at having to lose BSK from their midst.
Soon after he took over at INSDOC, BSK organized a national seminar on
‘Science & Technology Documentation’ at the CFTRI, Mysore, in late 1963. I was
then working at the NAL, Bangalore since May 1961, after having been at
INSDOC, New Delhi for over 7 years. I had submitted a paper for the Mysore
seminar, which had attracted BSK’s attention during the preliminary screening.
Later I learnt that he liked anything that was well written in any language.
Incidentally, during the first few of more than 15 years in Calcutta, BSK had
learnt Bengali well enough to give extempore speeches in that language and
this had led to his friendship with several literary luminaries of Bengal. During
the seminar at Mysore, BSK asked me “Would you like to come back to INSDOC?”
I said I would very much like to work under him, but would prefer to work
from Bangalore since my wife (a Chartered Accountant) had taken up a job
there and my elder son had entered secondary school at St. Joseph’s.
Shortly after his return to Delhi, BSK got busy with plans for a six-week
international training programme at New Delhi for young Library and
Information Scientists in South & South-East Asian countries. He quickly
secured clearances for visiting faculty positions for 5 or 6 experts in Scientific
Documentation from the UK, France, Germany, Hungary and Sweden. He
had drawn up an ambitious schedule of lectures by the foreign faculty,
augmented by inputs by some of the senior officers at INSDOC. He wanted
me to join the faculty, especially to lecture on the many aspects of reprography,
covering the then prevalent physical media and technology of communicating
and transmitting printed information on S & T. He overcame the initial
reluctance of the then Director, National Aeronautics Laboratory (NAL) to
depute me for a few weeks to INSDOC by getting the Director General, CSIR
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to speak to NAL to release me temporarily. The feedback he got from the
international participants and the visiting faculty from abroad (some of whom
were observers) in the training course apparently strengthened his resolve to
get me to rejoin INSDOC from the NAL. He then managed to retain me for a
few more weeks, directing me to plan the scope and scale of the services to be
offered from the proposed Regional Centre. He absorbed me in INSDOC and
sent me back to Bangalore to set up the Regional Centre within the campus of
the IISc in March or April 1964. He had meanwhile persuaded Dr. Satish
Dhawan, a pioneer scientist, then the Director of IISc, to allot land in his campus
on lease of one Rupee for 99 years for the CSIR to put up a building for the
INSDOC Regional Centre.
He then got the consent from the few visiting Heads of national-level S&T
Documentation Centres/Technical Libraries to agree to host me for extensive
study tours in their countries. Thus it was that I got deputed by the Govt. of
India/CSIR in 1968–69 to Hungary and Sweden. Dr. Peter Lazar of Hungary
(DG of the OMKDK, their National Technical Library and Documentation
Centre, Budapest) hosted me for more than 4 months and arranged my study
visits for 6 weeks in Czechoslovakia, Poland and East Germany, besides many
discipline-oriented institutions in Hungary itself. Similarly Dr. Bjorn Tell of
Sweden (Director of the KTHB – the Royal Technological University Library)
arranged study visits to several institutions in his country and also in Denmark,
Holland and Belgium. All this rich experience and learning from observing
the operations in several European countries could not have happened but
for BSK’s initiative, foresight and his rapport with his counterparts in the
European countries mentioned.
I would like to conclude this recollection of my reminiscences about my
association with this remarkable person, BSK, by relating my last meeting
with him sometime in 1996. I had called on him at his home in New Delhi,
while on a visit, and had some interesting conversation with him and his wife
Smt. Chandrakanta Kesavan. When I took leave of them after about half an
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hour, little realizing that it would be my last meeting with him, BSK walked
me to the gate and told me poignantly “My son, it is a pity that I have not been
very good or very quick all my life in judging people, their motives and intentions,
when they talked to me”. I understood what he meant.

123

124

Padma Shri B.S. Kesavan: Some Reminiscences
A. Neelameghan

I first met with Padma Shri B.S. Kesavan (BSK) in Kolkata (then Calcutta) in
April 1956. Subsequently our meetings were not frequent. We had
corresponded off and on. Our person-to-person interaction whenever that
happened was invariably cordial and pleasant. From these encounters and
interactions I could appreciate some of his fine and commendable qualities.
Educated at the Birkbeck College, University of London, BSK was a polyglot
and had a command of the English language, which he used with great facility
was felt, wherever it was — a seminar, workshop, (national, regional or
international); the audience be they library professionals, students, teachers,
government officials, or others, in India or elsewhere (e.g. a group of Japanese!).
He could quickly lay his fingers on the core concepts in almost any write-up
essay presented to him.
He was a remarkably energetic and active person. He could easily identify
talent, whether latent or otherwise, and provide opportunities for putting such
talent to practical use.
He evinced special interest in health and socio-economic development matters
and, therefore, in information support systems and networks in these domains.
I had visited BSK’s home in Delhi twice. The first time was on my way to an
interview to select the chief librarian of the J N University. BSK was the
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and effectiveness in his lectures and interactions with people. His presence
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chairman of the two-person committee. The second time was much later,
accompanied by Haravu. BSK was a fine host and appreciated art and things
artistic.
My first meeting and interaction with Prof BSK was in April 1956 at the first
IASLIC (Indian Association of Special Libraries and Information Centres)
Seminar in Calcutta. He was the seminar director. It was the first time that I
participated in a national meet outside of Tamil Nadu. I had contributed a
paper on INSDOC List Current Scientific Literature1, the low-priced, broadly
subject classified, current awareness service in science (and technology),
published and distributed twice a month, specifically for Indian scientists.
INSDOC (Indian National Scientific Documentation Centre) had claimed that
each issue of the list would reach the subscribing library or scientist about the
same time, as the actual issue of the periodicals indexed in the list would
reach the library or scientist. I examined this claim by checking on the dates of
release of the issues of the INSDOC List and their receipt of a listed title in a
medical college library and the University library in Chennai. The data collected
for a year’s issues of the current awareness periodical more or less supported
the claim. BSK was apparently pleased with my work and was profuse in his
praise for the work and the paper. Later I found that such praise for good
work by young librarians was quite characteristic of him.
In the 1970s and 1980s, as part of India’s national socio-economic development
planning, there was considerable interest in reducing the rate of population
growth and related family welfare issues. This was also the concern in the
developing countries of Asia and other parts of the world. BSK contributed in

1. INSDOC had arranged with the CNRS, Paris, France (and the John Crerar Library, Chicago,
USA) to get microfilm copies of the contents pages of the issues of the journals included the
INSDOC List by air-mail. These were photocopied at INSDOC, cut and arranged in a broadly
classified sequence and printed out to make up each issue of the INSDOC List. It will be remembered that half a century ago most libraries in India acquired foreign periodicals by surface mail,
and each issue took about four weeks and eight weeks respectively from Europe and USA.
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different ways to promoting ideas for developing information support systems
and networking in the health, family welfare and related domains. For instance,
he invited information specialists from abroad for consultation and advice on
such network and services development. He organized national workshops
on the theme while he was a consultant to the World Health Organization
(WHO).
The document, Establishment of a Regional Network of Health Literature, Library
and Information Services (HLLIS): Report of an Inter-country Consultation Meeting,
New Delhi, India, 27–31 August, 1979 [WHO/South-East Asia Region, SEA/
HLT/8, 13 September 1979] contains papers contributed, survey reports submitted and other presentations by BSK as a consultant to WHO. He had contributed a paper on Country Situation which dealt with the situation in India
based on the papers contributed to, and recommendations of an earlier workshop on the subject held in New Delhi. Commenting on the papers, he said,
“Fortunately even as we have been able to get clear outlines of the
situation in Thailand and Indonesia by the papers contributed to
the SEAMIC Workshops, in the case of India, in addition to the
response to the questionnaire, the National Workshop on Documentation in the field of Health and Family Welfare held in late 1977
with UNDP assistance, elicited several valuable papers from users,
health administrators, and information specialists. The one on
Documentation of Information Service in the field of Biomedical Research
by Dr. Chitale, the one on Informational and Documentation Needs for
Organization and Management of Health and Family Welfare Services,
by Dr. N.S. Deodhar, and the one on A Customer-oriented Information
Network, by Professor A. Neelameghan are exceedingly good and
present the India picture satisfactorily.”
The papers contributed by BSK to the Inter-country Consultation Meeting
(1979) were: Review of Health Literature, Library and Information Services
(HLLIS) in Countries of the Region (presented at the Plenary Session) Health
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Information Handling [SEA/HLLIS/Meet.1/WP.11] Country Situation (Questionnaire Response) [SEA/HLLIS/Meet.1/WP.12]. BSK also provided guidelines for the group discussions at the Meeting.
In 1980, I delivered the Sarada Ranganathan Endowment Lectures at DRTC/
ISI, Bangalore. The theme was role of information in national socio-economic
development with particular reference to developing economies. BSK attended
the presentations on all the three days. On the last day he commented
something to the effect that listening to Neelameghan’s presentations is like having
a Ganga snanam’. My invited presentation at the IFLA Conference inaugural
plenary session in Manila (1980) was based on the Endowment lectures.
(Neelameghan, A. (1981), “Some issues in information transfer: a Third World
prospective”, IFLA Journal, Vol. 7 No.1, pp.8–18.
The 33rd Conference of International Federation of Documentation (FID) and
International Congress on Documentation, was held in Tokyo, from Sept. 12–
22, 1967. The FID/CR (Classification Research) meeting was also held during
that period. Dr. Mølgaard Hansen was then chairman of FID/CR. Dr. S.R
Ranganathan was invited to chair the meeting, but as he could not travel due
to his poor health I was deputed. I chaired the FID/CR meet and also attended
other sessions of the Conference. BSK was also a delegate to the Conference.
Often we met at breakfast and also at other times too. Our interactions, on
more than one occasion, related to classification theory and Dr. Ranganathan’s
contributions. We disagreed on several issues, and in the end, sort of agreed
to disagree!
On an invitation from Dr. S.R. Ranganathan, I joined the faculty of the Documentation Research and Training Centre, Bangalore, a division of the Indian
Statistical Institute in May 1962. Having come to learn about my shifting from
the Hindustan Antibiotics Ltd (Pimpri, near Pune), BSK wrote me a letter
congratulating me for the elevation etc., but adding a sort of sting in the tail,
that he had his own “predilections” about the future of DRTC!
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I had occasions to visit the National Library (Kolkata) when BSK was its
Director. He was enthusiastic about the rare materials housed in the library
and also explained about the preparation and format of the Indian National
Bibliography as well as the related specialized subject bibliographies. Later he
arranged to send me a copy of one of the subject bibliographies — on Botany —
for review, which I did.
The Kesavan Institute of Information and Knowledge Management that Shri
Haravu has founded and continues to nurture it with its several programmes
and activities is an excellent way of perpetuating BSK’s contributions to the
field of library and information science. This booklet contributed to by BSK’s
many friends, students and admirers and released on the occasion of BSK’s
birth centenary will, I am sure, encourage young library professionals to take
forward BSK’s work and vision.
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‘Snehanmayi’ B.S. Kesavan
Kamalamma Sharada Prasad1

“Snehanmayi” would have been an apt middle name for B.S. Kesavan. His
affection for people was spontaneous. Anyone who met him even once would
remember his exuberance. Enthusiasm was a dominant characteristic of his
personality.
I was his student at college. He taught us English poetry. It was a treat to hear
and see him reading poetry. Many a time he would stop short in the middle of
his reading, lost in the beauty of certain lines. “It is so overwhelming... the beauty
of the lines can’t be explained”, he would say. A student from the back benches
Kesavan’s verbal resources were enormous. Lo! There would be a flow of
admonition, chiding, a lecture on good manners and classroom decorum.
Amidst this cataract of words he would take a short breath and punctuate his
tirade with “hmms”, “ughs” and “ums”. He had a rich resonant voice which
lent a lot of force to his words. That would be an even bigger treat for the
students than the poetry he was supposed to teach. Underlying all this
admonition and outwardly expressed anger, there was affection and goodwill
for the students. Most of the time, only the first ten or fifteen minutes of the
class were spent on the subject he was teaching, and the next half hour on the
chiding as some student or other would purposely provoke him into a verbal
explosion. He was generous to students. He didn’t let them suffer because of
these pyrotechnics. He took special classes at the end of the term. On the staff
of Maharaja’s College, Mysore, we also had the good fortune of the company
of lecturers and professors who were not only outstanding in their fields of
learning but were also modest and generous. Most of the staff teaching
1. This article was sent for publication in 2003 and the author is not aware whether it was actually
published. This is now being contributed to this volume.
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would remark, deliberately to provoke him, “Then what are you here for, Sir?”

131

languages and mathematics looked conservative and orthodox because of the
caste marks on their foreheads and the traditional dress they wore. But they
were men with a wide outlook. Association with this set strengthened the
already inherent quality of affection and generosity in Kesavan. Lecturers were
not well paid those days but still Kesavan helped students with money for
tuition fees or food, and with his time. If Kesavan was not in the classroom or
in the staff room, one was sure to find him in the college union restaurant
treating a bunch of students to coffee and snacks.
He was a brilliant debater. He was always taking part in staff–staff, staff–
student or inter-collegiate debates. With his torrential eloquence and his welldirected barbs, the debates never had a dull moment.
All this vast vocabulary of Kesavan lacked one word — the word “aap”. He
addressed everybody, old or young, whether he was meeting that person for
the first time or the nth time, in the second person singular. It was “eno” or
“ene” in Kannada, “ennada” or “ennadi” in Tamil and “yera” or “oray” and
“eme” in Telugu. (What words he used in Bengali when he lived in Calcutta
later I do not know). In addressing women or girls he would add taye or tayi in
Tamil or Kannada and talli in Telugu. My husband was also his student. (In
fact we were classmates, although we married long after we left college.)
Whenever we visited him in Delhi he greeted my husband with the words
“Come child come” and I in Telugu “Raave bangaru talli” (Come in, mother made
of gold). Those moments I felt rich as though he presented me with gold.
Strangers or well-acquainted, his manner of greeting them was one of informality
and affection, affection with a big “A”. All children were bhagwan (the Lord)
to him irrespective of whose children they were (servants’, relatives’ or friends’).
I am sure that no child who came in contact with him escaped his pinch on its
cheek, a pat or a basketful of blessings. Even his dog Plushy was bhagwan to
him. I have seen him put his face on Plushy’s face, calling him bhagwan and
other endearing terms. How much of its divinity Plushy understood I do not
know, but he enjoyed fully the affection and endearing words.
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People change over the years in many ways but the quality of affection and
friendliness in Kesavan did not change. He did change physically. As a lecturer
he used to be thin and lanky. With the passing years he grew in his girth but
his heart must have grown bigger with his size. But he was untouched by any
kind of vanity. He greeted friends and acquaintances with the same manner
he had shown in earlier years.
Kesavan was not conscious of age when he met and talked to children or young
people, known or unknown. But when he met elderly-looking persons for the
first time, he would ask them their age for he was particular about showing
the right kind of respect to elders, particularly if they also were scholars of
distinction.
Kanu (his wife) had two children but she had to bring up three babies. Her
two sons grew up but the big baby remained a baby. The wife and sons must
have faced many embarrassing situations because of his hospitality and
generosity but they did not resent it as they understood well the spontaneous
urge in him that he himself couldn’t help. Many men who are generous to
outsiders are hard on their family members but Kesavan was equally generous
to them.
He was big hearted enough to realize the good fortune he had in his wife and
children (including his daughters-in-law). He expressed this many a time.
When he teased them and appeared hard on them one could see the pride and
affection he had for them peep out from the folds of his shining puckered face.
He had great reverence for learning and the learned. He respected this even
in his students who had great talent. He was full of life and his enthusiasm for
the company of people was such that there never was a dull moment with
him. A nephew of mine, who was about nine or ten at that time, remarked:
“With Kesavan uncle it is like being with twenty noisy children in a room”. Everyone
who had known him and received his affection will miss him.
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Once in a Lifetime Opportunity
K.V.S. Prasad

The year was 1985–86, long after Kesavan had retired from active service. I
was at INSDOC taking the training programme that led to an Associateship
in Information Science from INSDOC. We students had heard of Kesavan and
his achievements but did not have a chance to meet him. I was recommended
by Dr. B K Sen, one of our teachers in the training programme, to do an
assignment for Dr. B S Kesavan, and I was asked to meet him at his residence.
I went to his house and was warmly received. Being in my late 20s and having
met him for the first time, I was floored by his warmth, his style, diction and
delivery when he spoke about the book (History of Printing and Publishing in
India: A Story of Cultural Reawakening) that he was writing at that time. I had
some idea about his stature but not his temperament and style. After
ascertaining my professional background and having come to know that I
from whom I had heard of Kesavan’s uniqueness, he wanted me to prepare
an index to one of the volumes of his prestigious work. I was so thrilled that I
told my classmates and teachers that I had received a unique opportunity to
work for Kesavan. With the aura that a mere mention of his name created, I
soon realized the enormity of the opportunity that had come my way and the
need to deliver work of a class that a man of his stature would expect.
The six-month experience of being associated with him is the most cherishable
period of my career as it opened me inside out. It taught me permanent lessons
on time management and how leadership can uniquely combine authority,
passion for excellence, uncompromising when it came to quality but not
forgetting the human touch that brings the best out of people.

k v s prasad
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However, the whole experience was a roller coaster ride. One day, he would
shout at me… “what type of a professional are you?” “How long will you take?”
For me, facing sharp and sustained questioning was a first-time experience.
At INSDOC, whenever there was a phone call from him, whoever picked up
the phone at INSDOC rushed to me and in hush-hush tones to say “Come
fast… It is Dr. Kesavan on the line”. The respect he obviously got even from a
distance from people who had only heard of him made me more nervous and
increasingly conscious of the task that I had agreed to take on.
One day, I went to his house as he had called me to enquire about the progress
of work assigned to me. That day, in fact, I skipped going out for an excursion
with my friends. I was fully drenched in rain as I went to his house. I got bold
and told him, “Sir, I am doing my course here, and I am fully busy. Also, having
realized it was a godsend opportunity of working with you, I am working on your
assignment, extremely hard”. I paused. I thought he would flare up. He didn’t.
The only thing he quietly said was, “So?” I was thoroughly zapped. I had no
answer. But, this time, I noticed a twinkle in his eye. And it left me more
confused.
Finally, I finished the task given to me in six months time. I handed over the
material. I can never forget that day in my life. He said, with benevolence
dripping from his face “What a wonderful job you have done. I wanted to push you
and see how fast you can complete it. Let me make some tea for you myself.” Here
was a man, with a walking stick in his hand, slowly walking towards the kitchen
with a graceful swing, and personally making tea for me. I was touched and
speechless. Then he said, “I shall pay you a small amount, buy a nice shirt for
yourself.” I experienced the greatest warmth and affection in his eyes, the kind
gestures as well as an appreciative pat. I learnt a great lesson that day. The
unit time required for a job can keep on shrinking provided you are pushed.
Later I wrote to him, “Sir, nobody will believe that I have worked for you. ‘Can you
send me a testimonial with your opinion about the work?” I was not sure whether
I did the right thing in asking for a testimonial, or even that an elderly man
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like him so immersed in his work would reply. I was again in for a pleasant
surprise. A few days later I got a beautiful letter in language that had his
unique touch obviously typed with his own hands on a small electronic
typewriter that I had seen him use. I was touched and even now get ecstatic
whenever I read it or even just touch it. At the age well past his 80th year, he
had found time, to type the letter and send his thoughts to a budding
professional. I was awed by this great personality, and realized why he was
such an influential figure! This remains my most memorable professional
experience! — an experience of working to the satisfaction of a towering
professional giant, a wonderful human being and legend, Dr. B S Kesavan.
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Sri B.S. Kesavan — My Memories
T.N. Rajan

My association with Sri. B.S. Kesavan (BSK) began when I was working for
the Indian National Bibliography (INB), one of the pioneering initiatives of
BSK. Later in my career, I joined INSDOC in Delhi as Head of the Training
Division and responsible for the training course leading to an Associateship
in Documentation and Reprography of INSDOC (later Associateship in
Information Science of INSDOC). This was another far-sighted initiative of
BSK. The training was to develop a new brand of library and information
professionals that the country needed with the changing times and the
emerging academic and scientific and industrial research in the country. BSK
had a sense, as much of history as of the future. This unique ability was no
doubt born out of his scholarship, his wide travels and his contacts with the
end-users of library and information services and his easy familiarity with the
leaders of institutions of the day. His thoughts and ideas about the content
and manner in which the course should be administered were undoubtedly
instrumental in shaping the course into an enviable combination of the old
any library or information service should be founded. I was indeed fortunate
and privileged to have BSK’s guidance both in the INB and in INSDOC.
He was truly a great person in every sense of the word. He was remarkably
dynamic; always agile in body, mind and spirit. His ability to build institutions
paralleled the best of pioneers that seemed to rise, as it were, to lead a fledgling
country, just awakened into political independence, from strength to strength.
His visions for the institutions he built never clouded or dimmed his
humaneness and his wonderful capacity to carry people with him.
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As a leader of men, he was not only visionary but charming and most lovable.
I find it difficult to single out any one experience that was unique. Working
with him was, every day, a new, enriching, unforgettable and often thrilling
experience.
Even after his retirement, I had the privilege to be in contact with him. As
always, he was happy to meet with his erstwhile colleagues showering his
affection and kindness as ever.

140

Reminiscences of Prof. B.S. Kesavan
A. Ratnakar
An institution builder, a teacher par excellence who taught us, not only with
depth of knowledge of the subject but also with the impeccable command that
he had over the English language; his histrionic abilities and evocative gestures
that forcefully brought home the points he was making; a scholar-bibliographer
and a person who could converse in many languages. Above all else was his
effortless and unconditional compassion for all those who had the good fortune
of coming in contact with him. All this and much more was Professor B.S.
Kesavan (BSK) to me and I am sure to many others. I learnt about these unique
qualities of BSK bit by bit when I first entered the library school in Mysore
and later as a student of the INSDOC training course leading to an Associateship in Documentation and Reprography. My discovery of this great human
being continued when I became a practicing librarian at the Raman Research
Institute, Bangalore. Personal meetings and association with him at his
residence in New Delhi and basking in his warmth and wisdom will remain
forever a blessing that I cannot forget. I will probably be repeating what others
my feelings of gratitude and homage to him.
Laying the physical and conceptual foundations of the National Library at
Kolkata and nurturing it in its formative years; pioneering the production of
the Indian National Bibliography and other bibliographies; expanding the
dimensions and scope of an institution like INSDOC; starting the onerous task
of developing a National Union Catalogue of Scientific Serials in India, and
taking on the regular production of the Indian Science Abstracts are initiatives
that speak volumes for his leadership and foresight. As students we learnt
about all these achievements both from others as well as from him when we
had a chance to interact with him. We witnessed the enthusiasm and the
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eagerness with which he enquired of the progress made on each of these
projects from his senior staff: S. Parthasarathy, T.S. Rajagopalan, Shambu Dutta,
Subroto Dutta and others. In fact his commitment to these laudable goals
inspired his colleagues no end, and this no doubt contributed greatly to the
good name that the institutions he headed gained in a short time. These were
object lessons for our young minds and have stood us in good stead as many
of us were called upon to take responsibilities and leadership positions.
I don’t know if many people are aware that The National Bibliography of Indian
Literature that BSK painstakingly edited, was used by the US Library of
Congress in a project to microfilm Indian publications. James Nye, a
bibliographer and dedicated cataloguer of the University of Chicago, called it
“Kesavan’s Project”! This was mentioned to me in one of my meetings with
him. Kesavan’s magnum opus “History of Printing and Publishing in India” is a
landmark publication, taken up when he was close to 80 years of age. I was
amazed at the meticulousness, tireless devotion and attention to detail that he
showed when he was writing the volumes of this publication. It was fascinating
to hear him speak of the people behind India’s history of printing and
publishing. It looked as though he personally knew the literary giants referred
to in these volumes. His love for and competence in many Indian languages
added to the aura of his descriptions. Equally poignant was his anguish about
the problems he faced in getting the rare photographs of eminent scholars
and prints of publications that were covered in his publication. It is very
unfortunate that the fourth volume of this valuable publication has not yet
been published by the National Book Trust (NBT). I accompanied him to NBT
on three different occasions to enquire about the status of the fourth volume
and each time he was told that it would be taken up shortly. This has remained
to be a mere assurance The valuable manuscript must be lying somewhere in
the warehouse of NBT.
His humble quality of acknowledging any help he received in his activities
can be seen both in his publications and his conversations with people. During
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the farewell function organized on his superannuation in 1969 by the staff of
INSDOC, rich tributes were paid to his achievements by many speakers. In
his reply to all that, he whole-heartedly gave full credit to many individuals
and departments and acknowledged their contributions (he mentioned their
names and requested each of them to stand up). This was a touching moment
for many of those who were present at the function. The same generosity in
acknowledging the help received can be seen in his publications. He paid rich
tributes to any help, however small. For him all work that contributed to
increased knowledge had to be acknowledged and respected.
His residence in Delhi was a virtual platform for scholars, librarians, old friends
and colleagues, innumerable relatives both from within Delhi and from the
South of the country. He had something special to talk with everyone in his
own unique way, using the language of the person he was interacting with.
His penchant of conversing in a language that was familiar only to him and
his visitor would often go over the heads of others who were present. It is
during these sessions that we had a chance to listen to many of his old stories
and encounters with people. The audience (usually there would be more than
ten people at any time) heard him with rapt attention.
Most of the students of the 1967 batch of the Library Science Department,
Mysore University, heard about BSK during lectures on Indian National
Bibliography and the erstwhile INSDOC. And, I was no exception to this.
However, my association with him became personal and close when I became
a student of the INSDOC training programme leading to an Associateship in
Documentation and Reprography. The 1968 batch was the last batch with him
as the Director of INSDOC. Thus we had the privilege of interacting with him,
though only on few occasions collectively. These occasions were both beneficial
academically and scary at times. On one occasion a few of the students asked
him about the Indian National Bibliography (INB) and he invited the whole
class to his chamber. He started telling us about bibliographies — INB, The
British National Bibliography (BNB) included. But this was combined with
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grueling questioning that hardly any of which we could answer to his satisfaction. I suspect that apart from the limited knowledge about the subject,
most of the students forgot what little they knew due to the realization about
how much there was to be known. In spite of his disappointment at our
performance, he was very kind and encouraged us to prepare better and gave
a number of suggestions, all of which benefited us throughout our careers.
Another incident which was regrettable in retrospect was when we were having
a class on Physical Bibliography. He barged into the class unannounced and
enquired about the topic being discussed. When he learnt it was physical
bibliography, a subject close to his heart, he became very enthusiastic (as a
child that unexpectedly finds something that he had always wanted). He
interrupted the lecture and began speaking with his usual exuberance. His
pedagogic style was to say something and then ask questions. More often
than not, we students were tongue-tied. As luck would have it one of the
students made a statement in answer to a question, “for example, fiction by
Shakespeare”. And that was it. He went into a rage; his face flushed. He just
said “Thank you son, may I know the fictions he wrote so that I can get a little more
educated!” After calming down, he continued telling us about the pre-Raphaelite
Movement, the beauty of illuminated books, incunabula and a whole range of
topics in physical bibliography. He left as suddenly as he entered saying “All
right children, we shall meet again”. Unfortunately that never happened.
A week after his lecture in the classroom he sent word through Prof. T.N.
Rajan (Head of the Training Division) that he would like to have a seminar
with us in his room on the Indian National Bibliography. The class was simply
not equal to the task. They dilly dallied and clearly gave the impression that
they were not ready for such a seminar. Obviously, this was based on their
earlier experience of their lack of knowledge and their fear of facing his
questions. Prof. Rajan apparently made an excuse on behalf of the students
but his tone and manner must have shown our hesitance to face him. We learnt
later from Prof. Rajan that our attitude not only surprised BSK but also infuriated
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him. In chaste Tamil he asked Rajan, “Am I a tiger or a lion that they are afraid to
face me?” This incident resulted in our not having any more formal lectures
from him (all to our loss). In the first few weeks after the incident he just
ignored our existence. However he continued to play table tennis with me
and a classmate of mine as partners during lunch breaks when all this was
going on! Another example of his generosity to the faults of others!
My wife and I were frequent visitors to his house and on one occasion (which
was sadly the last time we saw him), I had taken two volumes of his History of
Printing to get his autograph on them. On my requesting him to do so, he
opened the first page of one of the volumes and kept staring at it for almost
ten minutes without uttering a word or writing anything. We did not interrupt
his reveries. The memories of his involvement with the work seemed to have
evoked strong emotions. His wife had to goad him to write something. When
I saw what he had written, I was deeply disturbed because we could not make
anything of what he had written. We noticed at that time that he was already
quite unwell. I tried not to convey our anxiety. Within a week of this he was
shifted to the hospital. I was a busy with the World Book Fair which was then
on. I had not contacted the family during this period. When I went to his place
ten days later, I learnt that he was still in the hospital. Sudhakar (his elder son)
told me what had happened. By this time he was slipping into semiconsciousness and did not recognize his family or respond to the enquiries of anxious
visitors. He was mumbling mostly in Tamil, his mother tongue, a language
which unfortunately nobody nearby understood. A man who could speak a
number of languages went back to his roots — his mother tongue. The
inevitable end came a few days later.
At the prayer meeting held a few days after his demise, Mr. Sharada Prasad,
his illustrious student at Maharaja’s College, and later Press Advisor to three
of India’s Prime Ministers, spoke very touchingly about his teacher. So were
the words of Mrs. Kamalamma Sharada Prasad who was also one of his
students at Mysore.
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In a birth centenary commemorative lecture arranged by his two sons in May
2009, delivered by the historian Mr. Ramachandra Guha, he recalled nostalgically Kesavan’s love for many languages. I was then reminded of Kesavan’s
fervent advice to us that as librarians we should know our mother tongues
well, at least one regional language, and a national language. He wanted
librarians to be effective communicators in English and if possible in at least
one more foreign language. He fervently believed that librarians had an
important role in society as facilitators of knowledge and for this he believed
librarians should see themselves as knowledge-hungry and learn to empathize
and communicate with users to be successful.
A month or two later, Mr. M.N. Nagaraj who was his long-time colleague at
the National Library and a regular visitor to his home in Delhi, called me to
help him sort out BSK’s collection of Kannada books. I saw that many books
in the collection were in fact presented to him by various authors out of their
reverence for him. Their words on the front pages of the books showed how
dear and close he was to contemporary literary giants of Kannada language.
I often reflect on what I learned from my meetings with him. He gave me a
sense of pride in my work. During one of his visits to Bangalore he very kindly
visited the Raman Research Institute and its library. He went around the library
very enthusiastically and encouragingly pointed out the good work going on
as well as a few shortcomings. That day was memorable not only to me but
also to the entire library staff. His own example of the concern and compassion
for people in general and for users who came to his institutions opened my
eyes to be empathetic to other humans and earn their respect through service
that met their needs.
I am glad that though I may not have the reaped the full benefit of his wisdom
(due to my own inabilities) I was singularly fortunate to have lived and met
him and be touched by his lasting contributions to the institutions as well as
individuals that he served.
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Padma Shri Prof. B.S. Kesavan: a Tribute
R. Satyanarayana
“When I understand and feel
How much to him I owe!
My thoughts have often been bedewed
With tears of thoughtful gratitude”.

Many of the older generation Library and Information Science professionals
gratefully and fondly remember Prof. Kesavan more for the qualities of his
head and heart than for his contributions to the field of education and library
and information science. This is not to say, that his professional contributions

It is often said that “Intellectuals are not generally pragmatic, and practical
men are not usually intellectuals. Intellectual eminence and pragmatic
approach co-exist only in a few”. Undoubtedly Prof. B.S. Kesavan belonged
to such a rare category of people.
Prof. Kesavan was a man of multiple dimensions. He was a great scholar, a
linguist, an eminent librarian, a wonderful teacher, an institution builder, an
able administrator, an orator par excellence, an accomplished writer and above
all, a great human being with the most affable and endearing qualities.
I am one of the fortunate few, who had the opportunity of not only knowing
him intimately for more than forty years, and having had the privilege of
being his student at undergraduate, graduate and post-graduate levels and of
having worked under his stewardship in three of the great national institutions,
which he nurtured and built up: The National Library, Calcutta, The Central
Reference Library and the INB Project, and The Indian National Scientific
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are of any less value.
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Documentation Centre, CSIR, Delhi, now renamed as the National Institute of
Science Communication and Information Resources (NISCAIR). Therefore,
for me, Prof. Kesavan was my guru, philosopher, mentor and a father figure,
whose care, affection, help and perennial blessings made me what I am today.
It is but natural, that the memory of Prof. Kesavan evokes in my mind a train
of thoughts, associations, incidents, events … reminiscences which can easily
fill a volume and could make me a Boswell! My memory is flooded with these.
I feel severely limited in the style and vocabulary necessary to express my
thoughts and feelings in a befitting tribute to an eminent scholar like Prof.
Kesavan.

How I came to know Prof. Kesavan
Prof. Kesavan’s eldest son Sri B.K. Prabhakar and I were schoolmates at the
Besant Theosophical High School, Adayar, which had the reputation of being
one of the best schools of that time in the city of Madras (Chennai). The school
was functioning under the direction of Dr. Rukmini Arundale. Prof. Kesavan
used to visit his son and I used to see him occasionally from a distance. In
June, 1953, Prof. Kesavan visited his son at his mother-in-law’s house at Adayar.
Incidentally I happened to be there. Prof. Kesavan casually asked me what I
was doing. Taking the cue, Prabhakar’s grandmother, Mrs. Saradamba,
explained to Prof. Kesavan about my family condition at that time and about
my efforts to get into Chemistry Honours in Presidency College. Listening to
all this from his mother-in-law, Prof. Kesavan spontaneously told her that he
would ensure that I found a place for me in Presidency College, Calcutta, and
that he would look after my studies. I was totally taken by surprise and told
him that my parents are not in a position to finance me. Immediately he slapped
me and said “Rascal! Who the hell talked to you about it? You better go to your
native village tomorrow and spend a few days with your parents and be ready to reach
Calcutta by month-end (i.e. June), everything will be taken care of. You better be in
Calcutta soon”. Soon after that he left for Calcutta by the evening flight.
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Sadly, things did not happen as planned because of heavy rains and the
infamous Krishna–Godavary floods of 1953 which came in my way. Train
services were suspended for more than 20 days and I was not able to reach
Calcutta in time. I could reach Calcutta only in September of 1953, by which
time college admissions were closed and classes for the academic year had
already commenced.
My reaching Calcutta was rather quirky! Since I was travelling for the first
time to Calcutta and did not know anyone else to receive me at the railway
station, I sent a telegram to Prof. Kesavan to the effect “Satyanarayana reaching
Calcutta on 2nd Sept. by Calcutta Mail. Meet station”. Since no one in Calcutta
had seen me, Prof. Kesavan himself came to the station and took me straight
to his official residence at Belvedere. In my naïveté, I did not know the official
position or social status of Prof. Kesavan! As our vehicle reached the Belvedere
Palace, which was guarded by military staff, the guards came to attention and
saluted Prof. Kesavan and opened the main gate! I watched all this in my
teenage wonderment. I was bewildered and did not know how to respond to
the situation. As soon as we reached the official bungalow, Prof. Kesavan asked
me to have a quick shave and take a bath and get ready. I timidly replied, “Sir,
I have not yet started shaving.” He laughed and asked me to my have bath and
be ready (The next day he presented me a shaving set!). After I had my lunch,
Prof. Kesavan took me to the National Library and introduced me to some of
the senior staff whose positions I did not know at that time. He introduced me
as a young scholar of Telugu language and indicated to them that I would be
joining the library to look after the then newly started Telugu section and
added that he obtained my services with great difficulty! I was shell-shocked
and did not know how to respond. In the evening, he revealed the plan that he
had made for me.
This story illustrates the unique humanness of Prof. Kesavan. Later on, I was
told that extending help to the needy in matters of education was his second
nature and he had helped many youngsters like me in Mysore University by
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supporting them financially. In fact I learnt later that he was remitting part of
his salary towards clearing the outstanding dues of some of the boys who he
had helped. I was awed by his concern for me. I stayed with him as a member
of the family enjoying all the comforts along with his unstinted affection for
three months. After all, I was not related to him to deserve all this! In fact, I
incurred his displeasure for requesting him for a small room, where I could
live and support myself with my earnings.
As I mentioned earlier, I had started my career as the youngest employee of
the National Library, I was barely 18 years of age. The epithet ‘Telugu Scholar’,
meant that I had to work hard. I wanted to gain knowledge of the classics. I
contributed articles to a few newspapers. Also, since I was concerned with
library work it became imperative for me to receive some training. I was
advised to undergo the certificate programme in Library Science run by the
Bengal Library Association. I took admission into the course not knowing that
I had to face Prof. Kesavan as my teacher! My experience of him as a father
figure at home, and as the head of the organization of which I was a very
junior employee — two contrasting roles, were sufficient enough to instill an
awe in me as well as an inexplicable feeling of respect for Prof. Kesavan. I
trembled at the very sight of the person! Not only was he a very hard task
master, but also a perfectionist by nature. To face him as a student was an
inexplicable experience to a young mind.
The classes for the certificate programme were held at the National Library in
a specially furnished room on the first floor of the Viceregal Palace. At that time,
that part of the building housed the Asutosh Collection (a comprehensive collection
of rare books on almost every conceivable subject); the room was selected on
purpose as a lecture hall so that students may have an opportunity to see different
types of classics contained in the Asutosh Collection. Lectures commenced at 10
a.m. and continued till 5 p.m. with a one-hour break. There were three lectures in
the morning on different topics such as classification, cataloguing, reference work.
Prof. Kesavan used to teach us the subject of Bibliography.
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One day, Prof. Kesavan’s orderly walked into the room unannounced with a
glass of water and kept it on a clean table, ensured that the blackboard was
wiped clean and informed us that Badasaheb (that was how Prof. Kesavan was
referred to by all those living in Belvedere Estate) will be taking our class on
that day. Soon after, the Badasaheb entered the room. We all stood up and
greeted him. He said, “Children, I am going to teach you the subject of Bibliography”,
and commenced his exposition. Oh! It was a real treat to our ears. The lecture
was so interesting and inspiring that all of us were mesmerized by his eloquence
and scholarship often with quotations from classics both from English and
Sanskrit interspersed with his own exposition in Bengali, to drive home the
concept of Bibliography.
All of us knew that Badasaheb was an excellent teacher! On that day, by the
time he finished his lecture, it was 1 pm. His lecture was scheduled for one
hour but he had used up the time meant for three lectures. The time-table had
to be changed and arrangement was made in such a manner that whenever
Prof. Kesavan was to take a class, there would be no other lectures and all the
three periods would be addressed by him alone. This was the custom even
when he delivered lectures at Calcutta University and later at INSDOC and
Delhi University where he lectured to Masters Degree students.
Before the next academic session started, Prof. Kesavan called me and asked
me to get admitted to the Presidency College in B.Sc. Hons. Chemistry as per
the original scheme of things and advised me to leave the job assuring me that
financial help would be there to continue my studies. But, I was not inclined
to leave the job to pursue my education, as it meant that he would need to
spend entirely on my behalf. I felt that it was exploiting his kindness and
affection for me. I thought the least I could do was to work part-time and I
requested him to get me permission to work from 1:30 p.m. to 8 p.m. and
allow me to attend the college from 6.00 a.m.to 12:30 p.m. This was possible
because at that time some of the colleges in Calcutta functioned in two or
three shifts. Prof. Kesavan was kind enough to put my request before the
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Executive Council of the National Library and managed to get me permission
to work part-time. This kind gesture enabled me to learn while I earned and
complete my education without taxing him financially.

Prof. Kesavan the teacher
Prof. Kesavan was a teacher who never confined himself to the boundaries of
a syllabus (whether the subject was Linguistics, English Literature, Library
Science or Documentation). He attempted to provide a clear perspective to
the discipline in more ways than one. As a teacher Prof. Kesavan was tireless
in his pursuit of scholarship and endeavours to inspire students. His adoring
students were never tired of narrating stories of the scholarship, infectious
enthusiasm and abiding vision that he brought to his job. Indeed, vision became
the hallmark of the Kesavan approach to matters educational. “The true teacher
is one who stimulates students to think” was the abiding principle that he
epitomized even in later years in spite of his busy administrative work.
He insisted that students should lead colloquiums as part of the course. Each
student had to lead at least one or two colloquiums during the period of his
study and also perform the functions of a rapporteur in some of them. While
presiding over colloquiums he never encouraged students to read out from a
prepared script. Each student had to speak and promote discussion and that
too in flawless language!
I recall one of the incidents at INSDOC when I was a student of the Associateship in Documentation and Reprography course. It was my turn to lead a
colloquium on the topic “Citation Indexing” and Haravu was to report the
proceedings of the colloquium. The leader of the colloquium was required to
present a theme paper on the topic of the colloquium, after which the topic
was thrown open for discussion and every student had to present his or her
views on any chosen aspect of the theme.
Prof. Kesavan was to preside over the colloquium and we were given fifteen
days to prepare for it. I prepared a theme paper on the topic and got it typed
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after necessary corrections from the senior faculty. Prof. Kesavan was in the
chair. I got up to present my views on the chosen topic. Prof. Kesavan interrupted me and told me that I was not allowed to read from prepared text.
Even seniors and those who had good command over the English language
fumbled when Kesavan chaired a session in conferences. I had observed this
several times. That being the case, you can guess my condition when I was
called upon to present my theme, extempore. I did so with some trepidation.
Prof. Kesavan sought clarification on some concepts I had mentioned, or an
error I made. This kind of training really was like baptism by fire and prepared
many of us for the thoroughness that is called for in real-life situations. His
interruptions provided great insights and knowledge. We knew that his
purpose was to infuse confidence in us and elicit the best from each of us.

Kesavan the institution builder
Institution-building is not a task that is given to all. Institutions have been
destroyed by people who did not have the qualities of true leaders. Several
examples in the study of organizational history are there to substantiate this.
On the other hand, institution-building requires leadership that has vision,
the capacity to share that vision with the others within the organization and
carry them as a team to accomplish the vision. A true leader recognizes that
leadership is a responsibility and not a privilege. Prof. Kesavan belonged to
the rare class of such persons.
Whatever department or organization he happened to take charge of, not only
grew in size, but also blossomed into an organization of repute. Soon after his
return from England after higher education, Prof. Kesavan joined the English
Faculty of Mysore University and his prowess as a teacher endeared him to
his students. His relationship with students often transcended time. It was
here that he was spotted by Dr. S.S. Bhatnagar and was made Assistant
Secretary (editorial) in the Dictionary of Economic Products.
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The institution which stands as a testimony to Prof. Kesavan’s vision and wisdom
as an institution builder is the National Library, Calcutta. When he took charge,
it was in a poor state. It did not having a proper place to house the collection.
Books were bundled and stored in a manner that was most uncongenial for
readers and for services to scholars. Kesavan’s persuasive powers were
exemplified in the manner in which he convinced the Governor of West Bengal,
Shri C. Rajagopalachari (Rajaji) and through him the Prime Minister of India
to acquire the Viceregal Palace at Belvedere for the National Library. In the
words of late Prof. Nihar Ranjan Ray “Kesavan alone could do it”. Elsewhere, I
have recorded the entire story behind this episode as narrated by Prof. Kesavan
himself (Souvenir in 2003 published by the National Library on the Occasion
of Diamond Jubilee celebrations of its housing in Belvedere).
Kesavan’s genius lay in converting a Viceregal Palace into a functional Library.
This evoked admiration and appreciation internationally. Keys Metcalf, an
international authority on library buildings writes in a letter, “You (Kesavan)
have shown a great imagination and ingenuity in housing a library in a building,
which at first thought did not seem suitable …. It is not easy to provide good
housekeeping in a library broken up into many rooms as your building is, but the
housekeeping was superb everywhere”.
In a span of just eight years, the National Library attained the status of an
institution of excellence and became an important place of visit not only for
renowned scholars visiting the country and Calcutta, but to all dignitaries
(leaders of different political hues) visiting the country. I was both a witness
and participant during the historic visits of Marshall Voroshilov and his team,
Marshall Josef Tito, the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama and Emperor Haile
Selassie of Ethiopia to name a few. There was hardly any intellectual, litterateur,
writer or social worker in the city of Calcutta who did not know Kesavan or
the National Library. The National Library and Prof. Kesavan were inseparably
linked in the minds of all strata of the Calcutta population. I do not think there
are many examples of a librarian who endeared himself to all classes of people
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and culture as Prof. Kesavan did. At that point of time there was a firm belief
among the Calcutta youth that Prof. Kesavan was approachable in times of
need and he would try his utmost to help you whatever your problem might
be. The following observation of an internationally famous linguist Dr. Suniti
Kumar Chatterji, when Prof. Kesavan was to leave Calcutta, speaks volumes:
“We understand that you are leaving Calcutta for Delhi on a higher
assignment … but we cannot help feeling sad at the prospect of
missing you in Calcutta ... you have given to Calcutta and to India a
Library of which any nation can be proud of. This will remain a
solid and enduring testimony of your great services to the Indian
people, although there will be a great lacunae in the intellectual,
cultural and social life of Calcutta owing to the absence from our
midst of your bright and genial personality and your great
scholarship, which will be hard to fill...”.
While he was National Librarian, Prof. Kesavan was entrusted also with the
additional responsibility of organization and planning of the Central Reference
Library. Though for reasons unknown, the Central Reference Library did not
come up as was envisioned originally, it paved the way for the compilation of
the Indian National bibliography (INB). The publication of INB was a major
achievement which was acclaimed all over the World. It will occupy a lot of
space if I am to narrate the opinion of the experts throughout the world.
However, I cannot resist the temptation of quoting a few!
The distinguished Librarian of the India Office, London observed “the Librarian
of National Library (Prof. Kesavan) deserves our gratitude for successfully launching
an important, valuable and difficult enterprise”. The UNESCO Bulletin for Libraries
called it “a major bibliographical achievement”. The editor of British National
Bibliography said “your countrymen are going to be proud of this work”. Nearer
home, The Statesman observed “the work put into the enterprise is independently
immense … performed in an exemplary fashion … Here is a volume which has put all
scholars in the compilers’ debt”.
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Prof. Humayun Kabir presenting the first issue of the Indian National Bibliography to Prime
Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru

I will close this narration with the observation of Sir Frank Francis, Director
and Principal Librarian of the British Museum: “… I know from personal
experience the enormous amount of personal energy, persistence and enthusiasm, quite
apart bibliographical expertise, that is required to produce reference works of this
nature … you are performing a magnificent service not only to India but also to
libraries and users in all parts of the world …”.
In the year 1963, Prof. Kesavan was invited to Head INSDOC as its first
Director. Till then INSDOC functioned as a division of the National Physical
Laboratory. It became an independent organization under the CSIR as a fully
fledged National Laboratory. Under Prof. Kesavan’s stewardship not only did
the scope and activities of INSDOC expand, but it was transformed into an
institution of international stature.
The planning of the National Science Library to initiate a cooperative acquisitions programme mediated by a National Union Catalogue, the starting of
Indian Science Abstracts as a feeder service to Chemical Abstracts and Physics
Abstracts, the training course in Documentation and Reprography (now named
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as Associateship in Information Science), the training course in scientific
translation, and the starting of a special cell for experimenting the application
of computers to library and information work, compilation of the Directory of
Scientific Research Institutions in India (the entire work relating to this project
was completed by me and other colleagues in the record period of six months)
and many such projects, were taken up and completed during Prof. Kesavan’s
tenure as the Director of INSDOC. In fact during that period, INSDOC became a
hub of scientific information activity and this resulted in many useful publications.
Prof. Kesavan played a big role in the activities of a number of organizations
as adviser. He was truly a master at the art of planning and executing big
projects. The secret behind his success may be attributed to the way he handled
his staff. He was a firm believer in the sloka:
AmNÇm! A]rm! naiSt
naiStmUlm! AnaE;xm!
AyaeGyae pué;ae naiSt
yaejkStÇ ÊlR->.

There is no sound or syllable that is not in a mantra
There is no herb that does not have curative properties
There is no human being who is unworthy
Rare indeed are Yojakastatras
(wise ones who know how to lead and guide others)
Prof. Kesavan truly believed that every one of his staff was important.
As a boss, he was a hard task master. He was uncompromising when it came to
the quality of work he expected his colleagues to turn out. He was not indulgent
with people who shirked their responsibility, or were slovenly in their work. He
would unhesitatingly but without rancour or vindictiveness, admonish staff who
committed mistakes. His admonitions were often couched in language that
sounded almost like compliments. His anger was momentary. At the same
time, he was quick and effusive in appreciating good work and any achievement on the part of his staff in any field of activity. He gave credit to the concerned
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staff by associating their names with a piece of work, however small their
contribution may have been. His staff ungrudgingly put extra hours of work to
complete the task even before the stipulated period and receive his appreciation.
Working for Prof. Kesavan was itself the greatest reward for most of us.
There is another facet of Prof. Kesavan which merits admiration of him as a
boss. He possessed an unusual knack of presenting or introducing his staff to
visiting dignitaries or prominent guests. He always introduced his staff as
colleagues working with him (not under him). More importantly, while
presenting any of his staff members he used apt epithets and infused a good
image in the minds of the visitors so that they always carried with them the
best impression of the people they were introduced to. This, in my opinion is
a rare characteristic which endeared him to one and all.
I mentioned that Prof. Kesavan was a great orator. He was, perhaps, a student
when oratory was tested by knowledge of English! Kesavan’s command was
remarkable. Few speakers used the grand rhetorical style of English with more
assurance or success. Whatever the topic he spoke on, he expanded his subject
with magnificence of phrase and clarity of expression. His vocabulary was
oceanic, voice metallic, delivery captivating and personality magnetic. Each
of his speeches was a great symphony of word and voice, of thought and
gesture. No wonder Prof. Kesavan was one of the most sought-after guest
speakers at conferences and ghost writers of speeches by many leaders! I
personally know that he wrote speeches for Mrs. Indira Gandhi, and for Prof.
Triguna Sen, The Director General, Scientific and Industrial Research for the
CASTASIA conference. Each of those speeches was different and befitting of
the stature of the person. People like Shri Sharada Prasad would have been in
a better position to shed more light on this aspect. I believe his scholarship,
wide reading and knowledge of languages, Indian and foreign, influenced
Prof. Kesavan. I can only surmise that Shakespeare, Walter Scot, Milton,
Rabindranath Tagore, Sage Valmiki, Bhava Bhuti and Kalidasa, among others,
must have occupied places of primacy in his repository of learning.
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As a writer Kesavan authored many books, papers, technical reports, and he
edited journals and newsletters. Of these, by far the best contributions which
will stand the test of time are his India’s National Library, published in 1961,
and his monumental work entitled “History of Printing and Publishing in India:
a Story of Cultural Re-awakening” published by the National Book Trust, India.
As an educationist, Kesavan will be remembered for his services as member
of the committee constituted by the University Grants Commission and his
yeoman services to the cause of Library Science Education in India apart from
his contributions to UNESCO and other international bodies.

Conclusion
Prof. B.S. Kesavan was a man of many dimensions. He was a dynamic teacher,
educationist, institution builder, an able administrator, a writer, an excellent
orator and above all, a great human being who achieved success in every one
of these areas and made lasting contributions. He was a Karma Yogi and passed
away at the ripe age of ninety years leaving a great legacy for us to emulate.
As stated in the Isa Upanishad, “… that after the body is consumed by fire and the
components are consigned to various elements, what remains unconsumed are the
deeds of a person”.
It is no exaggeration to say that the memory of his life and work constitutes a
model and continues to guide and inspire not only his students and those
who worked with him but generations of library and information professionals
who care to learn about this great man. I gratefully remember him and salute
his great memory and pay this humble tribute.
“His life’s race was well run
His life’s work was well done
And his life’s crown was well worn”
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The Legendary Figure I Worked With
B.K. Sen
Many have had the experience of working with a great litterateur, proverbial
thinker, distinguished scientist, legendary statesman, venerable religious
leader and so on. My active service life spanned for about 40 years. I sometimes
try to figure out who was the one towering personality that stood above all
with whom I worked. The personality that immediately appears in my mind
is none other than Bellary Shamanna Kesavan, popularly known as B. S. Kesavan.
In the mid-1950s, I went to Calcutta from a little-known village in Bihar to
study in a college. Before long I found out that the name of Kesavan was quite
rife in literary circles. As time went on, I continued to hear the name more and
more often and learnt that he was the librarian of the National Library, about
which I had read in general knowledge books. Librarians who occupied the
chair of the National Librarian of the country are mostly forgotten today. But
one name that people fondly remember still in connection with our National
Library is that of B S Kesavan. He is a legend and will continue to be so for a
long time to come.

First glimpse
In the early 1960s, I worked in the Writers Buildings and everyday walked
street was a signboard of the Bengal Library Association (BLA) just at the
entrance of Huzuri Mall Lane. This very signboard one day drew me to the
BLA office and then to join the Certificate Course in Library Science run by
BLA. At the conclusion of the course, BLA organized a function at the Mahajati
Sadan Auditorium. Kesavan was to be the chief guest. Reaching Mahajati Sadan
I waited intently at the gate along with many others to have a glimpse of the
legendary librarian. Soon a car stopped in front of us and from it emerged a
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along Bowbazaar Street to reach the office from Sealdaha Station. On that
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tall, erect, European-like dignified figure. Someone whispered ‘Kesavan’. I
continued gazing at him till he went inside the auditorium. When his turn
came, he addressed the gathering in chaste English. Before this event I had
not heard any speech where the speaker spoke more like an Englishman than
an Indian. His eloquent speech left me spellbound.

First meeting
In the hot summer of 1963, I came to Delhi for the first time in my life to
appear for an interview for the position of Junior Documentation Assistant at
INSDOC. I had known that Kesavan had become the Director of INSDOC and
library professionals in Calcutta expected that INSDOC too would grow in
stature like the National Library did during his tenure. Kesavan was the
Chairman of the interview board. He interviewed me in Bengali and indicated
clearly that I had been selected. From then onwards till 1995, I was in constant
touch with him and all through he was my revered ‘Sir’.

Unexpected event and thereafter
Not long after joining INSDOC, I was working during the lunch hour, sitting
alone in the room, when Sir peeped through the door possibly to look for
someone. I was simply nonplussed and did not know what to say. He just
smiled and walked away.
After this incident I noticed that he began calling me from time to time to do
small tasks like getting a book from the INSDOC or NPL library, finding out
the address of someone, locating a piece of information from some document
available in the library and so on. When he received an invitation from the
authorities of Encyclopedia of Library and Information Science (the multi-volume
encyclopedia that was about to be published at that time) to write an article
on Bengal Library Association, he asked me to collect the data and prepare
the first draft. Fortunately for me, A K Dasgupta (He was my teacher in the
BLA course and later my boss at INSDOC) was closely associated with BLA.
He helped immensely to prepare the draft.
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Kesavan had an uncanny ability to locate mistakes instantly. When a mistake
I did in some draft of a work assigned to me was discovered in no time, he
twisted my ears. Hence I wrote and rewrote the draft and tried to make the
draft as far as possible mistake-free. Mr. Dasgupta had also gone through the
draft several times to see that nothing important is missed. While I presented
the draft I was simply trembling and expecting that any time he would find
some mistake and throw the draft at me calling it rubbish. I heaved a sigh of
huge relief when he finished reading the draft and asked me to call his PA for
dictation.
After this event he called me from time to time to collect material for a paper
or prepare a draft for some portion of a paper. All through I enjoyed working
with him.

Book on the History of Printing and Publishing in India
When Sir was busy in writing his magnum opus, History of Printing and Publishing in India when he was well past his 80th birthday in the 1980s long after
his retirement, he called me and asked me to work with him for the second
volume of the book to be sub-titled as Efflorescence of Printing in Bengal.
In the meanwhile, a mishap happened causing a flood in National Book Trust’s
(NBT), the publisher’s godown and this completely destroyed all the copies of
the first volume of the book sub-titled South Indian Origins of Printing. As a
result both the first volume and the second volume of the book were published
together later on as Volume One.
I gladly conveyed my consent to work with him on the second volume.
Thereafter, on almost all holidays I used to be at his home in Delhi until the
manuscript was handed over to NBT. During this time I observed how
methodically he had organized all materials: photocopies, photographs, letters,
etc., related to this book in a number of pamphlet boxes. He could, at any
time, quickly find any document that he needed to consult.
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At times, people from the National Book Trust called on him to discuss matters
relating to the publication of his book. I was usually a passive observer in the
discussions but never failed to marvel at his prodigious memory. It was magical
the way he fielded questions about a person or other matter that figured in the
book. His responses were instantaneous. There were but a few moments when
he had to refer back to the original source.
It was an accepted fact that his command over the English language was phenomenal. People hardly knew about his prodigious knowledge of the history of
printing and publishing in India. I sincerely believe that his depth of knowledge in this field was simply unfathomable.

Tit bits of my memory
In small recesses during the course of the work he recounted many remarkable
happenings of his life, especially relating to the National Library. How he
acquired the Belvedere campus for the National Library much to the chagrin
of Dr. B C Roy, then the Chief Minister and the most powerful man of West
Bengal, simply defies description.
On more than one occasion, he expressed the feeling that he should have started
the work on the history of printing and publishing long before. Possibly he
feared that he might not be able to finish this huge work and other works he
had in mind. His life was bedecked with so many memorable and remarkable
events which people did not know. He wanted to leave a written record of all
such events.
I was always amazed at the ease with which he conversed in different languages.
I used to see him talk to Mr. S. Parthsarathy in Tamil; to R. Satyanarayana in
Telugu; with me in Bengali, with Raizada in Hindi; to some others in Kannada.
His memory and the ease with which he recalled and recited countless Sanskrit
verses during conversation were marvelous.
I must not forget to provide a glimpse of his personal relationship with various
people. Many used to visit him with diverse purposes: seeking solutions to
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their official problems, professional problems and so on. He received everyone
cordially irrespective of his bitter, cold or sweet relationship with them. He
talked to them with usual politeness without using a harsh word or offensive
language. This is a quality I have not found in many.

Builder par excellence
People for millennia have envisioned aircraft, but none could give it concrete
shape before the Wright Brothers at the very dawn of the twentieth century. A
fertile brain can envision many a thing, but giving it the concrete shape demands
unflinching determination, iron will, extraordinary capabilities to convince
authorities for funds, meticulous planning, and flawless execution. B S Kesavan
was fully endowed with all these enviable qualities. The result was nothing
less than the metamorphosis of the National Library into a fine institution, of
which any country could be proud, the launching of Indian National Bibliography,
and Indian Science Abstracts; publication of National Bibliography of Indian
Literature, Directory of Scientific Research Institutions in India and National Union
Catalogue of Scientific Serials in India; nucleation of National Science Library; and
so on. So many achievements in a lifetime are but rare.

Last days
During his last days I was not in India, and hence could not have the glimpses
of the glorious sunset. But I know he still lives through many of his immortal
deeds and will continue to live for a long time to come.
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KETCHU
V. Siddarthachary

KETCHU. That’s how my darling bride, Dal and I used to address Padma Shri
Shriman B.S. Kesavan, first National Librarian of India and her finest 20th
century bibliophile and bibliographer. He worshipped books, both body, the
format, and soul, the spiritual content of books of every World Society: Indic,
Sinic, Semitic, Greco-Roman and European.
Our intimacy with him, formed during the nearly two years he spent with us,
was profound. I was 25 and shall, next year, be 90. My wife was 16 and will be
weekends, from mid-1945 to early ‘47. They were momentous for us as for all
fellow Indians. Dal and I honey-mooned blissfully for two years, thanks to
Kesavan in the fine literary and congenial company of his and our friends.
We were happy to have been subjects of the Maharajas of Mysore, and proudly
too and so not those of His Brittanic Imperial Majesty. Our native Mysorean
habit tended somewhat condescendingly to view the Indian British subjects.
India itself we considered as any cultured European would have felt about
Europe. However, Indianism was more significant than Europeanism; it still
is. Despite India’s being somewhat larger in area, it was very much more
populous, more variegated and home to far more faiths, cults, scripts,
languages and ethnic strains all living in amity. India’s was Cultural and Ethical
unity unlike Europe. Indeed it was and remains unique. This was almost
certainly the consequence of the importance given to the family. Regard for
political governance was by intellectuals considered irrelevant in practice.
Political history mattered little; manners did. Friendliness and tolerance were
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80. We still fondly revel in the memory of those days, especially evenings and
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cultivated. Rulers were passing shows — as Omar Khayyam so poetically put
it: “Sultan after Sultan strode in this caravanserai his day or two and went his way,
unremembered, unloved”. The rare individual was beloved; others were non-entities.
Our environment naturally made us World Citizens; especially those of us
brought up in Vedic Universality, with cosmic “longings”. We accepted everything — atheism to agnosticism — as we did rainbow colours. Kesavan’s own
Instruction marched in even stride with education as it did in all our clan.
Fortunately, we lived in Old Delhi and not in the New, the latter being, we
deemed, the sarcophagus of an occidental India. Although the epoch was
momentous, our Old Delhi remained a primeval and tranquil enclave in a
turbulent and illusory world. We were, as Horace was, happy to be, “far from
the madding crowd”: Odi vulgos profanum et arceo (I detest the profane crowd
and keep it at arm’s length). Our objective was sempeternal not transitory.
The horrors of the birth pangs of a soi disant, Republic-to-be were patent. For
us, it remained imperative to be honourable and opt for eternity than be
momentarily jubilant. Kesavan therefore, tried and succeeded in his evolution
to achieve his Brahminic goal.
I beg my reader’s indulgence for recording an apparent irrelevance. My
acquaintance with Kesavan began when he was a lecturer in the English Faculty
of Mysore University. He became, despite his relatively short stint, the most
memorable of his students’ teachers. He was the very opposite of pompous,
close to his disciples, much to the embarrassment of his wife Kesari who,
despite her also being a “working woman” and fellow teacher, could not make
both ends meet given their slender means even if combined: Kesavan’s lavish
generosity was unlimited. As with most of our clan, he (and I) had no acquaintance with domestic economy, thrift.
My mother’s cousin was the second wife of Kesavan’s father and hence
Ketchu’s stepmother. That wonderful mater familias had unhesitatingly put at
her family’s disposal all her means. She was a marvelous knitter. She sold
whatever she could knit and Kesavan’s frugal life in London was the more
168

tolerable thanks in no small measure to her efforts. She, Pankajamma, certainly
is worthy of warm mention in this sketch of our bibliographer. She knit woolen
socks for him to alleviate the cold humidity of Old Blighty (the English
rendering of the Hindustani ‘Vilayati’).
To revert to Ketchu, being related to us, the very idea of his being a paying
guest was anathema. Yet he brought, extravagantly and weekly, basketfuls of
vegetables and fruit cycling from distant Karol Bagh where he was working
on the Dictionary of Indian Agricultural Products. Thereby did we manage to
welcome and cope with the hosts of regular weekend friends, often along with
their wives and children? Thus were we privileged to bring into Ketchu’s
personal life, which at that time was not all what it might have been, cheer
and boisterous fun?
I end this vignette with a single anecdote. We lived in a small portion of a
mansion shared in separate suites with two other families. Both were Muslim,
one hyper-orthodox from Mysore, who constantly reminded us of their
orthodoxy and being Persian; the other, was quite hyper-cultured and for that
reason unorthodox and were really from Iran. We were good neighbours with
both the pseudo and the actual. Our mansion overlooked Alipur Road, plonk
opposite the Purana Daftar called Old Secretariat by the Sahibs. Dal and I also
had with us one of her eight younger sisters, Nalini, who was nearly 11. She
was a lightweight. Ketchu loved to swing her round in all imaginable ways.
Once I ducked between his legs and some 80 kgs of Ketchu went waltzing
round our table. “Stop it, you demon” he cried. I did and thankfully knelt before
him relieved of my wobbly burden. Ketchu never allowed a repeat performance. Nor did he ever forget to mention it to me whenever we met, alas!
That was not often enough: my Foreign Service virtually prevented such
happiness.
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Remembering Shri B.S. Kesavan
Kalavati Sirdeshmukh

As a student of Library Science, two names which always dominated our
classes and discussions were that of Shri S.R. Ranganathan and Shri B.S.
Kesavan. The former as “Father of Library Science in India” and the latter as,
“Father of Libraries in India” (that is how I always refer to Shri B.S. Kesavan).
Having learnt of the achievements of both the personalities, I had the greatest
urge to meet them. I consider myself lucky to have met both of them in my
professional career. Meeting Kesavan in 1975 was the most memorable event
in my life. But recalling this multifaceted and towering personality is an exercise
far from complete and filled with limitations harking back as it does to events

To substantiate why I consider Shri B.S. Kesavan as the “Father of Libraries in
India”, I must recall that he was the First National Librarian of India, chief
architect of the National Library, father of the Indian National Bibliography
and the man who brought new vistas to scientific documentation.
The decade of 1970s was a golden one in the history of the Small Industry
Extension and Training Institute (SIET, presently known as NIMSME), at
Yousufguda, Hyderabad. The Documentation Department of the Institute
flourished under the leadership of Shri S. Dutta and other intellectuals and
for developing innovative services. Under the National Information System
for Science and Technology (NISSAT) Programme, the Small Enterprises
National Documentation Centre (SENDOC) was established at the SIET
Institute. One of the unique activities in SENDOC was the offering of a shortterm course in Information Storage and Retrieval Systems (ISRS) for national
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of four decades ago. I silently bow my head and convey my respects to him.
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participants, the first of its kind in the country, in the year 1974. A similar
programme for international participants was started in 1975. Shri B.S. Kesavan
was invited to deliver a guest lecture in the International ISRS Programme. It
was a thrilling experience to hear Shri B.S. Kesavan’s exposition of the history
of various international organizations such as FID, UNESCO, UNIDO, OECD,
etc., and their significant role in information, documentation and networking
activities. He was a great orator and communicator. His style of narration,
command over the English language, and the way he made the lectures joyful
and interesting was unique and remarkable. I also had the unique opportunity
and privilege of interacting with Shri. Kesavan both inside and outside the
classroom during this occasion.
We had an informal get-together with Shri B.S. Kesavan on that occasion.
Outside the classroom, he made the atmosphere homely and joyful, like that
of a happy family. His sense of humour was as unique as his command over
language. One wondered if indeed he was the same person who kept us
spellbound in the classroom. He included everyone in the conversation and
did not allow anyone to feel left out. I recall that out of the blue, he asked me
where I would classify the subject Tribology. Fortunately, I had encountered
this term and could save myself by giving the correct answer (I thanked my
stars). A pat on my back was the reward from Shri B.S. Kesavan.
He could speak in many languages and with me he spoke in Kannada, my
mother tongue. On the lighter side, I am tall and was lean (in those days) and
he would tease me asking how much time I spent observing the top of a coconut
tree. He made fun by suggesting that I should marry a Pathan to match my height.
During my stay in Delhi for the training course at INSDOC (1978), I visited
him at his office along with my husband. Sri. Kesavan was then a consultant
for the WHO project on Regional Network of Health Literature, Library and
Information Services (HILLIS). I was touched as he spoke so warmly about
me and introduced me to all his colleagues. I could see the infectious enthusiasm in his work and profession even when he was past 70 years of age. The
172

warmth and the special attention he gave to encourage and nurture youngsters
like me is unforgettable. I visited him at his home and found that it was simple
and elegant. He had a rich collection of paintings and Egyptian artifacts.
I consider myself most fortunate to have been in the profession when such a
great stalwart and role model Indian like Shri B.S Kesavan was alive. The
unique opportunity of knowing and associating with him as a friend as well
as a guide in professional matters is something I will always cherish. I quote
the following lines from the poem “Your life has no death”, written by my young
and talented niece, Chandrika, and pay homage to the ever unforgettable Shri
B.S. Kesavan:
Think of the distance and the journey so long
He made between his life and death
Each day, each minute that he lived for
Spread sweetness in our hearts
He filled our minds with light of his knowledge
Moved us with his thoughts and experiences…
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Bellary Shamanna Kesavan — As I Saw Him1
T.V. Venkataramaniah

Most of us admire and respect many well-known people for their wisdom,
scholarship and philanthropy, contributions to society or for their compelling
personality. This, we usually do from a distance because we do not get the
chance to meet them, much less become close to them. But when our good
and admire them, but develop a deep fondness for them because of their
compassionate, lovable nature or other characteristics that are not only noble
but ennobling. One such rare individual was late Sri. B.S. Kesavan. He was a
paragon of love, compassion and affection.
The Indian National Bibliography (INB) was an important initiative of Kesavan
who was also its Chief Editor. The compilation of INB was entrusted to the
Central Reference Library (CRL) located within the National Library Campus.
The CRL advertised the post of sub-editor in the Kannada Section of INB.
Some of my well-wishers urged me to apply for the position. I applied and
quite unexpectedly, received an interview call. I expressed my inability to
travel to Calcutta on the date of the interview. Kesavan who was also Head of
CRL then wrote to Prof. D.L. Narasimhachar of Maharaja’s College, Mysore,
requesting him to interview me for my knowledge of and proficiency in
Kannada. Sri. Ananda Ram (who later became my senior colleague) at INB
was sent from Calcutta to Mysore to assist Prof. Narasimhachar in the
interview.

t v venkataramaniah

fortune brings us close to great human beings, we not only begin to respect

1. Translated from the original in Kannada.
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I was interviewed at Maharaja’s College on the appointed date. Prof. Narasimhachar and Sri. Ananda Ram recommended my candidature for the position
at INB and I received an appointment letter. I was still a bachelor and I simply
did not have the courage to go to Calcutta but with some trepidation, I traveled
to Calcutta. Sri. Ananda Ram received me and made all arrangements for my
stay in Calcutta. The day following my arrival in Calcutta, Ananda Ram took
me to see Kesavan. That day was the most memorable day of my life. I had
only heard of Kesavan; when I met him in person, his personality overpowered
me and I was speechless. He must have seen my discomfiture. With affection
that seemed to flow spontaneously from him, he asked me, “My son, where did
you study?” I was immediately reassured and I replied that I was a student of
Maharaja’s College. He continued to shower his affection on me that day and
these moments remain unforgettable in my life. I was later taken great care of
by Ananda Ram.
I served the INB from Nov. 19, 1960 until Dec. 3, 1968. This period was filled
with many memorable incidents. Kesavan expected perfection and selflessness
from all his colleagues. My first book, Kannada Gaadegela Kosha (Dictionary of
Kannada Proverbs) was published by Samaja Publications, Dharwad in 1963.
Kesavan appreciated the care and caution that I had shown in writing the
book. In the benevolence for which he was well known, he wrote a
commendatory letter and introduced my book to Prof. T.N. Srikantaiah and
the late Prof. P.T. Narasimhachar among others and requested them for their
opinions. I had the unique privilege of later being appreciated several times
for all my works.
His residence in the Belvedere campus was nothing short of a ‘choultry’, a
traveler’s bungalow, where people were fed gratis. Many people armed with
a letter of introduction, lived in his house and enjoyed his hospitality.
His scholarship, effusive warmness and imposing personality attracted several
eminent personalities to befriend him. Dr. Suniti Kumar Chatterji, Dr. Sukumar
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Sen, and Swami Ranganathananda of the Ramakrishna Mission were some of
his friends. The Chief Minister of West Bengal, Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy and
the Governor, Kumari Padmaja Naidu were charmed by his scholarship and
his oratory.
When the Imperial Library became the National Library and was housed in
Belvedere, the abode of the former Viceroys of India, the Drama Hall was
converted into a Reading Hall. This was highlighted in a Kannada newspaper
under the title, Manmatha sharaddege sthala teruvu madiede, or Manmatha (the
God of Love) has vacated his place for Sharada (Goddess of Learning).
In 1961, the foundation stone of a nine-storied annex building for the National
Library was laid by Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Kesavan who had
worked tirelessly for the National Library to fulfill the growing needs of the
Library was the happiest man. He had raised the status of India’s National
Library to the standards of an international character and the credit for this is
legitimately Kesavan’s.
A linguist, fluent in many languages; a warm, generous and attractive personality, he made friends with many. He spoke to them in their language and this
obviously endeared him to all. His respect for elders, his daily obeisance to
his mother, the daily prayers to Maruti (Hanuman) were other traits of Kesavan
that I recall. In all religious ceremonies too we saw the respect he had for
tradition and the culture of his upbringing.
In 1964, I invited him to my wedding reception. He came unexpectedly, blessed
me and all assembled there were touched and happy at his gesture.
Due to very personal reasons I had to return to Bangalore and even in this I
received his help.
After his retirement, when he was close to 80 years of age, the National Book
Trust (NBT) gave him the onerous responsibility for an ambitious project, the
authoring of the History of Printing and Publishing in India: A Story of Cultural
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Re-awakening. The second volume of this publication was sub-titled, The Origins
of Printing and Publishing in Karnataka, Andhra and Kerala. He wrote to me asking
for my assistance. For two years, I was privileged to work closely with him on
this volume. These years have been the most memorable experience of my life.
Till almost the last days of his life, he corresponded with me. In one of his
letters, he asked me for my help in obtaining Shankara’s Bhaja Govindam. A
reply to this was my last letter to him.
Kesavan was not just a librarian. He was truly great in all respects. Just his
memory alone is a sufficient ennobling experience.
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Appendix I
Birth Centenary Celebrations
As of November 2009, there have been four celebrations to mark B.S. Kesavan’s
birth centenary. The first of these was on 16 May 2009 at the initiative of his
two sons, Sudhakar and Mukul. They had arranged a lecture by the wellknown historian, Ramachandra Guha, who spoke on ‘The Rise and Fall of the
Bilingual Intellectual’ at the India International Centre (IIC) in Delhi. Mr. Guha
referred to Kesavan in his scholarly exposition and the relevant extract from
his lecture is reproduced below:

“This talk is inspired by an argument between the scholar-librarian
B S Kesavan and his son Mukul that I was once privy to. I forget
what they were fighting about. But I recall that the father, then past
90 years of age, was giving as good as he got. At periodic intervals
he would turn to me, otherwise a silent spectator, and pointing to his
son, say: “makku!”, “paithyam!” Those were words that Mukul, born
in Delhi of a Hindi speaking mother, did not himself understand. But I
did. They meant, roughly and respectively, “imbecile” and “lunatic”.
B S Kesavan knew that I lived in Bangalore, that both my parents
were Tamil, and that one of my great-uncles had been a Tamil scholar.
Thus, when his son’s stupidity (real or alleged) could not be adequately conveyed in their shared language, namely, English, he took
recourse to his mother tongue, which was also theoretically mine.
The emphasis must be on “theoretically”. My great-uncle the Tamil
scholar used to write postcards asking me to “learn Tamil and lead
a simple life”. I failed him wholly in the second respect, but have
down the years managed to pick up a few dozen words of Tamil,
among them ‘makku’ and ‘paithyam’.

Appendices

Centenary Lecture at the India International Centre, Delhi

181

B S Kesavan was formidably multilingual. He was fluent in Tamil,
Kannada, and English, spoke Bengali adequately and Hindi passably,
and had a good grasp of Sanskrit. No doubt his multilingualism
came in handy in his work as the first Indian director of the National
Library, his nurturing of a national information system, and his
pioneering histories of publishing and printing. However, his taste
for languages was shared by many other Indians of his generation
who did not necessarily require those skills in their jobs or careers.
My own father, for instance, who was a paper technologist by
profession, speaks English and Tamil well and Kannada and Hindi
passably. He also has a reading knowledge of French and German.
On the other hand, Mukul Kesavan and I are essentially comfortable
in English alone. We can speak Hindi conversationally, and use
documents written in Hindi for research purposes. But we cannot
write scholarly books or essays in Hindi. And neither of us can
pretend to a third language at all.”

Centenary lecture at Mysore University, Department of Library
and Information Science, Mysore
The second commemorative meeting was held on 30 May 2009 at Mysore
University’s Department of Library and Information Science (DLIS). This
meeting was at the initiative of the Karnataka Library Association (KALA)
and sponsored by DLIS. Mr. L.J. Haravu, Trustee of the Kesavan Institute of
Information and Knowledge Management, was invited to speak on the
occasion. Extracts from the lecture delivered on this occasion have been given
in this book. The lecture recalled the early life of Kesavan, his education in
India and England, the qualities of his head and heart and his professional
contributions. The celebration was also marked by the unveiling of a photograph of Kesavan. Dr. Kaiser Nikam, Head of DLIS, spoke briefly of her meeting
with Mr. Kesavan and her impression of his graciousness. A brief discussion
followed the lecture. The Secretary, KALA, proposed a vote of thanks.
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Centenary lecture at the Karnatak Vidyavardhak Sangha, Dharwad
The third commemorative meeting was held at the initiative of the Karnatak
Vidyavardhak Sangha (KVS), Dharwad, on 12 August 2009. The KVS, founded
in 1890, has been instrumental in promoting, encouraging and focusing
attention on the educational and cultural contributions of great Kannadigas.
The day was celebrated as Librarian’s Day, but with a lecture to mark Mr. B.S.
Kesavan’s birth centenary year. Mr. L.J. Haravu was invited to speak about
Kesavan. The lecture delivered was similar to the one delivered at Mysore.
Other speakers, notably Prof. K.S. Deshpande a close contemporary of Mr.
B.S. Kesavan also spoke. The lecture was well attended by members of the
Sangha and library professionals in and around Dharwad, Karnataka.
Kesavan’s photograph was unveiled and garlanded by the President of KVS,
Dr. Puttappa Patil, Prof. K.S. Deshpande, Prof. Kumbar and Mr. L.J. Haravu.
Two photographs taken at the occasion are given below.

Unveiling of B.S. Kesavan’s photograph at the commemorative meeting held on Librarian’s
Day 2009 by the Karnatak Vidyavardhak Sangha, Dharwad.
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L.J. Haravu speaking at the B.S. Kesavan commemorative meeting at Dharwad.

CSIR Meeting on 26 Sep 2009
The CSIR headquarters at New Delhi also commemorated Mr. Kesavan’s birth
centenary with a meeting of senior officers of the CSIR, including the Director
of National Institute of Science Communication and Information Resources
(NISCAIR), the successor organization of INSDOC created by merging it with
the erstwhile Publications and Information Directorate. Mr. S. Parthasarathy
who is 90 years of age was specially invited for the event and he graciously
agreed to travel from Chennai for this purpose. He spoke about Mr. Kesavan
and his work at the National Library and INSDOC. Mr. A. Ramachandran,
Scientist (Printing) of INSDOC introduced Mr. S. Parthasarathy to the gathering
and briefly spoke on Mr. Kesavan. Mr. Kesavan’s son, Mukul Kesavan was
also present at the function.
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Appendix II
Obituaries
Bellary Shamanna Kesavan, by Chittaranjan Banerji1
[Translators note: The writer of this obituary note, Chittaranjan Banerji (19 July
1915–), was, among others, one of the closest colleagues of B.S. Kesavan. He
worked for the National Library for the entire period of Kesavan’s tenure. He
headed the Acquisition Division of the National Library and built up an excellent
collection of reading materials on a wide variety of subjects in different languages.
When he was in school, the poet, Rabindranath Tagore invited him to study in
Santiniketan. He could not do so due to unavoidable reasons. He passed his
M.A. in English literature from the Calcutta University with great distinction.
After obtaining the degree, he wrote a school-level book (Class VII – Class VIII)
titled, ‘Heroines of India’ (1940) for a Calcutta publisher. In 1941 he joined a
nationalist Bengali daily, ‘Bharat’ but during the ‘Quit India’ movement (1942),
the paper was banned by the Imperial Government. He then joined the Imperial
Library as a clerk. Thereafter, he passed the All-India competitive examination
conducted for the recruitment of supervisor positions in the Imperial Library
(1943) obtaining a first class and standing first in the order of merit. The
following year, he was deputed by the State Government to develop a classification scheme for ration cards. This was considered to be a unique scheme in
those days. He came back to the National Library in August 1947. During
1970–1973, he worked as the Librarian of the Central Reference Library which
is responsible for compiling the Indian National Bibliography (INB). After his
retirement, he was invited by the Visva-Bharati to act as an Officer-on-Special
Duty (1973–74) of Rabindra-Bhavana. He was library adviser of the well-known
1. Translated by Arun Kanti Dasgupta from the original in Bengali. The contribution begins with
a brief biography of the author of the obituary, Chittaranjan Banerjee, by the translator. The
translation is not a literal translation.
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Bengali daily, Ananda Bazar Patrika (1976–87). He compiled the Rabindra
Prasanga (4 volumes) published during 1993–1998. This is a collection of news
items that appeared in Amrita Bazar Patrika during the period 13 March 1922
till 31 December 1941. It is a valuable reference book for researchers on Tagore.
Banerji is a prolific writer. He has authored 10 books, edited several books,
and translated two books. He has also written nearly 250 articles in Bengali,
about 40 articles in English, and surprisingly one in Hindi. Most of his writings
are about books, authors, libraries, and library professionals. At the age of 95,
although he has lost his eye-sight, he continues to be involved in creative
activities. He is ably assisted by Swapna Ghosh, herself an accomplished bibliographer and indexer. Three books authored by Banerjee deserve special
mention — ‘Ananda Math’ and ‘Dui Sataker Bangla Mudran’ and ‘Prakasan’. The
first of these throws new light on Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay’s controversial novel. The second book traces the 200-year history of printing and
publishing in Bengal. Kesavan in his book, The History of Printing and Publishing
in India, observed:
“[The] very well illustrated [book] is a publication of significance in
an Indian language. The editor is a scholar in his own right and the
contributors are men with a reputation to lose” (Vol. 2,. p. xiii).
This article about Kesavan that follows was written in Bengali in Granthagar
(Vol. 50, number 5, August-September 2000). The translation that follows is
not a literal one. Arun Kanti Dasgupta, Translator].

Bellary Shamanna Kesavan
Recently, Kesavan expired at the age of 91 in Delhi. I do not think that the
void created by the death of this foremost library professional will be easy to
fill immediately. His active life was not limited to just one organization. He
also left his mark on many other organizations. Whenever he was invited, he
provided his advice and helped many libraries and put them on a firm footing.
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B.S. Kesavan and Chittaranjan Banerjee at Delhi, 1990

As far as I know, after completing his education he started his career as a
professor of English literature. Thereafter he went to London to take a course
in Librarianship. [As far as the translator knows, Kesavan went to London in
1936 for higher studies in English literature in Birkbeck College and also did a
course in Librarianship]. After returning he joined the ‘Wealth of India Project’
sponsored by the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR). [The
office was well-known as the Dictionary Office, because the project was based
on Watt’s legendary work, titled, Dictionary of Industrial Products (1908). The
work was being done by the Publications and Information Division of the
CSIR which after merging with INSDOC was renamed as National Institute
of Scientific Communication and Information Resources (NISCAIR)]. At the
end of 1947 he joined the Imperial library. Then the library was housed in
Jabakusum House. Kesavan was appointed in the vacancy created by the then
Librarian Khan Bahadur Ashaudulla Khan, who accepted a job in West Pakistan.
The Government of India directed that the Imperial Library be shifted to its
earlier abode in Esplanade East. This was too small to accommodate the future
National Library of India and Kesavan realized that it would not be prudent
to take any decision on the basis of the existing size of the Imperial Library.
The National Library of independent India needed a larger location commensurate
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with its national status and Kesavan turned his attention to this issue. He
proposed that the present Raj Bhavan [Governor’s official residence] should
be the new abode for the National Library and the residence of the Governor
should be shifted to the Belvedere Palace at Alipore. However, the Chief
Minister, Dr. Bidhan Chandra Roy, did not agree. He was of the view that the
Chief Minister needed the advice of the Governor frequently and therefore it
was not advisable to shift him to Alipore. The Government of India then allotted
Belvedere Palace for the National Library. After shifting the reading material
to Belvedere, work began to organize the collection and to give the Library a
new face. This meant the conversion of the Imperial Library, which at that
time was no more than a departmental library, into a library having the status
of a national library. Because of Kesavan’s meticulous planning, the Library
at its new location became a notable institution. In 1945, the Imperial Library
was renamed as National Library of India. The Library started receiving books
and other reading materials from various countries. It also received many
valuable personal collections as donations. In order to accommodate the
reading material, special types of shelves were purchased. New chairs and
tables were also acquired for the comfort of readers. The reading room was
better illuminated. Modern systems of classification and cataloguing were
introduced. The work of printing the Library’s catalogue was resumed. New
facilities were created for researchers and lay readers. The garden in the campus
was beautified by planting trees and flowering plants. Earlier, the spacious
Belvedere Palace was adequate to accommodate new arrivals. However, soon
the lack of space became acute. During Kesavan’s tenure, an Annexe building
was completed to store the rare book collections. In the meantime, the Delivery
of Books and Newspapers Act (1954) was enacted. As a result, books, periodicals
and newspapers started pouring in, free of cost, from various parts of the
country. Kesavan took the initiative to compile the Indian National Bibliography
based on the materials received under the provision of the Act. Kesavan
assigned the task to the newly established Central Reference Library and he
himself supervised the entire operation.
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It is not possible to relate the entire history of how the National Library was
organized in this short space. However, the way Kesavan efficiently developed
the library drew the attention of the educated community both in India and abroad.
What is the reason for his success? I think it was his personality and leadership.
Kesavan cultivated close associations with the Bengal Library Association. The
National Library took over the responsibility for several years to organize an
additional librarianship training course of the Association. He established relationships with organizations such as Bangiya Sahitya Parishad, Asiatic Society,
Calcutta University, Jadavpur University, Uttarpara Public Library [a privately
run public library possessing precious archival material]. He taught Bibliography at the Librarianship course of the Calcutta University for several years.
He also delivered lectures and advised many libraries. At the invitation of
UNESCO, he attended many seminars in different countries. When a new library
was established at the head office of the United Nations at New York, he was
invited to be present a paper. He also attended a session of the Occidental Congress
in the USA and presented a paper [titled, “Library Resources in Oriental Studies:
India” submitted to the Library Panel of the XXVII International Congress of
Orientalists held in Ann Arbor, Michigan, August 13–19, 1967, (along with
Chittaranjan Banerjee)]. Besides, he wrote many articles which were published
in many Indian journals. The most notable contribution he made while working
in the National Library, is his book, National Library of India.
After retirement, he started working on the history of printing and publishing
in different Indian languages. The history was published in three volumes [it
was planned to be in four volumes, but the fourth volume is still to be published] by the National Book Trust. The publication has been highly acclaimed
by academics and intellectuals.
He knew each and every staff member of the library and had the ability to
quickly recognize their suitability for specific tasks. He spent his time not just
in administrative work; he made it a point to regularly visit every section to
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the see the work of his staff. He gave freedom to his staff and especially those
who had earned his trust. He always discussed his ideas with the staff and
sought their suggestions. He never showed his anger even if someone had
views contrary to his. He also kept in touch with readers. He was a good
orator and possessed an attractive personality.
He left the National Library in 1963 to become the Director of INSDOC [Indian
National Scientific Documentation Centre] in New Delhi and was instrumental
in providing improved documentation services. The Government of India
appointed him as Library Adviser [this translator had the opportunity to assist
him in this work]. In this capacity, he provided valuable suggestions to many
libraries. He again joined as Director of the National Library during 1970–71.
As soon as this assignment was over, UNESCO appointed him as an adviser
to the Government of India to ensure the proper functioning of the National
Library of India and to develop a suitable library system for the country.
Besides, he was invited by various State Governments to advise them on library
matters. Special mention must be made of his contribution to the planning
and execution of the library at the newly established Shillong University.
He was widely admired as a towering personality by the elite community of
Kolkata.

***
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National Library’s Tribute
B.S. Kesavan, former Librarian, National Library, Calcutta, expired on
16 February 2000 in New Delhi.
In building the National Library after Independence truly into an institution
of national importance and in promoting culture and ethos of librarianship,
B.S. Kesavan’s role is perhaps matchless.
There is no sphere of the National Library’s life where he has not left his
enduring mark. It is under his able stewardship that the Library rehabilitated
itself into the picturesque location of the Belvedere Estate from a short,
inappropriate space in a relatively congested area of Calcutta. In translating
what was essentially an attractive gubernatorial housing complex into the
elegant abode of the country’s largest and richest treasure of cultural and
intellectual heritage, there was no field of the library’s complex life which
was not enriched by his caring hand.
Collection building, management of various conventional and modern services
expected of a National Library, putting the National Library on the map of
world libraries through establishment of contact with personalities well-known
in the sphere of the library science, holding of seminars and symposia, bringing
out publications, interaction with scholars and dignitaries from all over the
country and abroad, and even enriching the social life of the residents of the library
housing estate — nothing failed to receive his careful, meticulous attention. His
unflinching professionalism, towering personality and fierce commitment to the
interest of readers and scholars made him universally loved and respected.
Even after his retirement from the office of the Librarian, National Library,
which he had the distinction of holding in two spells for a total period of
nearly 17 years, the inexhaustible store of his experience, imagination and
enterprise remained at the service of the library movement in India. In recognition of all these he was honoured with the award of ‘Padma Shri’. He continued
to be involved at a high level in a wide range of library-related activities for
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many years after his retirement from the National Library. He was President
of the Indian Library Association (ILA) for 1957–60 and headed the Indian
National Scientific Documentation Centre in 1963. As a token of appreciation
of his outstanding contribution to the cause of the library movement in India,
he was awarded a Fellowship of the ILA during the year of its Golden Jubilee
in 1983. It was under his stewardship that the Sahitya Akademi took up the
project of preserving the country’s documentary heritage created between the
years 1900 and 1950.
“It is impossible to give even a brief glimpse of the many splendoured
personality and career of B.S. Kesavan in a short space such as this,
devoted to paying our tribute to him. Recalling some notable events
of his long, successful and rewarding career is just to provide an
appropriate mental setting in which the members of the staff of the
National Library offer their homage to an outstanding personality
whose memory will forever live in the minds of those associated
with this great Institution in particular and the world of libraries in
general”. The National Library Newsletter (vol. 17, No. 1, Jan.–Mar
2000, pp. 3–4).
The National Library Employees Association held a condolence meeting for
Mr. B.S. Kesavan on 25th February 2000 in the Library campus, attended by a
large number of staff members, scholars and readers. Two of Mr. Kesavan’s
colleagues, namely, Dr. A.K. Ohdedar and Mr. M.N. Nagaraj, paid their
obituary tributes recalling their association with the departed leader for over
50 years. Mr. Ashish Neogy, former President of the NLEA, Mr. A.R. Bandhyopadhyay, Director of National Library, Mr. Harish Chakraborti (representing
the staff) and others paid their respectful homage to Mr. Kesavan, Mr. Rathin
Das, President of NLEA, was in the chair. The meeting passed an appropriate
condolence resolution and sent a summary of the proceedings on the occasion
to Mrs. Kesavan.

***
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M.N. Nagaraj’s tribute to B.S. Kesavan
at a condolence meeting held by the Department of Library
Science, Calcutta University1
I cannot but mention Mr. Kesavan’s versatility. The Imperial Library, as such,
was established in 1903 and earlier to that it was a conglomeration of libraries
that existed in the 19th century. The library functioned very well. The catalogue
exists even today. The catalogue is very good as far as the material is concerned.
We had an important Secretariat library till the last decade of the 19th century.
When Lord Curzon came to Calcutta, the Government Libraries were not well
managed though they had a very good collection.
The Calcutta Public Library was badly managed. The Government libraries
and the Calcutta Public library were amalgamated and made into the Imperial
Library as good as the British Museum Library on a smaller scale. Kesavan’s
task as the Librarian of the Imperial Library in 1948 was to transform it into
the National Library of independent India. Mr. Kesavan was born in 1909 and
received his education at Madras and Mysore. He got his B.A. degree in Physics
and Chemistry in 1929 or so, and thereafter went to London to study at the
University of London for his M.A. in English Literature. He also studied at the
University’s London School of Librarianship. Esdaile was one of his teachers.
He went to Germany to study German and Sanskrit. He came back to India
and taught English at Mysore University.
Government of India in 1944 took up a project called ‘Wealth of India’. It had
two parts — (a) raw material and (b) economic products. It was a revision of
George Watt’s Dictionary of Economic Products of India. When this was making
progress, the editors found that the English was not so stylish, as far as the
scientific content was concerned. So Kesavan was called upon to take the work

1. Based on the account of one of the students who attended the function who recorded the
points from M.N. Nagaraj’s extempore speech. This part has been adapted from the book titled,
B.S. Kesavan: India’s first National Librarian by P.T. Nair (Calcutta: Punthi Pusthak, 2005).
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of editing it in 1944. He was in charge of the Partition Secretariat for division
of books between India and Pakistan. Khan Bahadur Asadullah, the librarian
of the Imperial Library, left for Karachi, the capital of Pakistan, without
informing the Government of India. The library was closed for seven days at
a stretch. When Kesavan joined the Imperial Library as its librarian, he did
not have any experience of working in a lower rank.
The Imperial Library was housed permanently at Esplanade East. During the
War, the Library was shifted to Jabakusum House. When Kesavan joined the
Library it was in Jabakusum House. The War had ended and he was looking
for a better house to shift the books. The Belvedere Palace was then occupied
by the Army. Kesavan saw Rajagopalachari, who was the Governor of Bengal
then. Rajaji talked to Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and Maulana Abul Kalam Azad
and fortunately both of them agreed to hand over Belvedere for housing the
National Library. Kesavan shifted the books from Jabakusum House to
Belvedere with the help of a team of his trusted people without dislocating
the service to the readers. A large number of serious readers had vehemently
objected to the shifting of the library to a far away place which was not easily
accessible. Belvedere was the winter residence of the Viceroy. The Cooch Behar
Palace was situated nearby. Kesavan told the scholars that their interest was
in reading and they should come and see in what a silent location the library
had been shifted. He made arrangements for the whole stock of books to go to
Belvedere, but the catalogue remained at Esplanade.
Belvedere which was once a residential place became the home of the National
Library. A lot of alterations had to be made. The huge reading room was the
banquet hall of the Viceroy. So it had a wooden floor. The tables were the
banquet tables. The wooden floor was given a rubber flooring. Kesavan erected
two tall tables for people to write requisition slips after noting their call numbers
from the catalogue. He decided to put small wooden trays to keep the requisition slips. He gladly accepted anybody’s suggestion. Any person had a free
hand to suggest about the improvement of the library. He implemented it
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immediately. He brought out a very good printed catalogue. He launched a
bibliographical series relating to India. Anthropology was taken up first,
followed by Bengali language and literature. The bibliography on Indian
Botany was done by employing botanists. He had a time frame for everything.
He used to bring tea and snacks for the staff from his house. He never bothered
about the level of the staff. He treated everybody in the same way which is
called these days as total quality management. He brought in discipline among
the library staff. He was not a brutish disciplinarian but jovial. His room was
open to everybody.
Belvedere was not built for a library. It accidentally became the National
Library. The Library had to be reorganized. He did constant reviewing and if
there was any fault in the system, he was glad to change it. He restructured
and redefined the goals and objectives of the library. He experimented and
implemented it. He was devoted to the development of the library and the
library’s surroundings.
Sir Asutosh Mukherjee was a bibliophile in the sense that he had direct contact
with all the publishers from the whole world. He purchased books and built
up his own collection till 1924 when he died. His four sons had shifted the
books to Madhupur, and when they came back to Calcutta and saw the
National Library, they decided to donate the books to the Nation. The Asutosh
Collection has more than 80,000 books, and nearly 4,000 to 5,000 of the books
are not available anywhere. Kesavan publicized this matter. The Persian
manuscript copies of Sir Jadunath Sarkar are in the National Library. Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das’s private papers were given to the National Library.
Most of Gandhiji’s letters were handwritten on both sides of the sheet. How to
preserve that became a problem. So he made window paging. Decodified paper
was used. Depending on the size of the paper, a hole was cut off, the letter
was put in that space and paper was put on all sides, so that no one touched
the letter itself, because of the bordered paper. He worked with the people
and saw that the work was completed. He catalogued the bibliographic units
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to make a checklist of the materials. This has been used by a large number of
research workers for the last forty to fifty years for their benefit. He was
extremely meticulous about it. He used to say, ‘I know I am at the top of the table’,
and saw people coming close to each other. He saw to it that they were
cemented together. They had the freedom to go to him either for professional
or personal problems.
Once a boy reader fell ill in the reading room. He phoned the doctor, took a
cab and rushed him to the Presidency General Hospital and thus saved his
life. This was Kesavan. This was the totality of the individual. He tried to help
everybody. He always thought of modifying Belvedere, a residential building,
for the purpose of the library, without hindering service to the readers.
The Sahitya Akademi decided to bring out a National Bibliography of Indian
Literature and Kesavan was the obvious choice for the stupendous task. What
we are talking about networking in 2000 AD, he did it manually. The standardization of bibliography was handled successfully by Kesavan himself. When
books started coming to the Library under the Delivery of Books Act, 1954, a
professional thought came to him that a Bibliography had to be published
because the British National Bibliography had come into existence on 4th
January 1950. The BNB was confined to English. How to unify all languages
in India under one Bibliography? He consulted Prof. Suniti Kumar Chatterjee,
the National Professor of Humanities. For one reason or the other, the professionals had a lot of opposition to the publishing of a National Bibliography in
Roman script covering all Indian languages.
In 1956, Kesavan became the President of the All India Library Conference.
The Indian Association of Special Libraries and Information Centres was formed
in 1955. The library professionals went to Kesavan to say that the rise of IASLIC
would kill the Indian Library Association. They held that he had dug his own
grave by floating two parallel organizations. He brushed aside their complaints
by citing the USA and Britain having special library associations. He had a lot
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of confidence in himself and people. He was a people’s man. He had the idea
and courage to take the compilation of NUSCCI. He worked as the Director of
INSDOC. In this way he was a very successful person. He worked for UNDP
at Teheran and Bangkok. At the end of his career, he published the History of
Printing and Publishing in India. Tamil and Bengali versions of it appeared
earlier. Now, the Hindi version is also available
People went to the National Library to listen to his lectures. They got attracted
to his style of teaching. A person who came in contact with him could not
forget him He was a versatile man. He knew Sanskrit so well that he quoted
slokas appropriate to the subject every now and then. When anybody complained to him about a man, he said, ‘Man is invaluable’. When he was awarded
the Padma Shri, he said that the garlands he received could have accommodated all his staff in the National Library.
Kesavan who had easy access to the corridors of power from Prime Minister
downwards to the Under-Secretaries in the Government of India, used that
influence in furthering the cause of the organizations he served. He helped
his employees, friends and even strangers in getting plum posts in Government
organizations. As Venkataraman, Chittaranjan Banerjee and others have
narrated Kesavan’s help to them, we shall only narrate his help to an altogether
stranger whom we know for about half a century.
Suryakant Madhav Kulkarni retired as Head Librarian of the Anthropological
Survey of India in 1988. This writer and Kulkarni joined the Survey at about
the same time, one posted at Shillong as a Stenographer and the other in Nagpur
as Librarian. We left the Survey in 1965, but keep in touch with Kulkarni as he
is our neighbour, so to say, in Bhowanipore. Kulkarni owed his appointment
in the Anthropological Survey to Kesavan’s recommendation and the circumstances are narrated here.
Young Kulkarni, after taking his graduation and Diploma in Library Science
from Nagpur University, was in search of a suitable opening. He had applied
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for the post of Librarian at the Anthropological Survey of India, Nagpur Station,
in response to an advertisement in 1956. Suryakant was taken by his mother
to her maternal uncle, the late Barrister S. R. Pandit, as usual. Pandit enquired
of Kulkarni about his plans. His mother told her uncle that the boy was in
search of a job and had applied for the post of Librarian at the Nagpur Station
of the Anthropological Survey of India (then only a Department of Anthropology). Pandit knew Yadav Muralidhar Mulay, who was the former librarian
of the Nagpur University and who was then working in the National Library,
Calcutta. Pandit had helped Mulay while he was studying in London. Kulkarni
was asked to meet Mulay when he went to Calcutta for the interview in the
Anthropological Survey. On landing in Calcutta, Kulkarni went straight to
the National Library, Alipur, as he did not have any friend in the city at that
time and met Mulay. Mulay being told about Kulkarni’s mission took him to
Kesavan, the Librarian. Kesavan took the young man into his confidence and
patted him on the back and told him to face the interview with confidence.
There was a written test and interview. Ajit Kumar Mookerjee, the Librarian
of the Survey, asked Kulkarni whether he knew Kesavan at the time of
interview. Nothing more. Kesavan had in the meanwhile telephoned, it seems,
Dr. N. Datta Majumdar, IAS, the then Director of the Survey and fixed up the
appointment of Kulkarni at Nagpur. Kulkarni returned to Nagpur with the
appointment in his pocket, so to say. He worked as the Librarian of the Anthropological Survey’s Nagpur Station from 1957 to 1962. He was transferred to
the headquarters of the Survey in 1963, by which time the present writer had
returned to Calcutta to work with Prof. Nirmal Kumar Bose, the new Director.
Kulkarni retired from the Survey in 1988 and took interest in the professional
activities. He was connected with most of the professional associations
including the IASLIC.
Kulkarni attended the 15th All India Library Conference held at Mysore, 17–
19th June, 1965 as a delegate. He was accompanied by his wife Usha, but she
fell ill on the way. Fortunately, Mrs. Pramila Datar who was then working at
the National Library and was known to the Kulkarnis, was also travelling by
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the same train. She telephoned Kesavan, who had become the Director of the
Indian National Scientific Documentation Centre and Senior Vice-President
of the Indian Library Association. Kesavan was at the Mysore University for
making the arrangements for the Conference. Kesavan talked to T.R. Srinivasan, who was formerly in the Anthropological Survey’s Nagpur Station,
and Mrs. Kulkarni was taken to his house at Bangalore when the train reached
that station as advised by Kesavan. Prompt medical assistance saved the life
of Mrs. Kulkarni. Kesavan found out Kulkarni on 17th from among 300 or so
delegates in the Conference and enquired about the condition of his wife. But
for Kesavan’s timely help, Kulkarni would not have got the job in the Anthropological Survey and his wife as well. This is Kesavan who took in the welfare
of not only of his employees, friends and even strangers (As told to P. T. Nair
on 15th June 2003 at Kulkarni’s residence, Calcutta).
The National Library was a paradise for the scholars during the days of
Kesavan. The garden was full of blooming flowers. The lawns were kept
mowed regularly and nobody dared to throw even a used bus or tram ticket
into the garden or lawn. Flower pots greeted the reader on the steps of the
south entrance. The readers in the Reading Room had the feeling of being
treated to a royal feast of the Viceroys’ days. Most of the general reference
works on India were kept in the Reading Room itself for the perusal of readers
by picking and choosing any volume. He built up an Indiana Collection and
placed it in the Reading Room for ready reference. Most of the scholars were
interested mainly in books on India for their research and the Indiana Collection
helped them to take out any look from the shelves. The Reading Room was
seldom crowded as only serious research workers frequented it unlike the
college and university students of these days. (Most of the Departments of the
University of Calcutta are now situated at its Alipur campus opposite the
Library). Kesavan used to go round the reading room every now and then to
see that the readers were served in time and their grievances, if any, were
solved on the spot. They were welcomed to his chamber any time if they were
faced with any problem.
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Byomkesh Maity retired Assistant Librarian, who was in charge of the Reading
Rooms for almost 20 years or so, told us many anecdotes from which we select
one: the late Bishnupada Sinha, who was a professor of Jadavpur University,
went to the Library to consult a particular book. His requisition slip for the
book was returned with the remark that the book was “sent for binding”. A
second copy of this particular book was not available in any other library in
Calcutta. Distracted, he was found pacing the verandah of the library by
Byomkesh Maity who was then working in the Acquisition Division and had
just come out for drinking water from the cooler. Maity offered his pranam to
Bishnu Babu, being his respected teacher, touching his feet and enquired of
the reason for his worried look. Bishnu Babu explained the matter and Maity
requested him to see Kesavan. Prof. Bishnupada Sinha met Kesavan in his
chamber. On hearing Bishnu Babu’s story, Kesavan immediately summoned
Baidyanath Banerji Chowdhury who was in charge of the Preservation Section
to his chamber and found out the position of the book. He ordered that the
Professor should get the book within a week at his department in Jadavpur
University without fail. Bishnu Babu’s work was not hampered by the delay
of a week. Prof. Bishnupada Sinha was the father of Dilip Sinha, who later on
became the Vice-Chancellor of Visva Bharati University. Kesavan thus
maintained the traditions of the Imperial Library, the librarians of which
included John MacFarlane, Harinath De, John Alexander Chapman and Khan
Bahadur K.M. Asadullah, all of whom treated the readers more royal than
kings. No reader was disappointed in the library so long as Kesavan held the fort.
Maity also narrated to us the paternal care taken by Kesavan for his staff
members. Once a colleague of Maity absented himself from duty without
submitting the leave application and his salary was not drawn or withheld.
When the salary was disbursed on the first day of the month, this poor man
did not get his pay packet. He had to pay his landlord, grocer, and other
suppliers. He was afraid of meeting the Librarian, but Maity made him bold
enough to meet him. Kesavan took sympathy on his employee in his sad plight
and took him straight to the Administrative Officer, whose chamber was not
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far off. He enquired of the Administrative Officer the reason why this man
was not paid off. The Administrative Officer explained the position. Kesavan
told the Administrative Officer: “First pay Mr. Das; then only punish him”.
Maity’s colleague got his salary then and there and was advised not to repeat
his mistake of taking leave without sanction of the higher authorities in future.
P.N. Vekatachari, retired Assistant Editor of Tamil, Indian National Bibliography,
has sent us his reminiscences of the late Mr. Kesavan in the following words.
Rarely does one get a chance of completely changing the character of an
institution into a National one within a short span of few years. Before taking
over that responsibility, Mr. B.S. Kesavan had only a few years direct experience
in library work, though he had his training in librarianship in London
University under Mr. Berwick Sayers, an outstanding British librarian of that
time. Further, he had the luck of being chosen under a very propitious time
(just after Independence) with the enthusiastic leaders for all round development of the country. Mr. Kesavan had also the luck of serving under scholarly
Secretaries in the Education/Cultural Department of the Central Government.
His close relationship with persons of eminence like Prof. Humayun Kabir
helped him to execute schemes under the Second Five-Year Plan. At the time
of his taking over charge, the staff of the National Library numbered less than
100. At the time of his leaving it was a little over 500.
I recall how Mr. Kesavan jocularly remarked on the eve of his leaving for
Delhi for his new assignment as Director of the Indian National Scientific
Documentation Centre that he did not know much of the library work at the
time of taking charge of the Imperial Library and knew little of documentation
for his new assignment. It was his modesty that made him say so. Verily he
was the builder of the National Library.
Personal attributes: Anyone who had contact with Mr. Kesavan in his early
days in Calcutta must have been struck by his winning personality, an eloquent
tongue and consideration for others, In the Reading Room of the National
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Library he was very meticulous about keeping it thoroughly clean. The staff
members were very apprehensive of his presence lest that he found out some
mistakes somewhere. He was extremely solicitous to the demands of the
readers. At one time, in my work in the Reading Room, I was arguing with a
person (I came to know that he was a professor in a local college) over his
demanding certain reading material within a short time. Mr. Kesavan beckoned
me and gently cautioned me for losing my temper with a demanding reader.
I recall a few of the incidents that bring out Mr. Kesavan’s humanistic qualities.
It was in September 1953, I entered the services of the National Library. On
that day morning when I went to see him, attired in a woolen coat, on perspiring, he first made me feel easy by giving me a glass of water. Then he
proceeded to talk about my assignment. I cannot forget that first impression.
Sometime in 1954 another incident happened. A middle-aged man from Tamil
Nadu, on his way back home from Varanasi, lost his way in the busy streets of
Kolkata and strayed away from his wife who was in search of him. The griefstricken husband could not express anything in the local language. Someone
brought him to the Library. I happened to take him to Mr. Kesavan. On hearing
his story, he swung into action. He rang up the Police Commissioner (whom
he happened to know personally) and within a short time the lady kept in a Police
Station was brought to the Library. When that man profusely thanked Mr. Kesavan
for his help, he in his characteristic homily told him in Tamil that a similar situation
might happen to him and somebody like that husband would help him.
His concern for the staff: Another incident to show how very touchy he was to
the adverse reaction of the staff may be recalled here. On certain changes he
made — I do not remember now — some affected staff members were agitated.
Somebody had made some remarks which were reported to Mr. Kesavan.
Stung by this, he urgently called a meeting of the entire staff in the Asutosh
Collection Hall (then) and made a stirring speech, recalling he was, without
ulterior motive, doing several good things to the Library. The staff melted
away without any mental reservation.
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His love for good old books: Mr. Kesavan’s penchant for old books (incunabula)
was infectious. Some of us developed this trait from him. I spent my spare
time in trying to find out the old books printed in the earlier centuries in Tamil.
His exhibition of William Carey and his activities and the excellent brochure
brought out on the occasion was hailed by many. He was very meticulous in
holding exhibitions with suitable legends on several occasions. This made the
Library very popular. An exhibition of Indian languages in 1957 was a treat to
the beholders.
On the occasion of the visit of the Russian President Mr. K.E. Voroshilov and
party to the Library in 1960, Mr. Kesavan spent the whole night with his coworkers in setting right the Indo-Russian Relationship exhibition. I remained
along with others till 3 o’clock in the early morning and rushed home to have
a bath and change the dress ready for the reception of His Excellency by 7.30
a.m. in the Library.
Mr. Kesavan was deeply religious. As an agnostic I used to wonder how he
had deep faith to the extent of going every now and then to the Kali temple at
Kalighat in the early hours of the morning for deep meditation. He derived
immense satisfaction in reading aloud the passages from Valmiki Ramayana.
Mr. Kesavan’s generosity: Mr. Kesavan was very generous and a good entertainer
of guests. As for his generosity, I have heard stories as to how he used to take
poor students with him to the Mysore University canteen to satisfy their hunger
when he was a Lecturer of English there. When he left the University for Delhi
to take up his assignment with the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research,
he had to clear the dues to the canteen. He cleared the debt after drawing his
first salary in Delhi.
Mr. Kesavan and National Library: Whenever I went out of Calcutta, the mere
mention of National Library brought Mr. Kesavan’s name in the conversation
with people. He was very popular even outside the library world. The award
of Padma Shri to Mr. Kesavan was recognition of his eminence in the field of
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library profession. Mr. Kesavan’s tenure in the National Library has been
rightly described as the Golden Age of that institution.
Farewell to Mr. Kesavan. The joint meeting of the National Library and the Indian
National Bibliography Unit held at Belvedere on 11th January 1963 to bid
farewell to Mr. Kesavan before his departure for New Delhi to take up his
new assignment as the Director of the Indian National Documentation Centre
was a memorable event when speaker after speaker made laudatory references
to his leadership qualities with great emotional attachment. I remember vividly
how the entire gathering was swept away by emotion when Miss Bani Bose
broke down during her speech with the words, ‘Kesavan! Tomi amar thake chole
jascho?’ (Kesavan! are you really leaving us?) . Miss Bani Bose, a very promising
library professional, died prematurely on 2nd Jan 1974. Her two-part short
history of the National Library in the Modern Review, (February – March 1953,
and A Bibliography of Children’s Literature in Bengali were painstaking studies).
It is difficult to imagine another Kesavan to head that noble institution, with
all the qualities associated with him.

***

204

Appendix III
Kesavan Institute of Information and
Knowledge Management
The Kesavan Institute of Information and Knowledge Management (KIIKM;
www.kiikm.org) was set up to honour the memory of late Mr. B.S. Kesavan and
is an initiative of many of his former colleagues, relatives, admirers and students.
The Institute registered as a Trust is a non-governmental agency, and has the
broad goal of acting as an independent body for the study, training and advocacy in library, information and knowledge management.
The initial funding for the Trust has come from voluntary donations.
The Trust has its registered office at 69 Krishnapuri Colony, West Marredpally,
Secunderabad, India.

Objectives
•

Conduct specialized training and awareness programmes in library, information and knowledge management (KM) and best practices;

•

Collaborate in seminars/workshops on library, information and knowledge management topics;

•

Offer consultancy and advisory services to institutions, government
departments, academic institutions planning or implementing information
and KM systems;

•

Conduct, sponsor or commission studies relating to library, information
and knowledge management;

•

Undertake specific projects on its own or for other organizations in building
capacity and/or development of useful software and other resources;
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•

Develop software, on its own or in association with software development
agencies;

•

Publish works that are useful to students and teachers and provide a forum
for experienced professionals to publish such works;

•

Publish the results of its work, both in conventional as well as electronic
forms; and

•

Pursue any other activities within the purview of its stated goals.

Initiatives
•

Partnership with the software company Verus Solutions Pvt. Ltd., (VSPL)
in Hyderabad, in developing a web-based library automation and networking software. The software, NewGenLib, has many advanced features,
and, at the initiative of the Trust, has been made an open-source product
under GNU GPL licensing. The binaries, source code, documentation and
installation instructions may be downloaded from http://sourceforge.net/
projects/newgenlib

•

Knowledge of the functional needs of libraries and international standards,
functionality testing, development of the help files, user manual, and
multimedia tutorials for NewGenLib was provided. The Trust continues to
take an active interest in advocating the use of open source and in
enhancing the software and in its use of international metadata standards.

•

Advice to the Directorate General of Health Services (DGHS), Govt. of
India, on the modernization of the National Medical Library (NML) in
New Delhi. A contract for this work has been signed between KIIKM and
the South Asian Regional Office of the World Health Organization (WHO).
A consultant mission visited NML during 8–24 May 2003. A comprehensive report on modernization of the National Medical Library has since
been submitted to WHO.
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•

Publication of a text book on library automation targeted to developing
country students and teachers of library science. The book titled Library
Automation: Design, Principles and Practice by L.J. Haravu was published
by Allied Publishers on behalf of the Institute and was released in August
2004. A reprint of the book was issued in 2008.

•

Coordinated a workshop on Open Access Agricultural Information Networks in India sponsored by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
and the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics
(ICRISAT), at Hyderabad in Nov. 2006.

Training and Workshops
The Institute has participated in and/or contributed to several workshops,
events and training programmes:
•

Lectures on Library Automation to students of the M.L.I.Sc. course at the
Goa University, Goa, 2003;

•

Invited lecture on Knowledge Management: Paradigms, Opportunities
and Challenges, under the annual series of talks of the Sarada Ranganathan
Endowment for Library Science (SRELS), Bangalore in 2004 was given by
L.J. Haravu. A book based on the lectures has since been published by SRELS;

•

Impact of Web Technologies in Information Management in Libraries and
Information Centres at the National Institute of Agricultural Extension
Management (MANAGE), Rajendranagar, Hyderabad, 2004;

•

Invited lecture on Knowledge Management to students of the Postgraduate
Course on Information Science, Documentation Research and Training
Centre (DRTC), of the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI), at Bangalore, 2005;

•

Tutorial on Knowledge Management to participants of the annual NACLIN
Seminar, Central University of Hyderabad, Hyderabad, 2005.
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•

Guest faculty for the M.L.I.Sc. Course at Mysore University for two courses:
Personality Development and Communication Skills and Information
Retrieval during 2006–2007;

•

Tutorial on Infrastructure and Standards for library automation and networking at the annual NACLIN seminar, PESIT, Bangalore 2006;

•

Tutorial on Metadata and Interoperability Standards in Library Automation and Networking at the National Seminar on Best Practices in Libraries
sponsored by the National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC),
Bangalore University, 2006;

•

Paper on the Development of a simple search engine for the AGRIS database
was presented by L.J. Haravu at the Asia Pacific Networking meeting
(APAN), Singapore, 2006;

•

First hands-on workshop on the NewGenLib Library Management System
at the SDM - Institute for Management Development (SDM-IMD), Mysore,
Feb 2008;

•

Co-sponsored with Bangalore University Library a National Seminar on
Standards for Library Automation and Networking, Bangalore University,
March 2008;

•

National workshop on FLOSS (Free/Libre Open-Source Software) based
Library Automation with emphasis on hands-on exposure to installing
and using the first Indian Open-Source library management sotware,
NewGenLib at the Birla Institute of Management Technology (BIMTECH),
NOIDA (National Capital Region), May 2008;

•

Hands-on workshop on Open Source NewGenLib: Meeting Local Needs
with Global Standards, National Institute of Oceanography (NIO), Dona
Paula, Goa, May 2008;

•

Hands-on workshop on NewGenLib, Delhi, June 2008, exclusively for
library staff of various libraries in the Delhi University Library System
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(DULS) and from institutions affiliated to ICSSR including the National
Centre for Social Science Documentation (NASSDOC);
•

National Workshop on NewGenLib Open Source Integrated Library System (OS-ILS), Department of Library and Information Science, University
of Mysore, March 2009;

•

National Workshop on Open Source software for libraries at the National
Centre for Science Information (NCSI), Indian Institute of Science, May,
2009. A keynote paper on emerging initiatives in library management
systems was given by the Trustee;

•

Keynote paper on Emerging Trends in Library Management Systems was
delivered by L.J. Haravu on invitation at the International Conference on
Academic Libraries (ICAL) - 2009, held at Delhi University, Oct. 5–9, 2009.

Projects
The Institute has the worked on the following (completed and ongoing) projects:
•

Reworking the functionality, look and feel of the AGRIS Search Engine,
(version 1.3). The project was outsourced by the Library and Documentation Services Division of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
of the United Nations in Rome to the Institute during 2006–2007. The work
has since been completed, and the results of this may be seen at http://
www.fao.org/agris;

•

As a follow-up to the work on redesigning the AGRIS search engine 1.3, a
new project which was outsourced to redesign the search engine (version
1.5) was completed in Nov 2008. This version has AGROVOC-enabled
and multilingual search functionality;

•

A survey of library automation systems in Indian libraries taken up in
2009 will measure the use and satisfaction with existing commercial and
open source library management systems (LMS);
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•

A proposal to create a volunteer force in open-source technologies for
libraries (VOST4LIB) is awaiting consensus on its objectives. VOST4LIB
will enroll library and IT professionals to offer their services to libraries
requiring assistance in implementing open-source solutions including
LMS, institutional repositories, learning management systems, and
operating systems.

Trustees of KIIKM
•

Mr. L.J. Haravu, Managing Trustee, Mysore

•

Mr. S. Parthasarathy, Chennai

•

Mr. T.N. Rajan, Delhi

•

Mr. A. K. Dasgupta, Hyderabad

•

Mr. E.M. Siddartha, Hyderabad

The Managing Trustee may be contacted at:
Flat no. 207, Hiland Park
6th Main, 6th Cross, V.V. Mohalla
Mysore 570 002
Karnataka, India
Tel: +91 97400 89145.
Email: haravu@newgenlib.com
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Appendix IV
Recent developments in the National Library

The name of Mr. B.S. Kesavan is so intimately and inextricably linked with
the National Library as its first librarian, that it was felt that some recent
developments that will affect the character of the National Library should be
reported in this publication as well.
Some of the developments since its formal designation as the National Library
of India have already been mentioned in quite a few of the contributions that
form the main part of this offering. Some new developments have taken place
as recently as in September 2009. These have been reported in two newspapers:
Ananda Bazar Patrika and The Statesman both from Kolkata. Coincidentally,
these developments have a connection with Mr. B.S. Kesavan as his son, Mukul,
is one of the members of the new Advisory Board of the National Library.
These reports are given verbatim below.

National Library to be Cultural Centre?
The Statesman, New Delhi, 14 September 2009
The heritage Belvedere Building, housing the National Library in
Kolkata, the biggest library in the country, may soon see a new
incarnation as a cultural centre.
The library has already shifted most of its collections from the
Belvedere building to the newly constructed Bhasa Bhavan located
in the same complex.
The Union culture ministry is now contemplating to use the available
space in the heritage building for cultural activities.
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It has already constituted a 15-member committee to recommend
the most appropriate utilisation of this architectural marvel, after
holding consultations with various stakeholders and groups
concerned.
The Committee for the Heritage Building of the National Library,
will be headed by the chairman, West Bengal Heritage Commission,
Prof. Barun De.
Other members of the Commission have been drawn from different
fields such as art and architecture, theatre, archaeology, literature
and history.
The terms of reference of the committee will be to hold deliberations
on the different options available or presented to it for reutilization
of this building and consult different concerned groups including
officials of the National Library to ascertain their views on this as
well.
It will then recommend to the government the most appropriate utilisation of this building keeping in mind the constraints and stipulations that are essential for the preservation of heritage buildings in
India.
The main feature of the Belvedere building is the grand flight of
steps with a carriage portico below, somewhat similar to that in
Government House, Kolkata. These steps lead to a vestibule, a
tastefully decorated room from which the large hall is reached.
The National Library, in its first incarnation as the Imperial Library,
was formally opened to the public on 30th January 1903 at Metcalf
Hall, Kolkata. After independence, it was renamed the National
Library and moved to the Belvedere Estate.
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National is National — Towards Culture and Anarchy
The Statesman, Kolkata, 19 September 2009
In response to the news report given on the previous page, a lead editorial
was published by The Statesman, also in September 2009, and this is reproduced
below:
THE greatest tribute that can be paid to the heritage National Library
is to retain it as a library… no more and no less. This is quite the
most charitable construct that can be placed upon the Union Culture
Ministry’s move to convert the hallowed heritage building in
Kolkata’s Belvedere into a cultural centre. Towards this end, the
department headed by a Secretary, who by his own admission owes
not a little to the National — as he does to the Presidency College —
has been remarkably prompt in the follow through. A substantial
portion of the phenomenal collection of books has already been
shifted to the adjacent Bhasa Bhavan. The National is the National
the world over. A Bhavan, like the many in Delhi and the few in
Kolkata, is scarcely a substitute. It is fervently hoped that the 15member committee of worthies headed by the distinguished historian, Professor Barun De, will guard against such formalised travesty
of the National Library.
Alas much against the will of the library authorities, it has suffered
a travesty too many. Most appalling was in the run-up to the Lok
Sabha election the complex was converted to a polling station.
Overall the culture ministry’s plan to tamper with the character is in
accord with the increasing tendency to tamper with the character of
British India’s period museums and other institutions, pre-eminently,
the Victoria Memorial.
The Calcutta High Court has ruled against using its complex for
cultural events, such as classical concerts, jugalbandhis, even wedding receptions hosted by the disposal income group. True, the
213

transgressions on the National Library have been cruder — parade
rehearsals by the BSF and a CII conference that was condemned even
by the Prime Minister. National Library must be left alone in its
splendid isolation, not reduced to an object of culture and anarchy.
Even as a potential revenue earner, the idea is daft.

[Editor’s note: A fitting use of the heritage Belvedere building will be to convert
it to be the National Library Museum. Such a museum can display documents
and photographs of the heritage structure and its changes over the years;
photographs of the National Library in its days as the main building of the
Library; facsimiles of some of its oldest and historically unique collections,
including those of the writings of well-known Indian statesmen and
intellectuals and manuscripts; documents and photographs of the history of
printing and publishing in India in all Indian languages and similar artifacts.
One of the rooms of such a museum may be converted into a lecture hall where
the National Library may hold special lectures on literary, cultural and
historical subjects. The National Library could also develop audio-video
programmes (like the British Museum and so many worldwide) which may
be played in the hall for the benefit of the visiting public, highlighting its unique
collections, its services, bibliographical publications and how scholars and
others could use its resources. The space could also be used to organize
exhibitions of the National Library’s collections on subjects or events of topical
interest, including, for instance, interesting ones like cartoons or posters over
the years depicting the changing social, cultural, political and economic scene
in India].
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Release of the Press Information Bureau
Reproduced below is the text of the Release of the Press Information Bureau
(Ministry of Culture, Government of India), dated Friday, 9 October 2009, on
the constitution of the Advisory Board of the National Library. [the release
can also be accessed at the URL, http://pib.nic.in/release/rel_print_page.asp?
relid=53091]
National Library’s Advisory Board Constituted
The National Library of India, Kolkata which is responsible for preserving cultural heritage of the country has constituted a 15-member
Advisory Board to be headed by Shri A.R. Bandhopadhyaya, former
Director of the National Library. The Advisory Board will guide the
Director in administering the institution and implementing the
development plans, readers’ services and policies of the Library. The
members of the Board are mostly academicians from various
institutions and universities specializing in humanities and social
sciences disciplines. The Board supersedes the earlier Board of
Management for National Library which was constituted in 2002.
The terms of Reference of the Advisory Board would be as follows:
1. Guiding the Director, National Library, Kolkata in administering
the institution and implementing the plans and policies, as directed
by the Ministry of Culture from time to time.
2. Acting as a bridge between civil society and the National Library,
Kolkata.
3. Consulting the scholars and end users of the Library in order to
raise the standards and working of the Library.
4. Setting up sub-groups to tender advise on matters such as digitization, computerization, retro-conversion and other initiatives being
undertaken by the Library.
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5. Advising on collaborations with foreign libraries, if proposed,
including forging of links with other libraries abroad through
international Cultural Exchange Programmes.
6. Any other plan, policy or programme relating to the reform and
betterment of the National Library, Kolkata.
The terms of office of members of the Advisory Board shall be three
years. The Government may, however, terminate the membership
of any member before the completion of the term without assigning
any reason or may reconstitute or disband the Board as may be
deemed fit. The Board shall meet as often as necessary and at least
once every quarter.
Recently the Library has initiated certain projects such as upgradation of the information and communication technology infrastructure
including Internet facilities for readers, processing of huge back-log
of regional language books, conversion of print catalogue into
computer readable form, microfilming and digitization of old and
rare newspapers and books etc. The Library is also planning to put
its digital collection on the web for instant access and wider
dissemination.

216

217

218

