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Report on printed Bengali language material in different institutional and private collections in West Bengal and Bangladesh

Prepared by Abhijit Bhattacharya, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta

This report has been prepared for the Council of South Asia Library Centres (CSALC) as part of the collaborative project on the preparation of a union catalogue of available South Asian printed material in different institutional and private collections and to take steps to preserve such material. The Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta (CSSSC) has agreed to collaborate with the Asiatic Society of Bangladesh in preparing the Union catalogue of Bengali language books and periodicals, survey the condition of holdings in different libraries in West Bengal and Bangladesh and identify holdings that require preservation by microfilming etc.

This report is based on preliminary surveys of collections of Bengali language materials in public institutions, libraries and private collections in West Bengal and Bangladesh.

The surveys were carried out (1) in the course of the CSSSC’s own project since 1993 of documentation and preservation through microfilming of available Bengali periodicals and books, (2) periodic visits to libraries to explore possibilities of collaborative work for preservation and retrieval; (3) contacts established by CSSSC with private collectors, and (4) a pilot survey of some institutional collections in Bangladesh in 2001 arranged by the CSSSC.

Introduction: Bengali printing and print literature
The history of printing in the Bengali language in Bengal dates back to 1778 when the pioneering effort of Charles Wilkins with the assistance of Panchanan and Manohar Karmakar led to the first metal typecasts in Bengali in 1778. This ushered in the era of Bengali printing, (The history of early printing presses in Bengal is extensively discussed in Graham Shaw’s Printing in Bengal to 1800. Also see, Tapti Ray, ‘Disciplining the Printed Text: Colonial and Nationalist Surveillance of Bengali Literature’ in Partha Chatterjee (ed), Texts of Power: Emerging Disciplines in Colonial Bengal, University of Minnesota Press, 1995, pp. 69-71.) 
But Bengali publication on a large scale had to wait until 1800 when Fort William College needed books in Bengali as teaching material for newly arrived company officials from England and the Baptist Mission at Srirampur (Serampore) resolved to spread Christianity in the local language. A rough estimate shows that, between 1801 and 1832, 212,000 copies of books in forty languages were published from the Serampore Mission. In 1817, the Calcutta School Society was set up to publish books in English and Indian languages. The School Book Society was established in 1818 and in the following years, English and Vernacular Schools were established throughout the country with a steady increase in the number of schools each year. In the same year, the first Bengali monthly periodical Digdarsan, edited by John Marshman, was published from the Serampore Baptist Mission, and in the following year appeared the first Bengali weekly, Samacar Darpan. On a very rough estimate, 2,080 periodical titles came out between 1818 and 1930; of these, around four to five hundred titles are currently available in different collections in West Bengal and Bangladesh. The Press Registration Act of 1867 compelled publishers of books and monographs to hand over a certain number of copies to specified Government departments; the Vernacular Press Regulation Act of 1878 reinforced these provisions. As a result, a large proportion of Bengali books published before 1930 ultimately found its way to the India and Oriental Office collection of the British Library in London. However, periodicals seem not have been covered quite as carefully, so that not even 5 per cent of Bengali periodicals from the same period are to be found in the Vernacular Tracts collection of the India Office.

Public Libraries and Institutions

Public libraries were established in Calcutta and in the neighbouring Hooghly district from the 1850s. For example, with the patronage of Jaykrishna Mukherjee, the zamindar of Uttarpara, a library for the public was established in 1854 in a part of one of his palaces with an initial holding of 3,000 books and volumes of periodicals from his own collection. Other public libraries were set up in Konnagar and Bali in the same year. The public library in the then French colony of Chandannagar (Chandernagore) is another important Hooghly library. All of these libraries still exist and require immediate attention for preservation of their valuable resources. In Calcutta, the Asiatic Society is, of course, an eighteenth-century institution that still survives: this is the earliest institution for Oriental studies and is still one of the largest depositories in Calcutta of Indology and colonial history, language and culture. But it has a very insignificant collection of Bengali language material. 

The largest depositories of Bengali language books and periodicals in Calcutta are the National Library (formerly the Imperial Library), which is a Government institution and a repository library, and the Bangiya Sahitya Parishat (estd. 1894). The latter was once a major public institution of learning and dissemination of Bengali language and literature with a library that organically developed over the years with the patronage of major intellectuals of Calcutta, the donation of private collections of leading intellectuals of the city and through its own acquisition policy of current publications, both of books and serials. At present, it is managed by an elected committee and receives some government aid and membership fees.

Although most printing and publishing activities in Bengal were concentrated in Calcutta and the neighbouring districts, there was also some significant publishing in eastern and northern Bengal (at present Bangladesh). The Varendra Research Society and Museum, now a part of Rajshahi University in Bangladesh and the library of the university itself (where the private collection of the Puntia Zamindari estate is located since 1965) are two such important collections. The Dhaka University Library has a large collection of 19th and early 20th century material. Bangla Academy, Dhaka, acquired an important family collection from Muktagachha Zamindari estate in Mymensingh where hundreds of unique titles can be found.

Available bibliographic resources

The preparation of bibliographic indexes is an old practice for Bengali language material. The first one dates back to 1852 by Rev. James Long (Granthabali), an index of Bengali books published until that year. Later bibliographic works make the initial task of preparation of a union catalogue of Bengali publications much easier. For books and monographs, Jatindramohan Bhattacharya prepared an alphabetic index of printed Bengali books in two volumes, Mudrita Bangla granther talika (a list of Bengali books in print), vol. 1: 1743–1852 (the volume itself is rare and out of print) and the second one 1853–1867 published by Paschimbanga Bangla Academy in 1993. Sahitya Academy prepared a comprehensive list of books in print in all regional languages including Bengali from 1900–1953. So, 1868–1899 is the missing period for which there is no comprehensive bibliography and that was the time when the production of Bengali books was near its peak. For printed periodicals, the situation is even better. Brajendranath Bandyopadhyay compiled a list of periodicals published from 1818–1900 in two volumes published by Bangiya Sahitya Parishat (Brajendranath Bandyopadhyay, Bangla samayik patra, vol.1: 1818–1868, Calcutta 1936; vol.2: 1868–1900, Calcutta, 1951) and Gita Chattopadhyay of Bengal Library Association has so far published a descriptive list of periodicals in three volumes (Gita Chattopadhyay, Bangla samayik patrika panji, vol.1: 1900–1914, Calcutta, 1990; vol.2: 1915–1930, Calcutta, 1996; vol.3: 1931–1947, Calcutta, 2003). These give us a bibliographic source for Bengali printed materials that is almost exhaustive. The printed list of books and serials of different libraries is another valuable source for printed material in Bengali, The catalogues of Chaitanya Library, Taltala Public Library, Bangiya Sahitya Parishat,  and Chandannagar Pustakagar need special mention. A descriptive catalogue of retrieved Bengali periodicals in microform is available for the documentation archive at the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences (Abhijit Bhattacharya, A Guide to the Hitesranjan Sanyal Memorial Collection, CSSS, Calcutta, 1998 [subsequent additions to the archive added electronically to the main catalogue and likely to be published in book form by the end of 2003). In Gita Chattopadhya’s work, the location of books and periodicals in particular libraries is mentioned for at least half of the titles, but the other catalogues do not mention location. 

The primary holdings

The first task for preparation of a union catalogue of Bengali printed material is to locate major holdings of Bengali books and periodicals from where most of the bibliographic information can be retrieved. If we consider three major holdings of Bengali language material to begin with, they are the Bengali language collection at the National Library, Calcutta, the Bangiya Sahitya Parishat, Calcutta and the Jaykrishna Public Library, Uttarpara. These collections comprise about 75 per cent of printed Bengali publications now available to scholars. The remainder can be filled from other libraries from Bangladesh and West Bengal. The task will be (i) computing available primary level bibliographic information from available catalogues of books and periodicals, (ii) preparation of primary level catalogue of books of the missing period that has not been listed in any form yet, i.e., 1868–1899, (iii) locating the materials in major holdings and completing the full level bibliographic information, (iv) identifying the best copy of each title for preservation through microfilming; (v) after completing the work in major holdings, identifying unique titles in small libraries in the districts of West Bengal and Bangladesh and other libraries in Calcutta and Dhaka. 

The libraries and private collections

1. National Library, Calcutta: Formerly the Imperial Library, renamed the National Library after independence, it is a repository library and is a major collection of Bengali language material, besides material in other Indian and European languages. The Bengali language holding at the National Library is enormous and covers about half of all printed book titles and many titles of periodicals. The bibliographic information is available in card catalogue by author and subject head. The library began computerizing the bibliographic information but it is difficult to anticipate when this will be available for public access. Also, the library is following its own format for cataloguing and is not using any of the MARC formats; instead it is using a complex advance level database developed on Oracle8i. On the other hand, the condition of the old printed materials at the National Library is deteriorating fast. Besides, many titles are difficult to locate because of shelving errors and theft; thus it is also difficult to know for certain if a catalogued item is really available. The Library itself has a very good and updated reprographic unit with a very good microfilm camera and accessories but this is used to supply microfilmed material to readers and not to preserve its own collection. Being a Government institution, it is not a body with which a smooth collaborative arrangement can be easily worked out.

2. Bangiya Sahitya Parishat, Calcutta: Established in 1894 as a major institution for learning and dissemination of Bengali language, literature and culture with the patronage of major public figures and intellectuals of Bengal is now the single largest depository of Bengali language publications. The Bengali books and periodicals collection at the Parishat is unique in nature. Through a CSSSC initiative of preservation, most 19th and early 20th century periodicals have been microfilmed and accessed at the CSSSC. The vast collection of books still remains untouched for preservation purposes and this needs immediate attention. The state of preservation at the Parishat is very poor. Until the early 1990s, the Parishat did not have adequate funds for maintenance of the huge collection, but from 1994-95 it is getting some financial support from the West Bengal government. Their only preservation effort has been to laminate the old books with cheap lamination paper, which has made the legibility of the printed apages even worse than before. However, the catalogue of the library is nearly complete. The first catalogue of Bengali books at the Bangiya Sahitya Parishat in printed book form was published around 1935. At present, the card catalogue with author and title as entry points is nearly complete, but physically locating some of the titles catalogued is often a painful task. According to the library staff, some of the rare books are misplaced or lost. Sahitya Parishat itself has no infrastructure for electronic cataloguing but it is possible to install the infrastructure there if the Union catalogue project is taken up. Special priority should be given to this library since more than half of the all Bengali titles can be located here.

3.  Jayakrishna Public Library, Uttarpara: Established in 1854 with patronage of Jayakrishna Mukherjee, then the Zamindar of Uttarpara, about 20 kilometres northwest of Calcutta, it began with a collection of about 3,000 books. At present, the strength of the collection is about 25,000 with hundreds of unique titles of books including local publications from Hooghly district and also some rare volumes of Bengali periodicals not available anywhere else such as Sangbad rasaraj. The library is at present within the West Bengal State Government District Libraries system and is partially funded by the Government. The catalogue of the library is incomplete, the only entry point to the holding are some inventories of special collections and physical verification of the stack. The CSSSC has had an initial discussion with the Librarian who expressed her interest in collaborating in a cataloguing and/or preservation programme. Compared to Bangiya Sahitya Parishat, the holdings of the library are in better condition, since not many scholars use the library and the stacks are better maintained.

4. Konnagar Public Library, Konnagar: Established in the year 1854 in the district Hooghly about 25 kilometres north-west of Calcutta, the library has grown with donations, financial assistance from local affluent people and, from the late 1970s, grants from the West Bengal Government. The collection of the library is about 16,000 books and several volumes of periodicals. Most of the important titles of periodicals have been microfilmed for the CSSSC library. The Konnagar library has no catalogue of old books except separate inventories of gifted books and journals and an accession register of current acquisition. 

5. Chandannagar Pustakagar, Chandannagar: Established in 1873 in the French colony of Chandernagore about 40 kilometres north-west of Calcutta, the library now has about 20,000 books and journals with some unique titles. The condition of the books is better than in most other libraries. A printed catalogue of books and journals in English and Bengali in 10 volumes is available. 

6. Mohiary Public Library, Andul-Mouri, Howrah: Established in 1886 with a gift of 1,000 books and a piece of land from the Zamindar of Andul, the Kundu Chaudhuri family, it is located in a small town in Howrah district about 12 kilometres west of Calcutta. It now has a holding of about 30,000 books and periodicals. All important titles of periodicals literature have been microfilmed for the CSSSC library. The Mohiary library, like Konnagar, has no complete catalogue and no infrastructure for electronic cataloguing and preservation. From physical verification, it is found that the original Kundu Chaudhuri family collection has several unique titles that are not available in any other collection. If the library is incorporated within the union cataloguing programme, then several hundreds unique titles can be located in the library.

7. Chaitanya Library, Calcutta: Another small public library in Calcutta established in 1889, it now has about 25,000 books, some of them catalogued in eight printed volumes. There are a few unique titles not available in other holdings.

8. National Council of Education, Bengal, Calcutta: The institution itself has a long history. Established in 1905 with an ambition of introducing technical education in the Bengali medium, it was part of the Swadeshi movement in Bengal and later gave rise to Jadavpur University in 1956. NCE, Bengal, continues to exist as a separate entity. This institution has a small library where the private collection of the famous bibliophile and bibliographer Jatindramohan Bhattacharya is housed. The collection is un-catalogued and half of the materials are yet to be shelved, but from the known interests of Jatindramohan Bhattacharya, one can assume that several unique titles exist in this collection.

9. Private Collection of Sd. Abdur Rehman Ferdousi: Among West Bengal collections, this private collection of Saiyad Abdur Rehman Ferdousi requires immediate attention. The collection is unique because of the range of periodical titles. It is housed in the private residence of Sd. Abdur Rehman Ferdousi, now in his mid-90s, in Kandi in the district of Murshidabad, about 250 kilometres north of Calcutta. The major attraction of the collection is the periodical literature of Islamic societies and trade unions in Bengal from 1930s. The collection was used by the CSSSC historian Hitesranjan Sanyal in 1974. He found hundreds of titles of periodicals such as Muhammadi, Alh-e-Hadis, Saogat, Begam, Islam pracarak etc. and numerous publications of trade unions and left parties. Ferdousi Saheb generously gifted all the duplicate issues he had to the CSSSC library. These have been microfilmed since. There are several problems in accessing this private collection, since transport connections and electricity supply are difficult. Ferdousi Saheb is himself in very poor health and his sons do not feel capable of looking after the collection. We strongly feel this particular collection requires immediate attention for preservation. 

10. Barendra Research Museum, Rajshahi: Located in Rajshahi town, about 300 kilometres north of Dhaka, it is one of the oldest research institutions in Bangladesh. The manuscript collection of the institution is well known. The library has over 30,000 books, very well maintained in a conventional system without climatization or air-curtains. The institute is now part of Rajshahi University and a senior faculty member of Rajshahi University usually acts as Director of the Museum. The libraries of both Barendra Research Museum and Rajshahi University may be short-listed for extensive checking of titles for inclusion in the Union Catalogue

11. Rajshahi University Library: A rich collection of 19th and early 20th century publications and also of books from the East Pakistan period 1947-1971. The Institute of Bangladesh Studies in Rajshahi University has thousands of volumes of liberation movement documents. The main library of Rajshahi University is an important resource of books and periodicals including unique titles not found in West Bengal or in London, such as Muslim Bharat, Muslim Jagat and other titles. The most interesting holding is the Puntia collection (Puntia was a Zamindari estate in Rajshahi) acquired by the University in 1965 in which some unique titles are likely to be found.

12. Bangla Academy, Dhaka: Two separate sections of the Academy library should be carefully checked. (1) Hundreds of titles of old periodicals are available in the library in much better condition than in West Bengal libraries. Among them, forty unique titles of Islamic society periodicals were identified. Also many missing volumes of periodicals in the CSSSC microfilm collection can be supplemented by the Bangla Academy collection. (2) The Muktagachha collection of the Academy (Muktagachha was a zamindari estate in Mymansingh district) should be carefully examined as some unique titles exist there.

13. Dhaka University Library, Dhaka: The richest of the Bangladesh collections is the Dhaka University library collection. The full collection is manually catalogued. There is a microfilming and restoration unit, but they did not appear to be functional. The catalogue of the university library should be carefully examined for inclusion in the union catalogue.

This is a status report of only the major depositories of Bengali books and periodicals. Many smaller collections have been left out. These may be included at a later stage. 

Abhijit Bhattacharya 

22 May 2003

Annexure: I
The Documentation archive at the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences (The Hitesranjan Sanyal Memorial Collection)

As mentioned earlier the Centre began its preservation programme in 1993 and over last 10 years the documentation archive of the Centre acquired over 200 titles of rare periodicals in 578 microfilm (roughly 800,000 pages) rolls and over 300 rare books and monographs along with its reach content of visual materials of about 12,000 popular paintings, prints, modern Bengal and Calcutta school paintings, photographs and commercial arts in colour transparencies and negative strips. With analogue format the Centre has began the process of digital copies of the same for dual purpose, if the digital items made available to the readers that would be easier for reading and browsing also sharing of digital copies are much more easier so it would enhance the facilities of dissemination, at the same time using digital formats will help not to handle its analogue counterparts that would enhance the self-life of the documents. Digitisation of images began in-house with newly acquired gadgets, and arrangements made with Roja Mutthiah Research Library, Chennai for digitisation of microfilms the work also began and it is expected that by the end of 2004 the archive can serve the readers only with digital copies. 

The preservation environment of the depository was not up to the mark even one year back but over last one year the depository has been climatised according to tropical standards in consultation with the RMRL, Chennai. Now we have uninterrupted facilities of air-conditioning and dehumidification to maintain a constant temperature of 18° c. ± 2° c. and 45% ± 2% RH at the depository.

For preservation end we have now adequate facilities installed. For digitisation, we have basic minimum infrastructure for quality digital reproduction are already installed, only a few additional gadgets and up gradation of some of the equipments required for better working environment.

The Centre is now in a position to claim as the only depository retrieved print materials with almost all the facilities in the eastern region of the country. 

Annexure: II

A list of periodicals of interest available at the Bangla Academy, Dhaka

Agradut

Ahl-e-Hadis

Ahmadi

Akhbar-e- Islamiah

Alh – Islah

Alh- Islam

Amrita

Amritabazar patrika

Arthik unnati

Arunodaya

Atma sakti

Ayurbed pracar

Azad

Bangabandhu

Chattagram sangbad

Chaturanga

Choltan (daily)

Choltan (weekly)

Dhaka digest

Dhaka prakash

Dhaka review sammilan

Education gadget o saptahik bartabaha

Grambarta prakasika

Islam darsan

Islam pracarak

Itihas

Khadem

Mohammadi

Musalman bandhu

Nabanoor

Naoroj

Pak samacar

Prabasi

Praci

Quoran pracar

Saogat

Silpa banijya barta

Tanjim
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