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100 yrs ago, a Madras math prof resigned.

And it rocked the world of libraries

This is the tale of
S R Ranganathan,
Jcnown globally as
the ‘Einstein’ of
library science, a
forcein the field,
writing laws,
 drafting
legislation and
forever changing
the way we
interact with

books

Kamini.Mathal@timesofindia,com

hundred years ago, in

Madras Presidency,

there lived a librarian
named S R Ranganathan
SRR), who was bored. S0
bored that in Jan 1924, just a week
Efbengepi i Hostlibrar
ian of the University of 5
it ol B boss e botiat
a?t?}r dt%:; fary imprisonment day
At the time, Indj
in the tide of 1-.}:lelnd'lal ‘:’:‘;ﬁept up
And, the dliet revgiygion m‘:’?ﬁg"
egun in the WOrld of Tibraries et
rgely unno.tlcer-l. E“muraged i
his peers {0 give library science ayy.
other chance, a reluctant SRR, wh
wanted to go back to teaching math,
get sail for England, where he met
Berwick Sayers, chief librarian of
Croydon, who gpened his eyes to the
vast POtentia] of 1jbraries. Sayers
later Yef€ried to the years that fol-
Jower g g dawn of the “Age of
Ranlgg;lathann. {4
Wi
University (iechanging for SRR. At
Britain’s ony,, .2 London, home to
by the sys&t of i v;_}aga ﬁgg&%ﬁd
g’:\ﬁ;e{n“tlhe rhl;‘:lf ®ssor identified
System (which tseq :myﬁl\):;fbi?ril,
and set to WOXK on his own: Colon
Classification (which used numbers

+  and letters).

SRR's system organises informa
tion based on a book's personality

(Subject), matter (substance), enere
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BROWSE FREE: Ranganathan designed the

University of Madras library with bookshelves of

wood to withstand the coastal air
| %) Tha’

(processes or activities), space (geo-
graphic location) and time (date).
“His methods continue to influence
revisions to the Dewey system as well
as has applications in vﬁ_reb searches
and AI” says M P Satija of the de-
partment of library science at Guru
Nanak Dev University 11! A]-nmsz-iés
His fascination wnp llbr::}rlns
grewas he yisited more mstltudlgve
and discovered how they serve %
ryone — children, workers, Women

unlike the ‘limited libraries’ of Ma-
drag

‘He boarded a ship and returned
t0 India (legend has it that he spent
journey rearranging its library).
Wasno longer bored; he was now
:ﬁpsum"d by a passion for librarian-
rollg - In Magrag, he returned to his
tion ials University librarian, a posi-
Titiat held for the next 20 years. “A
Yary is a public institution
charged with he task of converting
EVETY Person in its neighbourhood
intoa reader of books,” said SRR and
set about doing just that.

In 19 o helped found the Ma-
dras Lihzarary' L Associnped tion. & couple
f ve later, he penne s Five
iR e 2 Science: “‘Books are

~ for use”, “Every reader his or hela}-
baok”, “Every book its reader”,
“Save the time of the reader”, and “A
library is a growing organism”.

These laws are still considered the
five commandments of library sci
ence,

“SRR’s laws may seem simple, but

SHELVES

> Born on August 12, 1892, in
Thanhvur, the day celebrated as
' National Library Day in India; he
was a math prof at Madras
Presidency before he became a

* librarian

» SRR s best known for his Five
Laws of Library Science and
developing the Colon
Classification system

» He is regarded as the father of
[ibrary science and was awarded
the Padma Shri in 1957

their implications aré pmf?:;ﬁ;e
says Satija. “For instancé, S‘?&}; e
said, ‘books are fpr use, ot
emphasising the importanc L
cessible libraries where rea
could browse and borrow freetli!;]—;
something unheard of at theques-
Back then, readers had to rec
books and waited a day for the i
jan to retrieve them. HiS t'hllfligh i
‘every book its reader’, RIE1 - -
the librarian’s role in ﬁ_ndmg_a'} Lfth
dience for every book. And his ]
law, ‘a library is a growing organ
ism’, is about how libraries need t0
evolve, which we see in today's infor-
mation age, where ‘reader’ has be-
come ‘user’.”

SRR championed free publie 1i-
braries across India, drafting hills
that led to the Madras Public Librar
1es Act 1n 1948, the first such leeisla
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SR Rganathan
1892-1972

tion of its kind. Though he seemed
shy and scholarly; SRR was witty, “To
be a reference librarian, you must
overcome not only your shyness but
also the shyness of others,” he said.

SRR arranged for books to be de-
livered to readers in places such as
Thanjavur using bullock carts. “In
SOme districts they continue to cel-

ebrate his birth anniversary by send-

K £ out bullock cart libraries,” says
Tk avarthi of Anna Centenary
Tary in Chennai.
N In the 1930s, SRR had another bril-
lant jdea: a library near Marina
ach, housed in the University of
adrgs. He designed jt himself with
bookshelves built of wood to with-

stand the humid air. He even ordered
special chairs and tables from Curzon
& Coacompany that became famous
for hbrary furniture, thanks to hm

. When military officers stationed
in Madras wanted to use the peri-
odical hall of his library as a ball-
room at night, SRR came up with an
ingenious plan to stop them. “Bolt all
Fhe library tables to the floor,” he
instructed his carpenters, leaving
the Brits with no room to tango.
Though he earned well, SRR lived
modestly —no pomp, no tea or coffee,
just one simple meal a day Inspired
by Gandhi, he wore homespun
clothes and walked barefoot in the
library. SRR worked 13-hour days,
seven days aweek, without ever tajk.
ing a vacation. It is said that even on
his wedding day, he returned to work
that very afternoon.

«p modern librarian,” saiq SRR,

«js happy only when his readerg
make his shelves constantly empty,
Tt is not the books that go out that
worry him. It is the stay-at-home
volumes that perplex and depregg
hjnl-"

SRR wasaman obsessed. He ¢lag.
sified and wrote. He Wrote and clas.
sified. When he wasn't doing eithey.
helectured. “He would pull students
from their hostels at dawn, j
them on morning walks, talkip
about libraries all the while, He’g
pause to draw new library arrange.
ments in the sand and dictate nNoteg
on referencing,” says Satija,

SRR published 2,000 research pa-
pers and 60 books and founded ang
edited five periodicals. In 1945, he
moved to Banaras Hindu University
as a librarian and professor, There,
he single-handedly classified 100,000
books in just 18 months.

In 1948, SRR founded the Library
Research Circle — librarians met at

his home every Sunday to discuss,
what else, but classification. Despite
a childhood stammer; SRR became
known for his witty speeches, fa-
mously saying, “The spoken word is -
superior, but the printed word is es-
sential to reach more people.”

The same year, he also helped to
establish the policies of the new li-
brary of the United Nations in New
York, “for otherwise,” he said, it
would probably have been much
more an American than an mtejrnta-
tional library”. “Ranganathan 1: t.‘:
library science what Einstein

et ne Garfield, a
physics,” said Eugene B2,
visionary in informatlor o= b,

SRR died on Sept 27, 1972,
brary science thrives thanks to the
an who, 100 years ago, quit his job.

The end?

Perhaps not. As SRR would say;
the more he did, “the more remains
tobe done”. (Reference: Library Law
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Tmail your feedback with
name and address to southpole.
foletimnesofindia.con



