BISHWA SHAHITTYO KENDRA

SHARMIN MEHRIBAN

Visitors to the Bishwa Shahittyo
Kendra (BSK) appreciate the
many positive aspects the library
has, but are at the same time
disappointed at the lack of
innovation.

Originated in the very early 80s
the BSK was financially assisted
by various private and gover-
nment organisations, including
banks, said Professor Abdullah
Abu Sayeed, itschairperson.

The library has its mobile
outlets at 250 spots in Dhaka,
Rajshahi, Chittagong and
Khulna. Apart from its lending
services, it also offers courses on
film and artappreciation.

Literature-based contests are
held for school children
annually. Here the children are
required to read a book a week
and prizes given to the highest
scorers. Similar programmes are
held for university students and
adults where they attend weekly
discussions after reading the
books,

The library includes novels,
Bangladeshi and Indian Bengali
literature, classical English
literature, poetry, autobio-
graphies, essays, books on
science and social science,
religion, philosophy, criticism,
drama, children's books, Bengali
uanslations of foreign literature
and Bengali magazines.

The library's Pustak Nirba-

chon committee selects the
books. Many of the books are
published at Nilkhet whereas
private individuals, Asian
foundation, Islamic foundation
and British council donate a few.

The library officials claim an
increasing membership is
increasing, but a visitor comm-
ented said that the increase in
membership does not
necessarily reflect the quality of
thelibrary.

With the exception of
Bengali literature that are as
recent as 2004, most of the
books apart from classical
English literature are from the
60s, 70s, 80s and 90s. A shelf
containing classical English
literature with worn-out
covers gave the appearance of
second-hand books that are
usually sold on the footpaths.
A sixth edition Oxford
dictionary has been published
in 1976.

Many books had polythene
covers and pages f[ragile and
vellow with age. A shelf
containing children's books had
no edition of the current rage
'Harry Potter'.

"I agree that classical English
literature can never be obsolete
but the appearance of the covers
can dampen the spirits of a
reader at the first glance,” said a

student from Dhaka University g

(DU).
Another DU student said the
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collections must be increased.
"There must be magazines of
international standards like
Times and Newsweek in addition
to magazines like Ananda-

dhara," he said.

A private university literature
major student said that she was
disappointed after her visitto the
library. "I expected extensive

African, American literature but
the only world literature [ found
was Russian from the Soviet era
translated in Bengali,” she said.
"The good thing about this

Mobile library -- a popular feature of the Kendra.

A doorway to knowledge

library is the Bengali literature
that is entertaining but not
enriching. In fact the books
meant for enriching such as
science are obsolete," said a

student from North South
University.

He also referred to the bad
quality of Bengali translations of
foreign literature. "Translated
versions can distort the original
meaning of a text. Therefore they
must either provide quality
translations or the original
copiesthemselves," he said.

A retired government official,
an occasionally visitor to the
library agreed that the library
was not enriching. ."Mobile
libraries are laudable but if we
have to progress we must know
whatisnew," hesaid.

Saiful Islam, the librarian, said
the reasons were financial
constraints and general taste for
thelibrary's inadequacies.

"An original copy of a 400-
page Bengali book from the
Bangla Academy would cost
between Tk 250-200 whereas a
400-page original copy of a
foreign literature is very
expensive,” he said.

"Most people are interested in
Bengali literature, which we
focuson," he added. When asked
about the worn-out covers of
classical English literature, he
said that books are bound only if
thecoverstear off.

"The library originated at a
time when English language
vanished from oursociety, which
diminished the demand for
English books," said ProfSayeed.

He admitted that recently
published foreign literature has
not yet been brought in and the
books available at present were
more than 20 years old. When
asked why the polythene covers
were not changed, he focused on
the membership ratio.

"The enrichment programme
has 1,26,000 participants
whereas the mobile libraries
have 22,000 members which
would increase by 40,000 more
nationwide. The library has
comparatively much less
membersand thereis no spaceto
keep newbooks," headded.

He assured that a new library
would be built after the old one
has been demolished. "More
English language books and
internet facilities will be
provided in the new premises.
But we do not have adequate
fundsand the construction of the
new building is yet to comme-
nice, hesaid.

The Kendra also arranges film
appreciation courses, which
focus on classical films and
involves film history, European
classical films, filmmaking and
editing, sound recording, cine-
matography and aesthetics. The
art appreciation course focuses
on art beginning from ancient
civilisation to the present times,
including both ecave and
contemporary painting,
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