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Jaffna Public Library

"Please Listen to My Story"

Even though forty years have passed since | was set on fire and
burnt to ashes, my grief still lingers. I have somehow regained my
composure in the midst of many difficulties. It is my most sincere
hope that you fearlessly visit me with confidence to quench your
thirst for knowledge so that I might be able to reach my old state
again. Until then the fire burning inside me shall not subside.

Hey, young ones! Have you all heard about me? You need to
know what really happened in order to understand the difficulties
that | have encountered. The late great intellectual K.C.Kularat-
nam once described my story as one of “crawling in a hut, began
to take steps in one shop, moved on by a short walk to another
shop and later on running around the terrace of a house and ended
up shining in a beautiful building spreading the fame & glory all
over the world and spotted as the best in South East Asia”. The
scars that remain from my injuries slowly disappear whenever |
go down my memory lane and remember my long history of
achievements amidst difficulties.

I was the brainchild of the late K. M. Chellappah, who grew up in

Puttur and was the former Secretary of the Jaffna District Court.
Those who subscribed whole heartedly to his noble idea
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got together in the year 1933 and drew up a plan to build me |
slowly in stages over a period of time.

[ am well aware that their dream was to make me a prominent
institution that reflected Tamil culture. [ was to be built in a well
demarcated area in order to comfortably accommodate many and
provide services not only for the people of Jaffna but also for the
people of Sri Lanka. The late Sam A. Sabapathy, the former
Mayor of the Jaffna Municipal Council, was the one who really
wanted me to offer my best services to the world community and
gain fame and glory. To this end funds were collected from
private donors to develop me and in the year 1959 the then Mayor
of Jaffna, the late Alfred Duraiappah initiated work on my main
building in Jaffna esplanade.

I was to be constructed in line with international standards -
India’s leading librarian S. R. Ranganathan gave suggestions and
| was designed accordingly by S. Narasimhan, an architect from
Chennai.

After my physical structure was built tens of thousands of rare
books and treasures came from all over the world to be with me.
I should mention that many of them contained traces of Sri
Lanka's history and hidden facts which had been kept in the dark
for political reasons. People all over the world came looking to
me for their research needs and they were able to learn the history
of Eelam which I carried on my lap with pride.

In 1967, the US government sponsored Information Library at
4th Cross Street in Jaffna was merged with me. A children’s
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section was created for their well-being in 1967 and in 1971 the
auditorium and the study hall were set up. In 1973 a second
building was completed and opened. It is a well-known fact that
over just a few years I expanded my services with multiple
divisions.

A mob of thugs who did not want to see me grow and provide
services to humanity set me on fire on 1* June 1981. The previous
day, Sunday 31 May, three policemen had been shot and two of
them had died in a rally organized by the TULF. That night riots
started, initiated by the police and paramilitary forces. The riots
lasted for three consecutive days and it was on one of those days
that they unleashed fire on me as well.

I heard that the TULF office, which was then Jaffna MP’s (the
late V. Yogeswaran’s) house, a Hindu temple, the Eelanadu press
office and the statues of famous poets that stood at our junctions
were damaged. Four innocent civilians were dragged out of their
houses and murdered.

On 1* June 1981 paramilitary forces set me on fire and I
completely burnt to ashes. More than 97,000 rare books and
manuscripts that I housed fell victim to the fire. Everything I had
that was witness to the history and culture of Eelam was
destroyed. I lost the rare works of many Eelam scholars like

~ Ananda Kumaraswamy and Professor Isaac Thambiah. These

books are irrecoverable and their destruction caused me
unbearable mental anguish.
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The ‘US Watchtower’ and Amnesty International made a fact-
finding visit to Sri Lanka in 1982. According to their report, the
then UNP government had not carried out any investigations into
the riots in 1981 and had not identified any culprits for the crimes
committed.

Nancy Murray wrote in a 1984 article that several high-ranking
security force officers and two ministers had been in Jaffna when
I was burned down. She also stated that some uniformed security
forces along with some in civilian clothes had been involved in
my brutal burning. The state-run media, which pretended not to
know what had happened, did not release any news at the time.
They then published an editorial 20 years later in the Colombo
based ‘Daily News’ which confirmed that my burning had been
carried out by thugs hired by the government at that time.

In 1991 President Ranasinghe Premadasa publicly accused
members of his own party of burning me. Let me tell you exactly
what he said: - “During the District Development Council
elections in 1981, some of our party members not only smuggled
thugs from other parts of the country into the north and sabotaged
the elections in the north but also the same group is still causing
chaos. If you want to know who burned the precious books in the
Jaffna library, look at the faces of those who oppose us (26™
October 1991 Eelanadu Newspaper)”. It is well known that
President Premadasa was referring to the former ministers Lalith
Athulathmudali and Gamini Dissanayake of his UNP
government who had filed an impeachment motion in parliament
against him.
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In 2006 then President Mahinda Rajapaksa also confirmed
UNP’s involvement saying: “I blame UNP for the riots against
Tamils in 1983 and the imposition of votes in the Northern
District Council elections and the burning of the Jaffna library.
UNP was responsible for all those atrocities. The burning of the
sacred library of the people of Jaffna is equivalent to the shooting
of Lord Buddha. For these reasons the quiet voices of the Tamil
people are now drowned in weapons.”

In 2016 Ranil Wickremesinghe, UNP party leader and then prime
minister, publicly apologized in parliament for my burning by his
own party supporters, for which opposition MPs shouted slogans
and bullied him.

My Rebirth

In 1982, just one year after I was burned, tens of thousands of
books were brought to me during the Jaffna ‘Public Library
Week’ organized by the Tamil community. At that time work had
also begun on repairs to parts of my building.

In 1983 an anti-Tamil pogrom took place. Thousands of Tamils
were massacred by Sinhalese mobs with the support of the then
UNP government and state forces. These pogroms are
remembered now as “Black July”.

In 1984, I was rebuilt and re-opened for the public. Many of my
possessions were taken to other places as there was fear that it
would not be safe for me to house all these precious books in one
place. Branches were opened in Chundikuli, Nallur, Moor Road,
Vannarpannai and Guru Nagar. During this time I was also
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injured in a series of bombings and shootings from the Jaffna
Fort.

In 1985 I was caught in the crossfire in a militant attack on a
nearby police station and bombed. For the second time numerous
rare books which I housed were destroyed. After that, in the
midst of armed conflict I had to take on various roles: first as a
battlefield, then as a militant bunker and later as a high security
area for the Sri Lankan army.

Again, I was revived

In 1998 in an attempt to regain the confidence of the Tamil
people, President Chandrika Kumaratunga started rebuilding me.
Sri Lankans and foreign governments assisted in this venture.
Approximately US §$1 million was spent and 25,000 books were
collected amidst many difficulties.

In 2002 T was reborn with some defects. The Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) had reportedly opposed my reopening to
the public in 2003. However, 21 Municipal Councilors led by
then Jaffna Mayor Sellan Kandayan set a date of 14® February
2003 for my re-opening. There was controversy amongst Tamil
political parties regarding my opening and eventually I was
forced to remain closed. During my closure most of my repairs
and rebuilding was completed and by the end of the year I was
handed over to the Jaffna Municipal Commissioner.

Following my handover, the coordinator of the Tamil-speaking
People’s Movement for Human Rights and Development wrote
a letter to the Municipal Commissioner on 3™ January 2004.
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They stated that keeping me closed to the public and student com-
munity was not advisable and suggested that | be reopened with-
out a formal opening with a celebration and so on as this would
again create political controversy. They wanted me to be
reopened on a normal day and suggested that the opening be on
15th January 2004.

Accordingly, 1 was opened to the public without any formalities
and media announcements on 23rd February 2004 by the Munici-
pal Commissioner. Since then, I have been working hard to
provide services to you all.

Library Appearance

As one enters the entrance of the Library, the
statue of Goddess Sarvaswathi (Kalaimakal), the
Hindu Goddess of Learning beckons the visitors
with her Majestic Appearance.

Two Towers on either side capped with three
Domes, the Jaffna Public Library for a moment
gives a glimpse of a ‘huge Wedding Cake Symbol-
izing the State’ and during the fall of Sun Rays,
Gleaming White Structure adds value to the clas-
sical lines with beautiful proportions makes it as
one of the architectural standouts of South Asia
Region.
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A Central Free Tamil Library in Jaffna.

AR '
i ' 1 reproduce below for your infatmation the nppeni made by nie in the press touthe Tamil
public of Caylon for the eaablishment of & Central Free Tamil Library in Jaffoar—

“lt is proposed 1o opan & free Tamil Library at a snitable and'conveniont place la Jaffoa, It is
ntended to buy  Tamil and Sansledt bosks of ‘2lt atthare, hetk ancient and modern, and also importpot
-.:'ﬂﬂ'iS"\Bmk& This Library is slso to serve as the National Libeary and asa Library for reference. It &8

.1'110'-"1’-“?'5 to proture and preserve afl important ancient ola manuseripts. &

1 therefore appeal to the Tamil Pablic of Ceylon tasuppoet this undertaking, All thase who are in
palny Wi’-_h"lhis move may send theic willlng contributions to my address and o recsipt will be fur:
sished. Books also can be presented in place of money. H

b,

4 5 Thesalection of the spot {a_e the Library and the expeaditure of the maney collected wwill ha deter-
“iimined ab w meeting of the costribators. The necessary relesand regulations for the Library will be &
mied ab the meeting. Notice of the meeting will be announced in the press. Bl

.2’,
i bave been wrged hy several of my lawser friends, teachers, Goearnment Qfficers, and others
nale this appaal. | have been assored of heir suphert
Yours truly,

+ ; K. b, CHELLAPPAR."
o3 2 nd Novernbar 1933,

'@3‘; Since making this appeal. I have saijed collecting contributions from !he'x!t}?ﬁﬁ_c for  the
,ﬁfvse. There is an Intenze and patrione desge en the partel eur people b support this cause, A
Ceylon Free Press” orq. 17,33 wil

i Jaffﬁa Hindu Organ'
nipress yeu (hat impertunt men‘ol outy cofsmunity are belping this movement. Wa tharafurs appeal
I vur niesple in Jaing, Calomba, Kaody, Batticaloa, Trincomalie, Mancar, Mullaitivu or any otber
11 of Coylon and also to aur penpleresident in the Straits Settlements an) in the Federstad Malay
Siates and call upon them tomake every effort to realise @ substantial fund owards Lhis purposes At
i g\l'*a soaeum of s 10000 is proposed 1o be ccllected. It is presumied thatat least 1,000 persons
! our cammunity can be found who can atferd o pay Lis. 10 each, Iris also open lo us L
callect larger sume from our patsiode and tich benefastors and alsa smaller sums of meney from the
aviiage popla, It is alss spen tovarioss Associstians, Schocls and Colleges to  cellect funds bY i
ceanging public leciures, concerts, or staging plays fof the bepefit of tho fund, We are certain all
Q‘Eli be anxious to join the cavsn and Kberally subscribe towards it

csleianie 10 the ligt of cantzibuints 19 the cause appeating in the »

2. Wepropese to closs tke collecticn within 6 months, 1 thers .E.’;?W difficglty to pay the
ftribatinge at oncs, iV eould be arranged to be prid in 3 monthly instaimedit Tt four desics to
wveid snending money on sending any collecting agents, Ttis theralors eoggestsd that every agency,
sra Desartment, dn hssaoiatisn, & Schosl & Tewn ora Village must organise themaelves to the
extent ef therr sphera of inflieogeand collect the fund and remit it to me. Teachers must organise 4
=iany themselves, Headmen ameng ihaumelnén, Pensioners amnong themselyes, Clerks among themselves
_1.§;-:.s among themselves, exch WVillage Committes membare amonz  themesives, Tradees amsag

fg- Ives, Orerssers among thamselves, anl sinifacdly avesy clazs_of people must pull their own-

I the case of village collontions, it s suggested that the village Headmen, tha gchool msster

of ths Viliage Commltter  sheuld work together to collect . funds. Ew,-ry_:_il_ngiiyldgal__,_ 1
winuseli by subsoribing ‘o theifund bus should alsa acqualnt the @ai%% his frignds

e whaurs and ssdure mers cantz'ab% 1t i hioped that all echools, teaciiers o 3 ﬁlﬁnﬁ P

A1 Jn this matter, 1 _all will maka s ek inedoefort. .. gspieer

1 Albeary is opan free toal] Tamit speaking ,peoplss (Mubdinsdans §
others wlo wish to usz it. It most net’ isconstrued t'l_ﬂt':'ﬂ:is is Ao attampt ta. ur
“The libracy expects to” provide' English aal ;:l_;ak:i:- book

smty of other languagss
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e iz esccursge Tamil learoing in the land) to creale an appreciable Tamil reading public, o
s omwss oTEmE, 10 assist students, teachers, cesesrch werkers, traders, physicians and others, to spread

ipdpe among 1he masses in the varibus branches of learning, an uptodare, complete and concen-
wf hpury catering fo the needs of all people is essential. ‘There is need for small willage Jibraries
: arganisation of sueh village libraries can be left to each village. Itis comsidered that
osnrrated Centsal Tamil Library in Jafing will serve the nesd¥ i tHe whola people in Jaffea and
- seher pasts.  Therefore the cambitted effsrt wed helpof our People is recessary in this matter,
. their support is earnestly solicited.

& it is e desire of Lhe supparters of this movement that the. necessary fund "m\ﬁ first  he
s et g bankzd‘brﬁg;gihe details are worked out.  The working of the details is left to the can
1 [ves &t & meating o be convened for that purpnse.' Tha _questinn of site, the nature
\ & Uheary, whether an existing Hbrary ghould be jmproved or wheiher ' a libracy asuisted 1y a local
- Governmnent should be suppertad or one ‘.Lu_lcpendent libeary should be formed—these and
o matters have lobe decided later by you. The public wili also be given sufficient lime and
ommay (0 discuss these mallers gublicly after the eollection is made. Every oneis asked there.
s weep his mind open and trate Isr the t on the cellection only, As the collection
ewts  and the work assumes greater proportions, it is tniended to appoint 4 Committesto be in
2 the collected fund, “The agpointmert of the Committes will be notified in the presi. In the
i T am divected to proceed with the organisation and tde collection. 1 therefcre hope that
. w1 have no misgivings about this venture and will help me o achieve our aim.

4 of conributors and the amounis contributed. The contributions will _be’ acknowledged in the
s inaddition, a printed and umbered receipt signed by me will be ‘issued to every contributor,
s funde collectad will be deposited in the Post Office Savings Haok and in the Government Co-
wwptive Bank in Jaffoa., A semevary of coflections, cxpenditure and deposils will @puﬁiished in
w wress monthly. ALl bosks and accounts are"tpen for public inspection between the hours 4-30 p.m.
. daily. A listof subseribers showing their address and amounts subscribed may be first sent
may be remitted to me with details.

-~ and then the colleciions, as they are recevered,

I am Sir,
Yours Sincerely,
K. M. CHELLAPPAH,

s Heme, Organiser & Collector

2 11,12, 35.

sgre My Official Address:

% %, CHELLAFPAH,

= =i Cletk, Distdict Court,
aflna.

drasimen OF My Sigeature.
—-w wﬁw/

: THAMIL NATIONAL PRESS
LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS. £

ES . Amount
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NOTICE. ' - %

)

A Publie Moeting of ghe people of Jatina will be held at toe  Jafina
gl College Hall st 3 p. m. on Baturday, the 3th June, 1934 for the purpose
saking necvssary stops for bhe establishmentof s Central Free Tamil Librard
Jnffaw 3

All are L:nrdi'fﬂ} Irivited, - A
Sl - 8
Agerda, ,. - R
i W

1. L'u etecs & DPresident and o Beeretary pro. ter.
4 My KoM {‘-Emtl:le,-]lmh te render nu gecountof the colleasions made by i

him {rom the public. -
W President o wddress on the objectsof the meeting,
4 General diseussion. 2
5. T ppoint & *Comunttes of Management” répresenting variony  inte- B

: to do the following-- - :
111 T organise und centinue collections from the public.
i) To establigh s sential {ree library in Jatina. - 4
14 Tu cowvene meetings of the contributors, whenever noeoossary.
) To taie ateps tu all other matters.

# o eloot & Prosident, o Vice Prasident, an Honorary Secretary, au Hon-
sracy Treagnesr, and an Hooorary Aaditor, d

i Ui ppoint, if Decessary, a “Committes of Reportt:--

s 1 consider the appaal® of Mr. K.M.Chellappah and investigate
inrther aud recommend the nature and the scope of the Cent-
rud Pree Library,

(4 Te rspors  tho natuee and scope of Village Free Libraries,
thair organisrtion and their aifiliation with the Central Free Lib-
rary, '

61} T:Fmport on the formation snd managment of = Library Ass-
ogiation in Jaffua,

{4; To estimute the cost of their rec 1dations in respect of
sach of the above propossls and to suggest ways and means of .
seouring funds both for thi initial outlay snd the recurrent Sl
sxpenditure, ;

sud to request the ‘Comunittes of Bapord' to submit their report to the . X

“(lommitts ) of Management”aa early as possible, |

B Any other business. .
K. M. Chellappah,

g Convener. ]
Jaitos, May 10, 1984. ! . |
{'(",npy of tho sppeal sppears overieaf.)

Tyt Nntinn ' Prese

10

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org


http://www.noolahamfoundation.org/
http://www.noolaham.org/wiki/index.php/%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%81%E0%AE%A4%E0%AE%B1%E0%AF%8D_%E0%AE%AA%E0%AE%95%E0%AF%8D%E0%AE%95%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%8D
http://aavanaham.org/

wile

Notice
A Public Meeting of the people of Jaffna
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b @ «;t—-'—ﬁﬁgﬂa L8
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wwmwus, #,
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Damage and reconstruction - Building of Jaffna

Before June 1981 After June 1981

1985-1998
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Mobile - Library Service Google View - Jaffna Library

Proposed National Library - Jaffna
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Proposed National Library - Jaffna

Murder
Originally written in Tamil by Prof. M. A. Nuhman, the
translation is by S. Pathmanathan (from Lute Songs, edited by
Chelva. S. Kanaganayakam).

Murder
Last night
I dreamt
Buddha was shot dead
by the Police,
guardians of the law.
His body drenched in blood
on the steps
of the Jaffna Library
" Under cover of darkness
came the ministers.
“His name is not on our list,
why did you kill him?”
they ask angrily,
“No sirs, no,
there was no mistake.
Without killing him
it was impossible
14
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to harm a fly —

Therefore... ,” they stammered.
“Alright, then

hide the corpse.”

The ministers return.

The men in civvies

dragged the corpse

into the library.

They heaped the books

ninety thousand in all,

and lit the pyre

With the Cikalokavadda Sutta.
Thus the remains

of the Compassionate One
were burned to ashes

along with the Dhammapada.

40th Anniversary Memoir
Why the fire had not been extinguished as yet?
(Originally written in Tamil and translated by Alavaiyoor Iraa
Vickneswaran)

Goddess Kalaimakal’s unique temple and is our treasure of
Jaffna

Sits in the form of a Majestic White House in the middle of the
city

Four decades after being caught in the clutches of fire,

why the fire still not extinguished in my mind, even though
glorified and revived?
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Created by the famous architect, preserved and protected books,
manuscripts aged old back to the Thamil Sangam period covering
Art, Science, General Knowledge Philosophy religion

shares thousands of books to many had finally fallen prey to the
murderous rowdies and thugs

Recognised as the best Library in South East Asia accommodated
and provided

the thirst of knowledge to all who seek including the Children,
adults and intellectuals

Enabled many to graduate in their chosen ficlds providing access
to a great knowledge pool

The voice that [ hear in my inner heart whenever I walked into
Our Temple,

“Do not run around and wander in search of books, notes and or
relevant documents

Visit me, for all that is needed, I have enough for you all to pick
and choose to achieve success” still fresh in mind but when I
visualise the charred scene, still remains in my heart

It is true that you were born again with a new look and regained
your glory

I cannot forget the fact that great treasure of ours once converged
with the fire

Several years passed, the thugs committed crime got scot-free
perhaps even dead and gone

Believing that time will one day give a good answer, Let me Pray
Goddess Kalaimakal to heal _

my wound in my chest and [ ask the ignorant politicians:

Why the fire had not been extinguished as yet?
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Timeline
History of the Jaffna Library

1842

A public library was established in Jaffna in 1842 by a gentleman
called F C Grenniyar who was High Court Secretary at the time.
Over a period of time it ended up in ruins.

1933

The then court sccretary K. M. Chellappah had an idea to
establish “A Central Free Tamil Library in Jaffna™ and expressed
his thoughts to a youth development association (The
Progressive Hundred) and sought their assistance. Together they
went door to door and collected books.

11.11.1933
Jaffna Public Library was established on 11 November 1933.

11.12.1933

K. M. Chellappah released a report titled ‘A Central Free Tamil
Library in Jaffna and Books Association’ on 22 November 1933.
In it he emphasised the importance of establishing a free library
in Jaffna.

09.06.1934

A meeting was convened by intellectuals and senior government
officials on 09 June 1934 at Jaffna Central College. The
Honourable Justice S. Cumaraswamy was in attendance and it
was decided that a committee would be formed to establish a free
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library. That day “A Central Free Tamil Library Association”
was established.

28.07.1934

A Central Free Tamil Library Association conducted its first
meeting on 28 July 1934, They decided to rent shop premises at
Rs.300 per annum for the library on the southern side of the
power station on Hospital Road and to open the library on 01
August 1934,

01.08.1934

The library was opened in the shop premises opposite the power
station on Hospital Road. Due to a lack of space people had to
stand among the crowd and study books while some read books
while seated on wooden boxes.

20.12.1934
The association convened a special general meeting on 20
December 1934 to seek permission from members to hand over

the control of the library over to the Jaffna Town Development
Board from 01 January 1935.

01.01.1935

A colourful celebration was organised to mark the official
handover of the library to the Jaffna Town Development Board.
This included the handover of 844 valuable books of which 694
books had been donated by the general public. The library began
to function in an area that was a part of a Town Development
Board workshop.

18
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31.5.1935
A Central Free Tamil Library Association was dissolved on 31
May 1935.

1936

The library was relocated to rented premises on the upper floor
of a two-storey building comprising of a large verandah and two
big rooms with good ventilation facilities obtained for a monthly
rental of Rs.65 from the Puththoor Malavarayar family. This
building was situated on the southern side of Jaffna Rest House
adjoining the Hindu Educational Development Association’s
office. The library functioned very well in this building.

16.05.1952
A governing council was established under the name of * Jaffna
Central Library Association”.

16.06.1952

The Mayor of Jaffna, Sam A Sabapathy, convened a public
meeting on 16 June 1952 which discussed the development
prospects of the library.

29.03.1954

Five people (the Jaffna Mayor Sam A Sabapathy, Rev.Father
T.M.F. Long, British High Commissioner Sir Cecil Sayers, US
Ambassador Philip Grove and First Secretary of the Indian High
Commission Sri Siddhartha Charry) got together and laid the
foundation stone in the open space in front of the Veersingha
Muniappar Temple for the construction of the new library. The
Asian Development Fund, Indian High Commission and many
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other individuals and organizations donated funds for its
construction. Many small contributions were collected and
carnivals were organised to collect funds for the construction of
the library.

11.10.1959

As the library's space crisis continued, even before the
completion of the construction of the upper floor, Mayor Alfred
Durayappah held an opening ceremony for the library in the
lower hall. Collections of ancient texts and books were received
in memory of Kopay Vanniyasingam and Pandit Rasaiyanar.
Many rare books were also purchased from Mudaliar Kula
Sabanathan.

1967

A US government sponsored information library was functioning
well at the time at 4™ Cross Street in Jaffna. Most of the books,
magazines and resources in it were brought from the United
States. In 1967 the US government decided to hand over the
library to Sri Lankans and it was merged with the Jaffna Public
Library.

03.11.1967
The childrens section of the library was opened by the former
Senator and Minister of local government Mr M Thiruchelvam.

1972

The Navandurai branch of the library was established in 1972 by
then Mayor Mr Alfred Durayappah to extend the library service
of the Jaffna Municipal Council for the benefit of the people of
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Navandurai. Initially, it was started as a study hall where daily
newspapers and magazines were placed. This was supervised by
Mr K. Francis. The people of Navandurai later requested that the
library be maintained like other branch libraries and work
commenced on 01 July 2008 for the construction of a new
building. The construction work stopped halfway through and
only resumed in 2016. After the construction was completed the
opening ceremony presided by former Municipal Commissioner
Mr P.Vaakeesan was held on 30 July 2017 and the library was
officially opened by the former Chief Minister of the Northern
Province the Hon. C. V. Vigneswaran.

1973

In 1971 the auditorium and the study hall were set up in the main
library and in 1973 the library’s second building was completed
and opened. Jaffna Library expanded its services with several
divisions.

01.06.1981

Sinhalese nationalist thugs set Jaffna library on fire. More than
97,000 texts and rare manuscripts were destroyed. The then
government ministers Gamini Dissanayake and Cyril Mathew
were Involved in this act. After hearing about this incident,
Father Singarayar David died of a heart attack on the same day.

13.06.1981

The Jaftna Public Library was closed and the surviving books
were collected by the Commissioner of Jaffna Municipal
Council, Mr. C.V.K. Sivagnanam and kept safely in the Town
Hall. Most of the library’s buildings had to be renovated and it
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was estimated that it would cost Rs. 15 lakhs. Committees were
formed by the Jaffna Municipal Council to examine and report
the damages, losses and suggest required actions. The public
were told that whoever had been able to collect books from the
library that night should look after the books temporarily until
the librarian placed a notice to return them.

17.06.1981

It was decided that the library would be reopened at the former
Cycle Shed area on 17 June 1981, This decision was made the
previous day at a special meeting held by the Municipal Council.

03.07.1981
Mayor of Jaffna, Raja Viswanathan, inaugurated the newspaper
section and children's section in the town hall.

19.06.1981

The following notice to retrieve books was placed on 18 June
1981: “I request that all books received from the Jaffna Public
Library be returned to the library immediately. Receipts can be
obtained for the books handed over at the Library Office from 9
am to 5 pm. Holders of books belonging to the library are also
kindly requested to hand them over to the Library Office. C.V.
K. Sivagnanam, Municipal Commissioner, Jaffna, Municipal
Office Jaftha.”

07.02.1982

The foundation stone was laid for Jaffna Public Library’s third
building.
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22.02.1982
Library Week and Flag Day were organized in Jaffna from 22 -
28 February 1982.

15.05.1982
“Jaffna Public Library Week™ was held from 15 - 21 May 1982
in Colombo.

10.12.1982

As a temporary measure a section of the library was renovated
and the children's section and the reference section began to
function.

14.07.1983
The book lending section began to function.

10.01.1984
Library membership, which had previously been restricted to

those within the Municipal limits, was extended to the entire
Jaffna district.

05.06.1984
An opening ceremony was held for the renovated Library

1985

The Jaffna Fort area was declared a war zone. A decision was
made to shift the Jaffna Library to the Hindu hostel building in
Nallur. It was decided that branches of the Jaffna Public Library
would be opened elsewhere due to safety and security concerns.
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23.03.1985

The library's first branch in Chundukuli was relocated on 23
March 1985 to the YMCA building. It had previously been
functioning since 1981 at the Community Center on Ragqa Road.
The library was eventualy abandoned due to people’s
displacement in large numbers during the civil war of 1995 and
as a result the library was badly neglected and damaged. This
branch was permanently closed in 1998 due to a proposed plan
to establish an interim Jaffna Public Library at the Jaffna
National Housing Authority Building under the Jaffna Public
Library Reconstruction Project.

23.03.1985

Another branch of Jaffna Public Library, known as the Muslim
Branch Library, was opened on 23 March 1985 in a private
building in the predominantly Muslim populated area.
Subsequently a building for the library was purchased at a low
price on Osmania College Road due to the great efforts taken by
the former councillor Janab Abdul Qadir. In this building, a
library carrying out all library services was opened on 16 July
1986. In October 1990, following the explusion of Muslims by
the LTTE, the library was closed and later reopened in a private
building on Moor Road and functioned there until 1995.

24.04.1985

Another branch of the library opened on 24 April 1985 in a
private building in front of the Nallur Hindu Hostel building by
the Municipal Commissioner Mr.C.V K. Sivagnanam.

24

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



http://www.noolahamfoundation.org/
http://www.noolaham.org/wiki/index.php/%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%81%E0%AE%A4%E0%AE%B1%E0%AF%8D_%E0%AE%AA%E0%AE%95%E0%AF%8D%E0%AE%95%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%8D
http://aavanaham.org/

—1

09.05.1985

On 9 May 1985 the Sri Lankan Army launched an attack in the
direction of the main library in retaliation to an attack on the
Jaffna Fort with a rocket launcher by a youth. The librarian at
that time, Miss Slochana Ragunathan, brought this matter to the
attention of the Municipal Commissioner, Mr CVK Sivagnanam
and he then contacted the Army Commander and told him that
students were studying inside the library and that they need to be
evacuated and requested for some time and wanted the students
to leave immediately. There were around 80 students in the
library at that time and all of them evacuated at around 4.30pm.
The librarian also reported that on the same day at around 9.30pm
a massive noise was heard in the direction of the library. These
incidents about the attack on the library building were recollected
by Miss Sulochana Raghunathan in the documentary film -
'‘Burning Memories' released by Someetharan.

12.05.1985

The library was bombed by the army at midnight. The local
newspaper ‘Eelamurasu’ reported that the bombing that day as
follows: “The library was bombed at midnight. The building,
doors and windows were shattered. A bomb exploded at the
Jaffna Public Library just after midnight yesterday, causing
severe damage to the centre part of the Library”.

30.05.1985

Attempts were made to establish a library in the Vannarponnai
area to cater to the needs of the readers and scholars in the area.
As a result, a library branch was opened on 30 May 1985 in a
private house on lyanar Kovil Road. Later a permanent building

25

L=

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org


http://www.noolahamfoundation.org/
http://www.noolaham.org/wiki/index.php/%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%81%E0%AE%A4%E0%AE%B1%E0%AF%8D_%E0%AE%AA%E0%AE%95%E0%AF%8D%E0%AE%95%E0%AE%AE%E0%AF%8D
http://aavanaham.org/

e

for the library was constructed on Vannai Siri Kamatchi
Ambhaal Temple Road and opened on 21 July 1988 thus library
services were expanded in that area.

09.06.1986

At the request of intellectuals and academics, the Jaffna
Municipality agreed to start a special library to collect and
preserve all books relating to Tamil literature, language, culture
and customs. Accordingly a cultural library (the Tamil Hindu
Cultural Library) was established on 09 June 1986 at the Saiva
Periyar Arumuga Navalar Memorial Hall in Nallur.

25.08.1986

The library was shelled. The ‘Eelamurasu’ newspaper published
on 25 August 1986 stated “Jaffna Library damaged! The city
was in darkness all night. Yesterday afternoon, the old public
library building was badly damaged by a "shell" attack from the
fort. The new library building that was being built near this
library is also believed to have been damaged.”

28.09.1986

The Guru Nagar Library branch was opened by Father
Theogupillai on 28 September 1986. This building recently
underwent renovations from 2018 to 2020.

19.01.1992

Steps were taken to shift the library office to the Nallur Branch
Library which was functioning in the Hindu Hostal building. Due
to the space crisis and an increasing number of readers and in
order to consolidate the library services, all other Jaffna
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Municipal Council divisions functioning in the Hindu Hostel
building were shifted out and the entire building was used to
accommodate the library. The expanded paramedical section and
a separate children's section were opened in the new area on 19
January 1992.

1995 October

The libraries were abandoned in October 1995 when the entire
administration were deplaced as a result of the civil war. When
people returned to Jaffna in April 1996 they found that the
libraries had been damaged. The Chundukuli Branch Library and
the Moor Road Branch Library were the most severely damaged.
Newly made furniture and books were damaged and some had
disappeared.

January 14, 1998

A temporary library at the District National Housing Authority
Building was opened at 9.00 am on 14 January 1998 by Sri
Lankan parliamentary ministers Mr Mangala Samaraweera, Mr
Richard Pathirana and Mr Bertilal Premaratne in the presence of
the British High Commissioner, the British Council Director,
commanders of the three forces, clergymen and Jaffna Library
presidential committee members Mr Yogendra Duraiswamy and
Mrs Peter Kenaman.

1998

Action was taken in 1998 to estimate and repair damages caused
to the library since 1985 as a result of the armed conflict. These
included bullet holes from cannons and artillery shells.
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14.02.2003

An opening ceremony for the Jaffna Public Library was
scheduled to take place on 14 February 2003 during Chandrika
Bandaranaike’s presidency. At that time there were series of
upheavals in Eelam Tamil politics. The opening ceremony was
announced during a period of relative peace during a ceasefire
agreement. The Mayor of Jaffna at the time, Mr. Sellan
Kandayan, extended an invitation to a Tamil Member of
Parliament for Sri Lanka, Mr. V. Anandasangari, and he was to
open the renovated Jaffna Library. However, at the last minute
the opening ceremony was cancelled.

31.12.2003

Most of the remaining repairs and construction work for the
Jaffna Public Library buildings were completed by 31 December
2003 and the library was handed over to the Municipal
Commissioner.

23.02.2004

The library was opened to the public by the Municipal
Commissioner on 23 February 2004 without any ceremony or
any formalities.

2010

A plaque was made with inscriptions in three languages stating
that the Jaffna Public Library was declared open on 14 February
2003. But it was not placed on the building because the formal
opening ceremony did not take place. The plaque was
subsequently placed on the library building after seven years in
July 2010.
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2019
It was decided in 2018 that the plaque fixed in 2010 which carried

the opening date of the library to be removed because the opening
date was incorrect. Accordingly, the plaque was removed in 2019.

“The history of the Tamil people was incinerated,
including valuable books of great Hindu
Philosophers, trreplaceable ancient texts, and scrolls
written on palm leaves of centuries old. Good old
days, these works had been housed in Hindu temples,
which in some ways served as the precursor to

libraries in the island.”

"What was lost will remain lost to the people of
Jaffna. We could add new books, but nothing could
veplace the old books, what was lost will remain lost

forever.”
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Jaffna Library -6round Floor

1. Porch

2. Cloak Room and Security Desk

3. Information Section

4. Lending Section

5. Periodical Section

6. Children Section

7. Archive Section

8. India Corner

9. Entrance Hall for Disabled

10. Reference Section
@ T i 11. Special Collection Section
Y a. Sri Lanka & Jaffna Collection
b.individual (famous people) Collection
13 1 1 14 12. Youth Corner
L |1 +4 13. Computer Section

14, Auditorium
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