Libraries not a
closed chapter
yet in Mumbai
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)
were sent to intern

v % at the Nehru Cen-
tre’s gorgeous new library, they
scarcely imagined that they would
getsomesmerised by the dusty world
of journals and books and the Dewy
Decimal System. “Even after our in-
ternship work was over, we couldn’t
pull ourselves away. We ended up
staying on to do our own research,”
says Sofi, whoisdoingher mastersin
political science.

Back in the day when people read
books rather than text messages, and
Wikipedia was not the Oracle, going
to a library was as important— and
asmatterof fact—asgoingtochurch.

It was the place that took you into
worlds away from your world, where
you could get happily lost in transla-
tion, where you made some of your
best non-human friends.

It is with a view to bringing this
culture back into the city that the Ne-
hru Centre recently launched a publ-
iclibrary, featuring more than 25,000
books, 100journalsand arapidly-exp-
anding documentation centre which
has 1,50,000 newspaper clippings on
subjects ranging from astronomy to
foreign policy: “Iwantto create a pub-
lic library culture in the city; very
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much like how it is in the west,” says -

its dynamiclibrarian AratiDesai.

Unlike many of Mumbai’slibrar-
ies and reading rooms, where herita-
ge architecture provides ambience
by default, and noisy fans encourage
dozing rather than reading, the Neh-
ru Centrelibrary ismost inviting, wi-
th air-conditioning, wifi and evener-
. gonomic chairs promptingreactions

from students like ‘awesome!.
Not surprisingly a woman who
visits regularly and reads whatever
she can lay her hands on, wrote re-
cently in the comments book, “Iwish
Icouldlivehere!”

If public libraries are a compon-
entinacity’scultural index, Mumbai
would notscoretoowell. P Jayarajan,
who used to head the British Coun-
cil’s libraries across India, says, “Li-
brariesare absolutely essential if you
wanttocreateaknowledge-drivenso-
ciety The publiclibrary system in In-
diastarted in a good way, butover the
years things have declined alot, espe-
cially when you compare them with
public libraries in other countries.
They fail to cater to different catego-
ries of people. So, youhardly find any
‘women or young people there.”

Vispi Balaporia, honorary secre-
tary of the Asiatic Society Library,
which hoasts of a formidable collec-
tion of over 100,000-plus books.and
other research material, says, “We
arefunded by the ministry of culture
but, unfortunately; they keep reduc-

.ing the amount and we are really left

in the lurch.” She recollects her own
childhood where books became her
best friends. “Iregret that today chil-
dren are getting disconnected from
books - so they miss out on that spe-
cialfeeling that books can give you.”
But where the government has
failed, institutions and individuals
have stepped in. In fact, despite the
onslaught of malls and digital dis-
tractions, there is clearly a subterra-

. nean world of book lovers who find

entertainment between the covers,
judging by thenumber of new librar-
ies that have sprung up across the
city—open to the public and offering
subsidised membership, some walk-
in, some circulating libraries. Apart
from the Nehru Centre library in
Worli, there is a comic books library
in Versova and the charming M
Cubed in Bandra, which has become
an active hub for book clubs and film
clubs, and a godsend for mothers who
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are endlessly looking for ways to ex-
tricatetheirchildrenfrom theiripads
and itouches. . |

After learning thata prime space
inBandrahadbeenearmarkedinthe
development plan for a library, three
mothers along with the Maharastra
Mitra Mandal, a local activities
group, got together and threw out an
invitetopeopletodonatebooks. Some
twoyearsand13,000bookslater; theli-
brary is buzzing with members of all
ages. A range of membership rates
goes down to almostfree for that
mother with three children and free
for low-income children from organi-
sations like Akanksha. The library
has made such a mark that, recently,
someone from England who had no
connection to it randomly heard
aboutitand wrotealettersaying, T've
heard about the wonderful library
you have created so can I please do-
nate my top ten favourite children’s
books to the library? And the next
thing, packages from Amazon were
arrivingatthelibrary’sdoorstep.

If libraries are the hallmark of a
civilised society; apparently Mumbai
hassomehope. AsDesaiof theNehru
Centresays, ““I can’t waitfor the day
when all those ergonomically de-
signedchairsarefull.”



