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PROBLEMS FACED BY THE LIBRARIANS 

IN THE ARRANGEMENT AND DESCRIPTION OF 

MANUSCRIPTS AND ARCHIVAL MATERIAL 

DEPOSITED IN LIBRARIES

Dr. K. D. G. Wimalaratne
Former Director - Department of National Archives 

Visiting Lecturer, Archival Science - University of Kelaniya

T he archivists and the librarians perform more or less the similar function in 
depositing and retrieving information from the materials under their care. 

However, the majority of the materials in a library will be published books. This 
does not mean that libraries do not deposit manuscripts and archival material 
under their care. Some leading libraries in Sri Lanka, such as the National Library, 
University libraries viz Peradeniya, Kelaniya, Sri Jayawardenapura and Colombo; 
in order to make selection, National Museum library deposits private 
manuscripts and other archival materials, which are of significant in content.

y The question arises, whether these libraries holding manuscripts collections 
prepare retrieval tools according to the accepted norms and standards. Another 
question is whether the library staff is trained in their training courses and even 
if they are trained, how many put them into practice in the libraries they work?

We all know that librarians have detailed and authoritative rules and standards 
for cataloguing and classification. These rules, viz; the "Anglo-American 
Cataloguing Rules" (AACR2) cover all sorts of materials, as well as books, 
including manuscripts. Archivists have generally found it difficult to regard 
AACR2 as an adequate guide for archival descriptions. However, the library 
cataloguing and classification systems are more independent and self -  
explanatory for researchers visiting the libraries, unlike the archival arrangement
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and description systems which are more or less complex and more dependent 
on archivists who will have to guide the researcher to have quick access to 
material he requires.

Does this situation require librarians to ignore the principles of archives 
arrangement and description for manuscripts and archival documents deposited 
in a library? Some libraries, by putting aside the principles of archival 
arrangement have brought in the researcher into difficulties by delaying and 
non-access to private collection of manuscripts deposited in the library. The 
writer who wished to have access to late Prof. T. B. H. Abeysinghe's collection, 
had to go through the accession register to find out what has been in the above 
collection. The name of Prof. Abeysinghe has disappeared from his collection. 
This may be one instance; here archival principles have been not carried out by 
the librarians in the arrangement and description of manuscripts and other 
materials of a private collection.

Some librarians in certain libraries may face the challenging situation of 
arranging and describing private papers, due to the different nature of 
documents and books, where published books are more familiar to the librarians 
than the manuscripts.

Richar H. Lytle has to mention the difference of librarians and archivists in the 
following manner.

"The major difference between librarians and archivists is cosmic -  a difference 
in world view. Archivists accept the organizational structure of their resources, 
and interpret this order to users. Librarian's, on the other hand, impose an order 
on their materials through comprehensive structures for organization of 
knowledge. From the librarian's viewpoint, the archivist's world is a patchwork 
of conflicting systems, not nearly as neat as the structure resulting from 
classification."1

The arrangement and description of the archivists and the cataloguing and 
classification of the librarian derive from the fundamental difference in the 
nature of books and documents and manuscripts. Archival manuscripts usually 
arrive at the archivist with an internal order imposed by their creators, unless 
the original order has been disturbed or disarrayed beyond recognition. There 
are two justifications for this archival principle. Firstly, it is usually the only 
practical method for administering archival material, since the filing individual

1 Lytle, Richard, A., Management of Archives and Manuscript Collections for Libraries, Society of 
American Archivists (SAA), 1980, p. 02.
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papers into a pre-conceived order, using decimal classification systems should 
not be done by librarians. For instance, if an individual places memos he has 
received as "Personal and private", there is no right for a librarian to ignore the 
original labeling of the individual and take off the papers to be catalogued and 
classify to be filed according to subjects using librarian's decimal systems.

From another perspective, published material may be and to be subject 
oriented, where documents and records are source oriented. For the archivist 
source may be more important than subject. The archival concern for source 
called the "Principal of provenience" and the "preservation of the original order" 
comprises the two primary principles of archives administration for the 
arrangement of archival material deposited in a library.

The archival principles mentioned above shows that, organization of archival 
documents and manuscripts differs radically from the organization of books 
within libraries. A library's structure derives from a comprehensive system for 
organizing knowledge, which results theoretically at least, in a coherent, 
rationalized classification of books on shelves, cards and computer based 
catalogues. Archives on the contrary, constitutes of a multitude of structures- 
created by many different offices and persons over many years-preserved intact 
by archivists. Archivists arrange archival documents created by an individual or 
an office, by denoting an abbreviated name such as "D. M." (Defence Ministry), 
"F. M." (Foreign Ministry), or by abbreviating the individual's name such as 
"T. B. H. A." (Tikiri Abeysinghe) or "M. W." (Martin Wickramasinghe). Some other 
archivists arrange archival documents or manuscripts on shelves in order of 
numerals, in the order of receipt. For example, in the National Archives, numeral 
43 for Galle Kachcheri records, No. 25 for private documents of manuscripts and 
books, and under this number, a decimal system operates such as 25.1, 25.2, for 
individual units of donations in order of receipt. (Vide archives holdings, National 

y Archives of Sri Lanka). No professional archivist will attempt to set up the 
physical arrangement by subject, for the obvious reason that most archival 
manuscript groups will relate to many subjects. Archivists do not disturb the 
original order of documents and manuscripts for library decimal subject 
arrangement or other re-arrangements.

A sample arrangement of manuscripts in a library to be used, using the archival 
principles could be shown as follows.
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Example:

Name of accession 

Number of the collection 

Type of material

Inclusive years 

Location

Access conditions

Prof. T. B. H. Abeyasinghe Collection 

25.20 OR NL/TBHA/25.20

Family papers, historical articles, correspondence 
with scholars (local/ foreign) (1955-1980); books 
on Portuguese period

1 9 5 0 -1 9 8 4

R E P :3 /1 /1 0 /1 0 0

Repository Rack No. Shelf No. Item No. 

Open to the public

The above mentioned basic information either on a card catalogue or a 
computer based one would easily lead a researcher into the manuscript 
collection which he or she is interested.

Then the librarian could go into the in-depth description, leaving aside the library 
classification and description scheme which is familiar to him. This is the basic 
deviation from his traditional part and delves into the archival theory of 
arrangement and description.

As mentioned above, the librarian has to follow the levels of archival 
arrangement in cataloguing manuscripts in the library. What are they?

Levels Arrangement

Manuscript group

Sub-group

Series

Sub-series 

Item/ Document

eg: No: 1 or name of donor

eg: Correspondence (Inward) (1950 -  1980)

eg: Correspondence with foreign scholars (1950-1970)

Correspondence with local scholars (1960-1983)

eg: Correspondence on Portuguese history (1975-1985)

Calendaring of items

eg: Portuguese -  English Dictionary
Malvana Convention

j
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A librarian could prepare a subject index to the manuscript after completing the 
item entries in the collection. If there are publications, such as dictionaries, 
atlases, and other books, they could be described according to subject (alpha), 
author (alpha). However, never take out of the collection and physically place in 
with other books in the main collection of similar subject in other shelves. 
Although they are publications, it belongs to the collection of the individual or 
the organization, donating or selling them to the library. The decimal or other 
library classification could only be used on cards or in the computer data base. 
However, the location is to be with the original collection, and not disturbed 
physically on any account.

The challenges faced by the librarians and the solutions given above, would 
indicate the interdisciplinary approach of the librarians and the archivists in the 
arrangement and description of manuscripts collections deposited in the 
libraries of Sri Lanka.

For further reading

(1) Cook, Micheal, The Management of Information from Archives, Gower, (1986) p. 79-125
(2) Miller, Fredric M., Arranging and describing archives and manuscripts, Chicago,(1990), 

p .l-  131
(3) Peterson, Trudy Huskamp, Federal Records, Privacy and public officials in the United States,

Janus, I. C. A. (1982): (2), p . 1 - 1 7
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EASTERN PROVINCE

Batticaloa District

(38) Periyakallaru Public Library Manmunai South Eravur Pattu 
Pradeshiya Sabha

(39) Kattankudy Public Library Kattankudy Urban Council

Trincomalee District

(40) Uppuveli Public Library Town & Gravets Pradeshiya Sabha

NORTHERN PROVINCE

Jaffna District

(41) Kaithady Public Library Chavakachcheri Pradeshiya Sabha

(42) Navatkuli Public Library Chavakachcheri Pradeshiya Sabha

(43) Mirusuvil Public Library Chavakachcheri Pradeshiya Sabha

(44) Sarasalai Public Library - Chavakachcheri Pradeshiya Sabha

(45) Varani Public Library Chavakachcheri Pradeshiya Sabha
(46) Uduvil Public Library Valikamam South Pradeshiya Sabha
(47) Chunnakam Public Library Valikamam South Pradeshiya Sabha

(48) Naranthanai Public Library Kayts Pradeshiya Sabha

(49) Nallur Public Library Nallur Pradeshiya Sabha
(50) Kondavil Public Library Nallur Pradeshiya Sabha

(51) Analaithivu Public Library Kayts Pradeshiya Sabha
(52) Jaffna Public Library Jaffna Municipal Council

(53) Kokuvil Public Library Nallur Pradeshiya Sabha

Kilinochchi District

(54) Kilinochchi Public Library
(55) Vaddakachchi Public Library

Vavuniya District

(56) Vavuniya Public Library Vavuniya Urban Council

Karachchi Pradeshiya Sabha 
Karachchi Pradeshiya Sabha
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Mannar District

(57) Adampan Public Library Manthai West Pradeshiya Sabha
(58) Murungan Public Library Nanattan Pradeshiya Sabha
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EASTERN PROVINCE

(25) Bt. Vincent Girl's High School Batticaloa

Trincomalee District

(26) T/St. Mary's College Trincomalee
(27) T/AI-Mina Maha Vidyalaya Kinniya

NORTHERN PROVINCE

Batticaloa District

Jaffna District

(28) Jaffna Hindu College Jaffna
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- © 0$253 2550 ĉ 253C3 ( U N E S C O )

- ©0$2S3 0 ® 3  © 0322? ĉ 253 C3 ( I B B Y )
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02S?£325f 03:825i® od' ĉ 253C3 £03 @ 0 i2 5 3  ®253302^0X 63o00C )253 C3 

2 § 0 © ®  ĉ 253C3 (UNO)
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