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THE BOOK PUBLISHING INDUSTRY IN SRI LANKA 
From 1965 to 1980

A Survey on the book production In Sri Lanka during 1956 -  1980 was conducted by the 
C. N. L. S. B. recently. This Survey was undertaken on a request made by the N. B. D. C. of Sri Lanka. 
Following is an edited version of the Survey report which reveals Several interesting facts about the 
national book production in the island.

The National Book Development Council of Sri 
Lanka decided in February 1981, to have a study con
ducted into the state of book publishing in the country 
from 1956 to 1980.

“At the very begining, it was clear that 1956 was 
not a convenient point to start. The main reason for 
this difficulty is the absence of a bibliography prior to 
1962. Information could have been collected from the 
Archives Department, but this was thought unnecess
ary as it was decided by us to confine the scope of 
the study to a statistical analysis of creative writing 
during this period, taking children’s literature sepa
rately.

Th is study is therefore more a statistical one than 
one going into details of content of publications etc. 
The National Bibiography of Sri Lanka commenced 
publishing under the Director of Archives only in 1962. 
It was therefore, decided that the National Library 
Services Board to take the 15 year period (1965-1980) 
for the survey. Even here the year 1974 which marked 
the transfer of the compilation of the bibliography from 
the Department of Archives to the National Library 
Services Board has not been covered by the compilers.

The following report therefore, indicates the 
state of the publishing industry In relation to the 
topics selected from 1965 to 1980 (leaving 1974 out), 
as revealed by the National Bibligraphy of Sri Lanka. 
The National Book Development Council has stated 
that their main objective in this study is to discover 
through it, the paucity or otherwise of children’s 
books in particular, while assessing the production 
of books in general. It was not possible to undertake 
any detailed study of all the publications regarding 
quality or contents with the staff available at the Nati
onal Library Services Board. It is hoped that what

follows and the statistical table annexed will enable 
the National Book Development Council to get an idea 
of the publishing industry in Sri Lanka in the area of 
the production of books for general reading.

The annexed statement shows the statistics for 
the years mentioned, of the total number of publica
tions, publications which wouid fall within the cate
gory of creative writing and children’s literature.

According to the figures, the average number of 
publications per year within the period mentioned 
amounts to 1376.8. When these are broken down to 
the language media, the average per year in Sinhaia, 
Tamil and English amount to 690.6j 316.3 and 369.6 
respectively. The averages worked oat for literary 
productions and children’s books shown as totals and 
broken down in to media are as follows: Total average 
of creative writing is 196. Average number in Sinhaia 
is 158.3, Tamil is 23.8 and English 13.9. When averages 
are worked out for chidren’s literature, the following 
dismal figures emerge: Average for all languages
29.9, Sinhaia 26.91 - Tamil 1.2, English S.7. These 
averages are per year.

Lean Years

Whatever the averages may show, the exact posi
tion is what there have been very lean years within the 
period viz 1966, 1967, 1975, 1976. The lowest 
number of publications have appeared In the year 1976. 
This seems to indicate a particular tendancy. When
ever there were severe restrictions of foreign exchan
ge, imports etc., there has been a definite reduction 
in the output of books and perhaps In production in 
other spheres too. When the then government 
allowed OGL Imports this is immediaetely reflected in
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the increase of publications from 893-in 1966 to 1347 
in 1968. Likewise the years 1975, 1976 were the most 
stringent control years for imports and foreign exchange 
expenditure within that period and this shows a decline 
of the publication figures which have immediately 
risen with the liberalization in 1977. The publications 
in 1977 is almost double compared with 1976 and this 
has kept on increasing in the years 1978 and 1979 which 
appears to reflect the results of the open trade policy 
of the present government and 1979 shown the highest 
figure for the 15 years period with 2703 publications. 
It does not of course mean that, in this year a larger 
number of literary works of children’s books were 
produced. This has occurred in 1980 in which with the 
total of 1853 publications creative literature accounts 
for 277 and children’s books total 82.

Creative literature, itself is a small percentage of 
the total number of publications. In 1965, out of 1168 
publications only 86 can be included In this category 
of which again 35 were children’s books. Of this 34 
were in Sinhala and the other one in Tamil. 
The averages for the S5 years keep to this pattern, 
specially for children’s literature. Sinhala books take 
an average of 29.9 books per year, Tamil 1.2 books per 
year and English 8.7 books per year. English book 
average is elightly higher than Tamil though there were 
no books published at all in 1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, 
1970, 1972 and 1978. No children’s books have appea
red intamil in 1972, 8975, 1977 and 1979.

Highest Number

Among children’s books In Sinhala, the highest 
number of books have appeared in 1980, with 77i 
books, and the lowest in 1973 with 9 books. In Tam* 
the highest number, 6, was in 1968 and in English 
the highest In 1969 also with 6 Books.

The general picture presented by the statistics 
for the 15 years may be considered as representing even 
the earlier years. But taking the country’s development 
as the background against which book publishing take 
place, or taking publishing of books as an industry 
which develops or recess along with the rest of the 
country’s industries, depending upon the availability 
of capital, raw material, foreign exchange etc., the

situation 1965-1980 should be better than for any 
preceeding era. Educational levels are higher, popu
lation is greater, literacy rate greater and the impor
tance of national languages raised higher than ever. 
Hence, publications in Sinhala and Tamil should be 
greater. Hence, if in this period, the production is so 
poor, what is wrong with book publishing in the 
country ? Isthis a efiection of a widespread poverty 
which does not enable parents to buy books for child
ren ? (That is regarding children’s books). Why don’t 
people buy reading material in general ?

Although the statistics collected do not show a 
breakdown of all publications, a glance at the Natio
nal Bibliograpy shows that most of the material in any 
year consists of Government publications. Even with 
these, there have been some years where production 
has been significantly low. in 1976 which is the 
lowest year, there were only 681 publications. The 
next lowest is 1966 with 760. The best years have been
1979 with 2703, 1980 with 1858, 1972 with 1744 and 
1978 with 1594.

Taking children’s publications, the situation right 
through the period examined must be considered un
satisfactory in relation to the large number of children 
who need reading material for their education and 
entertainment,, outside the few school text-books 
they are compelled to use. Here the Sinhala publishing 
sector had been much more active than the Tamli- 
The percentages have been given earlier, but the actual 
figures over the years show wide fluctuation, varying 
from 77 in 1980 to 9 in 1973. A total of 20 children’s 
books (in all media) and over has been regularly 
maintained except in 1968 (18), 1972 (19), 1973
(12) and in this Sinhala books predominate. Tamil 
children’s books as stated earlier has been average 
of 12 books per year. Taking individual years, 
the highest production has been in 1968 (6) and 
next comes 1966 and 1971 with two books each. 
There have been no publications in 1972, 1975, 1977 
and 1979, and rest of the years have one each. The 
best year for children’s books altogether has been
1980 with 82 books of which 77 are in Sinhala and 
only I is in Tamil and rest (4) are in English. What do 
the Tamil children read.?
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Statistics of Book Publishing in Sri Lanka 
for the period 1965 -  1980

1965 1966 I967|| 1968 1969 1970
Number of books
published during
the year 1168 760 893 1345 1290 1469
Sinhala 865 296 506 656 637 750
Tamil 158 184 112 319 324 305
English 145 280 275 370 329 414
Creative writing 86 161 105 "208 193 196
Sinhala 64 143 ~ 176 162 M 62
Tamil 20 15 08 25 26 29
English 02 03 02 06 05 05
Children’s books 35 ~30 “ ~ 29 “

Sinhala 34 28 " 2 2 12 ~ 22 ” 26
Tamil 01 02 01 06 01 01
English — — — i - 06 -

1971 1972 1973 1975 1976 1977 19781 1979 1980

1489 1744 1534 937 681 M 87 1594 2703 1858
758 925 708 "484 341 "571 719 1174 970
307 341 403 230 159 339 405 686 473
424 478 423 223 181 277 470 843 415

275 "294 1 167 216 134 “ 181 261 "277

”240 257 |"T29 ~I62 ” ~ 2 " m *203 "221
19 20 33 37 27 37 06 22 33
16 17 09 17 22 18 31 36 23

“ “ 12 " 2 4 " 2 2 20 ""33 43 32
~24 19 " 0 9 22 17 M 9 32 r~ 7i “

02 — 01 01 _ 01 s _ i 01
05 1 - 02 02 04I 01 I - E 02 04

Source The National Bibliography 1965 -  73 -  Dept, of National Archives
1974 -  80 -  National Library Services Board 

Statistics was collected by Mrs. Srlmathi Gunasena and Mrs. A. Wijesinghe.
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8

25)3 25)3 03^0®<d gS)2rf£>3l5j®25) ©0325) 025) *03 ®3Ci2§ca ©0325) 
023 g $25)d Ca©25§23233©C625f Cfi29025) OS  ̂©03© 25)203 ©25) 
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NATIONAL LIBRARY OF 
SRI LANKA

Some thoughts from the Consultant 
Architect

CLIENT
SITE

STRUCTURE

Professor Micheal Brawne, the UNESCO Con
sultant Architect to the National Library of 
Sri Lanka, paid his fourth visit to Sri Lanka 
recently. After four weeks of consultation, just 
before his departure he was Interviewed by 
Mr, U. Amarasiri.

QUESTION;

Prof. Brawne, you have been here a number of 
times. Could you please tell us the purpose of this 
visit?

PROF. BRAWNE -
I have of course been coming to Sri Lanka a num 

ber of times in connection with the designing of the 
National Library, and every building needs a number 
of stages at which certain actions have to be 
taken if the building is to be completed 
successfully. First of all of course, one has 

to choose the sice, to do a design’thatjhas to be app
roved and then construction of drawings have to be 
made and constructiot) has to be initiated and during 
construction new problems arise which happen be
cause changes have occured in the way in which the 
client is going to use the building. Problems have 
arisen during construction which need to be dealt 
with and other issues arlse|which are perhaps better 
when dealt with initially like the design of furniture 
for the building. My main task of this visit was really 
to do two things. One was to design the specialised 
furniture for the library, shelves, reading desks 
and chairs and so on and to see how construction|was 
coming along as well as seeing how various activities 
particularly different contracts |were co-ordinated 
and specially the contracts with the general contra
ctor for the main building and those for the mecha
nical services which are primarily air-conditioning 
and a lift.

QUESTION;
Are you satisfied with the progress of the building ? 

PROF. BRAWNE-

The answer is ‘Yes’, but it is a qualified ‘Yes’. Every 
where in the world contrctors don’t do quite as well

10

National Library Services Board. 
South of the centre of Colombo. 
Rc, rendered brick walls, local 
quarry tile floors, clay tiles on 
corrugated asbestos roof, local 
hardwood stained doors and 
windows.

CREDITS Michael Brawne in association 
with Pani Yennakoon, chief 
architect. Ministry of Housing 
and Construction.

DESCRIPTION Building to house National
Library, National Documentation 
Centre and number of associated 
agencies. Space for 500 000 
volumes, 300 readers, and work 
spaces for 113 members of staff.
In addition there are three 
lecture theatres and offices for 
associated institutions. Design 
differentiates between central 
air-conditioned zone for books 
and peripheral naturally 
ventilated area for readers. 
Concept is a series of open trays 
under vast roof with closed 
central core. Books and readers 
are on all main floors 
corresponding to main division 
of the library so that either 
closed or open access system can 
be used. Layout is predominately 
horizontal to avoid mechanical 
handling, and to reduce cost.

NATIONAL LIBRARY, 
COLOMBO,
SRI LANKA .

BiU plan 
key
1, entrance
2, pool
8, reading terrace 
4, entry court

entrance elevation

above: ground fioor plan {scale ]j;l200); below: cross section (scale 1:600)

key
1, library entrance
2, parcels
3, information
4, staff entrance
5, catalogues
6, office
7, book issue
8, readers
9, rare books
10, carreils
11, stack
12, u'cs
13, plant room
14, lecture theatre
15, offices 
associated agencies
16, cafeteria
17, cars
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and don’t work as rapidly’’as one dreams that they 
mijht. But I think Mr. Muttiah Is doing a very 
good job under fairly difficult conditions.

QUESTION s

What are the alterations that you have proposed ?

PROF. BRAWNE-

The main alterations are small corrections
which are necessary in the plan , because
perhaps, they hadn’t been incorperated in the 
drawings initially like additional electrical outlets 
and the position of lights In the stacks which 
need to be increased but really the main changes 
are layouts of wlnos for some of the new uses which 
the library Is now planning to carry out on its 
premises or changed ideas about these uses; and 
here the principal areas are the school for librarians 
which is going to be established on the 2nd floor of 
the North wing, some additional subdivisions of 
wings for audio visual materials and photograpic 
dark room and laboratory and rooms for the Lib
rary Board, its Chairman and school library divi
sion and so on which had been left unallocated- 
at the times of the original design.

QUESTION:

Is there anything that you have been unable to 
complete ?

PROF. BRAWNE-
Well, it would have been nice to have the 

opportunity of having more extended discussions 
with the consultants who are dealing with the 
air-conditioning and we were only able to get In 
touch with them at the very last moment, but I 
hope that the information which they will assemble 
and the designs that they will produce will be pos
ted on to me in England.

QUESTION:
Do you think that there Is a problem about the 

co-ordination, as there are a number of authorities 
involved in the project ?

PROF. BRAWNE -
There are always problems when one Is dealing 

with a fairly complicated bureacracy in which there 
isn’t a very simple relationship which is the ideal 
relationship, in which there is a client who Is one 
body, an architect who is another and the contractor 
who is the 3rd. The moment other committees. 
Boards, Departments intervene the responsibiltiy

(Conted on Page 13)

11



§  e ® ^ 3  d o ^ 2 5 ) g jd o a a o ©  @ d 0 o  ®-©s?e)©oo ® < B s5 © a s o d S a  © p o a c o a

>f IFLA Standards for Public Libraries: Sinhala Edition

®S3e5s» gdS5©30 g®2$
©0 &i< l  oo

-¥“ §  c*aw dszSsa ©srfO S33®30gca 
Sri Lanka National Bibliography

Annual Subscription Rs. 80.00 (Including Postage)

4 F  g d © 2 S 5 3 e  g Q a s f r S  

(@@^©38«s>)
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in che chain of command is more difficult and 
therefore new problems arise which perhaps can 
otherwise be avoided.

QUESTION:

Could you tell us briefly what are the main 
features of the National building?

PROF. BRAWNE-

Weli, I suppose they could be characterised, that 
I hope, its a building which is in keeping and suita
ble to the conditions of Colombo and of Sri Lanka 
That it sits happily in largely still a green and beauti
ful area of !„the town which I hope will remain 
beautiful without too many tall buildings around 
it, But its main features are brought from catching 
one hopes, some of the characteristics of our regio
nal architecture, in which all one in a sense needs 
is a shelter from the sun and rain to a big over hang
ing roof, a big tree is in a sense a kind of architec
ture which is suitable here. The main features of 
the library are that we have at its heart in the middiet 
on every floor an air-conditioned zone in which the 
valuable books belonging to the library and are about 
to come to the library will be kept safely and can be 
issued to readers for many, many years to come 
without deteriorating and around that central core 
are spaces which are naturally ventilated and views 
of trees and the sky in which the readers sit, work, 
librarians issue books, provide information and 
so on.

QUESTION :

What are the local architectural features you 
are incorporating in this building?

PROF. BRAWNE-

Well, I have hoped that really they belong to two 
categories. First of all that we will be using materi
als that are produced in this country, we are using 
local hard woods, local clay tiles on the floor, local 
tiles on the roof, we are making It out of the sim
plest possible materials of brick and reinforced 
concrete, but over and above that the 
appearance of the building has something of 
that solidity and weight which I think are associate 
with certain traditional buildings, which I certainly 
would associate with something like the temple 
of the tooth in Kandy or other important shrines in 
this country, but that all these however they differ 
in look and whether its traditional Slnhala or Tamil 
buildings and whether its Portuguese Colonial 
buildings all these have the characteristic of 
covering and being an important feature above

them a very strong dominant large roof and I think 
that perhaps the most Important feature of the 
library is a big over hanging roof.

QUESTION:
Culturally what is the importance of the National 

Library building, that is compared to other buil
dings ?

PROF. BKAWNE-
The importance of the building is that It’s presum

ably like many other buildings, the Museum, Town 
Hall, New Parliament building, which is now under 
construction, that these are national monuments 
buildings by which a society and culture would like
to be remembered in the future, but which will serve 
to the people new sense that we value, Certain ideas 
that we hold dear.We are willing to spend money and 
give them a symbolic importance which shows that 
our countrylives by Intellect, by ideas, by our cuiture 
enshrined in words as much as it looks- by 
economic or Industrial progress.

QUESTION:
When will the building be completed ?

PROF. BRAWNE-

That’s a dangerous question to ask because it is 
not within my control. Its the contractor who will 
determine that and the Ministry and on the last 
resort its the Ministry of Finance, and the Treasury 
which will decide when it is finished, in terms of 
how it makes payments and how soon it makes pay
ments and how much it is able to pay the contractor, 
but if all these things go well, I would think that by 
January 1983 we should have a completed building 
on Independence Avenue.

QUESTION:
It’s good news indeed. Will you be visiting Sri 

Lanka again ?

PROF. BRAWNE-

Well, I very much hope that I will come because 
I am extremely fond of the country, I like coming 
here, so my obvious answer is that I very much 
hope that I should be able to come again and I 
would like naturally to come when the building is 
opened ceremonially and is going to be used by the 
public because thats what we are building the buil
ding for, not to look at it but for it to be used by 
the people but I would also like to come a little 
earlier just to make sure that everything is going as 
I think it should, that as I would imagine the 
Library Board would also hope that It will go.

Thank you very much Prof. Brawne, and we wish 
you a safe journey.
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