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 Thank you.  Well, I come from Bhubaneswar and we have a children’s library, 

where I volunteer along with my friends.  Being there, you know we can always be 

happy that we have the best collection and all but just to add to what Rajabhai said it’s 

a collection that is happily forgotten because it’s in a corner in the library.  There are 

about a hundred picture books there.  I’ll first talk very briefly about that and maybe 

the journey as Rajabhai said, in which I have tried to get some of my favorite picture 

books from the collection, which includes picture books from early 20th century, Arthur 

Rackham illustrations, Beatrix Potter to- you know, you have, Robert McCloskey and 

others from different decades up to very recently.  So, there are around 20-30 Caldecott 

award winners and probably picture books from about 20 countries, local publishing 

which are there.  

 I confess that I actually discovered picture books after we set up the library.  When 

I grew up, thankfully Russia was not Russia, it was still Soviet Union and we had those 

wonderful picture books.  But really in terms of looking at them seriously, it happened 

after 2007, when we set up this library and I discovered that there are something called 

picture books, where you start engaging with the pictures and other things.  



I won’t talk about reading and learning and I remember some people murmuring that 

it sounds more like an education seminar.  I’ll just talk very briefly about this initiative.  

But, apart from other reasons, why should we think of a children’s library?  I mean 

which I don’t need to get into here, but yes, one of the reasons why we thought of start-

ing a children’s library in Bhubaneswar is there were no libraries for children.  The whole 

library movement had never thought about children, and though there are books for 

adults, we still call it a children’s library because if we don’t, children don’t think there’s 

anything for them, right.  And there were other debates that we had about why call it 

a library, because a library is supposed to be a boring, dusty space, we thought that we 

would like to challenge those perceptions.  But the other reason why we started, it didn’t 

start as something that we wanted to set up really.  The outcome was more of a move-

ment for volunteerism.  We wanted to have a movement for volunteerism in Orissa.  

 Orissa, of course is a byword for poverty and other problems.  Many people are 

often apologetic about that.  But one problem that was happening is that there was 

also a kind of trap where people thought that it was only when you have multinational 

funding, or only when you have, say sorry, the Tata Trust or whoever else, just joking, 

that change can happen. And we wanted to encourage, we wanted to demonstrate what 

is possible and tally though volunteerism and also encourage people to volunteer.  So 

the library in a way is a manifestation of the power of volunteerism which I want to talk 

to you about and through the library we are actually trying to bring in young people 

and old to engage with children, with reading, creativity, imagination as well as many 

other things.  So, I will just go over some images of the library, I won’t take about the 

other initiatives, may be if there are any questions.  As I said, you know it started out as 

a movement for volunteerism and till now Bakul has been running entirely with small 

contributions and individuals contributing books, ideas etc.  We started out actually 

with an online pledge campaign.  Like we said that we will set up a library if a thousand 

other people pledge to contribute books.  You know as a movement for volunteerism 

looking back now, you know it’s been close to five years, I can’t think of a better way that 

we could have started this.  Because, you know we asked people for books, we didn’t ask 

people for money.  People had a lot of misgivings about money but this was easy.  And 

when we started this campaign, we only ask people to give books and we said that if the 

thousand people pledge we will set up the library.  Many people thought it sounded too 

good to be true.  Many of my friends could not start anything because they had busi-

ness plans and unfortunately they needed 10 lakhs to set up something or more and 



that never happened.  The only thing we said is we are going to set up a library, what 

is the scale we don’t know.  But this is something we want to do, and we would like to 

do and whatever be the scale, whatever people give, we will set up the library with that.  

So that’s the signboard in Oriya, I mean every single item, the wood we got it, we went 

to a saw mill, we requested them for it, someone carved it there, that’s English signage.  

And a lot of people got together, to give their ideas.  This is the entrance of the library.  

You know, one of the challenges was, can we create a library, which is interesting you 

know, which attracts children.  And lot of people put in their ideas; someone gave this 

wonderful idea of a mirror at the entrance.  So what you see there is actually a mirror, 

reflecting the greenery outside.  We copied William Esher, those optical illusions, as a 

mural.  Someone else came in and you know, people have been coming in and giving 

their ideas and adding to it.  Like last year there was an artist and I told her that I’d like 

the library to be  a museum of books.  I don’t have all the images of it, but one of the 

things she did is, these invisible book shelves that you see there.  And she also created 

the little book maid, which is basically “the Little Mermaid” made of books. And one 

of the rooms we kind of developed local artists developed as a kind of jungle book, you 

know on the theme of “The Jungle Book” and as you can see there are actual branches 

jutting out from the walls and we wanted to stimulate the children.  And of the things 

that has happened with the library which I am happy about, now this library when it 

was set up, now as I said, this library has been entirely set up through people donating 

books and giving time etc.  And the library is free.  

 So for us the biggest compliment has been in Orissa when people have been 

shocked.  We’ve been talking a lot about shocks, today and people have been shocked 

that it was possible.  And that’s something I would like to talk about, like yesterday I 

was talking to some young people here and a lot of people want to do this.  But they 

feel probably they don’t have the resources for it.  And that has kept them or held them 

back from attempting.  And the good thing has been that we’ve been able to demon-

strate that no, just with whatever you have you can do it.  And one good thing that has 

happened at the library is, the library is free for all.  So there is charity for the middle 

class as well.  But one of the main reasons is though there has been a big debate, you 

know many people have said that you price it, otherwise the middle class will never 

value it; is that we wanted to inspire everyone with the spirit of volunteerism.  And also 

the good thing is that it’s one of the few spaces where actually children from different, 

social backgrounds come together.  And of course there are other activities that happen 



beyond reading as well, which I’ll briefly talk about.  And the collection there we know 

is definitely better than the collection in any other elite school in the state.  And we just 

hope that the children are able to use these resources to transcend the barriers imposed 

by society.  That is a dream that will take time.  And of course one thing that we discov-

ered while setting up this library also is that we had to design the library in our own way 

because we felt that our regular library signs wasn’t really geared towards it.  So these 

are some images of the children, you know there are just simple mats and the children 

can sleep there, read in their own way.  That is one of my favorite pictures, Nandita 

Das was there for a story telling session.  You have all the media behind and the girl is 

completely engrossed in her book.  So a lot of children just go there, sleep and read, take 

their time to read.  

 There are some activities, school activities that we do at the library like film 

screening, in story telling there’s a backyard tree, where the story telling happens.  This 

is one of the interesting initiatives that we do there, is something called story telling 

from around the world.  We discovered that thanks to so many NGOs in Orissa, and 

Odissi dance and religion, there are lot of foreigners who come to the state and obvious-

ly who pass through Bhubaneswar and so we have a program called story-telling from 

around the world.  So every Saturday, someone from a different country or a different 

region of India comes and tells stories from their country and about their country.  So 

there is some kind of multicultural exposure and along with that they do other things 

like as you can see the Japanese story-teller is wearing a kimono and a Canadian story-

teller brought pancakes and maple syrup or someone else played some music, dance, 

whatever.  So this is something that we do, in fact we have, we have regular activities 

like story-telling in the local language, story-telling in English, which is basically this, 

and we have a lot of art and craft sessions, we have film sessions in addition to special 

workshops.  You know if there is someone in town, or someone who says that I have this 

thing, which I would like to do with children, that happens.  At the same time, what has 

happened with the library is a lot of young people have been coming in there, which is 

something we wanted to make it a vibrant community space.  Well a lot of other initia-

tives have been emerging.  This what you see is a library we ran in refugee camp.  There 

were riots in Orissa in 2008 in Kandhamal and in the refugee camp, there were activi-

ties that went on, there are other activities that went around, volunteers going to school 

and teaching.  Many other things happening around environment and all, but I think 

I’ll just limit it to here, the library.  



 One thing that has happened after this library as I was saying is that a lot of 

people have attempted to start libraries and it has started in other places for children, 

through book collection drives and I think; not only libraries, a lot of other things have 

happened where people felt that okay, I’m not limited by the resources that I have 

which we are proud of that.  And the good thing is for every library that has come up 

either by us, now we have set up another library in the village nearby on the Chilka.  

But it didn’t happen because we wanted to set up a library there, the village youth 

came, got inspired and forced us to set up a library there.  They asked us for books and 

support and they have been; I’m also happy for every library that has come up, three 

other attempts of setting up a library have failed.  But the good thing is people are at-

tempting it in Orissa and in other places, friends who have come to our library have 

seen what we are doing and feel that if we could do it, they can.  Thank You.

 Q. Do children from the lower economic strata frequent the library?

 SM: Ya.  All kinds of children come.  Though the majority who come are from the 

slums nearby.  Unfortunately right now we don’t have a lending option.  So it’s mostly 

the children from the slums, but all kinds of children come, from the middle class, from 

the slums.  If you look at the numbers then probably more from the slums and the 

schools nearby that.

 Q.  What about the space itself, I mean is it your home or is it rented, then how 

do you manage that?

 SM:  Both.  It belongs to my parents.  I kind of give them a token rent.  But that 

also gives us the liberty to occupy more space.  

 Q.  So in an initiative where people don’t have the luxury of wealthy parents 

who lend their houses or flats or; this is an expense surely, I mean

 SM:  Ya, one thing that is happening now, I’ll tell you as I said you know with 

this what happened is I kind of mobilized a few friends who would contribute for that 

some whatever token rent that we are paying.  But the good thing that is happening 

now is that when people are approaching us to help set up a library, they are actually 

coming, the first thing they are offering is space.  You know like we are arranging a 

space now can you help set up a library here.  So that kind of a thing is happening.  I 

mean space is one of the things that is being offered first kind of as an enticement to 

help them set up a library there.



 Q.  is there a selection process within books that are given to you?

 SM: Ya.  A lot of books that are given to us are actually notebooks and monetary 

reports.  I mean we get all kinds of stuff.  I mean unfortunately people also think; the 

good thing is people know that there is a place where they can give things, but also a 

lot of people give things without using any intelligence.  So what we do is, there is of 

course a problem of space now and we need more space, but obviously our considera-

tion is the quality of the book, there are some books that are completely damaged, 

which sometimes we keep.  And we get a lot of text books for instance which we don’t 

really use space for and we kind of pack them and see whoever would need it and send 

it across.  Am I answering your question.  We haven’t had that but in some cases yes, 

we have got books that you know we didn’t want to; obviously there is a choice there 

in terms of some material that we get or sometimes when we put some books and then 

people object to it.  There have been things like that, in some cases, so we’ve been a little 

judicious there.  

 Q. In your library, do you have books with overt religious propaganda or politi-

cally inclined ones?

 SM: We don’t try to keep as one point you definitely touched on is overtly reli-

gious books, apart from books you know, for example, say published by the Ramakrish-

na Mission or whatever we would keep them.  You know something on the history of 

religion or something about religion as such, but more, you know I don’t think we have 

really evolved a very, clear, defined policy towards it but something that we take it on 

the spot, you know that this is something, for example, the emphasis is on how learn-

ing can be fun, so text books we feel that they are easily available, we don’t go into it 

or something that is very religious propaganda or whatever we would not go into it.  

Initially we were less circumspect, but then you know, for example, we had some books 

on art and photography and we found some torn pages there and we figured out maybe 

it was because of the nudity there or whatever.  So, we have had some such issues, oth-

erwise. Thank you, everyone.  


