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Abstract

India’s archaeological heritage is vast, spanning thousands of years and encompassing a wide range of
tangible and intangible cultural resources. Libraries and archival institutions play a vital role in documenting,
preserving, and disseminating this knowledge. This paper examines the nature of libraries engaged in
archaeological preservation in India, highlighting their functions, organizational frameworks, and the
specialized tools and practices they employ. It also profiles key institutions such as the Archaeological Survey
of India’s libraries, state archaeology departments, and university research libraries that contribute to
safeguarding the nation’s archaeological records. The article concludes with recommendations for
strengthening the role of libraries in archaeological knowledge preservation through digitization, policy
enhancement, and collaborative initiatives.
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1. Introduction

Archaeology is the study of human history and culture through material remains monuments, artifacts,
inscriptions, and settlement sites that provide tangible evidence of the past. In India, with its heritage spanning
over 5,000 years, archaeological discoveries have played a pivotal role in reconstructing historical narratives,
understanding cultural evolution, and preserving collective memory. While excavation and conservation
safeguard the physical remains, the preservation of archaeological knowledge through systematic
documentation, archival practices, and scholarly dissemination is equally vital.

Libraries and documentation centres attached to archaeological institutions serve as the custodians of this
intellectual heritage. They house excavation reports, site maps, inscriptions, photographs, manuscripts, and
rare publications that form the academic backbone of archaeological research. Such libraries are not merely
repositories of printed or digital material; they function as specialized knowledge hubs that integrate research,

preservation, and public outreach.
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In India, a diverse network of organizations including the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), state
archaeology departments, museums, universities, and heritage NGOs maintains libraries dedicated to
archaeology. These institutions differ in scale, specialization, and scope but share a common mission: to
safeguard the nation’s archaeological records and make them accessible to researchers and the public. The
nature of these libraries reflects the unique challenges of archaeological preservation, balancing traditional
conservation methods with modern digital technologies to ensure the longevity and accessibility of invaluable
heritage resources.

2. Archaeological Preservation Organizations and Libraries in India

India’s archaeological preservation landscape is supported by a network of national, state, and institutional
organizations, many of which maintain specialized libraries.

2.1 Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) and Its Libraries

The Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), established in 1861 under British administration and formally
revived in 1871 under Alexander Cunningham, stands as India’s premier organization dedicated to
archaeology, heritage management, and documentation

Number and Structure of ASI Libraries

. Central Archaeological Library (CAL): Located at Dharohar Bhawan, 24 Tilak Marg, New Delhi
former grounds of the National Archives Annex it was established in Shimla in 1902 before being moved to
its current site.

. Circle and Branch Libraries: In addition to CAL, ASI maintains libraries across its regional circles
and branch offices. These support localized academic and technical work, reflecting the institution’s
decentralized approach to archaeological research

Nature of Work and Collections

The Central Archaeological Library is an invaluable resource center for archaeologists, historians,
epigraphists, and cultural researchers:

. Scope of Collections:

o Volumes: Approximately 120,000 books and journals spanning archaeology, history,
anthropology, epigraphy, art, architecture, numismatics, Indology, literature, and geology

o Oriental Manuscripts and Rare Holdings: Houses an estimated 6,000 preserved manuscripts
(with an additional ~10,000 unpreserved), including rare works in Sanskrit, Prakrit, Tibetan, and religious
texts such as Manusmrti and Kautilya’s Arthashastra

o Unique Archival Material: Diaries of pioneers like Cunningham and John Marshall,
portfolios (circa 6,000 items) depicting heritage sites, topographical surveys, toposheets (from the Survey of
India), and photography and maps of major sites such as Ajanta and Ellora

o Digitization Efforts: Around 12,261 rare books have been digitized and made available online

to encourage broader academic use.
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. Mission and Services:

o Research Support: CAL’s mission emphasizes building collections that align with researcher
needs, promoting preservation, facilitating access, and collaborating with other institutions

o Collection Development Policy: The library follows guidelines to curate a broad spectrum of
literature on Indian cultural heritage ranging from archaeology and art to architecture and anthropology
through a committee comprising subject experts and former archaeologists.

Bibliography and Publication Strength

The CAL not only preserves valuable documents but also plays a central role in disseminating archaeological
knowledge through a robust publication program. Key series produced by the ASI include:

. Cunningham’s Reports (1871-1887): Early foundational surveys documenting archaeological
findings across India

. Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum (from 1877): A multi-volume collection of deciphered
inscriptions across the Indian subcontinent

. Epigraphia Indica (1888-1977): The official epigraphical journal of the ASI, published quarterly
with around 43 volumes; also includes an Arabic and Persian supplement

. South Indian Inscriptions (1890-1990): Focused on the epigraphy of southern India; volumes detail
political history, dynasties, and temple inscriptions

. Memoirs of the Archaeological Survey of India (MASI): Over 100 excavation reports offering
detailed stratigraphic, chronological, and artifact analyses

. Annual Series:

o Annual Report of the ASI (1902—1939) later replaced by Indian Archaeology: A Review (since
1953-54), which remains a key annual summary of archaeological activity

o Ancient India (1946—1966): A richly illustrated bulletin for public and scholarly audiences

The ASI’s library system, centered around the expansive Central Archaeological Library and supported by
circle-level branches, serves as both a physical and intellectual repository of India’s archaeological heritage.
Its mission encompasses collection development, preservation, scholarly support, and public dissemination
through publications. The library’s diverse holdings including rare manuscripts, excavation reports,
topographical surveys, and digitized materials underscore its critical role in archaeological research and
heritage knowledge preservation in India.

2.2 State Archaeology Departments

Most Indian states have their own Departments of Archaeology, which operate libraries that support research
on local monuments, inscriptions, and excavated sites. Examples include the Directorate of Archaeology and
Museums in Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu State Department of Archaeology, and Karnataka State Archaeology
Department. These libraries often hold unpublished reports and site-specific data not available elsewhere.
Maharashtra’s Directorate of Archaeology and Museums (DoAM), Government of Maharashtra, is the state’s

apex body for safeguarding archaeological heritage. Its core functions include: (i) declaring and managing
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state-protected monuments and sites; (ii) conducting and licensing archaeological exploration and excavation;
(ii1) conserving built heritage and movable antiquities; (iv) curating state museums and site museums; and (v)
maintaining documentary resources (reports, drawings, photographs, maps) that support research,
conservation, and public interpretation.

. Legal and Policy Framework. DoAM operates under state heritage legislation and rules aligned with
the national AMASR Act (1958), as well as related policies on antiquities, museum governance, and heritage
impact assessment. It coordinates with municipal bodies on development controls around protected sites and

with the police and Customs on illicit-trafficking prevention.

o Organizational Structure. Headquartered in Pune, the Directorate typically comprises wings for:
o Exploration & Excavation: field surveys, trial trenches, rescue archaeology, site documentation.
o Conservation: structural stabilization, materials analysis, preventive conservation of stone, brick,

plaster, wood, metals, and mural paintings.

o) Museums & Outreach: management of state and site museums, exhibitions, education programs,
publications.
o) Administration & Heritage Regulation: monument notifications, buffer zones, permissions, and

coordination with local authorities.

. Libraries and Documentation Centres. The Directorate maintains working collections to support
scholarship and practice:

. Reference Library: books, journals, excavation reports, theses, catalogues, and rare government
publications relevant to archaeology, epigraphy, architecture, conservation science, and museology.

. Records & Plans Repository: archival registers, site notebooks, measured drawings, condition-
assessment reports, conservation treatment records, and GIS layers.

. Photographic & Digital Archives: negatives, slides, born-digital photo/video, drone imagery, 3D
scans, and CAD/BIM files for major monuments and excavations.
Access is typically provided to staff and bona fide researchers; some resources are shared with universities
and inter-departmental partners through MoUs.

. Museums and Site Interpretation. DoAM administers state museums and site museums that interpret
local material culture (prehistoric to early modern), including sculpture, coins, inscriptions, arms, textiles, and
ethnographic collections. Many museums are integrated with conservation labs and run education programs,

guided walks, and temporary exhibitions in collaboration with schools, colleges, and tourism bodies.

. Digital Preservation and Access. Recent priorities include:

o systematic digitization of excavation records, drawings, and photographs;

o inventorying movable antiquities and integrating digital catalogues with geospatial site registers;
o pilot 3D documentation for high-risk monuments;

o online exhibitions and open educational resources in Marathi and English;
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o metadata standardization (Dublin Core—style fields, controlled vocabularies) to enable discovery and
interoperability with university repositories.

o Capacity Building and Partnerships. DoAM partners with the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI),
Deccan College (Pune), state universities, architecture schools, and conservation NGOs for training (field
methods, conservation science, collections care, heritage legislation). Joint projects include rescue
archaeology on infrastructure corridors, epigraphic documentation, and condition-mapping campaigns.

2.3 Academic and Research Institutions

Universities offering courses in archaeology such as Deccan College Post-Graduate and Research Institute
(Pune), Banaras Hindu University, and Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda maintain research libraries
with extensive archaeological collections. These include field diaries, laboratory analysis records, and rare
academic publications.

2.4 Museum Libraries

Museums such as the National Museum, Indian Museum (Kolkata), and Salar Jung Museum maintain libraries
with archaeological collections, often integrating art history, conservation science, and museology resources.
2.5 Non-Governmental and International Collaborations

Organizations such as the Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH) and international
bodies like UNESCO work with Indian institutions to digitize and preserve archaeological data. These
partnerships often result in the creation of online repositories accessible to global researchers.

3. Nature and Functions of Archaeological Libraries in India

Libraries engaged in archaeological preservation in India perform a variety of specialized functions:

. Collection Development: Acquisition of excavation reports, heritage legislation documents, rare
books, and scholarly journals.

. Preservation and Conservation: Use of climate-controlled storage, acid-free paper, and digital
archiving to protect fragile materials.

. Cataloguing and Metadata Creation: Application of international standards such as MARC21 and
Dublin Core, often with additional fields for archaeological data.

. Digitization Initiatives: Scanning manuscripts, photographs, and site records for long-term
preservation and remote access.

. Reference and Research Support: Assisting scholars with literature reviews, archival research, and
data retrieval.

. Public Outreach: Organizing exhibitions, lectures, and workshops to engage the public with
archaeological heritage.

4. Challenges in Preserving Archaeological Knowledge

Despite their importance, archaeological libraries in India face significant challenges:

. Resource Constraints: Limited budgets for acquiring new materials, upgrading infrastructure, and

hiring trained personnel.
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. Technological Gaps: Inconsistent adoption of digital preservation systems across institutions.

. Fragmentation of Resources: Duplication of collections and lack of centralized access to
archaeological literature.

. Preservation of Fragile Materials: Old excavation reports, manuscripts, and photographs are at risk
of physical degradation.

. Policy and Coordination Issues: Absence of unified national policy for archaeological library
networking and digitization.

5. Strategies for Strengthening Archaeological Libraries

To ensure the long-term preservation and accessibility of archaeological knowledge, the following measures
are recommended:

1. National Digital Repository: Creation of a centralized, OAIS-compliant digital platform for
archaeological literature and site records.

2. Collaborative Cataloguing: Networking of ASI, state, university, and museum libraries to enable
shared access and avoid duplication.

3. Capacity Building: Training programs for librarians in digital preservation, metadata standards, and

conservation techniques.

4. Public Engagement: Virtual exhibitions and online open-access resources to increase public
awareness.
5. International Partnerships: Leveraging global expertise and funding for digitization and

preservation projects.

6. Conclusion

Archaeological libraries in India serve as crucial repositories of the nation’s cultural memory, enabling the
documentation, preservation, and dissemination of knowledge spanning millennia. While organizations like
the ASI, state archaeology departments, and research universities have made significant contributions,
challenges related to resources, technology, and coordination persist. By adopting integrated preservation
strategies, enhancing digital infrastructure, and fostering collaboration between institutions, India can ensure
that its archaeological knowledge remains accessible for both current and future generations.
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