£1d
CSIR

The Innovation Engine of India

Annals of Library and Information Studies
Vol. 72, December 2025, pp. 494-495
DOI: 10.56042/alis.v72i4.25683

ational Insttue ofScience Commuication nd Polcy Research

Hugamsane:

A Brief Description of Libraries in Ancient Civilizations

Partha Chattopadhyay® and Arun Kumar Chakraborty”
Librarian, Hiralal Bhakat College, Nalhati, Birbhum, West Bengal, India.
Email id: chattopadhyaypartha224@gmail.com

®Professor, Dept. of Library & Information Science, Netaji Subhas Open University (NSOU),
DD-26 Salt Lake City, Sector-1, Kolkata 700064, India.

Emai id: akchakraborty@wbnsou.ac.in, akchakraborty2009@gmail.com

Received: 26 February 2025; Accepted: 07 November 2025

Education and libraries have served as the bedrock of human civilization, shaping intellectual, moral, and cultural
progress. This paper explores the evolution of knowledge systems in ancient civilizations—particularly India, Sumeria,
Babylon, Assyria, Egypt, Greece, Rome, and China—through a comparative and descriptive lens. It highlights how early
societies developed methods of writing, record keeping, and knowledge preservation through various library forms, from
clay tablets and papyrus rolls to palm-leaf manuscripts. Special attention is given to the great libraries of Alexandria,
Nineveh, and Nalanda, among others, which symbolized the intellectual spirit of their age. By examining the evolution of
libraries and learning institutions across civilizations, this paper demonstrates how the human quest for knowledge
transcended geography, laying the foundation for modern librarianship and information science.
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Introduction

The main objective of this paper is to undertake a
comparative study of ancient knowledge systems
across different civilizations—both Indian and
foreign—to trace the development and transmission
of learning through the establishment of libraries and
educational institutions.

Objectives of the Study

The main objective of this paper is to undertake a
comparative study of ancient knowledge systems
across different civilizations—both Indian and
foreign—to trace the development and transmission
of learning through the establishment of libraries and
educational institutions.

Methodology

A descriptive research method has been adopted for
this study. The research relies on both primary and
secondary  sources, including books, journals,
manuscripts, and online archival materials. Information
was collected from printed as well as non-printed
sources, and several documents were consulted from
Internet Archive and similar repositories. Comparative
analysis has been used to examine the philosophical,
educational, and institutional aspects of ancient
knowledge systems across civilizations.

Development of Libraries during the Ancient
Period through Different Civilizations

4.1 Sumerian Civilization

The Sumerians established private, temple, and
governmental libraries as early as 2700 B.C. The
library at Telo held over 30,000 clay tablets inscribed
in cuneiform—the earliest known writing system.
Clay tablets served as the first books, recording not
only trade and legal matters but also religious,
literary, and philosophical texts.

Babylonian Civilization

In Babylon, libraries were closely linked with
temples and palaces. The Library of Borsippa is a
notable example. The Code of Hammurabi stands as a
landmark in legal and cultural history. Writing was
mainly used for business, governance, and religious
documentation.

Assyrian Civilization

King Asurbanipal (668-626 B.C.) established a
vast library at Nineveh with over 20,000 clay tablets.
He sent scribes to collect and copy works from other
centers, effectively becoming the world’s first known
librarian-king. Cataloguing principles were employed
for the organization of tablets—marking an early
development of library science.
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Egyptian Civilization

Contemporary with Mesopotamia, ancient Egypt
developed papyrus as a writing material and practiced
hieroglyphic writing. Libraries existed in temples and
royal courts. The Library of Alexandria, founded in the
3rd century B.C., became a monumental institution of
knowledge with around 700,000 volumes. Great
librarians such as Zenodotus, Eratosthenes,
Aristarchus, and Callimachus contributed to
cataloguing, editing, and translation practices that
influenced later librarianship.

Greek Civilization

The Greeks used papyrus, parchment, and vellum.
Philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle maintained
private libraries, and the Athenian Academy laid the
groundwork for the modern university library. Greek
libraries embraced public access and fostered
intellectual inquiry in literature, philosophy, and
science.

Roman Civilization

Roman libraries followed Greek traditions and
introduced public access for all literate citizens—
slave or free. By the 4th century A.D., Rome had 28
public libraries. They employed cataloguing and
preservation methods, with libraries often attached to
temples or forums. The Ulpian Library and the
Library of Herculaneum are notable examples.

Indian Civilization
Ancient India developed a profound and structured
knowledge tradition.

e Nalanda University (5th century A.D.) housed
one of the world’s largest libraries, Dharmaganja,
with its three sections—Ratna-Sagara, Ratna-
Dadhi, and Ratna-Ranjaka. It attracted scholars
from China and Central Asia.

e Taxila University specialized in Vedic studies and
served as a hub of manuscript preservation.

e Amaravati and Nagarjuna Konda in South India
were also centers of Buddhist learning, with
libraries containing texts on science, botany, and
medicine.These institutions illustrate India’s
integrated approach to moral, intellectual, and
spiritual education.

Chinese Civilization

China contributed significantly to knowledge
preservation through the invention of paper (2nd
century A.D.) and printing with movable types (9th
century). The earliest catalogues of books appeared

during the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.—A.D. 23). Libraries
grew rapidly after printing became widespread, and
private collections flourished.

Observations

The study reveals that ancient civilizations, despite
their geographical diversity, shared a common vision
of preserving and transmitting knowledge. Sumerian
and Babylonian archives laid the groundwork for
record-keeping. The Egyptian and Greek libraries
institutionalized scholarship. The Indian universities of
Nalanda and Taxila emphasized holistic education
integrating philosophy and science. The Chinese
perfected preservation and cataloguing through paper
and printing innovations. Thus, the evolution of
libraries mirrors humanity’s collective pursuit of
intellectual and cultural advancement.

Conclusion

The development of libraries through different
civilizations reflects the progressive unfolding of human
intellect and social organization. From Asurbanipal’s
library at Nineveh to the Library of Alexandria, and from
Taxila to Nalanda, each stage demonstrates how
civilizations valued knowledge as a cultural asset. Ancient
efforts to preserve, organize, and disseminate information
paved the way for modern librarianship. The study
concludes that libraries, as repositories of collective
memory, have always been crucial in nurturing the
knowledge culture that sustains human civilization.
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