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Abstract 

 

Maulana Azad Library of the Aligarh Muslim University is the largest library system of 

India and second largest of Asia. Apart from normal collections, the library has about 

16,000 rare manuscripts which attract the researchers and visitors from the whole globe. 

The library has its own two conservation and preservations labs where the rare documents 

are protected, preserved and conserved. The paper highlights the measures/techniques 

used by Maulana Azad Central Library of the AMU for conservation and preservation of 

the rare documents. It further investigates the recent measures and strategies used by this 

library to preserve its invaluable collection of manuscripts for the use of future 

generation. The paper also discusses about the hardware and software available for 

digitization in the library and how these are used. The paper may be very useful for those 

interested or related to conservation and preservation of such type of material. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The world has drastically changed over the decade and many new techniques and tools 

have evolved to preserve our valuable and unique heritage. There have been adequate 
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advancement in the field of information technology and these have made the glorious 

changes and touched each and every activity of libraries and information centres. 

Nowadays the technology has brought the great opportunity to the field of preservation of 

manuscripts with the facility of digital preservation. 

 

Manuscripts are the first hand written documents which presents a glorious past of our 

forefathers. As the time is passing rapidly and due to different reasons and factors, the 

physical condition of these manuscripts gets deteriorated day by day. At present many 

Centres/ Universities/ Organizations and Institutions are now taking initiatives and proper 

measures for the digital preservation of these valuable manuscripts for the use of our 

future generations. 

 

AMU established in 1920, occupies a unique position amongst universities and institutions 

of higher learning in the country. The Central Library of the Aligarh Muslim University, 

called Maulana Azad Library provides access to about 18,00,000 volumes of books, 

60,000 plus current journals and about 20,00,000 research papers in hard and soft copies. 

The Library has developed its Institutional Repository containing 9,000 plus Ph.D. Theses 

& Dissertations and has separately preserved its rare and invaluable holdings in digital 

format. 

 

It has a world famous repository of rare manuscripts and books in Urdu, Persian, Arabic 

and Sanskrit languages. The most valued and priced part of the Library is its Manuscripts 

Division which holds about 16,000 rare and invaluable manuscripts including several royal 

decrees of Mughal emperors namely Babur, Akbar, Shahjahan, Aurangzeb, Shah Alam 

and many more. It also preserves the translation of Sanskrit works in Persian, such as 

Bhagwad Geeta, Mahabharat and Leelawati which were translated into Persian during the 

Mughal period. The Mughal emperor Aurangzeb‟s sword and the coins of Mughal period 

are also preserved in this Division. A shirt belonging to the Mughal Emperors having full 

Quran inscribed upon it, is a unique possession. 
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Recently National Assessment and Accreditation Council, India (NAAC) has remarked 

about the Maulana Azad Library as the country's best central university library. 

 

2. Digital Preservation 

 

Before describing the preservation of manuscripts, it is equally important to understand the 

Digital Preservation. Some important and useful definitions of digital preservation are: 

 

According to Association for Library Collection & Technical Services: A division of the 

American Library Association, “Digital preservation combines policies, strategies and 

actions to ensure access to reformatted and born digital content regardless of the 

challenges of media failure and technological change. The goal of digital preservation is 

the accurate rendering of authenticated contents over time.” 

 

Encyclopaedia of Information Technology defines the term digital preservation as, “The 

process of maintaining in a condition suitable for use, materials produced in digital 

formats. Problems of physical preservation are compounded by the obsolescence of 

computer equipment, software, and storage media. Also refers to the practice of digitizing 

materials originally produced in non-digital formats (print, film, etc.) to prevent permanent 

loss due to deterioration of the physical medium.” 

 

Digital preservation facilitates the accessibility around the globe through the different 

mediums which are available with us now-a-days as a boon of information technology.  

 

2.1 Factors responsible for digitization: The technology and technological interventions 

have provided improved and faster access to information resources. Digitalization 

facilitates on demand availability of manuscripts and rare books, fast and in an efficient 

manner: 
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(i) to reduce handling of very fragile use of original manuscripts. 

(ii) to promote access to manuscripts. 

(iii)  to preserve the manuscripts for the future and longer use. 

(iv)  to create a digital collection of manuscripts 

(v) to access and provide the digitized manuscripts instantly on demand. 

 

3. Initiatives in digital preservation taken by Maulana Azad Library 

 

The library is quite rich in manuscripts and rare books and has a vast collection of 

different times. Though a very smart technique; digitization of rare books or documents, 

when given on contract basis, has both its pros & cons. The brittle paper books published 

in 1880s or 1790s  weep   and cry to be taken to ICU, as the contractor may not be a 

person who may have a delicate heart of a librarian who considers a book or document just 

like his/her child and who cannot bear the wear and tear of such fragile books. It is 

technique, a blessing to preserve the rare documents but only if it is being done/managed 

by delicate hands under personal care & supervision. 

The Library has also made hand lists of manuscripts which provides basic information 

about the manuscripts to the scholars. After the completion of the hand lists, the project of 

descriptive catalogues will be taken up. Apart from the hand lists, the printed catalogues of 

the manuscripts have also been uploaded collection wise on the website of the Library. 

The Complete hand lists of 6 Main Collections, covering all the three languages, have 

been made available online. These are to be revised in the next stage. Size of the 

manuscripts will be included later on. Recently, the hand lists of 2 major Collections 

namely Abdussalam Collection & Jawahar Museum Collection have also been published. 

These hand lists provides the information about the author, title, call no., script, date of 

composition, date of transcription, folios, lines and place of transcription if available. 

Remarks column is also there which provides information if seals, or notes are there or if 

the manuscript is in the handwriting of the author himself (autograph copy). Descriptive 

catalogue is a sort of brief research article on that Manuscript. Besides including all the 

above entries, it includes a brief description about the author, his period and his other 

works. The contents of the manuscript or a summary of the contents of the manuscript is 
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an important feature of Descriptive catalogue. Information about the copies of the 

manuscript available in other libraries and whether published or not; year of publication, 

etc. are some of the most essential features of the Descriptive catalogue. 

 

The hand lists are based on handwritten old accession registers. Besides these accession 

registers, manuscripts are physically checked wherever required. This Library has 

followed the pattern of Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna and that of Rampur 

Raza Library for preparing the hand lists. 

 

There are three sources of information about AMU‟s manuscript holdings: published 

Catalogues, unpublished hand lists, and a card catalogue. These traditional card catalogues 

have been arranged in dictionary order and are required even today as all the people are 

not computer savvy. 

 

The Library has a separate conservation lab as shown in fig.1 with the experienced staff 

who are engaged in the preservation of manuscripts and have already completed the task 

of conservation of more than 10,000 folios without any hindrance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure1: Conservation lab of MA Library 

 

3.1 Devices & Software available for Digitization of Rare Books and Manuscripts: 

The Library has enough devices for the purpose of digitization. The following are used for 

the digitization of manuscripts. 
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(i) Scanner: The Library has a new scanner for the purpose of digitization as shown in 

fig.2. It has a great speed and can scan a page or folio in less than 30 seconds. Besides this, 

the Library also has Flatbed scanners for the purpose of scanning. 

 

 

Figure 2: Digitization using overhead high speed scanner at MA Library 

 

(ii) Digital Camera: The Library also has two high resolution digital cameras (Sony 

make) for the purpose of digitization. Both Camera & Scanners are being used as per the 

need. 

 

3.2. Process of Digitization: The Library is continuously scanning the manuscripts and 

rare books which are in poor condition. Being rare & precious items, library preferred to 

digitize the manuscripts in house. The digitized manuscripts have been made available to 

the scholars for reading on the systems within the premises of the Manuscript Division.  

The experienced Library staff members are responsible for this kind of work. They 

generally follow the same process which is widely used by many Libraries. Fig.4 has a 

little description about the digitization process for manuscripts followed in the MA 

Library. 
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Figure 3: Digitization process using overhead scanner at MA Library 

4. Collections 

The Maulana Azad Library is world famous for its invaluable collections of Rare Books 

and Manuscripts. Table.1 shows the details about the total number of collections of Rare 

Books and Manuscripts and their digitization. 

Table 1 

S.No. Description Documents 

1 Total No. of Rare Books Available 15000 

2 Total No. of Rare Books Digitized Till Date 9957 

3 Total Storage in GB 408 

4 Total No. of Manuscripts Available 16000 

5 Total No. of Manuscripts Digitized Till Date 7000 

6 Total Storage in GB  1980 

 

 

STAGE-1 
• Bring out the Manuscript from the stacks 

SATGE-2 
• Check if already Digitized 

STAGE-3 

• Enter it into the record register with following information: 
Title, Call Number, Collection, Language and Folios 

STAGE-4 
• Start scanning 

STAGE-5 

• Scanned Manuscript is automatically saved in computer 
attached with the scanner 

STAGE-6 

• After scanning, a stamp/seal "DIGITIZED" and the signature of 
the person along with date are put on the manuscript 

STAGE-7 

•Fine tuning is done and saved in different folders separately 
collection-wise 

STAGE-8 
•Final manuscript is ready for retreival as and when needed 
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Figure 4: Key statistics 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Maulana Azad Library has very clear and serious vision about the digital preservation 

of the manuscripts and is sincerely marching towards achieving its goals in this direction. 

In recent years, the Library has speeded up its work for the digitization of manuscripts. All 

the digitized manuscripts are preserved in computer system alongwith the External Hard 

Disk. The digitized manuscripts are available for reading within the reading room of the 

Library and it attracts hundreds of international researchers and visitors from different 

parts of the world. The digital copies of some of the rare books have also been made 

available on the website. After completion of hand lists, the Library now plans to prepare a 

descriptive catalogue. The genuine scholars may also be provided with limited digital 

pages of the manuscripts as per the policy of the system. A new spacious manuscript 

gallery is coming up which will house this beautiful and rare collection and will increase 

the reputation of the library and usability of the manuscripts and rare collections. 
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