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Abstract 

This paper will discuss several aspects of the digitization of manuscripts and the 

subsequent implications regarding the electronic management of such digitized collections, 

including the historical implications of digitization, benefits of digitization, conducting research 

using digitized materials, managing these electronic manuscript collections, and future trends 

that we can expect to see in the digitization of manuscripts.  
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Introduction  

The process of digitizing manuscripts can be an arduous but advantageous archival 

venture. With the increase in volume of archival collections being made available electronically, 

and the preservation opportunities presented through digitization, the digitization of manuscripts 

is proving worth the manpower and expenses it takes to complete such projects.  

Many institutions are experiencing the advantages of digitization – public and private 

museums, public libraries, historical society archives, and university libraries – motivated by the 

desire to publicize the existence of their collections, provide more opportunities for users, 

preserve their collections in a modern reusable format, or collaborate with other institutions to 

create comprehensive digital repositories.  

This paper will discuss several aspects of the digitization of manuscripts and the 

subsequent implications regarding the electronic management of such digitized collections, 

including the historical implications of digitization, benefits of digitization, conducting research 

using digitized materials, managing these electronic manuscript collections, and future trends 

that we can expect to see in the digitization of manuscripts.  

 

Digitization Overview  

Digitization can serve as a means of archival preservation in several ways. By making a 

manuscript available in an electronic format, the physical use of the document can be reduced, 

saving it from potentially rough handling or the transference of natural oils found on the hands to 

the documents during handling.  

An imaging project conducted at Oxford University between 1995 and 2000 “created 

high resolution digital images from manuscripts which were selected as major treasures from 
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their respective libraries, to create wider availability for originals which may otherwise be too 

fragile for handling,” thus not only making otherwise inaccessible manuscripts available to a 

wider audience, but also protecting the originals from damage (Early Manuscripts at Oxford 

University). The institutions that participated in this collaborative digitization project include 

Balliol College, Bodleian Library, Corpus Christi College, Jesus College, Magdalen College, and 

St. John’s College, broadening the scope of manuscripts in the electronically accessible 

collection.  

Digitization can also be considered an integral part of archival security – digital copies 

reduce the risk of theft were the original copy frequently made available for viewing or handling. 

As part of an archive or records center’s standard protocol, security measures are enacted to 

protect collections from damage and theft, but not every unforeseen situation can be guarded 

against. Some facilities are not fiscally equipped to guard against all scenarios, and some security 

measures may be foregone due to financial restrictions. However, digital collections can protect 

the physical materials by limiting their circulation. Of course, digital collections are subject to 

cyber threats, but as long as the original is safe and secure multiple copies can be produced, 

therefore ensuring that the materials can always be found in one format or another. 

The digitization process can be performed by directly scanning materials through the use 

of a scanner that is connected to a computer system, from which scanned images can then be 

uploaded into and organized through the electronic recordkeeping software. This method would 

be better for loose-leaf manuscripts that are not bound, as bending the spine of a bound 

manuscript may damage the binding. In the 1990s, before digital cameras were invented and 

scanners had limited capabilities regarding paper size, some institutions chose to contract 

scanning services. This was the case with the Library of Congress’s National Digital Library 
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Program begun in 1995. The project was established as a “five-year program to assemble an 

initial core of American historical and cultural primary source material in digital form, selected 

for conversion from the Library's vast holdings of print and non-print materials” (Arms, 1996). 

In order to complete this project, scanning services were contracted to “specialist firms with the 

most appropriate equipment” for scanning delicate manuscripts and other materials included in 

the scope of the National Digital Library Program (Arms, 1996).  

Another – and more widely used - option is to take a photograph of the manuscript using 

a high resolution digital camera, then upload the images from the data card to the computer. 

Photographing manuscripts may be a less “invasive” practice as it would reduce the excessive 

handling required for scanning. At the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore, Maryland, digitization 

specialists digitize manuscripts in their holdings by “capturing a high-resolution master file 

image, applying color correction, and adding descriptive and technical metadata” (Sternfeld, 

2012). Using this method, these digitization specialists can complete approximately 200 

manuscript pages in a day. 

Digitizing a manuscript collection can be a grand undertaking, depending on the size of 

the collection and the manpower required to complete such a project. Some archives prefer to 

digitize a sampling of their holdings, while other archives have committed to digitizing the 

entirety of their collections for the purposes of preservation. Cost can also be a mitigating factor 

in the decision to engage in digitization; purchasing scanners, computers and the requisite 

computer software, and digital cameras can detract from the benefits of digitization should an 

archive not have proficient funding available.  

Once manuscripts have been digitized, they are stored together in what is sometimes 

called a digital repository – an electronic storage ‘facility.’ The collections in these digital 
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repositories can be made available for public use, or can be maintained for internal use within an 

organization.  

 

Digitization Projects – Historical Implications 

Digitization projects can have a major impact on manuscripts with historical importance 

as digitization serves as a method of preservation for fragile materials, particularly because 

“medieval manuscripts are unique historical documents as well as works of art” (Sternfeld, 

2012). The dissemination of previously inaccessible information is also a component of 

digitization that reflects positively on the rise in popularity of the world of electronic records 

management. Several major projects, undertaken by notable universities and institutions, serve as 

examples for digitization as a promoter of historical preservation and promotion through making 

rare manuscripts available in a digital format. 

The Parker Library on the Web project, a joint venture by Corpus Christi College, the 

Stanford University Libraries, and Cambridge University Library, undertook the digitization of 

the imageable pages of manuscripts in their collection. The purpose of the Parker Library on the 

Web project is “to produce … high-resolution digital cop[ies]” of manuscripts for use in an 

electronic environment. Due to the magnitude of the Parker Library, located at the Corpus Christi 

College of the University of Cambridge, the project took several years to complete, although 

updates and additions are still periodically made.  

The Parker Library is comprised of manuscripts and early books bequeathed to Corpus 

Christi College in 1574 by Matthew Parker, a prominent figure in the English Reformation and 

the establishment of the Church of England who once served as Anne Boleyn’s private chaplain 

and was later consulted by Henry VIII and Elizabeth I. Matthew Parker accumulated a collection 
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of early printed books and manuscripts, notably manuscripts saved during the dissolution of the 

monasteries at the time of the Reformation. This extensive and rare collection is housed at 

Corpus Christi College in what is now known as the Parker Library. This collection includes a 

rare sampling of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, and the digitization of these manuscripts “is of major 

importance for creating and preserving quality images of unique materials. All images and 

metadata have been placed in a managed digital preservation repository” (About the project). 

The historical implications attached to a digital preservation project of this scale could affect a 

user’s research and scholarly findings – with this volume of resources readily available with the 

click of a mouse, users are afforded the opportunity to access innumerable materials in a short 

amount of time. 

Another example of large scale digitization projects can be found at Baltimore’s Walters 

Art Museum, which were funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities. One project, 

completed in 2008, involved the digitization of Islamic illuminated manuscripts; a second 

project, begun in 2010, saw the digitization of Christian manuscripts; and the third project, for 

the digitization of a collection of Flemish manuscripts. The diversity of these projects allows 

researchers options when performing scholarly research using the electronic records made 

available through the Walters Art Museum – a cross section of multicultural materials allows for 

more in depth studies of primary source materials. 

The magnitude of the virtual library created by the Abbey Library of St. Gallen, called 

Codices Electronici Sangallenses, or Digital Abbey Library of St. Gallen, affords researchers the 

opportunity to search for and view over 500 manuscripts online. While the virtual library has just 

a fraction of the physical Abbey Library’s 2,100 manuscripts available for online consumption, it 

is an invaluable resource for users to have access to any of the manuscripts belonging to the 
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Abbey. Approximately 400 of the Abbey Library’s manuscripts date from before 1,000 BCE, 

and half of the collection dates from the Middle Ages. The Library itself is one of the oldest 

manuscript libraries in the world, and was deemed a World Heritage Center in 1983 by 

UNESCO. The digitization of a portion of the Abbey Library of St. Gallen’s vast collection not 

only allows researchers from all over the world to access these unique materials, but also 

preserves the history of those manuscripts in a modern format for future consumption.  

 

Managing Electronic Manuscript Collections 

Once a collection has been digitized it is subject to modern electronic recordkeeping 

practices regardless of the age of the items in the collection. This melding of medieval and 

modern requires both a working knowledge of modern technological equipment and the best 

tools to serve a manuscript’s needs, and a respect for the manuscripts and an understanding of 

the best way to catalog and describe materials for optimal use in a searchable web interface. 

Michael Forstrom’s case study provides an excellent example of the electronic 

recordkeeping principles and practices required for managing digitized manuscript collections, 

specifically the use of archival description as a means of “maintaining the authenticity of copies 

of electronic records in manuscript collections” (Forstrom, 2009). Forstrom’s case study focuses 

on the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University, and the use of 

InterPARES and archival description for assessing and managing electronic records and ensuring 

the authenticity of said records.  

An example of electronic recordkeeping practices involving digitized manuscript 

collections is the Harvard College Library. To manage the holdings digitized through the efforts 

of the Harvard College Library Collections Digitization Program, the Collections Reformatting 
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Review Committee was formed. Medieval manuscripts, among other pieces from the Harvard 

College Library, have been digitized and made available through the Harvard College Library’s 

Digital Library. The Collections Reformatting Review Committee was entrusted with the 

responsibility to develop “policies and priorities for the [Collections Digitization Program], 

[review] and [approve] digital projects, and [manage Collections Digitization Program] funds,” 

as well as field requests from librarians and faculty members (HCL). The digitized materials are 

then catalogued within the repository by either HCL Technical Services, HCL’s Bibliographic 

Services Unit, or by the repository administrators themselves. 

 

Benefits of Digitization 

Digitizing manuscripts can be as beneficial for library or archive patrons as it can be for 

the item itself. Making materials available electronically allows users who are not on-site to 

access materials from any location. Electronically available materials are more inclusive, 

allowing users access whose geographical locations or busy work/life schedules impede their 

access to these otherwise inaccessible archival materials. Martha Blodgett, an associate 

university library at the University of Virginia succinctly states that “‘The Internet is opening the 

way for people wherever they are – in the home, classroom or workplace – to receive and use 

material that was previously reserved for the few,’” (Chepesiuk, 2001). 

Prior to digitization, some archival materials are not widely accessed simply due to the 

fact that their existence is not publicized. Digitization can serve as a promotional tool to increase 

access and use of archival materials that had previously been overlooked. As Peter Hirtle, 

codirector of the Cornell Institute for Digital Collections, was quoted in Chepesiuk’s piece titled 

‘Digitizing Rare Materials: Special Collections Go Global,’ “‘Despite the library’s outreach 
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efforts, our treasures are unknown and underutilized…So this is a way of getting them out of the 

vaults and storage areas and on to the world stage. Digitizing special collections is creating a 

new way of learning’” (Chepesiuk, 2001). 

At the University of Pennsylvania, medieval and Renaissance manuscripts from the Rare 

Book and Manuscript Library of the Van Pelt Library digitized into the online collection titled 

“Penn in Hand: Selected Manuscripts” offers web access to 1,400 manuscripts. A graduate 

student at the university, Yelizaveta Strakhov, was interviewed for an article in The Daily 

Pennsylvanian regarding the benefits of this digitization project. She noted that the project 

“‘allows people from other universities to gain access to our astonishingly broad collection of 

items…This will change the face of medieval studies for the next ten years.’” (Xie, 2011). A key 

benefit of digitization is the opportunity of access, which is broadened through online 

repositories.  

Searching for manuscripts that pertain to specific historical references is also made easier 

through digitization – online catalogs equipped with keyword search capabilities allows 

researchers to refine their searches and locate the desired materials with greater speed and 

accuracy.  

Some digitization efforts are completed in a collaborative capacity, increasing the 

effectiveness of digitization by pooling resources and building a comprehensive digital 

repository equipped with a searchable database that will render materials available for a diverse 

audience. When a collaborative project is undertaken, materials are collected into a single 

repository, and, as exemplified by the Manuscriptorium, “These historical resources, otherwise 

scattered in various digital libraries around the world, are now available under a single digital 

library interface. The service provides seamless access to more than 5 million digital images” 
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(Manuscriptorium). The collecting of materials into one searchable repository grants researchers 

a greater advantage as they may find multiple useable materials with one website rather than 

finding just one before moving on to another source. 

A broader scope of users can affect the repository or institution, especially if the 

institution is not funded by the state. Some institutions rely on donations from patrons and/or 

user fees for research materials, events, or facility memberships. Charging a small fee for access 

to electronic records through an institution’s web interface can fund future projects and help with 

technology costs, thus feeding back into the cycle of beneficial digital efforts. 

 

Conducting Research  

As previously mentioned, the digitization of manuscripts and their availability through a 

web-based interface makes them accessible to a more diverse user base. Digitization can also aid 

researchers whose scholarly pursuits require extensive manuscript-based research. Making 

manuscripts available electronically that have previously been stored away with limited to no 

public access has the potential to expand research opportunities for researchers who are either 

unable to travel to perform research onsite with the physical manuscripts or are under time 

restrictions that would not allow for the time it takes to gain access and then read through the 

physical manuscripts.  

Nir Shafir’s article titled ‘Researching in Digitized Libraries’ explores the challenges 

faced by researchers as they navigate digitized collections in their search for appropriate research 

materials. Shafir’s article appeared on the Hazine website, which claims to be “a guide to 

researching the Middle East and beyond,” but the information and insight provided by Shafir can 

be applied to all electronic records repositories and digital collections that are used for research. 
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He asserts that “the mass digitization of manuscripts is…altering the act of research” and, 

through his article, hopes to open a dialogue among not only researchers but also among special 

collections librarians and archivists, who he hopes will benefit from user insight (Shafir, 2013). 

Although Shafir focuses primarily on the positive effects that digitization can have on the 

research experience, he does bring up one negative aspect perceived by researchers, who may 

feel that digitization enables “the physical document [to be] removed from the hands of the 

researcher” (Shafir, 2013).  

One of the key benefits to conducting research using digitized materials that Shafir 

emphasizes in his article is time. He explains that a considerable amount of time is expended in 

the pursuit of research when using physical manuscripts, stating that in a traditional research 

setting “you are limited to requesting only a few volumes a day…[and often] are allowed only to 

look at one volume at a time. Since it is tedious to request repeatedly the same manuscript….you 

take careful notes on the manuscript before returning it” (Shafir, 2013). Since this practice takes 

so much time, manuscripts are selected for viewing based on their catalog descriptions, and 

materials that may contain relevant information not listed in the descriptions will very likely be 

neglected for the sake of saving time. Thus the merits of the digital repository, which is 

accessible any time of the day, at the convenience of the researcher, and the sheer volume of 

manuscripts that can be viewed in one session, render it an invaluable tool for extensive research.  

Another time reducing element of digital manuscript repositories is the searchable 

catalog. When manuscripts are digitized and made available via web interface, manuscripts are 

cataloged with descriptions that would assist researchers in locating specific manuscripts or 

manuscripts from certain locations, historic periods, or reference specific historic figures. 

Searching an online catalog allows researchers to locate relevant materials in a short amount of 
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time, thus allowing them the advantage of spending more time with the appropriate materials and 

less time attempting to locate them. 

 

Future Trends 

Advancements in technology and society’s growing dependency on internet based 

applications supports the increasing popularity of digital repositories and electronic records 

management applications. The technical coordinator for the National Digital Library Program at 

the Library of Congress, Carl Fleishhauer, stated that “‘As we move into the 21st century, 

digitization is going to predominate in the world of libraries, and what is happening in special 

collections is a strong representation of that trend’” (Chepesiuk, 2001).  

Chepesiuk goes on to support Fleishhauer’s prediction as a valid assertion regarding 

archival trends, using the University of Virginia’s digitization efforts as an example, stating that 

“visitors from anywhere in the world can go to the Web site of University of Virginia library in 

Charlottesville and use eight collections of valuable Civil War letters. The site includes 

searchable transcriptions as well as digital images of the original manuscripts, which are housed 

in the library’s Department of Special Collections” (Chepesiuk, 2001). The University of 

Virginia has multiple digital library projects in addition to the Civil War collection, and one 

digital collection is comprised of “183 volumes of early American fiction” (Chepesiuk, 2001). 

 More collaborative digitization projects could also be a trend in the realm of electronic 

records management – the University of Virginia collaborated with the University of Pittsburgh 

East Asian Library “to offer online versions of works of classical Japanese literature” as a part of 

the Japanese Text Initiative project (Chepesiuk, 2001). Collaborative digitization projects allow 

universities and institutions to pool their resources, which can produce a higher volume of 
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digitized materials as well as make these digitized materials available electronically to a 

substantially larger user base since electronic records can be accessed from any geographic 

location. 

 

 Conclusion 

The digitization of manuscripts, their use in online repositories, and the electronic 

recordkeeping principles employed to manage these digital collections are representative of both 

the past and the future of the necessities of historic preservation. Digitization projects benefit 

users who are impeded by geography, allowing them access from any location and at their own 

convenience. Materials that may have been neglected or forgotten have a chance to benefit 

researchers or just curious browsers, and rare materials can be preserved for future use in a 

modern format. Regardless of the institution or the motivation behind digitization, the future of 

manuscript digitization looks vast and bright. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Digitization of Manuscripts and Electronic Recordkeeping Implications 14 
 

References 

About the project. Parker Library on the Web. Retrieved from  

 http://parkerweb.stanford.edu/parker/actions/page?forward=about_project. 

Arms, C.R. (1996). Historical collections for the national digital library: lessons and challenges  

at the library of Congress. D-Lib Magazine. Retrieved from 

http://www.dlib.org/dlib/april96/loc/04c-arms.html. 

Brief introduction. (2014). Manuscriptorium. Retrieved from  

 http://www.manuscriptorium.com/index.php?q=node/170. 

Chepesiuk, R. (2001). Digitizing rare materials: special collections go global. American  

Libraries 32(5), 54-56. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org.libaccess.sjlibrary.org/stable/25645905. 

Digital facsimiles of complete manuscripts, scanned directly from the originals. (2001). Early  

 Manuscripts at Oxford University. Retrieved from http://image.ox.ac.uk/. 

Digitization of Charles Darwin's manuscripts underway. (2013). American Museum of Natural  

History. Retrieved from http://www.amnh.org/index.php/explore/news-blogs/research-

posts/digitization-of-charles-darwin-s-manuscripts-underway. 

Forstrom, M. (2009). Managing electronic records in manuscript collections: a case study from  

the Beinecke rare book and manuscript library. The American Archivist 72(2), 460-477. 

Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org.libaccess.sjlibrary.org/stable/10.2307/27802697?Search=yes&result

ItemClick=true&searchText=managing&searchText=digitized&searchText=manuscript&

searchText=collections&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dmanag



The Digitization of Manuscripts and Electronic Recordkeeping Implications 15 
 

ing%2Bdigitized%2Bmanuscript%2Bcollections%26amp%3Bacc%3Don%26amp%3Bw

c%3Don%26amp%3Bfc%3Doff. 

HCL collections digitization program. (2012). Digital Collections. Retrieved from  

 http://hcl.harvard.edu/collections/digital_collections/digitization_program.cfm. 

Project description. Codices Electronici Sangallenses. Retrieved from  

 http://www.cesg.unifr.ch/en/description.htm. 

Researching in digitized libraries. (2013). Hazine. Retrieved from  

 http://hazine.info/2013/11/08/digitized_manuscript_libraries/. 

Sternfeld, J. (2012). Making medieval modern. National Endowment for the Humanities.  

Retrieved from http://www.neh.gov/divisions/preservation/featured-project/making-

medieval-modern.  

Xie, J. (2011). Library completes digitization of medieval manuscripts. The Daily  

 Pennsylvanian.  

Retrieved from 

http://www.thedp.com/index.php/article/2011/10/library_completes_digitization_of_medi

eval_manuscripts. 

 


