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Abstract: 

Manuscripts, as one of the oldest modes of recording scriptural texts, contemporary 
history and literature of any nation, have seen a new lease of life with technological advances 
and availability of the handwritten pieces at touch of a screen and click of a mouse. The images 
from the original manuscripts have brought to the masses an opportunity to get a first‐hand 
experience to look, read, and search and research from the plethora of recorded history, faith, 
myths, literature and theology. India owns the highest number of manuscripts in the world, 
which by an estimate are over five million, and Panjab houses a large portion of this. Most of 
these are on verge of extinction because of negligence and lack of awareness. Little effort by the 
governments adds to the pace of this extinction. With digitization of these manuscripts, their life 
can be extended endlessly by making them available to the world and we can bring out the 
richness of the heritage of the Indian subcontinent on its own without claiming it to be a victim 
of time and/or of other cultures. This paper on digitization of the manuscripts in Panjab is an 
attempt to showcase the longevity of these records, their global reach and their use in research. 
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Introduction: 

“Let us save what remains: not by vaults and locks which fence them from the public eye 
and use in consigning them to the waste of time, but by such a multiplication of copies, as 
shall place them beyond the reach of accident.” – Thomas Jefferson (1791). 

Edward Quinn defines manuscript as ‘a written or typed copy of text as opposed to a 
published version.’Apart from and after the oral culture, irrespective of the medium of writing, 
manuscript wasamong the first forms of transmission of information prior to the introduction of 
printing.Withnationwide endeavours to preserve a plethora of this national treasure, awakening 
of the masses and technological advancements in the methods of preservation of manuscripts in 
the recent times, manuscript has got a fresh lease of life. Manuscriptshold an exorbitantly high 
heritage value as each manuscript is unique in nature. Even when the content of a manuscript 
matches that of another, it still has its own heritage value. Unlike books, manuscripts cannot 
have reprints or new versions due to theircharacteristic originality, and therefore it becomes 
important to preserve the manuscripts as they stand witness to the stages through which a culture 
takes shape over a period of centuries. 

Paper of any kind comeswith an expiry date and after passage of a certain period, the 
paper of a manuscript is bound to deteriorate. With advent of techniques of preservation, many 
organizations and nations arose with an awareness to preserve these old documents relating to 
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culture of the nation. However, though a manuscript was preserved using these preservation 
techniques, it did not serve the purpose holistically. The life span of a manuscript could thus be 
doubtlessly increased but it could still not be used in an exhaustive way. There was a want for 
some technological and scientific invention that could enhance the scope and use of a manuscript 
lying in some far flung interiors of the state. This is where digitization came into scene. With 
introduction of digitization, the manuscripts got a new lease of life. The manuscripts lying 
paralyzed, quarantined, sometimes dead, with little hope of revival, or of getting a human touch 
during rest of their life, got a new ray of hope with digitization. The conversion of analogous 
content on the pages of manuscripts into digital format with use of apparatuses and equipment 
such as digital cameras, scanners attached to computers through sets of automated software not 
only made copies of these documents resembling exactly like the originals, but also made them 
more easily searchable and of a great help for research through creation of metadata relating to 
these manuscripts, and once put on Internet, they become accessible on all the Internet-enabled 
computers and devices. When a manuscript is converted from analog to digital, the process of 
digitization is followed by many other processes including cropping, straightening, cleaning, 
skewing, merging and watermarking of the pictures of the digitized pages. 

‘Digitization’, says National Mission for Manuscripts, ‘means acquiring, converting, 
storing and providing information in a computer format that is standardized, organised and 
available on demand from common system.’The uses of digitization are multifarious. On one 
hand, if digitization makes a document accessible to masses, it also acts as a medium to preserve 
the document for all the times to come. With multiple backups taken and stored at different 
geographical locations and with advent of backup technologies such as cloud computing, a 
manuscript becomes practically immortal even if a disastrous calamity takes place in one part of 
the world.Another use of digitization is that the exact copy of the original is retained through 
digitization and the original document is left with an option to remain untouched for reference 
purposes as the digitized version serves that purpose. While many private, profitable ventures 
have jumped into the profession of digitization, some digital libraries and non-profit NGOs are 
also striving to make a mark in the field of digitization. 

Digital Libraries: 

A digital library is the future of humanities scholarship.In his article “The Past, Present, 
and Future of Digital Libraries”, Howard Besser talks of digital libraries, “…these libraries will 
also enable new forms of research that were difficult or impossible to undertake before.” The 
researchers are quickly adapting to the new modes of access to data in digital libraries. Unlike 
traditional libraries, the digital libraries usually do not require their users to visit any physical 
location and instead they make everything accessible on the handheld devices. In this way, the 
user can create a library wherever he/she wants to. 

A digital library has to be selective while choosing the manuscripts that undergo the 
digitization processes, as some priority has to be set in accordance with the resources at hand and 
the availability and condition of the documents to be digitized. Some of the documents are in a 
fragile condition whereas in some cases, a document is available for a very short period. Such 
decisions are taken at real time and the capacity to decide which work needs to be taken prior to 
others comes with experience. 
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Elsa F. Kramer in her IUPUI Image Collection: AUsability Survey writes, “A decade ago 
librarians might have asked if they should digitize photocollections and why the task might be 
important. Today librarians are trying to decidewhich images to digitize first and where to get the 
money to fund the projects.” 

The Scenario in Panjab – Apathy, Disaster and Devastation: 

If Panjab has been instrumental in making the history of South Asia what it is today, it 
has been equally callous towards writing down its own history and preserving its rich 
culturalheritage.Panjab has been famous in history for being the pathway for the invaders who 
came to India via Khyber Pass. The turmoil and disturbance have been a norm in Punjab since 
the invasions of the Turks, the Mughals, and the British. While these external attacks added to 
the strength and tolerance power of the people of Panjab, the state could not survive the 
onslaught that was more of an intrinsic nature. While on one hand, historical monuments have 
been neglected, altered, and destroyed, due to negligence and lack of awareness, through well-
planned onslaught carried out on the culture, and even under garb of reverence to the religion,the 
manuscripts are also in a dilapidated condition in the state.The Sikh Reference Library, Amritsar 
was burntdown by the Indian Army after Operation Bluestar. In the name of 
Karseva(religiousservice), hundreds of manuscripts along with rare books and everything that 
counts as an object of heritage, are being burnt in the name of religious cremationeveryday. 
There is no list maintained of the documents that are received by these karsevaks. Manuscripts 
that are a few hundred years old are turned into ashes In the name of veneration without even 
bothering about their heritage value. While the vultures eyeing on the heritage were spreading 
their wings, there was one organization that had taken up this challenge of competing with these 
vultures in a race against time to save what remains. 

Panjab Digital Library – Saving a Culture: 

Panjab Digital Library (PDL), the pioneering NGO in the field of digitization in Panjab 
that started its operations in 2003,took initiative to accept the collective responsibility to digitize 
all the manuscripts that relate to Panjab, ‘without distinction as to script, language, religion, 
nationality, or other physical condition’. The project was initially thought to cater to the 
digitization needs of manuscripts scattered in and around Panjab (the geographical areas that 
once comprised the Greater Panjabincluding the current states of Punjab, Haryana, Himachal 
Pradesh, parts of neighbouring states and the Western Panjab left in Pakistan after division of 
Punjab in 1947), relating to Panjab, anything written about Panjab and anything written in 
Punjabi language. But the scope of the project was then extended to cover digitization of rare 
books, magazines, newspapers, pamphlets, photographs, articles, thesis and documents relating 
to other categories. 

PDL has so far digitized around 11 million pages till date and has digitized the libraries 
of a number of institutions of substance including those of Kurukshetra University; Punjab 
Languages Department, Patiala; Government Museum and Art Gallery, Chandigarh; 
ShiromaniGurduaraParbandhak Committee, Amritsar; Delhi Sikh Guruduara Management 
Committee, New Delhi; The Sikh Review, Kolkata; BhaiTakhat Singh Library, Ferozepur; Beant 
Singh Memorial, Chandigarh; Punjab Sahitya Academy, Ludhiana and Punjab Archives, 
Chandigarh and Patiala besides a score of personal libraries. 
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Such non-profit organizations can be reached to get manuscripts of historical and heritage 
importance digitized and all of us can give our share in preservation of the heritage. It is wise to 
do our bit when the time still permits instead of accusing other cultures by charging them of 
marginalizing our culture and heritage and propagating their own cultures and religions. We can 
stand in the league of the developed nations only when we take charge and responsibility for the 
things that we can set right on our own. 

Conclusion: 

The digital revolution has provided us with the boon of digitization;a way to preserve our 
heritage and make it timeless. There are new arenas opened in front of us to save our cultural 
heritage with option of digital preservation. We should not lose this opportunity of shaking hands 
with the new technological advancements and try to preserve what remains for this is what we 
can gift to the posterity. 
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