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Conservation, Documentation & Digitisation

£ % in the Department of Archacology *

T. S. Sridhar, LAS,,
Special Commissioner

O MY

Introduction

The State Department of Archaeology was started in
the year 1961 with the objectives of (a) conservation
and preservation of ancient monuments in Tamil Nadu and
(b) to conduet excavations at historical sites. Subsequently,
its activities were expanded to include Epigraphy (copying
and deciphering of stone inscriptions, printing and publishing
them in book form), setting up of site museums, chemical
preservation of art objects, registration of antiquities etc.
This is essentially a research department and aims to
disseminate knowledge about Tamil Nadu’s ancient cultural
heritage through a combination of fieldwork, analysis and
publication.

The Depertment has 8 field offices, 14 site museums,
a library at Head Office, the Government Oriental Manuscripts
Libary and Research Centre at Chepauk, Chemical Laboratories
at Chennai and Madurai, Photography and videography
section, Printing section, besides the Institute of Epigraphy
which operates from the Head Office.

Government Oriental Manuscripts Library and Research
Centre, (GOML & RC) started in 1869, houses 50,180 invaluable
palm leaf manuscripts, 22,134 paper manuscripts. and 26,556
rare printed books, in various languages such as Tamil,

* A Paper presented in the Intermational Seminar on ¢Kriti Rakshna
Manuscripts and India Knowledgd Systems; on 9 - 11.2.2006,
Chennai.”*
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Sanskrit, Telugu, Kannada, Marathi, Urdu, Arabic, Persian,
Sinhalese etc., covering subjects like mathematics. astronomy,
siddha, ayurveda, unani, veda, agama, architecture, music,
sculpture, fine arts, history, grammar, literature and many
others. Colonel Colin Mackenzie (1754-1821), first Surveyor
General of India arrived in India in 1784. His collections
paper and palm leaf manuscripts formed the Dbasis for
GOMS & RC. Historical accounts are the salient features of
his collection. GOML & RC has brought out 458 publications
so far in South Indian languages, Sanskrii, Urdu, Arabic
Persian and Marathi languages. Many do not know that the
famous South Indian Temple Inscriptions by T. N. Subramanian
in three volumes are the publications of this prestigious
Institution. 1t 1s a great research institution for scholars both
inland and foreign, engaged in various kind of researches.

GOML & RC has published so far 30 volumes of Tamis

manuscripts 53 volumes in Sanskrit and 28 volumes of Telugu,
manuscripts.

Deocumentation

Access of the scholars to the manuscripts is made
possiable only through proper documentation.
This can be achieved in the following steps:-
1. Bundle-wise distinct segregation
2 Writing of reference numbers along with title of each
wotk
3. Putting up of Index cards arranged alphabetically

Printed catalogues of the manuscriptr giving the title
alphabetically along with other columns under the heads
‘author’, ‘subject’, ‘material’, and ‘reference number’.

Xeroxing the manuscripts and keeping them in bound
volumes is another method of documentation. Scholars get

copies of manuscripts through Xeroxing in GOML & RC
since the year 1997,
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Digitisation of Siddha Manuscripts

. Anot%ler important part of our department is the digitiza
tionof Tamil Siddha manuscripts, a joint venture with the
NationalManuscripts Mission.

This noble venture took place on 14-3-2005 and ended
on 25-01-2006.

Within this span of time, a total of 893 Tamil Siddha
manuscript bundles have been digitized, covering 3,471 works
in 1,62,209 pages.

Digitisation Started

Realising the need of preserving the manuscripts in
modern method, the State Department of Archaeology, under
the guidance and leadership of Thiru T.S Sridhar, IAS,
Special Commissioner, ventured into digitizing the manus-
cripts of GOML&RC on 19.4.2005. This date is consipicuous
in the history of this centre.

So far, we have digitized 240 bundles of Tamil manus-
cripts, covering 48,000 pages after proper pagination by a
Tamil scholar.

Digitisation in Epigraphy

Epigraphy wing is an important branch of this depart-
ment. It is estimated that totally 50,000 inscriptions are available
throughout India in varijous languages and varieties. Tamil
Nadu possasses 40°/. of them, mostly in Tamil. Digitisation
started initially during November 2004 and is still ongoing.
Inscriptions digitized are in variable sizes from one square
feet to 1000 square feet. So far, we have digitized more than
4,175 inscriptions in 6200 frames. This has helped in easy
decipherment on the computer screen thereby improving the
pace of publication of epigraphical records.

Technical Aspecis in Digitisation

While dlgitizing, care should be observed; for example,
at the head of each manuscript, the particulars of the
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manuscript as depicted in the corresponding printed Descriptive
Catalogue should be shown. Other ipstituticns involved in
digitisation usually ignore this method.

While digitizing. care should be taken that the title of
the work is available at the beginning of each work. Also,
the title of the work should be written on a flab tied up over
tne bundle and this flab should also be shot.

Our endeavour of digitizing is going on quite smoothly,
in the above lines, in GOML&RC, now.

Before digitization, each manuscript is smeared with
lemon grass oil or other suitable oil mixed with little black
powder and dried up under tender temperature. But for
the black powder, the visiblity of the letters of the manus-
cript, after digitization will be poor.

Merits of Digitisation
® Easy Access & Retrieval
Compact Storage & Net Compatible
Eliminates wear & Tear
Avoids Physical Handling
Convenience in Copying & Distribution
Free from Virus Attack
A Mode of Preventive Conservation

Ic}gntifies Object, Establishes Date, Determines Compo-
sition of Material, Finger Printing of Defects, helps

?n Signature Identification & Prevents Illegal Traffic
in Art Objects

9 6 6 6 @ ® ©

Demerits of Digitisation
® Prone for Illegal Copying
® The longevity of CD is often questioned
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® Non Compatibility of Software

® Problems of Hacking

® Proper Lighting, Aeration, Handling & Storage

® Lack of Expertise

® A group of three persons is wanted; for cleaning, for
paginating and for digitisation

@ Retake necessity is a common phenomenon

o Tendency to withhold manuscrips due to protectionist
Culture

Suggestions

@ Data Storage in “Read Only” CD Format

® Developing of a Compact Disc (CD) the Longevity
of which is at least

® 200 Years

@ Special software needed to manipulate the digitized
texts.

@ FEffective Fire Wall to Check Hacking

@ Resiricted Handling by Use of Password

@ Periodical Updating of Software & Contents

@ Training of Personnel and sufficient infrastructure is
needed

® Further Research Necessary to Refine Digitization
Process & Applications

@ All Wings to adopt Principles of Authentication

® Disclosure Policy to protect copyright and ownership,

Conclusion

Digitisation can help enormously in  preserving

documents and texts in their original format without the need
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for physical handling, which is prope to damage.
Digitisation is not merely taking photographs by a digital
camera, it is more than scanning. It is a comprehensive
technology whereby rare .manuscripts and art objects are
preserved and made available to a wider audience through
the computerized fcrmat. The advancement of technology
has presented innumerable opportunities for conserving our
manuscripts, which are repositories of cultural heritage
Through digitization, the dissemination and promotion of
standards and processes must be improved. The department
has embarked on an ambitious programme to photograph
and digitize all manuscripts and make them available in CD
format for students and resecarchers So far, we have
achieved cansiderable success in this endeavour. It is hoped
that in the years to come all manuscripts with the depart-
ment will be networked in a national knowledge library for
the benefit of posterity.
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