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               Overview of the Process: In the Bigynnyng

The Manchester Middle English Digital Library

The John Rylands Library The University of Manchester
Planning the project

The John Rylands University Library, The University of Manchester has been awarded HEFCE status as a National Research Library. Amongst our many collections we identified the Rylands Middle English manuscripts as items of paramount importance in a variety of key subject areas, and there was an identified need among the academic community for improved access for taught courses and research. The shift in teaching and learning patterns to enquiry-based and e-learning has without doubt resulted in an increase in the demand for electronic versions of original sources. Our project aimed to digitise all 41 medieval English manuscripts, a total of approx 12,000 images. The images and metadata would then be accessible via a dedicated project website, using Luna’s image management system, and be freely available for teaching, learning and research. This was a stand-alone project, but it was also a pilot for a more ambitious Manchester Medieval Digital Library, which would contain manuscripts in other languages and incunabula. The project is closely aligned with the Library’s strategic goals and with the wider strategic development of the University of Manchester.    

Summary of the actual process

Digitising these manuscripts required a very different approach to mass digitisation processes. Working closely with our colleagues in Collection Care we developed an approach that we have labeled ‘Object-Centred Digitisation’.  This puts the object, i.e. the manuscript itself, at the centre of the process, rather than the need to abstract the text.  It is not the speediest method, nor is it the cheapest, but as custodians of such unique and, in some cases, priceless artefacts we have a duty of care to ensure their preservation for posterity. 

We identified a series of steps which have resulted in a model that we believe is successful:

1. Handling training for all staff associated with the project;

2. Initial assessment and categorisation;

3. Condition report and condition rating;

4. Pre-digitisation treatment, if necessary;

5. Boxing to ensure safe transportation about the building;

6. Photography, with assistance from Collection Care if required;

7. Metadata production from the images;

8. Post-digitisation check and treatment, if necessary.

The images were catalogued individually in a metadata template, based on and compliant with VRA 3.0 metadata standards; Library of Congress Subject Headings and the Getty Thesaurus of Geographical Names were used for authority control. Our cataloguer composed detailed entries for each folio. Once   they were complete they were quality-checked and published in the ‘Medieval Collection’ in Luna Insight. We chose to publish as we went along; 
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we wanted researchers to interrogate the resource to make sure their access needs were being fulfilled by the metadata.

Equipment used

The digitisation process uses the latest high-end digital medium format equipment available. Images are captured using a Phase One 645AF camera body with a range of Mamiya lenses, and the Phase One P65+ digital back. The resolution of the camera is 60.5 million pixels. The camera is mounted either on a large copy stand, or on a purpose built conservation cradle. The set up is lit either by the Cradle’s own built in LED lights, or using two Multiblitz Xenolux 1000 studio flash heads. The Camera is tethered directly to a Quad Core Mac Pro, where all processing of the digital files is done through Capture One. Each Raw tiff file from the camera is roughly 60mb, which can be processed to any file size up to 2GB. Files for this project are processed as Tiffs at around 100mb. All Raw files are backed up securely for future use.
Lessons learnt 

We learned that despite best intentions, everything generally takes slightly longer than expected.  We encountered delays with equipment, appointment to roles and software problems, all of which sought to frustrate us!

Three pieces of advice
1) Give yourselves an achievable timescale for your objectives, keep things simple
2) Plan time into your project for researching the material you will be cataloguing

3) Before you set up a project seek advice from other institutions with successful digitisation projects.  They will have good advice and you can learn a lot from other people’s mistakes. 

Finally

The digitised manuscripts can be accessed via a dedicated suite of web pages or via our blog. A public lecture and conference in September launched the resource. Already researchers are using the surrogate manuscripts for their studies.  Academics will begin to teach from the collections this academic year.

Web address:
http://www.manchester.ac.uk/library/inthebigynnyng
Project Blog:

http://mmems.wordpress.com/
For further information on this and other projects from John Rylands University Library contact:

Carol Burrows, Assistant Librarian (Imaging) c.burrows@manchester.ac.uk                      
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