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Toward A Digital Library of Manuscript Collections in Morocco:
Review and Assessment of Recent Digitization Programs

Said ENNAHID, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Islamic Art, Architecture, and Archaeology
Al Akhawayn University in Ifrane, Morocco

Manuscript Collections in Morocco in Historical
Perspectivel

The corpus of Moroccan manuscripts is estimated at more than
80,000 titles and 200,000 volumes hosted at a number of public and
private libraries—mostly religious institutions and zawaya.? These
collections are invaluable both as repositories of human knowledge
and memory and for their aesthetic value in terms of calligraphy,
illumination, iconography and craftsmanship. Several medieval
authors place Morocco as an important hub in the Muslim West (al-
Gharb al-1slami) for manuscript production, illumination, binding and
exchange. However, except for a few scattered publications, a history
of North African Arabic calligraphy (al-khatt al-maghribi) remains to
be written.

The two main manuscript collections in Morocco are hosted at
the National Library of Morocco (Bibliothéque nationale du royaume
du Maroc, or BNRM, formerly General Library and Archive) in Rabat
(13,486 volumes, 34,000 titles), and the Qarawiyyin Library in Fez
(3,823 volumes). Theses collections originated mostly from wagf
(pious endowments)® and state expropriation of private collections

1 This section was reproduced/synthesized from a previous work by the author; for
more details, see Said Ennahid, “Information and Communication Technologies for
the Preservation and Valorization of Manuscript Collections in Morocco.” In The
Trans-Saharan Book Trade: Manuscript Culture, Arabic Literacy and Intellectual
History in Muslim Africa, Editors: Graziano Krétli and Ghislaine Lydon, Library of
The Written Word, Vol. 8, The Manuscript World, Vol. 3, pp. 265-289 (Leiden-
Boston: Brill, 2011).

2 For more details, see Latifa Benjelloun-Laroui, Les Bibliothéques au Maroc
(Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1990), 279-300.

3 For more details, see Ahmed-Chouqui Binebine, Histoire des bibliothéques au
Maroc (Rabat: Faculté des lettres et des sciences humaines, 1992), 155-77.
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after their owners’ fall from grace (e.g., 1,311 and 3,371 titles from
the al-Glawi and al-Kattani collections respectively).

They are written almost entirely in Arabic and in various scripts;
Amazigh (Berber) manuscripts in Arabic script and Hebrew
manuscripts constitute less than one percent of the total collections.

In terms of content, these manuscripts cover a wide range of
disciplines including sacred (i.e., Qur’anic) texts, Islamic religious
sciences (exegesis of the Qur’an, Traditions of the Prophet
Muhammad, and jurisprudence), Arabic grammar and lexicography,
Arabic poetry, hagiography and genealogy, Islamic theology and
mysticism, philosophy and logic, historiography, medicine, astronomy
and astrology, mathematics, agriculture and natural sciences. Most of
these manuscripts are several centuries old. One of the earliest
inventories of manuscript collections in Morocco is the Catalogue des
manuscrits arabes de deux bibliotheques de Fés (al-Qarawiyyin and
al-Rasif), compiled in 1883 by René Basset. Many other catalogues,
inventories and indexes, in Arabic as well as in French, were
published since then.

Most manuscripts in Morocco are written on paper produced
locally and, to a lesser extent, imported from Europe (Xativa, Spain,
Shatiba). Only two to three percent of those at the BNRM are on
parchment (ragqq), and most of them are Qur’anic texts. Until the end
of the 10" century, however, parchment remained the medium of
writing par excellence, especially for mushafs. The first evidence of a
paper (kaghad or kaghid) industry in Morocco dates to the Almoravid
period (1073-1147 C.E.), when Fez had no less than 104 paper-mills.
By the Almohad period (1130-1276 C.E.), their number had increased
four times. Furthermore, Fez had a special quarter for paper makers
(kaghghadin), located near the river (Wadi al-Zaytun) so that water
energy could be used to operate paper mills, and special quarters for
bookbinders/booksellers (warragin) and parchmenters (raggagin) near
the Qarawiyyin mosque.! In Marrakesh, the booksellers’ quarter gave

1 “Ali Ibn Abi Zar al-Fasi, Rawd EI-Qirtas (Rabat: Imprimerie Royale, 1999), 59;
cited also in al-Manuni, Tarikh al-Wiraga al-Maghribiyya: Sina‘at al-Makhtut al-
Maghribi min al- ‘Asr al-Wasit ila al-Fatra al-Mu ‘asira (Rabat: Kulliyat al-Adab
wal ‘Ulum al-Insaniyya, Silsilat Buhut wa Dirasat, 1991), 2:33. Elsewhere, Ibn Abi
Zar¢ al-Fasi mentioned 472 mills without any specifications to their link to paper

253



its name to the congregational mosque of the city (Jami‘ al-
Kutubiyya), as attested by Leo Africanus (al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-
Wazzan al-Fasi): “Sous le portique de ce temple [Jami ‘ al-Kutubiyya],
il y avait autrefois une centaine de boutiques de libraires, mais
maintenant il n’y en a plus une seule.”? This booksellers’ quarter dates
to the Almohad period and has been identified archaeologically. In
another passage, Leo Africanus states that Maghribi manuscripts were
an especially profitable merchandise in Timbuktu markets. In addition
to paper production, bookbinding (al-Tasfir) was a well-established
and highly specialized profession, as attested by two treatises, the Al-
Taysir fi Sina‘at al-Tasfir (“Bookbinding Manual”), compiled during
the Almohad period and consisting of twenty chapters on bookbinding
and manuscript restoration, and the Sina ‘at tasfir al-kutub wa hall al-
dhahab, written in early 17" century. From the mid-19" century
onward, when paper production in Fez, and most likely elsewhere in
Morocco, ceased almost completely, manuscripts were made using
European paper.

Digitization Programs of Manuscript Collections at Public
Libraries in Morocco:

Phase 1: 2000-2012

Twenty years ago, Morocco launched its first digitization
initiative called The Manuscript Treasures in the Kingdom of
Morocco (Dhakha’ir al-Makhtutat bi al-Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya); a
joint venture between the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, UNESCO and
the Centre National du Patrimoine Manuscrit (CNPM) at the BNRM
in Rabat. This project consisted of creating a complete digital
catalogue of the manuscript collections hosted at the Qarawiyyin
Library in Fez, the Library of the Great Mosque of Meknes, and the
Ibn Yusuf Library in Marrakech. Each item catalogued features
twenty-three searchable fields including inventory number (al-sijjil),
library catalog number, subject matter, title, number of volumes,
volume catalog number, author’s name, alias (a.k.a.), author’s date of

factories (Rawd El-Qirtas, 57). Cf. Bloom (quoting the same source): “by the end of
the twelfth century ... the city of Fez, in Morocco, had 472 papermills.” Jonathan
Bloom, Paper before Print: The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 86.

1 Leo Africanus, Description de I’Afiique (Paris: Maisonneuve, 1981), 1: 101-2.
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death, opening line, colophon, dimensions (miqyas), number of folios,
quality of book-making (al-wiraga), ruling (al-mistara), type of
support (paper or parchment), type of script, place and date of
composition, name of copyist, place of copy, date of copy, marks of
ownership, author’s authorization(s) of transmission (ijaza),
ornaments (al-hilyat), illuminations or paintings (al-rusum), tables (al-
jadawil), binding (al-tajlid), preservation conditions, microfilm
number, microfilm type, author’s biographical references, manuscript
bibliography, name of library holding manuscript, and other additional
information such as waqf details (Figure 1).

In addition to the digital catalogue, 206 manuscripts were
partially digitized making it possible for users to view more than 1500
pages (in image mode and scanned one page per frame). These
partially-digitized manuscripts present distinctive features as they
relate to authorship (e.g., autographed pages), origin, content, rarity or
uniqueness, aesthetic value, endowment details, the medium on which
they were written, and age (Figure 2).

The project also produced the first complete digital version (in
image mode and scanned two pages per frame) of nine manuscripts
chosen for their unique historical, cultural and aesthetic value (Figure
3). In terms of hardware, the digitization was conducted using a
conventional “off-the-shelf” scanner, which explains the low quality
of some of the images especially in the case of tightly bound or
damaged manuscripts.

Phase 11: 2012-2016
Project of Digitization of Manuscript Collections at the BNRM*

The last few years saw major advances in scanning technology
and servers’ storage capabilities; with the proper funds secured, the
BNRM was ready to bridge the digital gap and launch a very
ambitious program to digitize its entire manuscript collection of
13,000 volumes. The program was funded in its entirety by the OCP
Foundation (OCP, Office Chérifien des Phosphates) as part of its
corporate citizenship actions to promote Moroccan cultural heritage

1 The data used in this section was collected during the author’s field visit to the
BNRM and interview with Hassan Aakki (chef de division de I’informatique et de la
numeérisation, BNRM) conducted on August 6, 2018.
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nationally and internationally; the technical side of the project was
entrusted to a private partner (Sagma, Maroc)®. A total of 4,600,000
pages (TIFF format; 300-600 dpi/color; 20 megabytes/page) have
been digitized between 2012 and 2016:2

2012-2013: 1,000,000 pages
2013-2014: 1,000,000 pages
2014-2016: 2,600,000 pages

Once converted into digital files (= 88 TB), the BNRM
manuscript collection was then saved into a large local server of 100
TB. Today, the BNRM boasts two state of the art digitization
laboratories; the first one was set up in 2009 thanks to a substantial
donation of two million dirhams by the OCP Foundation and includes
scanners of type A0 and type A1.2 The second one was set up in 2018
through foreign aid (a 10 million dirhams donation by the “people of
Japan”); it includes 3 scanners: type A0, type Al, and a large scanner
of 2 meters by 2 meters* (Figures 4, 5, and 6).

One of the main objectives of any digitization program of ancient
manuscript collections is to reduce to the strict minimum the handling
of originals which are often very fragile and in some cases unique
specimen (unicum). At the BNRM, researchers are not allowed to
handle originals; instead they are invited to request a digital copy of
the manuscript of relevance to their research; digital copies (on a CD,
USB key, or as PDF file sent via email) are available upon request
made by readers either on site or online. The entire BNRM manuscript
collection has been catalogued and is now searchable online.® Only a
small collection of digitized manuscripts (at a low resolution of 72
dpi) has been made available to readers on a complimentary basis
(Figure 7).

1 For more details, visit: http://www.procheck.ma

2 The project staff consisted of 12 scanning technicians working around the clock in
3 shifts (24hrs/day) using 4 scanners; the tasks consisted, in addition to scanning, of
image processing and quality control.

3 I 'was not able to visit this laboratory while | was at the BNRM.

4 For more details on this scanning equipment, visit: http://www.newly.co.jp

5 75% according to BNRM homepage.
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Project of Digitization of Manuscript Collections at The
Qarawiyyin Library in Fez!

The manuscript collection at the Qarawiyyin Library has been
electronically catalogued in its entirety. However, this catalogue is not
yet available online; in other words, readers have either to use the
library local server (i.e., onsite consultation) or purchase the CD-ROM
(The Manuscript Treasures in the Kingdom of Morocco). As at the
BNRM, researchers are not allowed to handle originals; instead they
are invited to request a digital copy of the manuscript of relevance to
their research. Due to its very limited resources, all digitization work
at the Qarawiyyin Library is conducted on a case by case basis and
only after a formal request has been made by a researcher to this
effect. With only one scanning technician on the job and one type Al
scanner (Zeutschel OS 12000), the Qarawiyyin Library is clearly not
ready yet for any large scale digitization program (Figure 8).

Assessment of Manuscript Digitization Programs in Morocco

First, and before any attempt of assessment, one has to commend
the progress made during the last two decades in digitizing a growing
number of manuscript collections in Morocco. While the Moroccan
ministry of culture and communication is taking the lead in most
digitization programs (e.g., BNRM), there is still an urgent need for a
unified and clearly defined national digitization strategy to optimize
the process of decision making and to prioritize the allocation of
resources.

Once the digitization of the entire corpus of manuscript
collections hosted at heritage libraries in Morocco has been
completed, the ministry should then consider building a true national
digital library where all online services are to be merged; the ultimate
goal being to make this corpus accessible online to readers in and
outside Morocco in exchange of fee payment from institutional
subscriptions, services to individual readers, and proceeds from sales
of digital copies. The funds hence generated will serve 1) to assist
heritage libraries and private repositories to properly curate their

1 The data used in this section was collected during the author’s field visit to the
Qarawiyyin Library and interview with the curator, Abdelfattah Boukchouf,
conducted on September 7, 2018.
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manuscript collections, 2) to train their staff,® and 3) to upgrade their
digitization laboratories or set up new ones. Also, since the BNRM is
clearly spearheading the digitization programs in Morocco, it is only
logical to capitalize on its resources (scanning laboratories), expertise
(qualified personnel), and network (national and international
partnerships) by putting them at the service of other heritage libraries
who may be struggling to make the digital leap. Also, any digitization
program does not end with the digital conversion of manuscripts; for
example, storage solutions have to be updated on a regular basis to
stay abreast of new storage technology and properly address future
and inevitable data access issues related to the obsolescence of storage
material.

Today, digitization has proved to be the best solution for the
preservation, valorization, and dissemination of documentary cultural
heritage and Morocco has made significant progress in this regard.
But one has to admit that it will take a few more years for Morocco to
build a true National Digital Library for its manuscript treasures; the
Bibliotheque Numérique Marocaine (BNRM) is a very promising
first step in the right direction.
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Figure 1. Digital catalogue: Dhakha’ir al-Makhtutat bi al-
Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya. CD-ROM. 2000.

Figure 2. Page of rare manuscript. Dhakha’ir al-Makhtutat bi
al-Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya. CD-ROM: 2000
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Makhtutat bi al-Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya. CD-ROM. 2000.

Figure 4. Type AO scanner.
www.ma.emb-japan.go. jp
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BNRM:

Rabat

Figure 3. Pages of digitized manuscript: Dhakha’ir al-

Source:


http://www.ma.emb-japan.go.jp/

Figure 5. Type Al scannerc BNRM. Rabat Source:
www.ma.emb-japan.go.jp

Figure 6. Large scanner (2m x 2m). BNRM. Rabat Source:
www.ma.emb-japan.go.jp
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Numérique Marocaine. BNRM. Rabat

Figure 8. Type A1l scanner (Zeutschel OS 12000).
Qarawiyyin Library. Fez
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Figure 7. Pages of digitize-d manuscript. Bibliothéque
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