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Rylands Arabic MS 42 [704] is possibly the largest Koran of its age. Its date is 
undetermined; Mingana suggests1500 CE, but James dates it mid to late 14th century CE.  
It has interesting illumination, some particularly complex.  However, its size and weight 
prevent ready access, so its research potential remains largely untapped. Two missing 
leaves from the manuscript are housed in the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin. This 
project aims to digitise the complete manuscript, virtually reuniting the leaves on-line 
using Turning the pages software. The digitised resource will be freely available for 
research, teaching and learning. 

 

 

At its inaugural conference TIMA affirmed its aspiration to facilitate the digitisation, 
accessibility and study of Islamic manuscripts.  As it states, digitisation can “assist in the 
conservation of manuscripts, render them more accessible to scholars and offer new 
tools for codicology and textual criticism”.  This project meets every one of those aims.  A 
digital facsimile will make globally accessible a manuscript that, due to its physicality, is 
currently closed to scholarship, and will enable research on a version of a text at the heart 
of TIMA‟s agenda. Without TIMA‟s assistance this manuscript would not be digitised. 
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Rylands Arabic MS 42 [704]  Koran 
 
880 x 600 x 180 mm (approximate dimensions); 470 bombycine paper leaves, muhaqquq 
script, 10 lines to the page, illuminated. 
 
The manuscript is not dated, but Mingana dates it from the “seal of Kansuh al-Ghuri (AD 
1500-1516), the last but one of the Mamluk sultans of Egypt, and formerly belonging to 
his mosque at Cairo”. However, James recognises similarities between this manuscript 
and Cairo National Library 9, and therefore suspects the more likely date is the second 
half of the 14th century. Analysis of digital images should aid scholars to date the 
manuscript more accurately. 
 

Due to its size and weight, reading room access has been severely restricted to all but a 
handful of scholars. It cannot be used in exhibitions, seminars or public close-ups.  
Photography will be challenging as the manuscript is too large for the conservation cradle 
and too heavy to digitise on a copy-stand.  Sample images from the manuscript can be 
viewed in Appendix B. 

 
Aims and objectives 
 

The project‟s aim is to create and publish a digital facsimile of Rylands Arabic MS 42 
[704] to support teaching and learning, to develop new research opportunities, and, 
above all, to make this important manuscript accessible to anyone with an interest in the 
Koran.  

The objectives are to: 

 Digitise a complete Koran, including all folios and bindings, totalling 
approximately 950 high-resolution images; 

 Develop a methodology, in association with the Conservation Department, for 
safely digitising large, heavy volumes without the aid of a cradle or copy-stand 
(the same methodology will be applicable to smaller manuscripts); 

 Make a high-resolution facsimile of the manuscript freely available on-line, taking 
advantage of the advanced delivery and display functions of Turning the pages 
software (see Bibliography for sample pages from a British Library Koran); 

 Collaborate with the Chester Beatty Library to virtually reunite our manuscript with 
the missing leaves held in Dublin; 

 Create a dedicated project website and a Blog to chart progress; 

 Allow comparison with similar manuscripts, e.g. Cairo National Library 9; 

 Integrate the manuscripts into new teaching, learning and research opportunities; 
 

 Internationally raise the profile of the Rylands Arabic manuscript collections; 

 Enable access to what is, in effect, an inaccessible manuscript, thus aiding 
preservation. 

 
Methodology 
 
Secondment 
 
Carol Burrows will direct the project and report to TIMA.  Records will be created and 



populated by a Cataloguing Assistant, seconded 15 days FTE over a period of 20 weeks 
(this period is extended due to current maternity leave of the proposed secondment).  
The photographer, James Robinson, will also be seconded 12 days FTE over a period of 
4 weeks.  A conservator will be seconded for 2 days, and technical support for 1 day to 
set up the website and 1 day to construct the facsimile in Turning the pages software. 
Curatorial advice will be provided by the Manuscript Curator and Assistant Archivist with 
responsibility for Non-Western Manuscripts, Elizabeth Gow.  There will be no new posts 
created as a result of this project, therefore no need for recruitment.  Two interns 
(Photographer; Conservator) will assist with the project in a training capacity.  They are 
funded by a JISC grant, so are not listed in the costs. 
 
 
Conservation 
 
A member of the JRUL‟s Collection Care Team will assess the manuscript prior to and 
post digitisation, and undertake any remedial work required. Due to the complexities of 
this manuscript s/he will work closely with the photographer to devise a methodology for 
digitisation that protects the manuscript at all times. A dedicated room will be assigned 
for the duration of the project and a bespoke support system devised to support the 
manuscript. Our Conservation Intern will assist during digitisation. 
  
 
Image capture 
 
The JRUL will assign a secure, dedicated room at its Deansgate site for the project, so 
that the equipment, support system and manuscript can remain in situ without 
disturbance.  Using a Phase One camera with a P65+ digital back, the photographer will 
capture, process and upload approximately 950 images during 12 working days.  Each 
processed image will be between 80 – 120 MB.  Our previous experience of digital image 
capture of fragile manuscripts has shown that this is a realistic target when working with 
such large files.  Each raw image will include a Kodak colour strip and scale rule, but 
these will be cropped from the processed images.  The photographer will import a copy 
of each processed image into Turning the Pages, for viewing purposes. Two interns 
(Photographer; Conservator) will assist the process. 
 
The folios at Chester Beatty Library will be photographed in situ by their own 
photographer. Both are openings, so will not present the same challenges as the bound 
manuscript. However, one of the leaves is framed and the other mounted on a board, so 
in each case only one side is visible.  The Chester Beatty Library has no plans to remove 
them as this would be a major conservation exercise. Our contact at Chester Beatty 
Library is Dr Elaine Wright, a TIMA member. 
 
 
Data capture 
 
As the JRUL has only recently purchased the Turning the Pages software the exact 
methodology for cataloguing the images is unknown.  Prior to creating this facsimile 
JRUL staff will experiment with a smaller manuscript to devise a workflow.  In advance of 
photography the Cataloguing Assistant will create a spreadsheet to assist the 
photographer.  The metadata, to be embedded in each image, will include any significant 
details about each folio.  The Curator of Non-Western manuscripts will advise.  Each 
record will be approved by the Project Manager prior to publication. Both metadata and 
images can be downloaded or printed directly from the web.  Turning the Pages supports 
full Unicode to allow inclusion of non-roman scripts in the data records.  
 
 



 
Website 
 
A dedicated website will be created using the same project format as the Shahnama site 
(http://www.manchester.ac.uk/library/shahnama/). The web site will include an EAD-
compliant description (Encoded Archival Description) of the manuscript, project 
documentation and a link to the facsimile.  It will also provide links to related resources, 
and will credit the sponsorship of TIMA. The Blog will be created by the Photographer 
and updated by team members. 

 

Timetable 
 

Action Jan  
11 

Feb  
11 

Mar 
11 

Apr 
11 

May 
11 

Conservation report on manuscript      
Methodology for digitisation devised      
Image capture      
Blog construction      
Cataloguing Assistant makes initial 
spreadsheet 

     

Image processing      
Conservation report on manuscript      
Records created in TTP      
Images uploaded into TTP      
Records upgraded and authorised      
Web page construction      
Web page and images published      
Exit strategy      
Dissemination / Publicity      
Report to TIMA      

 
The Project Manager will oversee the progress of the project, liaising with team members 
and TIMA and monitoring workflow.  She will be responsible for approving publication of 
the images, their records, and the website.  She will manage the publicity and 
dissemination, liaise with the academic community and write the final report to TIMA. 
 
IPR 
 
Copyright in unpublished manuscripts is perpetual under current UK legislation.  
However, the subject of this proposal was produced prior to the 16th century and is 
physically owned by the JRUL.  We therefore regard the potential for a claim for rights 
infringement to be infinitesimally small.  The photographer is an employee of the 
University of Manchester, and will therefore have no claim to copyright in the images.   
 
 
Standards 
 
Images will be catalogued to a locally developed application profile, based on and 
compliant with VRA 3.0 metadata standards.  It is also UK-LOM Core and Dublin Core 
compliant and mapped to Getty Crosswalk.  For authority control we use Library of 
Congress Subject Headings and the Getty Thesaurus of Geographical Names.  We 
follow TASI guidelines for the preservation of images.   
 

http://www.manchester.ac.uk/library/shahnama/


EAD is based on ISAD(G), the international standard for the description of archives. EAD 
has been adopted internationally as the standard encoding system for online finding aids. 
The use of an EAD Schema will enable us to embed a TEI (Text Encoding Initiative) 
Schema directly into EAD instances. This will allow us at a future date seamlessly to 
incorporate full-text transcriptions and editions of the manuscript into the EAD record. 
 
Exit plans   
 
Both raw 48-bit files and 24-bit processed TIFF files will be archived on SAN-based 
storage architecture which is dual-sited in line with the Library‟s Digital Preservation 
Strategy.  This hardware infrastructure is hosted and maintained by the University‟s 
Information Technology Services Division in a sustainable environment. Turning the 
Pages software is maintained by the JRUL‟s Information Systems team and the content 
by the JRUL‟s Imaging Team.  The Project Manager will also take responsibility for 
maintaining both the content and the web pages.   
 
The JRUL is currently engaged in a project to implement a vertical search engine that will 
sit on top of the JRUL‟s current systems.  We recognise that it is currently complicated 
for users to search across our collections due to the multitude of systems and interfaces.  
The intention is to reduce dependency on individual systems for finding content by 
combining metadata into a single index that can be quickly and effectively searched 
through a single interface.  The search engine will be available early next year. 
 
The JRUL is proposing to purchase a kiosk through which Turning the Pages facsimiles 
can be viewed in our exhibition areas. Turning the Pages software has the functionality to 
include oral renditions and transcripts, translations or interpretations.  This functionality 
will enable the JRUL to interpret the digital facsimile by cooperating with the local Muslim 
community. This Koran would be a splendid addition to our public programmes agenda, 
allowing the community to interact with and appreciate this manuscript, which would 
otherwise be inaccessible and therefore invisible to them.   
 
 

 

For copies of the articles please see Appendix B 

Mingana, A., Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts in the John Rylands Library 
Manchester (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1934) 
 
James, D., „Rylands Arabic MS 42: Recent discoveries‟, Bulletin of the John Rylands 
Library, 59 (1977), pp.249-53 
 
British Library, Baybar’s magnificent Qur’an 
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/virtualbooks/viewmostviewed/index.html# 
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Server support and storage 
 
Photographer: 12 days  
 
Cataloguing Assistant: 15 days  
 
Conservator: 2 days  
 
Technical support: 2 days  
 
Curatorial support: 2 days  
 
Project Manager: 5 days  
 
Chester Beatty Library imaging  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Total £6,370.00
 

Individual costs have been removed to protect personal data. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YES 

Outcomes: 

 New research opportunities and greater awareness 
of the Rylands Arabic manuscript collections; 

 Access to and preservation of a unique cultural 
asset; 

 New partnerships with our academic community, 
with the Chester Beatty Library and with TIMA 
members and with the local Muslim community; 

 Public programmes and engagement; 

 Fulfilment of the JRUL‟s, the University of 
Manchester‟s and TIMA‟s Strategic Goals. 

 

 

 



Plans for Publication / Dissemination:  

 Website; 

 Blog; 

 Article in News from the Rylands; 

 Article in TIMA newsletter and on Projects web pages; 

 Engagement with the University‟s Press Officer to publicise the project; 

 Kiosk in JRUL exhibition areas displaying the facsimile; 

 Integration into research and teaching & learning activities of the School of 
Languages, Linguistics & Cultures, Middle Eastern Studies at UoM; 

 Integration into public programmes & web exhibitions. 
 
Digitisation is a two-way process with the research community.   In return for making 
available such a resource we hope to encourage scholarly investigation and use the 
conclusions of the researchers to upgrade our records and improve our own 
understanding of the manuscripts in our care. 
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Reference for the project: Gateway to the Koran of Kansuh al-Ghuri. 
Digitisation of a complete, illuminated Koran manuscript of undetermined 
date, but pre-1500 CE. 
 
The digitisation of heritage material in support of research, teaching and learning 
is of strategic importance to the John Rylands University Library (JRUL). The 
JRUL’s Digitisation Strategy states that “We will maintain a commitment to 
heritage digitisation and maintaining excellence in this area, including excellence 
in provision of imaging services”. The digitisation of the Koran of Kansuh al-Ghuri 
is a directly in support of this strategic objective, and will offer significant benefits 
to the academic community at the University of Manchester and beyond. 
 
The Imaging Service team offer significant expertise and experience in 
undertaking this project. They have an excellent pedigree and track record, 
clearly demonstrated by previous success e.g. Shahnama project, English 
Medieval Manuscripts and in the current JISC funded project to test the feasibility 
of establishing a centre of excellence for heritage digitisation (uniquely offering a 
valuable combination of skills and advice in imaging, conservation and metadata 
creation) at the University of Manchester. 
www.manchester.ac.uk/library/shahnama/ 
www.library.manchester.ac.uk/inthebigynnyng/ 
http://chiccmanchester.wordpress.com/about-2/ 
 
I fully support this application. 
 
Rachel Beckett 
 
 
Rachel Beckett 
Head of Special Collections (Interim) 
The John Rylands University Library  
The University of Manchester  
150 Deansgate  
Manchester M3 3EH  
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Reference for the project: Gateway to the Koran of Kansuh al-Ghuri. 
Digitisation of a complete, illuminated Koran manuscript of undetermined date, 
but pre-1500 CE. 
 
Rylands Arabic MS 42 [704], although one of the biggest assets of the John Rylands 
Library, has not been available for either research or teaching because of its current 
delicate state. We know that it represents one of the finest, most lavishly illuminated 
and calligraphically significant Qur’an manuscripts from the late Mamluk period, thus 
not only displaying the refined artistry of Mamluk calligraphers but also, because of 
its time of writing (14th/15th c.), bridging the gap in chronicling Qur’anic calligraphy 
between the late classical period (9th-12thc.) and the early modern period (16th-18thc.). 
I do very much welcome the project’s idea to digitize the entire manuscript, in 
particular the idea to co-operate with the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin in order to 
add the missing suras (the shorter, mostly early, Meccan chapters towards the end of 
the Qur’an) and produce a(n almost) complete Qur’anic manuscript of that 
magnificent size and splendid craftsmanship. Given that the pedagogic use will be 
very beneficial (students of my class in Qur’anic Studies will have free access to 
studying this text) and in the light of the great stimulus for further research into 
Qur’anic calligraphy that this project will provide, I am fully behind this application 
and would welcome your support for it. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Andreas Christmann 
 
 
 
 
Dr Andreas Christmann 
Senior Lecturer in Islamic Studies 
School of Languages, Linguistics and Cultures 
Middle Eastern Studies 
University of Manchester 
Oxford Road, Lime Grove Building 
Manchester 
M13 9PL 
Tel.: 0161 275 5667 
e-mail: andreas.christmann@manchester.ac.uk 
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