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ABSTRACT 

 Traditional Knowledge plays a crucial role in establishing sustainable relationship between man and nature in 

the society more dependent on natural environment for the various needs. This study attempt has been made to identify 

the materials available in palm leaf that could be digitized, mode of digitization, digitization methods, reason for 

digitization and different process of digitization of palm leaf. The data collected were analyses on standard statistical 

methods. The investigation provides useful information about the current palm leaf collection organizations such as 

Public libraries, Academic and Research Institutions, NGO’s, Private Organizations and Individuals in Tamil Nadu. It is 

essential to have a fair amount of information on various processes which are available in the palm leaf libraries of 

Tamil Nadu. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 In the ancient times the glorious pasts of Indian culture were in the inscribed manuscripts. These are 

the basic historical evidence and have enriched information value. It is estimated that India possesses more than 

five million manuscripts, making the largest repository of manuscript wealth in the world. Though our ancestors 

had tried to preserve these manuscripts, thousands of such valued unpublished Indian manuscripts on varied 

subjects are lying scattered or fragmented in India and foreign countries and some of these are no longer accessible 

to research scholars and for general public. These invaluable and unique pools of knowledge are under threat and 

manuscripts are disappearing at an alarming rate. India possesses a rich and enormous cultural heritage of 

manuscripts since the ancient period. India probably has the largest number of manuscripts in the world. 

Manuscripts are scattered in several places all over India and stored in academic and research Institutions, NGO’s, 

public libraries, private organizations and few individual collections. It is roughly estimated that over 3.5 million 

manuscripts might have been preserved but 30% of the remaining manuscripts are stored in temples, math’s and in 

private hands.  

PALM LEAF MANUSCRIPTS IN TAMIL NADU 

 Manuscripts and holographs are invaluable sources for the creation and preservation of art, history, 

culture and tradition of any land. The term Manuscript has its origin in two Latin words, namely Manus meaning 

Hand and scibo or scripture denoting the written character, script etc. Thus the term literally denotes a book or 
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rather a written document prepared by hand either by the author himself or copied by a competent scribe. There are many 

self denotative terms in various Indian languages that represent manuscripts. They are: hastalekha, pandulipi, matrka, 

pustaka, pustika, pusta, potha, pothi, pothaka, mulakosa, adarsa and so on. Terms like potha, pothi, pothaka etc are 

derived from one of the following Sanskrit words, pusta, pustika or pustaka. In Amarakosa pustaka is defined as pustam 

lepyadhikarman. Out of 3.5 million manuscripts available in India nearly 2.5 lakh manuscripts are available in Tamil Nadu 

TYPES OF MANUSCRIPTS 

Types of manuscripts can be referred as mentioned below: 

Papyrus is a thick paper-like material produced from the pith of the papyrus plant, Cyperus papyrus, wetland 

sedge that was once abundant in the Nile Delta of Egypt 

Parchment is a thin material made from calfskin, sheepskin or goatskin, often split. The most common use was as 

a material for writing on, for documents, notes, or the pages of a book, codex or manuscript. Parchment is distinct from 

leather in that it is limed but not tanned; therefore, it is very reactive to changes in relative humidity and is not waterproof. 

The finer qualities of parchment are called vellum. 

Vellum (from the Old French Vélin, for "calfskin") is mammal skin prepared for writing or printing on, to produce 

single pages, scrolls, codices or books. It is generally smooth and durable, although there are great variations depending on 

preparation, the quality of the skin and the type of animal used.  

Birch bark  or birch bark is generally understood to be the bark of the Paper Birch tree (Betula papyrifera), or 

sometimes of related species such as Gray (Wire) Birch. The strong and water-resistant cardboard-like bark can be easily 

cut, bent, and sewn, which made it a valuable building, crafting, and Writing Material, since prehistoric times. 

Wooden learning boards and slates served as writing surfaces for practicing alphabets and for instance, 

calligraphy. The object displayed here is a rectangular place of wood, varnished by lacquer, giving it a simple shine. 

Copper / Gold Plates: Birch bark, cloth, palm leaf were the popular support materials on which texts were 

written in ancient India. For instance, metal inscriptions and copperplate (tamrasasana) would record the grant of land by a 

king to his subordinates. It is likely that these records were first copied on cloth, birch bark or palm leaves, before being 

sent to the coppersmith for engraving. The originals were apparently kept in the royal chancellery and plates were given to 

the Dones 

Leather, though strong and initially durable, was not well suited for the long term preservation of written 

documents. Leather, as it ages, looses its natural oils and becomes very brittle and powdery dry. In humid conditions it will 

molder and rot. However, despite its fragility, some of the most important manuscripts which survive from ancient times 

are written on leather. The Dead Sea Scrolls are the best example. Surviving manuscripts written on leather in 

Hieroglyphic, Hieratic, Greek, Coptic, Nubian and Pahlavi are also known. Their preservation was mainly due to the dry 

environments in which most of these manuscripts were found, such as in Egypt and the Dead Sea caves in Israel. 

Palm Leaves: As there are different styles of writing system in the palm Leaf manuscripts. Gita Govinda of 

Jayadeva (Figure 1) is the one as Illustrated Palm leaf Manuscripts. 
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Figure 1:  Illustrated Palm Leaf 

Paper: Manuscripts made of handmade paper can be found either as bundles and sheaf of folios kept between 

wooden boards and wrapped in cloth, or they are often also bound as books. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

The objectives of the study are 

• To survey the state-of-the-art palm leaf manuscript libraries in Tamil Nadu. 

• To identify the nature and quantum of materials available in palm leaf that could be digitized.  

• To examine the methods of digitization and mode of access to palm leaf resources in the libraries. 

• To identify the methods and processes of digitization adopted in the palm leaf libraries. 

METHODOLOGY 

 Methodology refers to the processes, principles and procedures by which one approaches a problem to seek 

solutions. The investigation adopts the analytical methodology for study certain techniques and procedures for the research 

problem and the same are enumerated. The questionnaire was administered among 104 palm leaf collection organizations 

such as Public libraries, Academic and Research Institutions, NGO’s, Private Organizations and Individuals in Tamil 

Nadu. A total of 94 responses were received and response rate is 90.38 %.The data collected from the questionnaire have 

been analyzed and interpreted. For this purpose Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software has been used. 

The statistical analysis techniques such as Frequency Distribution, Percentage Analysis, Standard Deviation, Weighted 

Arithmetic Mean test etc., have been employed depending on the nature of the data collected from the respondents 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 There exist a total of 104 manuscripts libraries in Tamil Nadu which includes Public Libraries, Academic 

Institutions, Non Government Organizations (NGO’s) and Private Organizations in Tamil Nadu. A structured questionnaire 

was administered to all the 104 libraries, of which 94 were responded and the response rate is 90.38 %. The distribution of 

questionnaires and the number of responses received were shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Quantum of Questionnaires Distributed and Responses Received 

S. No Nature of Management 
No. of 

Questionnaires 
Distributed 

Responses 
Received 

Percentage 
on Responses 

Received 
1 Public Libraries 14 14 14.89 
2 Academic Institutions 19 19 20.21 
3 NGO’s 30 24 25.53 
4 Private Organizations 41 37 39.37 

Total 104 94 90.38 
 Response rate is 90.38 % 

MODE OF DIGITIZATION  

 As seen from the table 2, that 32(34.00%) libraries are following the batch mode of digitization. It is followed 

by 31(33.00%) libraries are adopting phase mode of digitization, 12 (12.80%) libraries have continuous digitization and 19 

(20.20%) libraries follow other mode of digitization 

Table 2: Mode of Digitization 

S. No 
Mode of 

Digitization 

Public 
Libraries 

(n=14) 

Academic 
Institutions  

(n=19) 

NGO’s 
(n=24) 

Private 
Organizations 

(n=37) 

Total 
N=94 

1 Continuous 
5 

(35.70%) 
5 

(26.30%) 
2 

(8.30%) 
0 

(0.00%) 
12 

(12.80%) 

2 Batch 
3 

(21.40%) 
6 

(31.60%) 
9 

(37.50%) 
14 

(37.80%) 
32 

(34.00%) 

3 Phase Mode 
6 

(42.90%) 
4 

(21.10%) 
8 

(33.30%) 
13 

(35.1%) 
31 

(33.00%) 

4 Others 
0 

(0.00%) 
4 

(21.10%) 
5 

(20.80)% 
10 

(27.00%) 
19 

(20.20%) 

Total 
14 

(100.00%) 
19 

(100.00%) 
24 

(100.00%) 
37 

(100.00%) 
94 

(100.00%) 

 

 In the case of private organizations 14 (37.80%) libraries follow the batch mode of digitization whereas in NGO’s 

only 9(37.50%) libraries follow batch mode. In the case of public libraries 6(42.90%) libraries adopting the “Phase” mode, 

5(35.70%) libraries follows the “Continuous” mode of digitization and 3 (21.40%) libraries follows the “batch” mode of 

digitization.  

 6(31.60%) Academic institutions are adopting the “Batch” mode of digitization, whereas 5 (26.30%) libraries 

are adopting “Continuous” mode of digitization. 4 (21.10%) libraries are adopting both “Phase mode” and “Other mode” of 

digitization respectively. In the case of NGO’s 9 (37.50%) are following the “Batch” mode, 8 (33.30%) are adopting the 

“Phase” mode, 2(8.30%) libraries are adopting the “Continuous” mode of digitization and 5(20.80%) libraries follows the 

“Other” mode. In the Private Organisations 14(37.80%) libraries follows the “Batch” mode, 13(35.1%) libraries adopting 

“Phase” mode and 10 (27.00%) libraries are adopting “other” mode of digitization. 
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DIGITIZATION METHOD  

 Various methods were adopted for a digitization by the respective libraries. In this survey, the respondent were 

asked to state the digitization method carried out by the libraries whether the digitization is carried out in-house or 

provided as outsourcing. The opinion thus obtained were shown in Table 3 

Table 3: Digitization Method 

S. No 
Digitization 

Plan to 
Carried Out  

Public 
Libraries 

(n=14) 

Academic 
Institutions 

(n=19) 

NGO’s 
(n=24) 

Private 
Organizations 

(n=37) 

Total 
N=94 

1 Outsourcing 
5 

(35.70%) 
5 

(26.30%) 
2 

(8.30%) 
0 

(0.00%) 
12 

(12.80%) 

2 
In-House 
Library 

9 
(64.30%) 

14 
(73.70%) 

22 
(91.70%) 

37 
(100.00%) 

82 
(87.20%) 

Total 
14 

(100.00%) 
19 

(100.00%) 
24 

(100.00%) 
37 

(100.00%) 
94 

(100.00%) 
 

 Nearly 82(87.20%) libraries are carried out the digitization work as in-house and remaining 12(12.80%) 

libraries provides digitizing as outsourcing. Majority of the private organizations 37(100%) libraries are carried out their 

digitization work as in-house, followed by NGO’s 22(91.70%) libraries. In the case of Public libraries 5(35.70%) and 

academic libraries 5(26.30%) are carried out their digitization work as outsourcing. 

 

Figure 2: Converting the Manuscript into Digitized Material 

REASONS FOR DIGITIZATION  

 The five variables were identified for reasons for digitization such as “Digital materials occupy less space and 

large volumes can be stored”, “Users are more interested in Digital form of documents”, “Easy to access of documents 

(both e-books, e-Journals)”, “Easy to connect via Intranet server”, and “Accessible at anytime and anywhere” where 

considered as reasons for digitization. The responses were received and the same is shown in the Table 4. 82 (87.20%) 

respondents indicated that “Accessible at anytime and anywhere” is the major reason for digitization. It is followed by 

“Digital Materials occupy less space and large volumes can be stored” 74 (78.70%) and “easy to access of documents both 

e-books and e-journals” 70 (74.50%), “easy to connect intranet server” 63 (67.00%) and “users are more interested in 

digital form of documents’ 58 (61.70%) respectively. (Table 4) 
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Table 4: Reasons for Digitization 

S.No. Reasons for 
Digitization 

Public 
Libraries 

(n=14) 

Academic 
Institutions  

(n=19) 

NGO’s 
(n=24) 

Private 
Organisations 

(n=37) 

Total 
N=94 

1 

Digital materials 
occupy less space 
and large volumes 
can be stored 

12 
(85.70%) 

14 
(73.70%) 

19 
(79.20%) 

29 
(78.40%) 

74 
(78.70%) 

2 
Users are more 
interested in Digital 
form of documents 

9 
(64.30%) 

11 
(57.90%) 

15 
(62.50%) 

23 
(62.20%) 

58 
(61.70%) 

3 
Easy to access of 
documents (both e-
books, e-Journals) 

12 
(85.70%) 

14 
(73.70%) 

17 
(70.80%) 

27 
(73.00%) 

70 
(74.50%) 

4 
Easy to connect via 
Intranet server 

10 
(71.40%) 

11 
(57.9%) 

16 
(66.70%) 

26 
(70.30%) 

63 
(67.00%) 

5 
Accessible at any 
time & any where 

9 
(64.30%) 

14 
(73.70%) 

22 
(91.70%) 

37 
(100.00%) 

82 
(87.20%) 

 

 It is found that, “Accessible at any time & anywhere” is highly noticed in the private organisations 37(100%) 

libraries under study, it is followed by 29(78.40%) libraries reason for digitization is “Digital materials occupy less space 

and large volumes can be stored”. In the case of public libraries 12(85.70%) are “Digital materials occupy less space and 

large volumes can be stored” and “Easy to access of documents (both e-books, e-Journals)” whereas in the academic 

libraries 14(73.70%) libraries reason is “Digital materials occupy less space and large volumes can be stored” and “Easy to 

access of documents (both e-books, e-Journals)”. Nearly 19(79.20%) of NGO’s libraries reasons is “Digital materials 

occupy less space and large volumes can be stored” and 17(70.80%) libraries reasons is “Easy to access of documents 

(both e-books, e-Journals)”. 

DIFFERENT PROCESS OF DIGITIZATION OF PALM LEAF 

CONVERTING THE MANUSCRIPT INTO DIGITISED MATERIAL 

 It is found that, majority 86(91.50%) respondents are willing to convert the manuscript into digitized form. 

Among this all the academic institution, private organization, 21(87.50%) academic institutions and 9(64.30%) public 

libraries are converting manuscript in digital form. (Table 5) (Figure 3) 

Table 5: Converting the Manuscript into Digitized Material 

S.No. Description 
No. of 

Response 
Percentage 

1 
Public Libraries 
(n=14) 

9 64.30 

2 
Academic Institutions 
(n=19) 

19 100.00 

3 
NGO’s 
(n=24) 

21 87.50 

4 
Private Organisations 
(n=37) 

37 100.00 

Total N=94 86 91.50 
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Figure 3: Converting the Manuscript into Digitized Material 

PALM LEAF DATA RELATED TO DIGITIZATION 

 The extent of their use of sufficient manuscript or palm leaf data related to digitization has been ascertained 

from the respondent and the same is shown in the below table 6 

Table 6: Sufficient Manuscript or Palm Leaf Data Related to Digitization 

S.No. Description 
No. of 

Response 
Percentage 

1 
Public Libraries 
(n=14) 

14 100.00 

2 
Academic Institutions 
(n=19) 

19 100.00 

3 
NGO’s 
(n=24) 

23 95.80 

4 
Private Organisations 
(n=37) 

37 100.00 

Total N=94 93 98.90 
 

 Out of 93(98.90%) libraries, all the libraries have sufficient manuscript or palm leaf data related to digitization 

except 1(4.20%) in NGO’s libraries. 

 

Figure 4: Sufficient Manuscript or Palm Leaf Data Related to Digitization 

PRE-QUALITY VERIFICATION BEFORE COMMENCING THE PROC ESS OF DIGITIZATION 

 Only 10(10.60%) libraries are adopting the pre-Quality verification before commencing the process of 
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digitization among the 10 libraries, five libraries each in public libraries and academic libraries are adopt is pre-quality 

verification before commencing the process of digitization.(Table 7) 

Table 7: Pre-Quality Verification before Commencing the Process of Digitization 

S. No. Description 
No. of 

Response 
Percentage 

1 
Public Libraries 
(n=14) 

5 35.70 

2 
Academic Institutions 
(n=19) 

5 26.30 

3 
NGO’s 
(n=24) 

0 0.00 

4 
Private Organisations 
(n=37) 

0 0.00 

Total N=94 10 10.60 
 

EMPLOYING OUTSIDE AGENCIES FOR DATA CONVERSION 

 Out of 94 libraries, only seven libraries are employing outside agencies for data conversion. Out of 7(7.40%) 

libraries, 5(35.70%) public libraries and 2(8.30%) NGO’s libraries alone are employing outside agencies for data 

conversion. 

Table 8: Employing Outside Agencies for Data Conversion 

S.No. Description No. of Response Percentage 

1 
Public Libraries 
(n=14) 

5 35.70 

2 
Academic Institutions 
(n=19) 

0 0.00 

3 
NGO’s 
(n=24) 

2 8.30 

4 
Private Organisations 
(n=37) 

0 0.00 

Total N=94 7 7.40 
 

IDENTIFY SOURCE OF AVAILABILITY OF EXTERNAL DATA 

 The identify source of availability of external data such as “Through professional data capturing agencies”, 

“Through net advertisements”, “Through existing source of supply”, “Through reliable references” and “No Idea” and the 

same is presented in the table 9. 

Table 9: Identify Source of Availability of External Data 

S.No. Description 
Public 

Libraries 
(n=14) 

Academic 
Institutions  

(n=19) 

NGO’s 
(n=24) 

Private 
Organisations 

(n=37) 

Total 
N=94 

1 
Through professional 
data capturing 
agencies  

0 
(0.00%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

1 
(4.20%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

1 
(1.10%) 

2 
Through net 
advertisements 

5 
(35.70%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

5 
(5.30%) 
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Table 9: Contd., 

3 
Through existing 
source of supply 

0 
(0.00%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

1 
(4.20%) 

0 
(0.00%) 

1 
(1.10%) 

4 
Through reliable 
references 

9 
(64.30%) 

9 
(47.40%) 

22 
(91.70%) 

37 
(100.00%) 

77 
(81.90%) 

5 No Idea 
0 

(0.00%) 
10 

(52.60%) 
0 

(0.00%) 
0 

(0.00%) 
10 

(10.60%) 

Total 
14 

(100.00%) 
19 

(100.00%) 
24 

(100.00%) 
37 

(100.00%) 
94 

(100.00%) 
  
 The data in the above table reveals that, almost all the libraries in private organisations identify the source 

“Through reliable references”. It is followed by 22(91.70%) NGO’s libraries, 9(47.40%) academic institutions, and 

9(64.30%) public libraries. Further it is observed that 10(10.60%) academic institutions indicated that they don’t have any 

idea. 

 The 5(35.70%) public libraries identify the source “Through net advertisements”, and 1(4.20%) each in NGO’s 

libraries are identify “Through professional data capturing agencies” and “Through existing source of supply”.  

CONCLUSIONS 

 Information generation is not only the present phenomenon, but also existed in the ancient days. But, the medium 

of storage of data / information was not exclusively on Paper media but also on Palm Leaves, Stones, Cloth, Metal Plates, 

Bark, Leather, etc. This was true because of non-availability of suitable printing media and technology. Due to this, during 

those days, Palm Leaves and other media, and at a later date crude Paper was the main media of data / information 

recording by hand and communication. The recorded media are prone for deterioration due to various factors and may not 

be possible to preserve forever. Hence, it is the responsibility of the modern generation to preserve such media to be used 

for research of the present and future generations. In this direction, it has been found that preservation of Manuscripts 

through digitization is one of the effective and efficient methods but found to be time consuming and costly exercise.  
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