
COLLECTING DIGITAL DATA ON PAPER

An alternative way for recording conservation survey information 
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ABSTRACT

Large museum collections demand proportionally large funding for their 
conservation and preservation. With the museum sector receiving limited 
funding compared to other sectors, conservation management is necessary to 
prioritise conservation work so that:

a) objects in a bad condition are conserved before the ones which are stable,

b) resources are effectively used to ensure all necessary work will be 
completed.

A typical example of a large collection of objects in need of attention is the 
Byzantine library at the Saint Catherine monastery in the desert of Sinai, 
Egypt. The collection consists of about 3300 manuscripts dated as early as 
the 6th century, in a variety of bindings and materials. The conservation of 
such a huge collection in such a remote site needs careful planning in terms 
of time, methodology and cost. In order to plan how this will be possible a 
conservation condition survey is taking place to prioritise conservation work.

Conservation related information regarding the book structure and material 
deterioration is collected from each book. This includes a series of sketches 
and drawings. The information is stored on a computer database. Queries, 
which will help conservation management, are then formed on it. Although 
an obvious choice would be the use of computer terminals on site for data 
collection, instead, this is done on paper using a specially designed form. In 
this document, the reasons why paper is preferred are explained with the 
most important ones being the limited familiarity of conservators with 
computers as well as the fact that any equipment maintenance or necessary 
modifications of the database cannot take place on site. Finally, 
considerations regarding the digitisation of the manually completed forms 
are presented. These include design limitations of the form along with 
guidelines for extendibility.

ÐÅÑÉËÇØÇ

.

Ïé ìåãÜëåò ìïõóåéáêÝò óõëëïãÝò, áðáéôïýí êáé áíÜëïãá ìåãÜëç 
÷ñçìáôïäüôçóç ãéá ôçí óõíôÞñçóç êáé äéáôÞñçóÞ ôïõò. Ï ôïìÝáò ôùí 
ìïõóåßùí, ùóôüóï, äåí ÷ñçìáôïäïôåßôáé ôüóï üóï Üëëïé ôïìåßò êáé 
åðïìÝíùò ç éåñÜñ÷çóç êáé ï áêñéâÞò ðñïãñáììáôéóìüò ôùí åñãáóéþí 
óõíôÞñçóçò åßíáé áðáñáßôçôïò Ýôóé þóôå:

á) áíôéêåßìåíá óå êñßóéìç êáôÜóôáóç äéáôÞñçóçò íá óõíôçñïýíôáé ðñéí áðü 
áõôÜ ðïõ âñßóêïíôáé óå êáëýôåñç êáôÜóôáóç,

â) íá ãßíåôáé óùóôÞ ÷ñÞóç ôùí äéáèÝóéìùí ðçãþí ðñïêåéìÝíïõ ïé 
áðáéôïýìåíåò åñãáóßåò íá ïëïêëçñùèïýí.

¸íá ÷áñáêôçñéóôéêü ðáñÜäåéãìá ìåãÜëçò óõëëïãÞò ðïõ ÷ñåéÜæåôáé 
óõíôÞñçóç åßíáé ç âéâëéïèÞêç ôùí ÷åéñïãñÜöùí ôçò ÉåñÜò ÌïíÞò Áãßáò 
Áéêáôåñßíçò ôïõ ÓéíÜ óôçí Áßãõðôï. Ç óõëëïãÞ áðïôåëåßôáé áðü ðåñßðïõ 

ï
3300 ÷åéñüãñáöá ðïõ ÷ñïíïëïãïýíôáé áðü ôïí 6  áéþíá. Ç óõíôÞñçóç ìéáò 
ôÝôïéáò ìåãÜëçò óõëëïãÞò óå ôüóï áðïìáêñõóìÝíç ôïðïèåóßá áðáéôåß 
ðñïóåêôéêü ðñïãñáììáôéóìü üóïí áöïñÜ ôï ÷ñïíïäéÜãñáììá, ôç 
ìåèïäïëïãßá êáé ôï êüóôïò. ÐñïêåéìÝíïõ ï ðñïãñáììáôéóìüò áõôüò íá ãßíåé 
óùóôÜ, ç êáôáãñáöÞ êáé ç áîéïëüãçóç ôùí öèïñþí ôïõ êÜèå âéâëßïõ 
êñßíåôáé áðáñáßôçôç.

Ðëçñïöïñßåò ó÷åôéêÜ ìå ôç äïìÞ êáé ôá õëéêÜ óõëëÝãïíôáé áðü êÜèå 
÷åéñüãñáöï. Óå áõôÜ ðåñéëáìâÜíïíôáé êáé áñêåôÜ ó÷Ýäéá êáé äéáãñÜììáôá. 
¸ðåéôá ïé ðëçñïöïñßåò áõôÝò áðïèçêåýïíôáé óå çëåêôñïíéêÞ âÜóç 
äåäïìÝíùí. Êáôüðéí, åñùôÞìáôá, ðïõ âïçèïýí ôïí ðñïãñáììáôéóìü ôùí 
åñãáóéþí óõíôÞñçóçò, ìðïñïýí íá äéáôõðùèïýí óôïí õðïëïãéóôÞ. 

Áí êáé ìéá ðñïöáíÞò ëýóç ãéá ôçí åéóáãùãÞ ôùí ðëçñïöïñéþí áõôþí áðü 
ôá âéâëßá èá Þôáí ç ÷ñÞóç õðïëïãéóôþí ìÝóá óôç âéâëéïèÞêç, óå áõôü ôï 
êåßìåíï åîçãïýìå ôïõò ëüãïõò ãéá ôïõò ïðïßïõò ç êáôáãñáöÞ ãßíåôáé óå 
÷áñôß, ÷ñçóéìïðïéþíôáò ìéá åéäéêÜ ôõðùìÝíç öüñìá. Ïé âáóéêïß ëüãïé åßíáé ç 
ìéêñÞ åîïéêåßùóç ôùí óõíôçñçôþí ìå ôïõò çëåêôñïíéêïýò õðïëïãéóôÝò, üðùò 
åðßóçò êáé ç áäõíáìßá óôçí õðïóôÞñéîç ôüóï ôçò âÜóçò äåäïìÝíùí üóï êáé 
ôùí õðïëïãéóôþí óôï ìïíáóôÞñé. ÔÝëïò, óå áõôü ôï êåßìåíï áíáöåñüìáóôå 
åêôåíþò óôéò ðñïûðïèÝóåéò ðïõ ðñÝðåé íá Ý÷åé ç öüñìá ðñïêåéìÝíïõ ç 
åéóáãùãÞ ôùí ðëçñïöïñéþí áðü ôçí ôõðùìÝíç öüñìá óôïí õðïëïãéóôÞ íá 
ãßíåôáé áõôüìáôá
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Picture 3: Example of a lottery ticket to be 
automatically scanned by the lottery machine (note the 

numbers which have been marked for the machine to 
identify). 

Picture 5: Example of a filled in check box which may 
lead to misinterpretation. 

Picture 4: Example of a check box and a hand-written 
note. The former is easier for the computer to ‘read’.

Picture 6: Example of registration marks which can be 
automatically identified to allow correction of distorted 

images.

The paper form is scanned and 
automatically ‘read’ by the computer in the 
same way that lottery tickets are ‘read’ by 
the lottery machine (picture 3). Information 
is added to a database based on that optical 
recognition.

General guidelines for the form design:

! Include as many check boxes as possible. 
Check boxes are more easily ‘read’ by the 
computer than hand-written text. They 
also help to keep the records consistent 
(picture 4).

! Fields need to be large enough and 
sufficiently distant from each other to 
prevent confusion with other fields 
(picture 5).

! Registration marks (picture 6) are needed 
to allow calibration of the scanned image, 
as document scanners (scanners equipped 
with sheet feeders for multiple page 
scanning) tend to distort them.

! The position of the fields on the page 
needs to remain the same, even if more 
fields have to be added during the process 
and the logical sequence of the fields is 
disrupted.

! Do not use colours or shading as scanning 
in colour will require more disk space and 
shading could be misinterpreted as a 
checked check box.

The Case of the Saint Catherine’s Monastery (picture 1):
! located remotely, 
! lack of published information about its library, 
! holds a large, diverse and extremely important collection 

.

A detailed book-by-book survey was essential to provide sufficient information 
to allow accurate forward planning. With the data available on a database, we 
can: 
! search for books according to very detailed analyses of damage which will 

allow for very precise management of the future conservation of the books, 
! produce an accurate overall set of statistics describing the condition and the 

structure of the books to provide a mass of codicological information on the 
manuscripts.

(including the 
largest collection of Byzantine bindings to have survived)

Relevant survey templates do not exist for 
libraries like this, and because the books were 
so little known, an effective survey methodology 
could not be created in advance, but had to be 
developed ‘on the job’. In the early survey 
sessions, this required continuous revision of 
and additions to the forms as hitherto unknown 
material was recorded. Updating a computer 
system to accommodate these changes would be 
impossible in such a remote location. By using 
paper, this was easily done, and the surveyors 
were able to annotate the forms where needed 
(picture 2). The use of drawings in pencil on 
paper also allows for a rapidity and accuracy of 
record-taking in certain areas that no other 
process can match, and will support and 
complement the photographic record.

Picture 1: The monastery of St.Catherine.

registration mark

reference point

check boxes too close, 
misinterpretation risk

Picture 2: Typical page of the paper form used in the 
survey. Surveyors can produce accurate drawings with 

pencil instead of the computer mouse. Annotating a 
paper form is easier for the surveyors, than modifying 

the structure of a computer database.


	Page 1

