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PNRR AND CULTURAL HERITAGE

The National Central Library of 
Rome is the beneficiary of a grant 
worth € 9.2 million under the 
National Recovery and Resilience 
Plan (PNRR, the national version of 
the RRF – Recovery and Resilience 
Facility) for the digitisation of the 
entire microfilm corpus of 
manuscripts preserved at the 
National Centre for the Study of 
Manuscripts (CNSM)



PNRR AND CULTURAL HERITAGE

THE CONTEXT
MISSION 1:
DIGITALISATION, INNOVATION, 
COMPETITIVENESS, CULTURE AND 
TOURISM

COMPONENT 3:
TOURISM AND CULTURE

INVESTMENT 1.1: DIGITAL STRATEGIES AND 
PLATFORMS FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE 

SUB-INVESTMENT M1C3 1.1.5: 
DIGITISATION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE
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The cultural, strategic and 
methodological context is set out in 
the National Digitisation Plan (PND) 
published by the Central Institute for 
the Digitisation of Cultural Heritage - 
Digital Library of the Ministry of 
Culture. The PND is available on the 
Docs.Italia.it platform at the page: 
https://docs.italia.it/italia/icdp/
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THE HERITAGE

The National Centre for the Study of 
Manuscripts (CNSM) collects over 
105.000 microfilms relating to 
approximately 111,000 manuscripts 
held in 190 public and private Italian 
institutions, and in 11 foreign 
institutions; is the result of the most 
extensive photographic documentation 
campaign ever conducted in Italy on 
manuscript collections, starting after 
World War 2 and continuing until the 
1990s
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This heritage is currently 
kept at the Manuscripts 
and Rare Books 
Department of the 
National Central Library 
in Rome
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It can be explored through an 
online catalogue created in the 
early 2000s by converting the 
paper card catalogue into a 
database.

The catalogue provides all the 
information needed to identify 
the microfilm, the manuscript 
and historical information about 
the production of the film
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All microfilms can be 
requested and consulted 
at the Manuscripts and 
Rare Books Room of the 
BNCR, where online 
catalogue, topographical 
card catalogues and 
special viewers for reading 
the films are available
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The microfilm heritage of the CNSM consists of 
an estimated 23 million individual frames that 
will be converted in the same number of digital 
resources.

Since each microfilm frame comprises generally 
two side-by-side papers of the same 
manuscript (one verso and the following recto), 
the digitisation project will produce 
approximately 46 million individual digitised 
pages
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The original core of microfilm came from 
the microfilm collection of the 
Documentation Center established in 
1957 at the Institute for Book Pathology 
as a result of Law 1227/1957. 

The purpose was to initiate an organic 
project of collecting at a single location 
the microfilms of manuscripts already 
made by individual libraries and 
continuing a wide-ranging photographic 
campaign, with the aim of creating a 
security archive of the national 
manuscript heritage
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“The concern that in the future Libraries, Archives, 
collections and monuments of art may be destroyed or 
damaged by war or other calamities has given rise in many 
[...] the desire to promote and urge precautionary measures 
to prevent the feared damage and to protect and defend 
books documents and things of art. [...]. Whatever the 
aspects of a future war and the offensive potential of the 
opposing forces, there is, however, some proposal that 
deserves careful consideration. 
We mean to refer to that of microphotographing 
manuscripts and valuable ancient editions for 
conservation and precautionary purposes” (1953)

Alfonso Gallo (1890-1952), founder of the 
Central Institute for Book Pathology
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Law No. 1227 of December 13, 1957, 
"Extraordinary appropriations for the defense 
of the artistic, historical and bibliographical 
heritage of the Nation," authorized the 
extraordinary expenditure of 18 billion of 
Italian liras to provide for extraordinary works 
for the conservation, maintenance and 
restoration of movable and immovable things 
of artistic, historical and bibliographical 
interest subject to Law No. 1089 of June 1, 
1939 ("Protection of things of artistic or 
historical interest"), to be divided into 10 fiscal 
years
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The need arose from the dramatic 
consequences of World War II 
during which a large library holdings 
had been destroyed or lost.

Since 1938, the Institute of Book 
Pathology had started to create a 
photo library of images of 
manuscripts

Bologna, January 29, 1944:
Bombing partially destroys the 
Archiginnasio library.

Montecassino, October 1943:
Transfer of the library and 
archives to the Vatican just 
before the bombing
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In 1987, after 30 years of intense and fervent 
activity, that holdings were estimated at about 10 
million images related to manuscripts held in 115 
libraries, including 27 public state libraries, but 
with vast gaps within the collections.

With regard to the National Library in Rome, for 
example, compared with 6269 manuscripts listed 
in the catalogues, there were only 1007 
microfilms, representing a percentage of about 
16%, a figure that is similar to that of many other 
institutions
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The subsequent willingness of the Ministry of Cultural and 
Environmental Heritage to implement such a collection and to 
give effect to the institutional mission of "providing for the 
protection and enhancement of the national manuscript 
heritage" by establishing "for this purpose a National Center for 
the Study of the Manuscript equipped with all the necessary 
instruments..." , led in 1989 to its establishment
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The founding decree (Ministerial Decree of February 3, 
1989) signed by Minister Vincenza Bono Parrino, 
established the Center's headquarters at the National 
Central Library in Rome, specially supplementing its 
Internal Regulations approved by Ministerial Decree of 
July 3, 1985, with the purpose of "making available to 
users the entire body of information relating to the 
national manuscript heritage progressively acquired 
and elaborated by the Center itself, as well as to the 
organs and institutes of the Administration."
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At the end of November 1989, the move to a 
new location began, accompanied by doubts, 
controversy and opposition, both from those 
who had managed the collection up to that 
point, from those who habitually used it with 
satisfaction, and from those who, although 
aware of the goodness of the idea of 
rehousing it at a large library, feared long 
periods of inaccessibility due to transport and 
remounting operations

“La Repubblica”, 
Sunday, November 5 - Monday, November 6, 1989
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The National Central Library of Rome, 
which had "assured the availability of 
suitable premises for the establishment of 
the Center," provided a large and bright 
reading room, adjacent to the Manuscripts 
and Rare books Room, according to the 
provisions of the founding decree, with the 
drawers containing the microfilms available 
to scholars, along with movable card 
cataloguess and viewers for consultation
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In the 1990s the Center could benefit from a public grant of ten billion Italian liras allocated by 
the Central Office for Libraries thanks to the provisions of Law 449 of 1987, thus launching a 
vast microfilming operation to complete the major holdings pertaining to public and private 
libraries and bringing its holdings to their current consistencies 
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At the end of 2017, the National Center 
for the Study of Manuscripts was merged 
with the Manuscripts and Rare books 
Department. The drawers containing the 
microfilms were moved to the stacks of 
the Manuscripts Room, and all research 
and consultation activities have since been 
held at the Manuscript Room
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After a complete review started with this project (which allowed for the elimination of duplicate 
records, verification of the real consistency of the holdings and the real existence nowadays of a number 
of private libraries) it was possible to ascertain that the final numbers stand at:

- 105,683 microfilms

  - relating to approximately 111,000 manuscripts

  - belonging to 180 Italian and 10 foreign libraries
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But why digitize microfilm?

 11 good reasons to carry out this project
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But why digitize microfilm?

1) Conservation need:

there is a need to preserve the information contained in film media, once considered an "irreplaceable 
technique for manuscript reproduction," which are, however, subject to serious risks of deterioration 
related to the nature of the materials. The conventional limit of survival of a perfect microfilm, stored 
under ideal conditions, is estimated at about 100 years. Considering that the oldest microfilms date as 
far back as 1938, it is easy to see how we are approaching the date of natural "expiration." The only 
possibility of delivering this heritage to the future is its integration into a digital dimension.
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But why digitize microfilm?

2) Progressive obsolescence of the viewers:

the enjoyment of these materials is compromised by the progressive obsolescence of the viewers used to 
consult them, which are increasingly rare and expensive to purchase and maintain, and by the 
unavailability of spare parts, such as lenses and lamps. Should the films also be preserved, it would 
become increasingly difficult to consult them
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But why digitize microfilm?

3) Reconstruction of the biography of the manuscripts:

the information contained within the microfilms makes it possible to reconstruct the historical biography of the 
works depicted, testifying to their change over time and documenting their evolution (replaced bindings, lost 
guard papers, restorations, with suppression of valuable information elements, etc.), changes of collections, 
signatures, even ownership entities, as in the case of codices preserved in private collections later acquired by 
public institutions. Sometimes microfilm constitutes the only existing representation of dispersed, destroyed or 
dismembered manuscripts

Pos. 18340 relating to Ms. 314 of the Fabroniana Library in Pistoia, dispersed since 1982
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But why digitize microfilm?

4) An asset already available and ready for digital transition:

These are usable and fully functional reproductions of all text-only manuscripts for which black-and-
white images are of great use to historians, philologists, and scholars of the text tradition. This may also 
allow individual institutions to concentrate on reproducing from ex novo originals illuminated and 
decorated manuscripts, or those of particular importance and historical interest
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But why digitize microfilm?

5) Bridging the delays of digitization from 
originals 

Digitization from originals is a long, complex 
and expensive operation. The BNCR, for 
example, faced with a rich collection of 
ancient manuscripts of about 6,500 items, 
has been able to publish about 400 digital 
copies from the originals in its Digital Library, 
while microfilms are about 6,200
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But why digitize microfilm?

6) Safeguarding public investment

The risk of degradation or unusability, in 
addition to representing a huge loss in 
terms of information, would also amount 
to a waste of the public investment that 
has financed and supported the Center's 
activities over time
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But why digitize microfilm?

7) Economies of Scale

The massive and comprehensive digitization 
operation of the CNSM's entire holdings, 
focused at the BNCR site, will be able to 
benefit libraries throughout Italy and beyond, 
thus allowing economies of scale to be 
exploited
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But why digitize microfilm?

8) Benefits for all the holding Institutions

For the 190 libraries, as the holding Institutions of 
the original manuscripts, this operation will not 
entail any burden in terms of time, logistics, or 
resources
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But why digitize microfilm?

9) A single administrative procedure

The digitization of CNSM microfilm avoids the preparation of numerous sites throughout the country 
and beyond, the direct operational involvement of all institutions, fragmentation into dozens of 
simultaneous processes and, in the case of sites set up outside the institutions themselves, onerous 
handling activities to the outside world and the taking out of individual onerous insurance coverage.

The digitization activities, scheduled to last only two years from 2023 to 2025, will be carried out by 
qualified operators, selected through a bidding process aimed at concluding a multi-supplier Multilateral 
Framework Agreement published by Invitalia, Single Central Contracting Authority for the projects of the 
PNRR of the Mic
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But why digitize microfilm?

10) Similar practices at other major institutions

Top international library institutions have long been digitizing 
and publishing their "microfilm libraries," as evidenced by the 
experiences of the Bibliothèque nationale de France and the 
Library of Congress
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But why digitize microfilm?

11) Enrichment of the national census of manuscripts on the Manus on Line DB.

The digitization of the microfilms is accompanied by a parallel census on the Manus On Line portal, by means 
of the creation of summary records that will allow the unique identification of manuscripts and that can be 
implemented with future study and cataloguing phases, thanks to the synergy with the Central Institute fot he 
Union Catalogue (ICCU)
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The wishes expressed in the 
founding decree of close 
cooperation between the National 
Center for the Study of 
Manuscripts and ICCU are thus 
realized, integrating the two 
databases and providing free digital 
copies. The CNSM digitization 
project will appear under the 
"Special Projects" section along 
with other major national and 
international projects
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Thus, the project enables the realization of three fundamental strategic goals: 

1 - protection: the digital preservation of the heritage of more than 105,000 
microfilm, and the possibility of providing digital copies for a first reading of the texts 
of themanuscripts

2 - access: the availability of the information contained in some 46 million images; 

3 - cultural promotion: the possibility of investigating, studying and highlighting 
unpublished and often unknown aspects of the life of manuscripts and their evolution 
over time



PNRR AND CULTURAL HERITAGE

A special case study between 
protection, access and cultural 
promotion

The so-called BNCR's "Hersfeld Codex," 
Ms. Vitt. Em. 1631, copied in a southern 
German monastery in the early 9th 
century, hands down the oldest known 
redactions of Tacitus' Agricola and 
Germania
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Brought to Italy in the mid-
1400s, it was dismembered and 
became part of a private 
collection of a noble family in the 
Marche region, and here it was 
rediscovered in the early 1900s 
attracting the interests of the 
Nazi regime, which insistently 
requested it from the Italian 
government for the "Ancestral 
Heritage Research Society" 
founded by Himmler
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It escaped an S.S. 
expedition in 1944, charged 
with the task of stealing it, 
and was then deposited in a 
safe deposit box in Florence, 
where it suffered the 
devastating effects of the 
1966 flood, which made the 
early pages completely 
illegible...

Vitt. Em. 1631
folio 3r

detail
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… and so the last pages, also 
significantly damaging the 
remaining body of the codex, 
as the inks were largely 
washed away.

The manuscript was then 
acquired by BNCR and 
became part of its collections 
only in 1994.

Vitt. Em. 1631
folio 75r-v
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The same pages taken from 
the microfilm made before 
1966 (Microfilm CNSM Pos. 
22256 relating to manuscript 
olim Lat. 8 of the Baldeschi 
Balleani collection of Jesi, 
now Vitt. Em. 1631 of the 
BNCR) are instead perfectly 
readable.

Vitt. Em. 1631
folio 3r, Incipit
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Vitt. Em. 1631
folio 75v, Explicit



The microfilm thus represents the only way to access the now 
unreadable text, and thanks to this project it will now be digitized 
and made available through the Digital Library along with the entire 
holdings of the CNSM, finally accessible in a simple and direct way 
by all scholars



The CNSM digitization project thus represents for the manuscript 
collections of the BNCR and all the libraries represented in it an 
unmissable opportunity to safeguard the legacy of the past and 
deliver it to future generations... a decisive step toward the 
realization of the NEXT GENERATION LIBRARY



Andrea Cappa
Biblioteca nazionale centrale di Roma

THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
KIND ATTENTION
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