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Summary 
 
In 2005, Mauritania asked Italy for support in preserving its ‘desert libraries’. In response, the 
Autonomous Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia drew up an approved two-year project, which saw the 
successful training of 12 local specialists in preservation techniques. These experts are now 
working at five laboratories set up for this purpose in the capital Nouakchott and in the four 
Mauritanian ‘villes anciennes’ of Ouadane, Chinguetti, Tichitt and Oualata. A short description of 
the project is given. 
 

Im Jahr 2005 ersuchte Mauretanien Italien um Unterstützung für den Schutz seiner 
„Wüstenbibliotheken". Aus diesem Grund hat die Autonome Region Friaul-Julisch 
Venetien ein mehrjähriges Projekt ausgearbeitet, dank dessen 12 Spezialisten zur 
präventiven Konservierung ausgebildet wurden. Diese Experten arbeiten nun in fünf 
eigens ausgestatteten Laboratorien mit Sitz in der Hauptstadt Nouakchott und in den vier 
„Villes Anciennes” von Oudane, Chinguetti, Tichitt und Oualata. Der Artikel liefert eine 
kurze Projektbeschreibung. 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2005, Mauritania expressly asked Italy for support in preserving its cultural heritage, in particular 
its ‘desert libraries’. This request from the African country was justified by a total absence of 
specialised staff with an expertise in manuscript preservation and a lack of adequate structures as 
well. In response, the Autonomous Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia drew up an approved two-year 
project, supported and mainly funded by the General Directorate for Cooperation for Development 
of the Italian Ministry for Foreign Affairs.  
This initiative takes forward the Region’s long tradition in training conservation specialists, initiated 
in 1976 after the earthquake in Friuli, and followed over the next 30 years with courses focused on 
various aspects of cultural heritage safeguard. The Mauritania project was launched in December 
2007 and saw the successful training of 12 local specialists in preservation techniques. These 
experts are now working at five laboratories which have been set up for this purpose in the capital 
Nouakchott and in the four Mauritanian ‘villes anciennes’ of Ouadane, Chinguetti, Tichitt and 
Oualata: they are historical cities inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1996 as 
exceptional examples of settlements built to serve the trade routes of the Sahara Desert.  
Their being crossroads along the commercial and exchange routes allowed schools and learning 
centres to flourish, where non only the Koranic subjects could be studied but also literature, history, 
law and sciences. This way heterogenic collections were born, mostly made up of manuscript 
books and archival material such as correspondence, deeds, commercial agreements and 
memoirs. In addition the nomadic tradition of the country and the lack of stable centralized  
structures favoured the spontaneous birth of erratic learning centres as the caravans or eminent 
teacher moved about: it was the so called “school on the camel’s back”.  Even nowadays some 
families keep collecting their manuscripts in baskets, the memory of the time when the nomadic 
community used to carry about the few books they possessed. (Fig. [1]).  
The vast majority of them is kept in the countless family libraries spread all over the country, with 
the exception of two centralised institutions in the capital city of Nouakchott (the Institut 
Mauritanien de Recherche Scientifique, which keeps 3.368 manuscripts, and the Bibliothèque 
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Nationale, which holds 76 of them). The most up-to-date information counts 675 libraries, even if a 
good part of them keeps only a small number of manuscripts: 617 libraries can be considered 
small or extremely small collections with less than 100 items while 259 libraries have even less 
than ten. 
The general characteristics of the “desert libraries” can be summarised as a high number of 
manuscripts spread over the country, in what are often outreaching localities lacking of all the 
essential services. Usually they are kept in private libraries and they are felt as part of the family 
heritage, therefore to be handed down and preserved jealously. With few exceptions, they are 
undergoing severe degradation which is made worse by extreme climatic condition (wide 
temperature and RH ranges on a daily basis, abrasive action of sand), inappropriate handling and 
occasional floods that cause biological infections and insect damages.  
 (Fig. [2-5]); 
The most ancient volumes are from the 11th century, even if the majority are dated between the 
18th  and 20th century, a period which saw the utmost blooming of schools, learning centres and 
brotherhoods.  The most representative subjects are Muslim law, Mystical theology, Literature, 
Koranic sciences (on their own they form more than 50% of the works) but it is possible to find also 
non religious subjects, such as Rhetoric, Arithmetic, Maths, Calendar calculation, Metrics, Politics, 
Medicine, Astronomy, Philosophy, Geography, Agriculture and Geometry.   
 
 
Training of local specialists 
 
The twelve students who attended the courses were selected on the ground of objective criteria 
such as suitable training, good knowledge of French and the status of civil servants. This last point 
guarantees that the services will carry on also after the end of the project. A similar aiming had a 
further criterion: eight of the students had to come from the four ‘villes anciennes’ of Ouadane, 
Chinguetti, Tichitt and Oualata in order to ensure their long permanence in the structures settled 
there, an otherwise outlying and discouraging context both from an environmental and logistic point 
of view. Even more important, this choice will guarantee trust and cooperation by local library 
owners.  
The training scheme of the course reflects the general lines of the School for the Preservation and 
Conservation of Cultural Heritage by the autonomous Region “Friuli Venezia Giulia”, which itself 
has been founded on the latest Italian legislation on this matter. Fist of all, the training scheme 
aimed at a theoretical background on preservation, given by fundamental scientific and humanistic 
subjects. Laboratory practise followed immediately after and it was gradually introduced along with 
a necessary deeper insight on the theoretical subjects. 
 
The first training phase 
 
The first phase was launched officially in Nouakchott on March 18th , 2008. Until June professors 
from the University of Nouakchott and local experts chosen by the Mauritanian partners gave 
theoretical lessons at IMRS (Institut Mauritanien de Recherche Scientifique), for a total of 360 
hours. They were some humanistic subjects such as the history of Mauritanian Libraries, the social 
and cultural context where they were born and developed until the present day. There were also 
lessons about the history of manuscripts, book manufacture, trade and collections which was 
compared with the history of routes, means of transport and international exchanges. The 
Mauritanian legislation on safeguard, protection and valorisation of cultural heritage was faced as 
well. Finally the students received the basic scientific knowledge which is necessary on physics, 
organic and inorganic chemistry, general biology, entomology and IT.  
 
The second training phase 
 
With their arrival in Italy on July 9th 2008, the students started their second training phase which 
was officially celebrated with a ceremony at the conference hall of Villa Manin di Passariano, 
Udine. (Fig. [6]) 
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This part of the course deepened the knowledge recently gained during the first phase, thanks to 
theoretical lessons and workshops on the scientific subjects applied to preservation. The students 
could better understand the deterioration causes, learn to read, analyze and check the 
environmental parameters, recognise insects and micro-organisms which are harmful for books 
and learn to use the documentation techniques, also the digital ones.  
They received theoretical and practical lessons on manuscripts, their materials and manufacturing 
as well as theoretical and practical lessons on direct an indirect preservation: custom-made 
archival quality boxes, protection and good housekeeping of collections, dusting through manual 
and mechanical processes (Fig [7]), planning and executing disinfestations.  
The Italian lectures were selected among professors, experts, employees of the “Istituto Centrale 
per il Restauro e la Conservazione del Patrimonio Archivistico e Librario”, as well as teachers of 
the “Preservation and Conservation School of Friuli Venezia Giulia”. They were generously at the 
students’ disposal and this helped creating a synergy, with extremely good learning results.  
Part of the workshops was focused on the use of the equipments for mechanical dusting and 
anoxic disinfestations. Under the guidance of technicians from the manufacturing firms, the 
students could get used to the same machines assigned to the Mauritanian laboratories: they 
learned not only their ordinary functioning but also how to do routine maintenance, replace parts 
that are subject to consumption (such as filters) and use the spare parts that have been endowed 
to each machine. This way every laboratory can be as far as possible self-sufficient, in view of the 
geographic isolation and difficult environmental condition of the country. It is important to be 
independent from the aftermarket assistance and the spare-pieces on sale abroad, in order to 
optimize the investment and ensure the continuity of the planned services. The assembling and 
disassembling operations, the use and maintenance of the equipments and the replacing of spare 
parts have all been recorded on a DVD distributed to the laboratories: this way they can make a 
video manual out of it, always ready to consult with no need of external intervention.  
 
The third training phase 
 
The third phase of the training course took place in Mauritania, at the Central Laboratory for 
Preservation and at the Documentation Laboratory in Nouakchott (Fig. [8]), which was built in the 
meantime. There were still some theoretical and practical lessons on preventive conservation, 
environmental control, digitisation techniques, topography, architectural survey, historical 
characteristics of the manuscript collection at the IMRS Library. However most of the time was 
used to operate the instruments and equipments which the laboratories are endowed with,  in order 
to use them correctly and practise preservation treatments.  
 
The training activities covered a total of 1200 hours, distributed over the two year project as shown 
by the following table:   
 

Phase Hours 

First training phase in Mauritania 360 

Second training phase in Italia 480 

Third training phase in Mauritania 360 

   
In summer 2009 they had some additional time to practise autonomously both the preservation 
treatments and the general management of the laboratories.  
During this phase the students were trained to fill-out an analytical form devised specifically for  the 
description of all the material characteristics of a manuscripts, from a codicological point of view 
and as a condition report too. 
A second form, specifically  devised for this project like the one the previously mentioned, allows a 
description of the storage areas by paying particular attention to possible risks and environmental 
parameters.  
In a future perspective, the possibility to have these data at hand will represent the essential 
premises for a sort of “vulnerably map” or, better, “risk map”. Such a map will ensure the chance to 
plan all future interventions on cultural heritage, depending on the condition and specific risks 
which come from its location. This first-hand information at disposal will help coordinating the 
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interventions according to the effective priorities, thus avoiding this unique heritage can suffer 
losses and damagesand enabling the future generations to enjoy it.        
At the end of 2009 the results reached by every student were carefully examined and discussed in 
the class, being an important part of the final evaluations. Furthermore during this summer  quarter 
the students made some entomological drawings in the libraries around their respective cities, by 
using specific sticky traps, sent from Italy after that lab tests attested their resistance to the 
Mauritanian climate. This operation helped the entomological research on harmful insects in the 
local libraries, which was planned by two specialists cooperating with the Project (Eugenio Veca e 
Issa Nabiyoullahi Ould Bouraya). The results of the drawings were analyzed by the two of them 
and became a conclusive report, with diagrams and images, which is the first example of a specific 
research on this field carried out in the Country.  
At the end of each class the students sat for the relevant exams, whose marks helped to give a 
final average evaluation stated in their certificate of attendance. A selection of the hand-outs given 
to the students was published in a French and Arabic manual. In addition a quick guide to the 
services was printed –in French, English, Italian and Arabic. This support shows the laboratories, 
their different activities and staff to the public, with all the useful contact information for library 
owners. Part of this material is available to the local partners, who are spreading it over the 
country. Part of it has been sent as a gift to foundations, museums, libraries and other cultural 
institutions all over the world. 
 
 
Setting up of specially equipped laboratories  
 
A further goal of the project was to establish five conservation laboratories in various locations 
marking the country’s main manuscript collections. One is based in Nouakchott, at the Institut 
Mauritanien de Recherche Scientifique (Mauritanian Institute for Scientific Research), where a 
documentation laboratory was also set up; four other conservation laboratories were established at 
Ouadane, Chinguetti, Tichitt and Oualata, in dedicated spaces within recently constructed buildings 
owned by the Fondation Nationale pour la Sauvegarde des Villes Anciennes (National Foundation 
for the Safeguarding of the Ancient Cities). Technical facilities in these laboratories were installed 
by Mauritanian partners. 
Today, the laboratories form part of a service network covering the whole country (Fig. [9]), which 
local communities and individual library owners are free to use without charge (Fig. [10]).  
Two mobile units installed on all-terrain vehicles enable links to be maintained among the various 
sites, as well as allowing connection with the most outlying locations.  
 
The services 
 
Through their newly acquired skills and the available equipment, the specialists are able to offer a 
range of services for correct manuscript preservation, including:  

 Digitisation: Manuscripts can be digitised using table-top scanners and photographic 
equipment.  

 Pest management: Modern treatment using anoxic techniques – available at the central 
laboratory in Nouakchott – allows insects to be eliminated without any resulting damage to 
the book or to human health. 

 Environmental monitoring: the specialists are able to measure and analyse humidity, 
temperature and light parameters, recognise situations of risk, and suggest best solutions 
to adopt. 

 Supply of conservation boxes: boxes are hand-made to fit the book, using durable materials 
that do not cause any damage to the manuscripts (Fig. [11]). 

 Dust-removal: specialists can remove dust from books at the libraries, also by using 
specially designed equipment. 

Some of these activities can take place within libraries, to avoid the need to move books or 
documents from their original position.  
More time-consuming or complex treatments can be carried out at the laboratories; after treatment, 
items are returned to their owners, along with advice on correct preservation techniques and 



 5 

practices.   
 
The end of the Project 
 
The equipments installed in the laboratories and the two all-terrain vehicles were officially donated 
to the two Mauritanian partners during  the Ceremony for the End of the Project, celebrated at the  
“Maison de la Culture” in Nouakchott on January 12th, 2010. The same day a certificate of 
attendance was given to each student. 
The Mauritanian government expressed a deep appreciation for the final results, wishing the 
cooperation among these two countries can keep on growing, in order to promote culture, increase 
hope and build peace. For his part, Italian Minister for foreign Affairs Frattini expressed his own 
appreciation and showed an opening to further preservation actions pro the Mauritanian Cultural 
Heritage, in order to consolidate and develop the results that have already been reached. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The preventive conservation activities –direct and indirect- and the good housekeeping which can 
now take place will effectively slow down the degradation rate, but they have no sensible effect on 
the damages which already occurred. In a future perspective, it would be opportune to carry out 
conservation treatments in a strict sense, because of the extremely bad condition of almost all the 
manuscripts: conservation of damaged bindings, in-filling of losses,  paper mending, stain removal   
will be some of the most frequently required treatments to be performed respecting the scientific, 
technological and methodological criteria which are internationally shared.    
It would therefore be necessary that at least two Mauritanian students could attend a five-year 
conservation course, according to the latest Italian set of rules on the training of conservators. 
A hurried training or, even worst, incoherent (i.e. confusing the character of the restorer with that of 
the conservator) would cause more problems than it could really solve, as often happened in 
similar situations.  It should be therefore clear that the training of conservators has no short cuts or 
immediate solutions.  The profession of a conservator can be compared to that of a surgeon, but 
nobody, in international projects devoted to developing countries, would think to train this kind of 
doctors with a one or two-year course: there is the need of a longer and more articulated 
experience in order to gain the necessary knowledge. This is even truer for Mauritania and many 
other countries where conservators will find themselves working without the cooperation of experts 
in the diagnostic applied to the conservation of cultural heritage, like surgeons operating without 
anaesthetist or radiologist.   
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Captions 
 
 
 
 
 
1) Ouadane. Manuscripts kept in a basket.  
 
2) Tichitt. Consequences of the 2002 flood. 
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3) Oualata. Manuscripts kept in wooden wardrobes.  
 
4) Oualata. Manuscripts kept in a trunk.  
 
5) Tichitt. Manuscripts kept in niches on the walls.   
 
6) Villa Manin di Passariano (Udine), location of the Regional Preservation and Conservation 
School in whose premises the second and Italian phase of the course took place. 
 
7) Practise on mechanical dusting with HEPA vacuum cleaner. 
 
8) A part of the central laboratory in Nouakchott. 
 
9) Location of the Mauritanian laboratories.  
 
10) Oualata. The specialists show the laboratory services to the library owners.     
 
11) Custom-made boxes for preservation. 
 
 
 


