ISG L&SE Visit to Shakespeare’s Globe Library and Archives

Wednesday October 20th,
repeated on Wednesday November 17th  
The word “unique” is often overused today, but Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre on the South Bank is a great example of something genuinely unique.   Founded by the American actor and director Sam Wanamaker, the present theatre opened in 1997 dedicated to the experience and international understanding of Shakespeare in performance.  It is also a memorial to William Shakespeare (and, ultimately, to the drive and imagination of Sam Wanamaker).
Today’s theatre is not a totally faithful reproduction of the original, as no detailed drawings of the first Globe exist.  Nonetheless it is as close to the original as modern scholarship, traditional craftsmanship and current laws of health and safety can make it.  It is the only theatre of its type in London (possibly in the country?), and the only building with a thatched roof built in the capital since the Great Fire of London
Our visit started in style with a tour of the auditorium, including the opportunity to go up onto the stage itself.   Although old in concept, the theatre is a spur to new and experimental ways of working in the performing arts, and not just with acting techniques: at the moment changes are being made to seating arrangements and wall decoration.  The elaborate decorations are said to be a distraction for some actors, presumably because of their unfamiliarity.
And then on to the library, which has had a professional librarian in charge only for the last three years.  Its work focuses closely on supporting research carried out as part of the Globe’s Education work and forms part of a network called the Shakespeare Libraries Group, so questions that the library here cannot answer can be passed on to other sources in the network.    
Globe Education, the learning and community involvement arm of the Theatre, which includes the Library and Archives, has partnerships with a number of UK Universities to support students following relevant courses.  The Library and Archives benefit by having research students assist with certain library tasks while they study.  Most of this research is related to the productions of that year, allowing a free flow of ideas between researchers and actors.  It also means that books purchased for the library to support the research topics can also be used by the actors, as they hone their techniques.  
The Archives hold just about everything relating to the concept and the building of the present Globe Theatre.  These are not yet fully indexed.  Every year the new productions are recorded and added to the Archive: opening and closing nights, press nights and certain other performances are filmed.  Talks or other events associated with productions are also recorded.  It is planned to digitise this collection, but digitised copies are only likely to be available in-house.  Costumes, props and stage designs are also carefully recorded, and copies of the programmes and press reviews are filed, so just about every detail of every production is documented as closely as possible, creating a valuable archive for the future. 
The Globe is very active in both the theatre world and with the local community.  The Library is equally involved with every department in the Theatre, and occupies an enviable central position in the Globe’s work, which is remarkable, given how young the collection is.   Some individual collections have been donated to jump start the Library, which is developing rapidly, and its achievements have been immense in such a short space of time.  
After all this, it is a little surprising to realise that the Library and Archives are currently housed in temporary accommodation on the site, which is just a bit cramped.  As a result, access is somewhat limited, but a new Education Centre has been opened close by, and there are plans to develop a purpose-built research centre on site, enabling the Library and Archives to expand into a really state of the art building.
This was a really popular tour.  Because of demand, we booked two separate visits, and even then we had to disappoint a few members.  Thanks have to go to our hosts for giving such a warm welcome to both groups.    

