ISG L&SE Visit to the University of the Arts Special Collections and the Stanley Kubrick Archive

The University of the Arts is made up of six colleges in London, including the college formerly known as the London College of Printing, where some of the University’s special collections are housed.  Our visit covered two aspects of the service: the special collection of books in the College Library and the amazing Stanley Kubrick Archive, held by the University’s Archives and Special Collections Centre.
We started in the library, where some examples from the special collection had been selected from the store and put on display.  Our host gave a brief introduction to the collection, which has been built up since the 1960s to support the courses on printing, and now numbers nearly 5,000 titles.  The collection is meant to cover all aspects of the history and development of the Western book.  Today we were treated to a cross-section of all the collection’s treasures: a lot of books published by private presses, illustrated children’s books (Kate Greenaway, Arthur Rackham, and Walter Crane), a file of the Yellow Book and a backfile of Oz (to name just a few) . 

The collections are designed to be very hands on.  The books are housed in closed access, but students can order three items at a time and are encouraged to make use of them in their creative work.  As a payback, outstanding examples of student work can then be acquired for the special collection, and they, in turn, become creative sparks for future students.  Two items out of the many we saw were firstly a huge book on kites, which revealed examples of fully-strung kites as you turned the pages, and another book which was made up of print and embroidered illustrations, just like an ancient illuminated manuscript, but in textiles – a real labour of love, and a real work of art.

The smallest item on display for us was a locket dating from the nineteenth century, which could be opened to reveal a tiny dictionary complete with a magnifying lens in the cover.   I guess it was more a talking point than an item of practical use

Putting a library ownership stamp on items like these presents something of a problem.  The locket has no space for one, while other items are works of art that cannot be spoiled by sticking a bar code label on them.  The library’s answer is to record salient details on a slip of acid-free paper and stick the bar code label on that, all of which is stored inside the item.  Most items will then be stored in archive boxes, so there is little danger of losing the label.  

We were only able to see a very small representative sample of the entire collection.  For additional information see http://www.arts.ac.uk/library/58417.htm
After that we moved to the specially constructed archive rooms – an archivist’s dream, and all specially renovated to house the Stanley Kubrick Archive, which was acquired by the University in 2007.  Since then, a vast amount of work has taken place to catalogue the collection.  This job is not yet finished (not surprisingly, as the Archive is made up of more than 1000 boxes, including scripts, props, costumes, photography, correspondence, equipment and research).  

As Archivist Richard Daniels explained, Stanley Kubrick was a hoarder throughout his entire life, with a good deal of storage space at home, and so was able to build up a collection of just about anything and everything connected with himself, from his early work as a photographer in the 1940s to his last completed film. Kubrick also had an unprecedented level of control over his work and was interested in every aspect of the film making process. As a result, the collection covers just about every possible aspect of his films.
The tour started in the research centre, a small room surrounded by glass walls, designed to reflect the setting of 2001: A Space Odyssey.  Here is a screen where copies of Kubrick’s films (and other related material) can be viewed, some display cases for materials from the archive plus a small collection of books about the man and his work.   Some choice items had been brought out of the store for us to look through, including a whole box of carefully mounted and labelled photos of bars and clubs, one of many Kubrick had created whilst looking for areas of London to act as New York for the film Eyes Wide Shut – such was the depth of research that he involved himself with.

The store rooms are adjacent, so bringing items out for study takes little time.  However our group were allowed inside the store, where there is so much to see.  Considering the fact that the contents have been stored in less than ideal circumstances for much of its life, their condition is remarkably good.  Nonetheless they are now being given the best possible home in real state-of-the-art storage, with rolling stacks that open and shut at the touch of a button.  No doubt there would be quite a few archivists who would give their back teeth to have such equipment.  
The Kubrick Archive is so impressive, that it is easy to forget some of the other collections held here.  We had little opportunity to see much of them, but they are all described at http://www.arts.ac.uk/library/33614.htm.     One such that deserves a mention is the Tom Eckersley Collection.  He was a leading poster designer of the twentieth century, particularly known for his work with the GPO (as was), a fact that ties in very neatly with the group’s next visit to the British Postal Museum and Archive.  The collection has been digitised and is now available at http://www.vads.ac.uk/collections/TEC
We are all hugely grateful to our hosts for their time and trouble in arranging displays of such amazing materials.  If you are interested in finding out more, go to The Archives and Special Collections Centre website at http://www.arts.ac.uk/library/ascc.htm
