ISG L&SE Visit to the V & A Theatre and Performance Collection Archives

Monday 27 September 2010.

Imagine a British Library of the Performing Arts, and you get some idea of the scope of the Theatre and Performance Collection Archive.  It is certainly a national collection, although it does not have every single item that has ever been produced on the subject, nor does it enjoy legal deposit of new materials, but the collection is still quite vast.

As our host, Librarian Beverley Hart explained, the collection came into existence thanks to the efforts of a forceful character, Gabrielle Enthoven, who made a lifetime’s work collecting playbills, programmes and some texts from theatres all over London from the late 17th century until the first half of the 20th century when the V&A took over this collection to form the core of its theatre and performance holdings today.  

Since that time the collection policy has broadened to include other areas of entertainment, including puppetry, circus, dance and musical theatre; but not film, as this is covered by the British Film Institute Library.  Many archival collections have been deposited, notably those of the London Contemporary Dance, the Royal Court Theatre and the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company, and the Arts Council of Great Britain.

Access is normally by appointment only.  Visitors will normally use the Reading room or an adjacent A/V room, where recordings of performances can be watched: but this has only very limited space.  Also security is tight (as it needs to be), so advance booking is essential.  However, the big advantage of an organised tour is that our group was also able to see around the store rooms, three in total, one of which is quite vast. 
Highlights of the tour include:

· Biographical collection.  The main daily newspapers are scanned for interviews, obituaries or other articles relating to people in the performing arts.  This has built up into a huge collection over the years.
· London production files.  Like the above, the dailies are scanned for reviews of productions, copies of which are then filed, together with playbills and any other relevant ephemera.  The focus is mainly on London productions – local history collections elsewhere are expected to maintain similar files for their area relating to reviews in the regional press, but programmes relating to a substantial number of regional theatres around the UK are archived.   
· Photographs.  The collection has something over 2 million photos of productions and performers.  Over the years a number of specific collections have also been obtained.  
· Costumes.  I didn’t expect to see these, but costumes that are specially made for productions cannot just be thrown away.  Once finished with, they are stored here, but can only be used for exhibition or display purposes (no trying them on!)
· Periodicals.  There is a large file of backruns.  A handlist is currently only available to staff, but it is hoped to put this online as and when resources permit.   There are also extensive backruns of directories and yearbooks, many of which are included in the National Art Library online catalogue, and some in in-house catalogues – details at http://www.vam.ac.uk/resources/archives/theatre/index.html   
· The National Video Archive of Performance is also held here.  These are stage productions filmed by the V&A in and outside London, concentrating mainly on drama as opera and dance is more likely to be commercially available. One of the criteria for selecting productions is to capture plays that are rarely revived. In addition the collection holds commercial recordings of filmed live stage performance. 
There are also other collections, which our visit only had time to touch upon.  These include posters, company files (including dance, opera and circus), building files, toy theatre archives, a play collection, design collection (original artworks by stage designers), and a collection of some 6,000 prompt scripts.  
The Archive employs twelve members of staff, split between library, archive and museum specialists, with a number of volunteers working on specific projects and a rolling programme of interns.  A free enquiry service is provided five days a week, 10am-5pm.  Straightforward questions should be answered within 30 minutes, but enquiries needing research aim to be answered in twenty working days.  The only charges are for scanning and photocopying.  Visitors are actively encouraged to make use of digital cameras for copying, rather than the photocopier (subject to copyright restrictions).
Digitisation plans are ambitious.  There is already a good deal of content on the website - http://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/theatre_performance/about/index.html acts as a good introduction to the scope and services of the Theatre and Performance Collections, with useful links.  
· An indication of the scope of the collection can be viewed at http://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/theatre_performance/features/index.html. 

· Much of the bookstock is already included in the National Art Library Catalogue, and it is planned to put the list of periodicals online.  
· A start has been made on producing guides to aspects of the collection for researchers.  

· Some videos have been uploaded at http://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/theatre_performance/videos/index.html, and some of the photo collection may be digitised, adding to those which have already been put on the Search the Collections facility at http://collections.vam.ac.uk/. 
· An eclectic selection of objects can be viewed at http://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/theatre_performance/objects_theatre_performance/index.html  
Even the building in which the collection is housed is of some interest, too.  A solid Victorian edifice, it was Headquarters of the Post Office Savings Bank until 1977, after which it had various uses until becoming a museum store in 1984.  There is quite a maze of long corridors to walk down, but many have been tastefully decorated with copies of posters from the collection: a welcome change from the painted brick.  
The collection holds so much of interest, and so much that is relevant to research in social history topics, and is really worth a visit either in person, or to the website.  
Our thanks are offered to the staff who gave us a really warm welcome and a full tour.   
