Manuscripts matter

Jamie Andrews of the British Library on attempts to save British manuscripts in the UK

vear ago, the British

Library  and  the

working group for UK
Literary Heritage hosted the
first international conference o
be  devated o literary
munuscripts, Writers, curators,
acadermics, polincans, dealers:
all pathered to celebrate the
magic of  original  literiry
documents, and to demonstrate
their vital importance to the

Country’s culrural and

intellectual heritage. One year
on, and significant behind-the-scenes campaigning has fed into
afficial government feports published over the summer, while
questions about the retention of Titerary archives have been
vigorously debated in the national and international media,

When the UK Literary Heritage working group (UKLH)
wits formed in 2005 to respond o concemns raised ahout the
preservation of Brigsh writers” archives, one of its key goals was
tor challenge government to confront the inherent advantages
enjoved by American libranies, which can dissuade Bridsh
writers from considering home institutions when deciding on
the disposition of their papers. Accordingly, UKLH pressed for
the implementation of two proposals to help secure the nation's
literary heritage: the extension of the dawcenr (the arrangement
whereby tax on posthumous private sales to public UK
mstiturions is waived and the henelit split berween the vendor
and the purchaser) to the sale of manuscripts of living writers;
and the extension of the Acceptance in Licu (AlL) scheme to
allose aothors to bring forward the seetlement of their estres in
their lifetime,

Members of the group made the ease to Treasury, and
presented evidence to the Culture, Media and Sport (CMS)
Jelect Committee’s inquiry into Caring for sar Caflections, The
Select Committee concluded:

"We share the concern thar the literary archives of some of
our most important writers are being lost overseas for relatively
modest sums, We recommend that the deweenr arrangement
should be extended o income s which may be payable by
creators on sales of their archives 1o designated  public
mstitutions in the UK and thar AIL should be extended o
allow Tiving creators to offer their archives to such institutions
in exchinge for promised tax relicf on their deaths)”

The Government’s official response, published in
October, records that it ‘shares the Committee’s concerns at the
loss of such archives and is keen to work with the literary
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heritage sector to ascertain how it might be possible o stem the
flow of authors’ personal archives [abroad ]

It's up o LKL, glr-.l.wiu}__r‘ OrL SUPPort from the 1'|1er-.11'_|.'
and wrchive communities, to hold the government to fts word,

Meanwhile, 1 several articles (including a piece in The
New Yerder) and radio interaews over the summer, the director
of the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center (HRU)
the University of Texas at Austin celebrated the-institution's
Stith anniversary with diwevingly energenie tales of Texan
derring-do, and took the opportunity o repeat 2 number of
(often personal) critiques of British collecting institutions and
their advocates. The British Library, we read, is ‘not aggressive’,
we CHounder', Bridsh institutions are 'inept’ = while our
proposals to government were again mistepresented.

| Enow mainy curitors, admirers of the work of HRC, who
were disappointed by the comments. Brinish nstitutions owe
much to far-sighted American collecting practices in the field
of modern literary manuscripts (including those of Briash
writers) from the carly 19505, and 1 hope we both continue to
learn from each others successes: Any reflexive suspicion of
legitimate American collecting practices in this field would be
a distraction from our main purpose, to respond oo what British
writers have told us they want: for their archives to be housed
in home mstitutions. 1 believe we are addressing this wish, both
through sur efforts to ensure parity in the global marker for
acquisitions, and our national, collaborative work 10 make the
case that Briosh msttutions provide o secure, accessible, and
above all vibrant home for authors’ papers.

But perhaps we do need to be more aggressive, less shy, in
trumpeting the creative energies of UK institutions, Our
spectfically targeted — and, in Treasury terms, relatively modest
— tax micasures would be ineffecrual if there had not been a
vigorous cffort by Britsh manoscript repositories to ensure
their treasures not only stay here, but are seen by as many people
as possible;

Last years conference provided countless examples of
ways in owhich British children as young as primary school-age
are engaging with original literary manuseripts throughout the
country, and ever-increasing numbers of visitors of all ages are
taking advantuge of the British Library's exhibition spaces in
the heart of London (now the heart of Europe, as the Evrostar
ghides into 5t Pancras International). Whriters, scholars, and
performers continue to exploit our collections and in turn
produce new works and editions, New fetion and  poctry,
including novels by Tracy Chevalier and Stef Penney, have been
inspired by the British Librarv’s collections; editions of the
letters of Edith Wharton, of Ted Hughes, and of rccently

discovered letters and poems by Tsasc Rosenberg have been
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Best Things

154

Margaret Drabble

at 1 hike to have around when at work 15
not abwavs what [ find on my desk. 1 intend
to have to hand Ragets Thesaurws, the

Chatard Companion ta dinplich Literature, some Post-Tt
notes, @ red pen and a blue pen, paper elips. a glow pen,
my laprop, my diary, a rape measure, some scissors and
some Bellotape. Some of these are the old-fashioned
implements of the teade, some new-fangled. {1 learned
abour Post-1t notes from David Lodge, who is always
up 10 date. 1'd never seen them betore he showed them
to e, and T was most impressed by them,) But in fac
I aften mislay or leive in another toom severi] of these
objects, and have to run up and down stairs looking for
them, which is good for my health, o their absence s
probably subconsciously intentional. Less utilitarian
accoutrements include a rather fine small hlack bust of
Arnold Bennett from the Porteries and a hlack tin crony
which was given to me by a smadent in Chicago when
wee were studying Ted Hughes. The erow is 2 hunchied
and gloomy-lonking bird which perches miserably on
my desk or my mantelpiece, expressing all too clearly
the duller moads that sometimes avertake me while |
try to work, Muore comfortingly, 1 have a beautiful
encaustic Gle, also from the Potteries, 1 salvaged this
from the house of miy aunt, where 1 think 1t may once
have been used as i teapot stand, It is square, and
decorated with a symmetrical sic-petalled white flower,
the sort of boldly simple dusy flower one used o draw
atschool when learning how to use a pair of compasses.
The white petals, separated by light green-grey bells, are
set into a dark blue background, 4 blue of an intense and
luminous richness; and the flower is swrrounded by a
dark brown border with a simple light brows fronded
curving maotif. The tile dmelf is thick and heavy and
always cool to the touch, as though it remembers a
clonster or a church or a grotro, although it was never set
it any Hoor e wall. On its underside it tells me that i
was made by the Campbell Tile Company in Stoke-
upon-Trent, so I like to think it represents a link with
my ancestors whe were potters. The weight of its a
comfort to the hand, and i simple symmetry s a
pleasure o the eye. T am toying to write somerthing
about my aunt at the moment, so the tile is a talisman.
It is full of memory:

made possible by our literary haldings, and several theasre
producers and directors have been indebted to pur theatre
archives for developing their seripts, and — as in Southwark’s
Lnion Theatre's production of No#l Coward's The Berter Flaif —
unearthing texts long assumed to be lost,

The British Library’s theatre archives are s particular
strength, and one that we are always looking to develop. The
highly successful Theatre Archive Project, a collaboration with
sheffield University, recently brought members of the seminal
Theatre Warkshop group togecher for the firse time in decades
for a sold-out evening at the Library, while the projeet’s Oral
Histary serand has carried our several hundred interviews with
those who visited or worked in British cheatre in the post-War
period, This autumn the Natonal Life Stories (NLS), part of
the British Library Sound Archive, embarked on o new series af
recordings to compile a national collection of life story
interviews with writers. The resule will be o unigue archive
available at the British Library alongside writers’ papers.

As we all move from cultural memory based on physical
artefacts towards new forms of digital memory, the British
Library —with University College London, and the University
of Bristal — has begun a three-vear research project, 'Digital
Lives', bringing together curators and practitioners from the
fields of literature, politics, and science to evaluare how digital
eollections are heing created, and how best o ensure their
preservation and long-term accessibility,

Mo one institution can hope to acknowledge and preserve
the entirety of o nution’s literary output on its own. A fornul
structure for collaboration among all UK literary collections
wits instituted a few years ago with the creation of the
flamboyantly-acronymed GLAM {Group for Literary Archives
and Manuseripts), which 1s working towards establishing one
truly national collection, spread throughour the TTK,

Authors’ manuscripts matter to UK lirerary curators.
UKLH's work to cnsure equality of opportunity in acquisitions
with American institutions muse continue to be marched b
imaginative and energetic use of archives acquired, and by real
collaboration with partners in the UK and overseas. We helieve
that this work to safeguard and celebrate liverary archives makes
an esgentitl contribution o the UKS coltural heritage, a
contribution that deserves the support of policy makers for our
modest proposals,

Some uscful websites:

Proceedings of the Manuscripts Matter confercnce:
www.literarvorguk/conference. php;

UKLH: wwaliterarv.org ul;

the Theatre Archive Project: www.hluk/theatrearchive;
the Digital Lives Project: www,bluk/digital-Tives/,
Nanonal Life Stories: wanw bl uk/collections/sound-
archive/nlse lioml:

GLAM: hropdfarchives.liman.acuk/glam/

JAMIE ANDBEWS i Head of Moderse Literary Manuscripts at
the British Lidrary, a mentber of UKLH, and acammiittes member
af GLAM. He can be contapted sn famte.anidrenwsd@hlnd,
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