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There are several datasets surrounding the theater that are a part of the British Library 

Research Repository, the specific dataset named “Theatrical playbills from Britain and Ireland” 

is one of these that I will be examining. The dataset, made public in 2015, contains 264 digitized 

volumes from 1660-1902. These playbills were the digitized ones from the full collection of over 

500 volumes of playbills in the physical collection in the British Library. This collection contains 

playbills from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland, showing playbills from these specific 

places and intersecting with the time periods the playbills were done can show insight on the 

culture and community impact of the arts. With this dataset we could see what types of plays 

were popular and where as well as seeing what content was being made.  

Looking at the British Libraries goals for dataset’s such as having new narratives and 

having collections that enhances our understanding it can be clear why this dataset was made. 

The arts can be a great insight on anthropology. The dataset although much of the information is 

sorted by playbill volumes and from the specific theaters the documents contain much 

information about the performers, the performances and data around that. Due to the content of 

the documents the content falls under public domain and so the data can be easily re-used for 

research, the accessibility of these documents falls under the Repository's aims which can be 

providing an easier time for international research, as the Library is a UK cultural organization as 

the dataset pertains does have significant cultural value as it documents theater programs from 

the UK. 1  

This extends to the format of the dataset as well which is PDF’s as the documents where 

scanned and then uploaded and can be downloaded easily and be looked through on the website. 

1 “About Page,” accessed February 3, 2026, https://bl.iro.bl.uk/about?locale=en. 
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The British Library offers their digitization services to people for their collections and as such 

they showcase the types of digitization that are done for their own data sets. We can see through 

their service what the digitization process might include as it is not listed specifically how it was 

done for this dataset but it does have Optical Character Recognition (OCR) which does allow for 

easier findability of the PDFS, but it is not listed what engine that was used for it or the specific 

scanners. The British Library has many scanners but no direct listing of any scanners are made 

except that there is a list of types of scanners that could be used, ‘overhead or planetary, flatbed, 

specialised ‘V’ shaped, book scanners, drum, robotic book and large format scanners’  

and that ‘Zeutschel overhead scanners’ are being used for digitization although that information 

is not listed anymore on the British Library's website.2 3This does cause the dataset to be quite 

large, 47GB as the files contain hundreds of pages of scans that are all searchable, and each file 

has multiple hundred pages as well.   

3 “404 Page Not Found,” accessed February 3, 2026, 
https://www.bl.uk/digitisation-services/bulk-digitisation. 

2 Andreas Blaschke, “British Library counts on scanning technology ‘Made in Germany,’” Zeutschel 
GmbH, September 17, 2017, 
https://www.zeutschel.de/en/from-the-british-library-into-the-internet-with-scanning-technology-made-in-ge
rmany/; Anna E. Bülow et al., Preparing Collections for Digitization (Facet, 2011), 
https://doi.org/10.29085/9781856048774. 
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Although the documents themselves are easily accessible, the excel sheet and naming 

system is a little harder to navigate which does cause the data set as a whole to be much more 

inaccessible to the user. Trying to search the excel sheet for a specific playbill is impossible and 

can only be searched for locations and dates, as the content is only showing surface level 

information. The naming of the files is after its LSID number, and can be found in the misc. data 

section of the excel sheet.  

 

 

The mass amount of 

information does make the 

task of including 

information of the contents 
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of each playbill a large task and also displaying the information of this would be overwhelming. 

However the fact that this information is not included does cause the whole dataset to be much 

harder to actively use. There is only listed two creators of this dataset, Tanya Kirk and the British 

Library Labs, which pushes how trying to catalog all of the information would’ve been a much 

to large a task for a small team like this and seeing how many of the documents are listed as their 

creation date in 2010 and the dataset being public in 2015 it corroborates this. The institution that 

overlooked this dataset is of course the British Library, but the funding for this particular dataset 

is not listed. The closest listing of funding listed on the Library website can be fallen under the 

grants section, which this project would fall under the “Major projects are intended for 

digitisation and cataloguing of a collection or collections. This type of grant may involve 

preservation necessary for digitisation, and may also relocate the material to a more secure 

location/institution within the country. Maximum duration: 24 months. Budget limit: £60,000.” 

4although the project was longer then 24 months and can be assumed it was a process of 5 years 

starting from the first digitization listed to the dataset being made public. 

The Data Provenance  can be seen in the Contributor list. This list does provide some 

context for the collection for a research as not only does the Library website helpful provide 

ISNI links for each contributor and many of them providing either more locations or titles allows 

at least some semblance of a collection of the plays that are included in this dataset. For example 

looking at the Princess's Theater showcases a list of plays that have occurred there which can be 

helpful in using the Excel sheet. The example also shows notes on the theatre houses such as the 

opening and closing of the theater.  

4 “Grants,” Endangered Archives Programme, September 11, 2017, https://eap.bl.uk/index.php/grants. 
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The Excel Sheet contains multiple sets of data including Descriptive and MARC data. 

There are three excel sheets included in the dataset, the two included in the main dataset are an 

XLS and an XLSX. These two sheets are of course the same with it just being for different 

formats but there is also another Excel sheet that is named ”Playbills_Readme_with_ISNIs.xlsx” 

although one thing of interest is the ISNI numbers listed in the document are slightly different 

then the ISNI numbers that are shown in the contributor list. The other difference are that this 

second excel sheet includes other information such as ‘Ingestion Order 'or’ or'description'. For 

example below is the same ISNI number with slight difference for the Covent Garden Theater 

but one is correctly linking to the correct contributor and the other ISNI that is linked on the 

Respiratory website not. Things like this doesn’t make the accessibility of the dataset easier to 

navigate.  
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Accessible of this dataset is one of the primary issues in using it as despite it containing 

valuable data that is now digitized and can be accessed by anyone that can download it to a 

device (the data cannot be easily browsed upon without downloading the 47 GB), the findability 

of the document for say search for a specific play can be bogged down by having to click and go 

through so many jumps. As stated previously having every single piece of data and content listed 

in a document would be a huge task but it might be seen as a future endeavor for datasets like 

this where it contains documents rather than data. This accessibility issue does not make the 

dataset null and void and lacking usability as the dataset as stated is quite valuable and can aid 

researchers on the subject as well as providing great insight on daily life in this time period. I 

have found datasets akin to these heavily valuable in my own research especially on topics that 

are not well covered and so having someone digitizes this allows for more progression in the 

field. 

The choice of this particular dataset and the decision of the specific playbills is not 

entirely stated although there are notes on why some of the playbills are not featured such as 

Playbills 126, 129 and 166 being currently missing. Though the deciding factor for the rest of 

264 playbills to be digitized out of the 500 may lay in the time period as the selected ones are 

from 1660-1902 and also location as stated in the start of the essay and perhaps the other 

playbills are from abroad or different periods of time and would perhaps in future be digitized in 

another dataset. The creators as mentioned the British Library Labs and Tanya Kirk of course 

select the final playbills used and what gets digitized in this dataset.  

This dataset as a whole showcases some of the cultural heritage in a dataset, and also how 

there can be issues in accessibility of the dataset but also shows how datasets are made to be 
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more accessible. The nature of the dataset being a thing that is made to provide information to 

the public and allow researchers to have ease of access for their work and be able to easily 

download it as it is digitized makes the whole goal of making these items more accessible. 

However the accessibility of the dataset itself is lackluster as the dataset is hard to navigate easily 

and can cause issues when trying to use. The digitization of this dataset has more benefits than 

negatives as its creation does allow international researchers to access these playbills. Thinking 

of this the dataset could be improved upon as they could digitize more of the physical playbills 

and also could add more searchability to the excel sheets that can add to the British Library's 

goal of accessibility.  
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