
Born-digital personal archives: a 
case study from the British 
Library

Chris Scobie

Lead Curator, Music Manuscripts, British Library



digital memories and realities – digital lives

From Foucault’s Pendulum, by Umberto Eco (trans. William Weaver)

“…I could have deleted the first draft. I left it to show the “is” and the “ought”, that 

accident and necessity, can co-exist on the screen. If I wanted, I could remove the 

offending passage from the screen but not from the memory, thereby creating an 

archive of my repressions while denying omnivorous Freudians and virtuosi of 

variant texts the pleasure of conjecture, the exercise of their occupation, their 

academic glory.”



“… meeting the challenges (and realizing the opportunities) of the born digital will 

require close cooperation and communication among a triad of stake-holders: 

authors and other content creators; archivists and information specialists; and 

finally scholars …”

Matthew G. Kirschenbaum, ‘Tracking the changes’, The Cambridge Companion to 

Textual Scholarship (CUP: 2013), p. 271
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Digital archival collecting at the British Library

Digital Lives project (2007-2009)

Some collections with a digital component:

• Authors (Andrea Levy, Ronald Harwood) 

• Poets (Wendy Cope, David Gasgoyne, D. M. 

Thomas)

• Playwrights (Harold Pinter)

• Scientists (Sir John Houghton, Anne 

McLaren, John Maynard Smith)

• Publishers (Golgonooza Press)

• Organisations (US-UK Fulbright Commission 

Archive; Oral History Society Archive)https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/jul/02/andrea-

levys-notes-on-mary-seacole-brought-to-light-by-it-experts

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/jul/02/andrea-levys-notes-on-mary-seacole-brought-to-light-by-it-experts
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/jul/02/andrea-levys-notes-on-mary-seacole-brought-to-light-by-it-experts


• Born 1948, Bombay (now 

Mumbai)

• Studied at the Royal College of 

Music

• Later studied privately with 

Elisabeth Lutyens

• Best known for writing the music 

for Kenneth Macmillan’s ballet, 

The Judas Tree

Brian Elias

Brian Elias: Doubles for orchestra 

(2009). BBC Symphony Orchestra, 

cond. Jiří Bělohlávek



• First tranche of Brian Elias’s 

archive was acquired by the 

British Library in 2005          

(MS Mus. 1123-1156) 

• Subsequent deposits 

catalogued as MS Mus. 1848 –

including born-digital material

A hybrid archive



For Brian Elias’s archive (on Mac Mini):

Carbon Copy Cloner: https://bombich.com/

(https://www.macupdate.com/app/mac/7032/carbon-copy-cloner)

For Windows PCs:

FTK Imager software: https://www.exterro.com/ftk-imager

Capture

https://bombich.com/
https://www.macupdate.com/app/mac/7032/carbon-copy-cloner
https://www.exterro.com/ftk-imager


Personal digital archives - cataloguing workflow



Cataloguer spreadsheet







• Access is currently limited to the computer terminals in the Manuscripts Reading 

Room

• An FTP server provides readers with access copies of files

• Usually PDF, or TIFF image files

• However these are not currently linked to catalogue records – readers need to 

find material in the catalogue first and then find relevant material in the born 

digital collection space

Access



• Acquisition: purchase, uniqueness, what is in scope (collecting policies and 

relationship with non-print legal deposit)

• Capture: being able to adequately capture material from new versions and 

emerging technologies

• Processing: quantities of material and metadata levels; sensitivity checks; 

relationships within the catalogue and archival structure

• Access: meaningful access

• [and not to forget digital preservation!]

Questions for the future



Please feel free to get in touch!

christopher.scobie@bl.uk
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