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Description of Project: Archiving the Beinecke Broadside Ballads, Yale University 

 

I have been made an offer I can’t refuse. Dr. Kathryn James, the curator of Early Modern Books 

at the Beinecke Library, Yale University, together with Dr. Edwin Schroeder, Head of the 

Beinecke, have offered to provide me with free digital color images at archival quality (600 ppi) 

of all the Library’s pre-1701 broadside ballads—a total of 480 items. I personally located these 

broadside ballads in the Library during a self-funded visit there in October 2012. The Library’s 

curators (per the Library’s database) thought the Beinecke held only 32-42 broadside ballads 

from this time period. But by examining every single broadside they held (single sheets of paper 

printed on one side), I found 408 broadside ballads. The curators were shocked and elated, and 

the more they learned of UCSB’s English Broadside Ballad Archive (EBBA), which I direct, 

http://ebba.english.ucsb.edu, the more they wanted their ballads to be included in the EBBA 

database. As quid pro quo for the free images and permission to mount them online in EBBA, the 

curators ask that EBBA mount online the digital reproductions and create a full cataloguing of 

each of the ballads. 

 

The situation is of some urgency to the curators, and thus to me, since that the entire Beinecke 

Library, including the Photography Department, will be shut down from 2015-2016 (and likely 

longer) as the building undergoes renovation. So the offer of free high-resolution digital 

photography is time conditional. I must act by 2015 of next year or I will miss the window of 

opportunity. The offer is time conditional in another way as well. My EBBA project is currently 

being funded by the NEH to archive the ballads held at the National Library of Scotland, 

Edinburgh, and last week I heard that I have been awarded another two-year NEH grant to 

archive the ballads held at Houghton Library, Harvard. Unfortunately, the broadside ballads held 

at the Beinecke Library,Yale, were not on my near horizon when I applied for these grants. The 

Beinecke holdings are very valuable. But I began the ballad archive with the largest collections 

of broadside ballads and had planned include the smaller collections from several institutions, 

such as the Beinecke, in my sixth and last grant application. This last grant proposal will have to 

be written in spring 2015 for a start date, if successful of 2016 (to maintain continuous archiving 

and my workforce). But, as the closing of the Beinecke Library looms, without funding I won’t 

be able to examine the ballads closely enough to create a viable in-depth grant proposal, and 

even if the proposal were to be successful, the ballads will be inaccessible for photography 

precisely when we would need to photograph them (in 2016). Finally, not to be ignored is 

another element that is time sensitive: generous offering of free images and permissions to mount 

images online come and go quickly. There is no assurance that if I don’t act now, the same 

curators will be in place in 2016-2018, or if they are, that they will be so generously inclined. 

I’ve seen Library curators in the past turn on a dime from collaboration to antagonism re: 

mounting their images on the web. It can be a very sensitive subject. 

 

http://ebba.english.ucsb.edu/
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The financial savings of seizing this offer made by the Beinecke is also significant. On average, 

libraries have charged me from $10-$20 per image. If the cost charged were at an average of 

$15, I will be saving $6,150 by taking the Beinecke up on its offer of free photography. The 

problem is that I do not have funding to perform the bare basics that the Beinecke asks in return: 

mounting those images online and fully cataloguing the ballads. My funding (though generous) 

is completely committed to other archives until the end of 2016. Only a Faculty Research Award 

can allow me to seize on the Beinecke’s generous offer and include its ballads—as image and 

citation entry—in EBBA. 

 

To give you some background about the project, I founded EBBA in 2003. It is an 

interdisciplinary endeavor reaching across many fields of the English 17th century, including art 

history, music, history, and English literature. Such inter- or multi-disciplinarity is characteristic 

of much work done in English Departments since the 1980s and is the hallmark of all my own 

work, whether traditional print publications or online publications. The multi-disciplinary nature 

of EBBA arises from the nature of the artifact it archives. Broadside ballads are not just 

literature—poems printed on one side of a large single piece of paper (hence broad-side). They 

are also art (decorated with curling black-letter or gothic typeface and numerous woodcuts), 

music (with tune titles printed on the broadside), as well as cultural phenomena 

(telling/showing/singing traditional legends of love or heroism or morality as well as topical 

reports of sensational happenings or monstrous births, murders, or other current events). 

Broadside ballads were circulated throughout London and, via chapmen, into the countryside 

quite literally by the millions. They were by far the cheapest, most accessible form of print in the 

early modern period, akin to today’s newspapers, and they reached every level of society, from 

the highest to the very lowest “man on the street.” 

 

But broadside ballads are paradoxically one of the least accessible of early modern artefacts to 

modern scholars. Although some 10,000 broadside ballads survive from their heyday in the 17th 

century, access to these important documents of early modern popular culture is extremely 

limited due to their fragility. Even specialists are routinely denied permission to view early 

ballads by the libraries that hold them. Furthermore, few reproductions of the ballads have been 

made available online via such important databases, such as the Early English Books Online 

(EEBO). As an example, none of the Beinecke’s important Michell-Jolliffe collection of mostly 

black-letter (or gothic-font) ballads, which this grant would include, are currently available 

online in EEBO or in any other database for that matter. It was to address this problem of access 

that in 2003 I launched EBBA and, with the permission of the Pepys Library, began digitizing 

from microfilm the huge collection of broadside ballads amassed by Samuel Pepys in the course 

of the 17
th

 century (approximately 1,800 ballads). The goal was not simply to reproduce a digital 

view of the ballads as they appeared cut and pasted into Pepys’s five album books. It was also to 

create a facsimile of the ballads as they would have looked when they originally came off the 

printing presses (which involved putting back together in Photoshop the ballads that Pepys had 

typically divided by cutting them in two). In addition, we provide “facsimile transcriptions” of 

the ballads (created in Photoshop by opening the facsimile reconstructions and replacing the 

black-letter or gothic print with easy-to-read roman print), recordings of the ballads (over 2,500 

recordings are currently mounted on the website—according to “authentic” tunes thoroughly 

researched by UCSB ethnomusicologists), detailed citation information, including MARC 

records, as well as TEI and XML encodings to ensure the longevity of the database. Furthermore, 
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the ballads and their woodcuts have been extensively catalogued to allow for diverse and flexible 

searching of the EBBA archive, and informative background essays have been written by myself 

and graduate students whom I have taught in ballad courses. 

 

Below one can see all three “viewings” of the broadside ballads normally mounted in EBBA: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the Beinecke ballads, as requested by the Library, we will for the moment only mount online 

the “album facsimile” viewing and provide a catalogue citation, until further funding is garnered. 

Here is a sample citation: 
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By completion of its five large two-year NEH Humanities Collections and Reference Resources 

Grants (2006-2016), EBBA will have archived almost all the extant pre-1701 English broadside 

ballads. What will remain are the smaller collections—which are almost all one-of-a-kind 

unknown ballads, precisely because they are relatively small—held in the Beinecke, the London 

Antiquarian Society, Manchester Library, UK, etc. 

 

So my request here for funding is preemptive: to ensure that some of the most rare remaining 

broadside ballads, held at the Beinecke Library, Yale University, get included in the finalized 

EBBA and to seize upon the generous offer of free photography and unconditional web mounting 

that the Beinecke has made. This is an offer, as I say, that is too good to refuse. The Beinecke is 

being generous as well in its quid pro quo demand. It does not require that I promise fully to 

archive the ballads in every EBBA way, such as providing transcription facsimiles and tune 

recordings (of course, I would hope to do this in the future but doing so is very costly). The 

Beinecke only requires for the moment that I provide a facsimile of the digital image and a full 

catalogue citation in EBBA. The additional upside to this offer, I should add, is that it shows 

support by a holding library which will be included in my sixth NEH grant proposal, and that 

will go a long way towards ensuring I win it (and thus am able fully to include the Beinecke 

ballads in the ways other broadside ballads are represented in the database).  

 

In order to create MARC catalogue records of the Beinecke’s broadside ballads that meet the full 

and accurate standards of EBBA, I estimate that about an hour will be required to catalogue each 

ballad. This includes the first “easy” pass of recording author, title, tune title, first lines, etc. for 

each ballad and the second more difficult pass of “sleuthing out” the date and standard tune (tune 

titles vary in title even when they might be by the same tune) as well as printer information.  

Roughly another 15 minutes per ballad will be required in the final pass to convert the 

cataloguing information into TEI/XML and MARC records. EBBA has created a program to 

partly batch process this conversion, but it still requires some inputting of information by hand 

into designated fields and, as always, trouble-shooting by our digital/MARC expert in 

consultation with our UCSB library team. So for 480 ballads, at approximately 75 minutes a 

ballad to create a full citation in MARC, the cataloguing will take approximately 600 hours.  At a 

graduate student RA rate of $15 an hour, the total funding for this work comes to $9,000. 

 

Part of this cataloguing will need to be done on site at the Beinecke (and before it closes in 

2015), since even the highest quality digital photography will be harder to read than the originals 

in some places, and the finer details of marginalia, watermarks, and handwriting on front and  

back of the sheets (not uncommon findings) cannot often be captured in readable form on film. 

This on-site work will require approximately one week, in which I will review key questions 

raised in cataloguing the ballads. I want to add that I will be intimately involved with all levels of 

the cataloguing of the Beinecke ballads, but my time is best spent supervising the multi-pronged 

cataloguing process and doing the “tough call” on-site work than in trying to do all the 

cataloguing myself (which would also add years to the possible completion of the project). 

 

 

 

 

 


