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British Library PhD research placement scheme – project profile: 

Playbills in context: linked open data for 
historical playbills 
Reference: 2018-13-RID 

 

Supervisor Dr Mia Ridge, Digital Curator, Western Heritage Collections 

Department, Location Digital Scholarship, St Pancras 

Start date/timeframe Ideally the placement would commence in May 2018, but there is some flexibility.  

Duration  3 months (or part-time equivalent – see below) 

For a part-time placement, the student would be required to spend a minimum of 
1 day/week on site at the Library 

Remote-working If required, the placement could be undertaken working from home for up to 4 
days per week (or part-time equivalent). 

 
Context for placement 

The British Library's Digital Scholarship team supports innovative research with the Library's digital collections 
and data. The team provides internal training and advice in digitisation and digital research, and helps create 
partnerships which can support the Library's strategic objectives for integrating digital content into a seamless 
research experience. 

The British Library recently launched In the Spotlight (https://playbills.libcrowds.com/), a project to 
crowdsource the transcription of the dates, genres and titles of works performed at theatres around the 
country. Upcoming work will add the transcription of personal names. The source texts are nearly 100,000 
digitised playbills for performances at theatres across Britain from the late-18th to the late-19th centuries. The 
result is a rich dataset of metadata, but the records are not linked to material held elsewhere within the 
Library or by other institutions. This placement project will take records transcribed through In the Spotlight, 
and create links to other online sources related to the works, genres, theatres, performances and people 
represented in the data. By doing so, the performances represented in the playbills will be placed in context, 
and the metadata records will be verified and enhanced with further information for researchers.   

Expected tasks and outcomes 

The placement student will work with data generated through In the Spotlight and link it to other collections 
and information online. They will need to 'clean' the data, applying preferred terms to inconsistent titles, 
formatting dates as consistently as possible etc., then use a tool such as Open Refine or LOD Refine to find 
appropriate matches for works, places, and individuals. From here, the student might be able to create 
visualisations of the distribution of performances represented in the dataset over time and place. The 
placement could also link the titles of works to digitised copies of relevant scripts, scores, reviews, etc. 
Depending on the student's interests, they might include other data such as scenery and sets, song titles and 
other types of performances, or explore links to published ontologies and standards for theatrical data. Once 
verified, some of the data could supplement existing catalogue records, in addition to being made available on 
the British Library's data portal, data.bl.uk. 

The student will have the chance to promote their findings by contributing to the Digital Scholarship blog and 
through a case study on the Digital Scholarship website. In addition to liaising closely with the Digital Curator 
for Western Heritage collections, the student may have the opportunity to work with curators in Printed 
Heritage Collections. 

Time permitting, there would be a number of additional ways in which the student could develop and promote 
the placement project, for example through: 

• Writing posts on the In the Spotlight forum explaining the project's benefits in making more of the project 
data 
• Giving a talk in the '21

st
 Century Curatorship' staff seminar series 

• Adding links from the titles of works to digitised copies of those works, enabling readers to explore 
theatrical experiences and texts from the past 

https://playbills.libcrowds.com/
https://data.bl.uk/
http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digital-scholarship/
https://www.bl.uk/subjects/digital-scholarship


2 

 

• Discussing potential future research questions and data tasks with project participants 
• Writing a report that outlines processes and tasks undertaken, lessons learnt and providing a model for 
future work 

Training and experience expected to be gained by student through the placement 

The successful student will be provided with a detailed induction to the British Library and will enjoy valuable 
access to the collections and expertise of the Digital Scholarship department and other collection areas. The 
student will gain in-depth knowledge of theatrical history as represented in the Playbills and related 
collections. The placement is an opportunity to apply tools used in digital scholarship and libraries in a specific 
collections context while exploring the latest technologies and methods for enhancing collections metadata. 

During the research placement, the student will have access to all appropriate training and public events 
offered by the Library, such as the talks and workshops offered in the Library's 'Digital Scholarship' and '21st 
Century Curators' staff training programmes. They will be able to attend some Digital Scholarship team 
meetings and will be encouraged to discuss their work with colleagues from other areas of the Library. 

They will also gain or develop skills in managing data, reconciling authority files at scale, applying data 
visualisation tools and methods to humanities data, writing good documentation for digital humanities 
projects, and communicating their results, including to a wider, non-specialist audience. There will be 
opportunities to engage wider public audiences in the project through writing for the Library's blogs, 
enhancing communication skills in the process. 

Required knowledge and skills 

We are looking for someone with the qualitative and quantitative research skills required to undertake the 
research outlined above, and to present, interpret and explain their findings in an accessible manner to the 
public. 

The placement would suit a student with interests in a combination of 18th- or 19
th

-century history, theatrical 
history, archives, crowdsourcing/citizen history and digital humanities. 

If the student is not already familiar with digital tools suitable for data cleaning and linking (such as 
OpenRefine), they should be prepared to learn to use software tools independently, by following tutorials and 
documentation (with some help from BL staff). 

 

This is a training and development opportunity open to current PhD students only. It is not intended to lead to 

a permanent post at the Library. Please note that the Library is unable to provide a stipend for PhD research 

placements. Applicants must obtain the support of their PhD supervisor and Graduate Tutor (or someone in an 

equivalent senior academic management role) in advance and, as part of their process, consult their HEI to 

ascertain what funding is available to support them.  

 


