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Introduction 
This guidance is for anyone looking to catalogue and remember performance online, 
which we term a digital archive project. Projects of this kind aim to share information 
from past performances, resources and even the records of a practitioner, group, or 
organisation. This guidance will explore two aspects: the first is the process of 
discovery (investigating information from performances in addition to planning and 
developing your project); and the second is the process of building digital archive 
projects (the creation of a digital infrastructure to house archive data, website 
building, project sustainability, marketing, and outreach). This work is scalable and 
can be undertaken at varying levels depending on time, and funding. 
 
This guidance will detail the benefits, practicalities, and challenges of archiving and 
is aimed at users previously unfamiliar with archives, cataloguing, and the creation 
of archival records. It is assumed that those using this guidance will be from theatre-
making, performing, or other creative based practices who hope to archive their own 
or someone else’s work. This guidance uses the Black Plays Archive (BPA), an 
ongoing digital archive project from the National Theatre, as a specific case study, 
and has been written in tandem with an evaluation of the BPA. The BPA is an online 
catalogue of the first professional productions of plays written by playwrights of 
Black British, African, and Caribbean heritage produced in the UK. The project 
celebrated its tenth anniversary in 2023.  
 
In addition to the BPA, other digital archive projects cataloguing performance have 
been highlighted throughout. These include: 
 

• Monstrous Regiment Theatre Company Archive (cataloguing the productions 

of Monstrous Regiment Theatre Company, 1975-1993) 

• Tower Theatre Archive (cataloguing the productions of Tower Theatre in 

Stoke Newington) 

• Unfinished Histories Project (remembering the works of LGBTQ+, global 

majority, female and disabled theatre practitioners from 1960-1980 in the UK) 

• Stages of Half Moon Project (cataloguing the productions of Half Moon 

Theatre Company) 

 
Additionally, further information and guidance from The National Archives (TNA) and 
the Association of Performing Arts Collections (APAC) has been spotlighted 
throughout for users to learn more. To assist in the writing of this guidance, several 
informal discussions took place with archivists, those working on and those hoping 
to pursue projects of this kind. These discussions also included those who initially 
worked on the BPA when the project was first developed. 
 
Please contact the National Theatre Archive (archive@nationaltheatre.org.uk) for 
any questions or enquiries about the material within this document. 
  

https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/
https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-us/archive/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/about/
https://monstrousregiment.co.uk/
https://www.archive.towertheatre.org.uk/plays/year.htm
https://unfinishedhistories.com/
https://www.stagesofhalfmoon.org.uk/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/professional-guidance-and-services/
https://performingartscollections.org.uk/resources/?see-all
mailto:archive@nationaltheatre.org.uk
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What are digital archive projects? 
 
Unlike traditional archives, which are primarily focused on the safekeeping and long-
term preservation of records, digital archive projects aim to share data and 
information from performances. These projects then provide access to that 
information by displaying it online. Digital archive projects can lead to an increase in 
knowledge sharing, both for new users and those already familiar with an individual 
or organisation's practice.  
 

Digital Archive Projects Archives 

Provide access to information  Preserve records of continuing value 

Often secondary sources of information Often primary sources of information 

Created to exist online only Collections can be physical or digital 

Can share/display further resources Focus primarily on catalogued items 
 
The term digital archive project can be applied to a variety of projects at varying 
scales. Digital archive projects centring performance can include social media 
pages, user-built websites, databases, spreadsheets, be integrated with existing 
websites and even use customised user interfaces that surface records online. 
 

 
A production page for ‘Leave Taking’ (1987) from the Black Plays Archive at the National Theatre (2025) 

 
The BPA aims to provide information about the first production of plays produced 
across the UK written by Black British, African, and Caribbean playwrights via a 

https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/archive.html
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/archival-record.html
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website. To do this, the BPA highlights casts and artistic teams for productions in 
addition to being a union catalogue, which is a resource that pulls together 
information from a variety of library and archive collections (more information on 
archive terms can be found in this glossary from The National Archives). In addition 
to records of productions, the BPA also consists of teaching resources and teaching 
guides, a podcast, short audio recordings of plays, interviews, and essays. 
 
As a whole, digital archive projects centring performance can provide information 
that may otherwise be inaccessible by those searching for it. This may be because 
the information relating to performance is likely be scattered across a variety of 
places. The gathering and sharing of information is a core task at the centre of these 
projects, as exemplified in the other digital archive projects this guidance later 
explores. 
 
 
  

https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/union-catalog.html
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/discovery-help/glossary-for-discovery-our-catalogue/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/education-resource-packs/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/for-teachers-and-academics/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/for-teachers-and-academics/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/that-black-theatre-podcast/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/play-extracts/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/interviews/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk/essays/
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Why archiving performance matters 
 
With information pertaining performance available, looked after, and preserved it can 
become much easier to remember as well as research. These projects also allow 
information relating to performance to become much more available and accessible, 
particularly if few people witnessed the performance or knew about it to begin with. 
Archiving performance in this way then allows future and current practitioners, 
writers, researchers, students, and interested parties to become more aware of and 
learn about your performance history. 
 
By preserving documents and material with valuable information, archives allow for 
records to be interpreted and interrogated, giving theatre-makers and researchers 
alike the opportunity to delve deeper into histories of performance. With theatre, 
dance, and performance being inherently ephemeral by nature (as a play often 
‘ends’ after it is performed, the run closes and the next play is pursued), archiving 
can help to establish a permanent record of a performance or production happening 
in the first place. Archiving (within a traditional archive collection) is an excellent way 
to remember and recollect material and information as records are catalogued and 
preserved with the intention of long-term preservation. 
 
Archives and digital archive projects centring performance are also integral to the 
memory and longevity of current productions, as they too will eventually become 
past. If you are a practitioner, group, or organisation whose work primarily focuses 
on performance, it is in your best interest to have an archive or to consider 
depositing your records within one (for more information about depositing your 
records, please see the guidance from The National Archives). This is also true of 
any community group, heritage organisation, and collective with histories of 
performance. In most cases, the creation of a digital archive project will undoubtedly 
aid in the knowledge that productions and performances occurred as well as 
providing information that would likely sit in dispersed archives. 
 
Historically, archives have been tools used to empower, as well as dis-empower, 
across time. Who and what gets remembered in the first place is often a specific 
political choice, and so an archive can establish records of events that might 
otherwise have dissolved into passing memory. 

  

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/legislation/approved-places-of-deposit
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Before you start 
 
There are some important issues to consider before embarking on this work, which 
are key to the planning and successful delivery of a digital archive project. 
 
Regardless of a project’s scale, a lot of time, dedication, and resource is necessary 
to build and develop a digital archive project for performance. This is particularly 
relevant if the scope of performances is not widely known (both amongst those 
working on the project itself and in mainstream record keeping) and if the information 
being gathered for the project lies in a variety of different places (for example, in 
people’s memories, in personal or written correspondence, or in physical materials).  
 
In this way, building, and more importantly, maintaining a digital archive project, can 
be a time consuming and even costly endeavour, despite it being an excellent way 
to remember and document performance. Here are some of the activities required to 
run a digital archive project (following the project being scoped, funded and staffed):  
 

• Cataloguing performance (making records of performance) 

• Designing, building, and testing the digital platform or website 

• Clearing rights and licenses for images and other media  

• Reading play scripts (if available)  

• Hosting and supporting the digital platform or website 

• Publicising and marketing the archive 

• Writing educational and contextual resources  

• Planning and creating resources, podcasts, and other public-facing content  

• Organising and hosting events 

 
Just as a traditional archive can become dependent on space (such as the National 
Theatre Archive, which has many thousands of digital and physical documents in its 
collections), a digital archive project can also rely on digital storage, which can be 
costly. A digital archive project can potentially amalgamate hundreds (or thousands) 
of digital assets (images, recordings, pages, etc) regarding any number of 
performances. This is worth being aware of at the start of pursuing projects of this 
kind, as in many cases the amount of material can be at times overwhelming and will 
likely to grow as the project progresses. 

1) Funding and staffing 
 
Skilled and knowledgeable people are required to deliver the above, often times with 
specialist expertise. Specialist knowledge can include IT and website building, 
cataloguing and data management experience, and subject knowledge relating to 
the information being gathered regarding performance. These three elements 
combined will facilitate in the creation of a project that is, above all, organised and 
accurate. However, those pursuing projects should feel empowered by their own 

https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-us/archive/
https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-us/archive/
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knowledge and experience if coming from arts-based backgrounds. Undoubtedly, 
having a clear understanding and awareness of the information being displayed, in 
addition to the performances themselves, will aid in the accuracy and success of 
these projects.  
 
Since 2013, the BPA has been managed and supported by the National Theatre 
Archive, being updated and maintained over time by volunteers, one full or part-time 
staff member specifically working on the project, and the wider Archive department. 
This, however, does not consider the cost and labour of creating and maintaining the 
BPA’s digital infrastructure, nor does it consider the cost of creating additional 
materials used to expand and develop the project (like recording podcast episodes 
or creating teaching resources) or the creation of any promotional materials (like 
leaflets or posters). As an example, the BPA was initially funded equally by the Arts 
Council England's (ACE) Sustainable Theatre Fund and the National Theatre back in 
2009, which funded the initial research and scoping of the project. Over the past 10 
years the National Theatre has been the sole funder of the BPA following its public 
launch in 2013.  
 
Funding for digital archive projects can come from a variety of places, such as 
councils or local authorities, private funding from trusts or endowments as well as 
culture, arts, and heritage funded schemes. The National Lottery's Heritage Fund 

(NLHF) is the largest heritage funder in the UK, funding a wide range of projects 
across Britain and Ireland. Additionally, TNA offer Research and Innovation Grants 
aimed at addressing digital transformation, environmental sustainability, and 
inclusive practice in the archives sector as well as bursaries and grants through The 
Community Hub. More advice on where to access funding can be found from the 
Association of Performing Arts Collections (APAC).  

2) Collective and organisational buy-in 
 
It is also beneficial to have a network of support around you when planning to build a 
digital archive project centring performance. For the BPA, organisational buy-in from 
the wider National Theatre, its Board, and the Marketing and IT departments was 
needed to ensure that the required support was in place for delivering the project. 
Digital archive projects for performance often touch on a variety of different elements 
and outputs so establishing a network within your community, collective, or 
organisation is also essential in developing your project. This helps to set agreed 
parameters for the project (deciding what the project is or is not) and ensure that the 
resulting project is accessible and relevant to its intended audience. Having a 
network around a project can also aid in identifying financial and developmental 
support as well as encouraging accountability in securing the ongoing longevity of 
the project.  
 
A network of support will be able to provide feedback on and build a community 
around the project itself. This may help to assist in the promotion of and, depending 
on the capacity of the community around it, be able to aid in creating the project 
itself.  
 
For established organisations looking to convince others of the importance of digital 

https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/our-work/museums-libraries-and-archives
https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/our-work/museums-libraries-and-archives
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/discovery-help/glossary-for-discovery-our-catalogue/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/community-hub/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/community-hub/
https://performingartscollections.org.uk/resources/finding-funding-for-digital-projects/
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archive projects for performance, consider that an archive aims to catalogue and 
preserve records in perpetuity. How has your organisation previously remembered 
or celebrated past performances? How does it remember performances taking place 
currently? Digital archive projects of this kind can create an established process to 
remember performance, allowing organisations and collectives to preserve their 
history. 

3) Planning for sustainability 
 
The funding of digital archive projects is often short-term, covering the planning and 
delivery phases but often not supporting the ongoing upkeep and maintenance of 
the digital platform long term. Projects of this nature can balloon over time, steering 
off course from their initial proposals if no structural guidelines have been put in 
place. Planning the sustainability of the project from the outset is a key activity and 
could affect the sort of digital platform you select and where it is located.  
 
Planning for a long-term digital archive project can include making a dedicated 
strategy that is implemented over a period of time, which lays out what the project 
aims to do and how it might meet those aims. Sustainability planning might also 
include writing up contingency plans, should the circumstances surrounding projects 
change, and consider the need for additional resources or events that can be 
implemented later down the line. Sustainability planning ensures that forethought 
has gone into the future of the project and that there is space to continue running, 
adapting or even developing more of the project over time. Planning ahead allows 
for digital archive projects to avoid being one-off celebratory events and instead 
become more embedded in how a practitioner, collective, or organisation might 
interact with their performance history. In this way, digital archive projects can 
become embedded into artistic practice and become a part of the ongoing activities 
surrounding performance. 
 
It is also necessary to create a disaster plan if project creators ever need to migrate 
the information at the heart of these projects. Migrating information may be the result 
of a change in project funding, a data breach, or the deterioration of a digital 
platform. Just as a traditional paper based collection within archive might have a 
disaster recovery plan (as exemplified in this guidance from the Archives and 
Records Association), projects of this kind should also consider similar preparations 
if information may need to be moved or shared elsewhere. The Good Practice 
Guidance for digital projects from the National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) 
implores digital heritage projects to commit to the three principles of availability, 
accessibility and openness. Whilst this is specific to projects funded by the NLHF, 
these core principles (creating a project with a long lifespan, making it accessible to 
a variety of users, sharing it under an open license) should be taken into 
consideration when building digital archive projects.  
 

https://www.archives.org.uk/collections-care-toolkit/emergency-response-for-paper-archives
https://www.archives.org.uk/collections-care-toolkit/emergency-response-for-paper-archives
https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/funding/good-practice-guidance/digital
https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/funding/good-practice-guidance/digital
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Phase One: Discovery – Developing a 

digital archive project 
 
When planning a project, creators should be aware that they will likely come across 
more relevant performances (and their associated materials and documents) as they 
go. With this in mind, setting flexible parameters for your project is highly 
encouraged. 
 
A good place to start is by establishing what it is project users are hoping to get out 
of the project. Are there specific enquiries a digital archive project might be able to 
shed light on? Would a project like this be able to give more details about how 
performances and events happened? Can your digital archive project provide 
information that otherwise isn't easily accessible? These questions are useful to 
ascertain what exactly your digital archive project will be looking to capture (and in 
what depth or breadth), and which gaps it aims to fill in the knowledge of your project 
users. By framing your project as something to inform understanding and provide 
information, project creators can use this to help establish the project itself and to 
help explain or even pitch it. 
 
Additionally, project creators may also want to consider if there are any digital or 
physical assets they may wish to or be able to preserve in an archive collection 
when gathering information for their projects. Materials and documents from 
performances, like programmes, stage management reports, and play scripts, may 
form the bulk of an individual, institution, or group’s collection and so an 
understanding of which materials may be useful to preserve will aid establishing 
archive collections to be deposited or be preserved ‘in house’ outside of digital 
archive projects. 
 
By determining the ‘why’ of your digital archive project (the question of what 
information it will provide to those using it) project creators can better understand 
what it is they are hoping to achieve. 
 
A broad example like ‘capturing and sharing the works of Black British, African, and 
Caribbean playwrights whose work has been produced in the UK’ was the ambitious 
goal of the BPA in 2009. What this goal didn’t necessarily consider was the sheer 
enormity of its central aim. How many plays by Black British, African, and Caribbean 
playwrights have been produced in Britian? How many playwrights did the project 
aim to cover? How did the project aim to share and cover these works and in what 
ways? By setting a central goal at the start of the process, further questions started 
to emerge which steered the direction of the project, later dictating its scale (the 
breadth of the project and how many performances it covered) and scope (the depth 
of the project and how much information is available). 
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1) Examples of digital archive projects 
 
Digital archive projects can vary depending on the wishes of the project creators and 
the amount of information available. The following projects each demonstrate a 
variety of ways to display information, from casts, photographs, perspectives, 
exhibitions, business records and resources.  
 
Finding the information that goes into creating performance or production records for 
digital archive projects can be found in a variety of places. Such as: 
 

• Play scripts or manuscripts (for written performance) 
• Promotional material (posters, programmes or brochures) 
• Internal business records 
• Memories of performance 
• Personal correspondence (emails, letters, diaries) 
• Recorded testimony (oral histories) 
• Press cuttings/clippings 
• Photographs and recorded video of performance 

 
It is worth noting that this information may itself lie within existing archives, records 
offices, or libraries depending on its context and origin. Some theatres, for example, 
may choose to deposit their collections with an archive, records office, or library to 
ensure that their records are securely stored and preserved, if they themselves 
aren't able to ensure their safety (more information and guidance for theatres and 
theatre companies depositing records can be accessed via the Association of 
Performing Arts Collections (APAC) and from The National Archives (TNA)). Again, 
it should be stressed that researching this information will likely be time-consuming 
and may result in much more information than initially realised. During the early 
development phase of the Black Plays Archive, the number of productions grew 
much larger than initial estimates had suggested, and this will likely happen to you, 
depending on the remit of your project. 
 
Like all forms of archiving, interviews, written perspectives and testimonies have a 
place in remembering and cataloguing performance, particularly if the information 
being gathered is not widely known. Project creators may wish to create a digital 
archive project to share testimony from practitioners directly, in addition to 
highlighting and remembering their works. Further guidance specifically about 
conducting interviews and oral histories can be accessed by the Oral History 
Society, which provides detailed resources on the subject. 
 
 

Monstrous Regiment Theatre Company Archive 
Monstrous Regiment was a theatre company determined to put women’s lives centre 
stage, forming in 1975 before ceasing operations in 1993. The Monstrous Regiment 
Archive seeks to give users as much information as possible on the productions 
staged by the company during that time in addition to exploring how the company 
was created, run and managed. This is evident through selected materials like press 
cuttings, biographies, programmes, correspondence with the Arts Council, play 

https://performingartscollections.org.uk/resources/looking-after-your-records-theatres-and-theatre-companies/
https://performingartscollections.org.uk/resources/looking-after-your-records-theatres-and-theatre-companies/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/legislation/approved-places-of-deposit
https://www.ohs.org.uk/for-beginners/
https://www.ohs.org.uk/for-beginners/
https://monstrousregiment.co.uk/
https://monstrousregiment.co.uk/
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scripts, photographs and more housed on their site, in addition to the documentation 
of casts and production roles for the plays the company staged. As Monstrous 
Regiment is no longer operating, their archive is full of material that would likely be 
sensitive to the management of their business if it were still running today. Due to its 
volume of material, the entirety of the Monstrous Regiment archive is housed at the 
V&A Museum, where it has been deposited. The material displayed on their website 
helps to paint a complete and incredibly detailed picture of the company’s operations 
and legacy following its closure, largely through the digital distribution of information 
and records on their website. 
 

A production page for ‘Shakespeare’s Sister’ (1980) from the Monstrous Regiment Theatre Company Archive website 
(2025) 

 

Tower Theatre Archive 

Tower Theatre began operations in 1932, under the title of Tavistock Repertory 

Company based at Tavistock Place in London. The theatre is now based in Stoke 

Newington, where it moved in 2018. The Tower Theatre Archive predominantly 

charts information about performances, listing out cast and artistic teams for its 

many hundreds of productions (relying less on displaying materials like scripts or 

programmes). The project displays few records on how the theatre itself was 

previously and is currently managed and instead, their archive prioritises the long 

history of the theatre, notably its past productions over 90 years on various sites. 

The information about who performed in and worked on a play is included alongside 

biographies of the cast with photographs from the productions. This all helps to paint 

a more detailed picture of the individuals taking part and contextualise their 

involvement in the production.  Additionally, the Tower Theatre Archive also provides 

a summarised history of the theatre’s various sites using photographs in addition to 

information about how its website and archive came to be. 

 

https://www.vam.ac.uk/archives/unit/ARC24744
https://www.towertheatre.org.uk/
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A production page for ‘Pierre Patelin’ (1932) from the Tower Theatre Archive website (2025). 

 

The Unfinished Histories Project 
The Unfinished Histories Project is specifically oriented around interviews with 
theatre practitioners. Founded in 2006, Unfinished Histories seeks to share 
information about “alternative theatre”, this being theatre created outside the 
mainstream and made predominantly by LGBTQ, global majority, disabled and 
female practitioners from the 1960s through to the 1980s. Instead of providing 
biographical data on performances like the other digital archives projects listed 
previously, Unfinished Histories shares information pertaining to theatre companies 
and practitioners. It is largely an information sharing resource providing the names of 
and contexts for theatre companies, practitioners and venues across the UK, so this 
history is not lost or obscured. This combined with the various oral histories and 
interviews on the site help to paint a clearer picture of which companies and 
practitioners were operating when and how they worked to create performance in 
the first place. 

A series of oral histories with the playwright Mustapha Matura alongside information about his numerous plays (2025)  

 

Half Moon Theatre’s Stages of Half Moon Project  

https://unfinishedhistories.com/
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Stages of Half Moon Heritage Project seeks to celebrate and display information 
relating the long history of the Half Moon Theatre, pulling together production and 
rehearsal photography, press cuttings, set drawings, and more to give a detailed 
overview of the theatre’s history. Similarly to the Monstrous Regiment and Tower 
Theatre Archives projects, Stages of Half Moon prioritises information regarding 
performances themselves, listing casts, artistic teams, dates and venues for 
performance (and uses additional archive material to provide further context). This, 
in conjunction with interviews, testimonials and a timeline of the theatre’s founding 
help to create an incredibly detailed picture of the theatre’s history, situating its 
history in context for wider events.  

An interactive timeline exploring Half Moon Theatre’s history in context with historical events via the Stages of Half Moon 
project website (2025) 

Audience and users 
 
Given the varying formats a digital archive project for performance can take, 
consider your target audiences and users. For example, are you looking to give 
playwrights, performers or theatre-makers information on their own or others' work or 
are you looking to engage young people and students? What about academic 
researchers, theatregoers, local historians or members of the public? Considering 
who the target audiences are for your project may help to identify what it is you will 
want to include. The needs of students studying a play will likely be different to the 
playwright who wrote the play or a historian writing about it. Each one of these users 
will be seeking something specific. Is there information you can include in your 
project that could apply to them all? 
 
To find out who might be using your archive, examine the kinds of audiences and 
user groups coming to engage in the performances you’re seeking to remember and 
catalogue. What might suit them and their needs? To ascertain this, project creators 
may wish to survey their users or directly engage with them about the creation of 
their digital archive projects. As the project will aim to be a useful resource for those 
seeking out the information within it, project creators may also want to consider 

https://www.stagesofhalfmoon.org.uk/
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potential audiences in the testing of their eventual digital infrastructure. It is worth 
noting that a diverse set of audiences will have a diverse set of needs, so it is 
important that your project is, first and foremost, accessible to its users. An 
introduction to disability inclusive website design can be found via the Web 
Accessibility Initiative. The Web Accessibility Initiative also provides Web Content 
Accessibility Guidance (WCAG) on how to create web content that is more 
accessible to people with disabilities. 

2) Collecting and collating data 
 
Digital archive projects for performance primarily rely on performance records, which 
chronicle information about a performance. It is important to effectively collect 
information used to create performance records as things can quickly become 
confusing when disorganised. 
 
As mentioned in the previous examples of digital archive projects, production or 
performance records should give users an idea of how a play or performance 
happened and be reflective of the event itself. Production records can include the 
following pieces of information: 
 

• Title of the play/performance 
• Who wrote, devised or created the play/performance 
• The year the play/performance was staged 
• Opening night of the play/performance 
• Theatre company which produced the show 
• Where the play/performance was staged 
• Cast size 
• Synopsis of the play/performance 
• Who starred in the play (the performers) 
• Who worked on the play (the artistic and technical team, the director, lighting 

designer, etc.). 
 

Whilst those pursuing projects may not have all the information to hand for a 
performance, detailing as much information as possible from what is available is 
important to give accurate information. Additionally, depending on the ‘why’ of your 
archive project, including information of this kind may not be wholly relevant. Those 
pursuing projects may wish instead (dependent on the resources) to collect 
information like performance titles or information relating to specific people (i.e., 
biographies of playwrights). Conducting interviews may also be another way to 
catalogue and remember performance. 
 
The following information can be collected and stored in a variety of ways to be used 
for your digital archive project, but as a baseline, it is important the information is 
gathered consistently in the same place (e.g., a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet). 
Storing information on a platform outside of the project's digital infrastructure is also 
suggested, to avoid information only be stored in only one place. Below is an 
example of how to lay out performance information within an Excel spreadsheet: 
 

Title of Playwright/s Date of first Venue Cast Artistic Technical Play 

https://www.w3.org/WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-intro/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-intro/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/standards-guidelines/wcag/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/standards-guidelines/wcag/
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Play performance Team Team Synopsis 

 
It is also worth establishing early on if your digital archive project is something that 
aims to include new performances and productions or if the archive will rely on a 
stable amount of information, as this will impact on the size and scale of the project 
(which will then affect its cost and staffing needs). You may also need to consider 
how you can access the information you wish to include in your project if it lies within 
another organisation or collection. 
 
As previously discussed, at its most basic, a digital archive project should include 
information related to the essentials of performance. This includes the who, what, 
and where of a performance as outlined above. As in the previous digital archive 
project examples, many projects use additional records to provide further context to 
performances, included recorded testimony (interviews and oral history projects), 
photographs, internal memos, promotional materials and more. The inclusion of 
these additional materials in projects should be considered as additional given the 
time and resource spent recording, digitising, and licensing material to be cleared 
online. The following section discusses copyright and risk management. 

  

https://thenationaltheatre-my.sharepoint.com/personal/rsimons_nationaltheatre_org_uk/Documents/BPA%20Evaluation%20and%20Guidance/(https:/www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/commercial-opportunities/digitisation-services/benefits-of-digitisation/)
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Copyright protections and digital 

distribution 
 
Copyright is an important issue to keep in mind when creating a digital archive 
project.  This includes digitally distributing copyright protected materials such as 
playscripts, photographs, diaries and journals, programmes, posters, interviews and 
oral stories as well as video and audio recordings of performance. Considering who 
manages the copyright to these works and their availability to be included in your 
project can greatly impact on your project's scale and scope. Determining how long 
copyright protections might last can vary depending on what the work is, as detailed 
in this short guide from the UK Government.  
 
As explained by the National Archives, copyright is a form of intellectual property 
rights that control how certain works can be used and distributed. Copyright is 
designed to prevent or restrict the copying and distribution of work without 
permission of the copyright owner (which may be different to the author of a work). 
   
Copyright protects literary, dramatic, musical and artistic works, films, and sound 
recordings among other things. For example, the copyright of a play would likely 
belong to the playwright or their estate, and permission would need to be granted by 
the copyright owner/s to stage a performance of it.   
 
Additionally, the photographer typically owns the copyright for photos from a 
performance of that play. Photos from a performance of that play would belong to 
the photographer (not necessarily to the people in the photos). Project creators 
should also be aware that copyright still applies even when photographs are in the 
public domain and available online.  
 
In the UK, copyright arises when a work is created (which is not the case in other 
jurisdictions). In the case of theatre and performance, where works are often created 
by multiple individuals, copyright will likely belong to a variety of different people 
across a variety works, often with multiple people holding copyright in one record, 
which can quickly become time consuming to track and identify when seeking 
permissions.  
 
In order to digitally distribute photographs, play scripts or other copyrighted 
materials, project creators should first identify and seek permission from the 
copyright owners of a work. As copyright owners control a work’s distribution (unless 
it is in the public domain, which is typically 70 years after the creator of a work has 
died), copyright owners may charge a fee to distribute their work online or wish to 
simply be credited for it. Work being published online should only be shared in good 
faith, after a copyright owner has been contacted. However, you may be wanting to 
include what is known as an orphan work. Orphan works have no contactable rights 
holder, which is determined after a reasonable search has been conducted to try 
and establish the copyright owner. More information and guidance on orphan works 

https://www.gov.uk/copyright/how-long-copyright-lasts
https://cdn.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/copyright-related-rights.pdf
https://cdn.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/archives/orphan-works-guidance.pdf
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can be accessed via The National Archives.  
 
In the case where copyright owners are unable to be contacted, it may be good 
practice to implement what is known as a takedown policy. A takedown policy is a 
dedicated plan or policy that ensures the removal of material or information from 
archives and digital archive projects. If someone is opposed to their work being 
included within your digital archive project, a takedown policy ensures a process that 
details how they can have their material removed. An example takedown policy can 
be seen from The London Archives.  More information about copyright can be found, 
via The National Archives.  

  

https://www.thelondonarchives.org/about-us/policies-and-plans/reclosure-and-takedown-policy
https://cdn.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/copyright-related-rights.pdf
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Phase Two: Building a digital archive 

project 
 
The following section will detail aspects of what it is like to work with a website 
developer and will also give advice on marketing and advocating for your digital 
archive project. As stated previously, projects of this kind are scalable and can be 
made up of databases, spreadsheets and social media pages. Additionally, this 
section will also discuss what it’s like to conduct and create additional resources for 
digital archive projects, like podcasts, oral histories and more. 

1) Creating a digital infrastructure 
 
Because digital archive projects can often rely on large amounts of information and 
data, not to mention the inclusion of many digital assets (such as images, videos, 
recordings, documents, and many others in perhaps a variety of file formats), it is in 
some cases advisable to work with a skilled and knowledgeable individual or 
organisation to build a digital infrastructure for your project. However, project 
creators may also wish to pursue the creation of a digital infrastructure themselves, 
building their digital archive projects on their current websites promoting their 
practice or current performances or social media. 
 
A website developer can establish how: 
 

• The design and layout of a digital infrastructure can best store, hold, maintain, 
and update the archive data being shared for projects (building the back end 
of a website specifically for archive data, the side that project creators will 
work with or update)  

• To share and display the information from your archive for users (create the 
front end of a website, the side that users will engage with)  

• To transfer large amounts of data on to a digital platform when it may exist in 
a variety of places or a variety of file formats  

• To best employ Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) to highlight your digital 
archive project on websites like Google or Bing and better inform users 
looking for the information online that is housed in your project  

• To create a digital infrastructure that is accessible and navigable for a variety 
of users  

• To test and navigate the infrastructure of a digital archive project prior to 
launch  

• Your digital archive project might live on a separate platform or be combined 
with any live and active website for your collective or organisation.  
 

In addition to building the digital infrastructure to house a digital archive project, a 
website developer can be contracted to provide a support and maintenance service 
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to maintain and update the digital infrastructure once the project is live and available 
to users. This is particularly important as websites and digital assets can decay over 
time. A website that is not maintained will eventually deteriorate, causing projects to 
become faulty or even obsolete over time, which can void the longevity or 
sustainability of a project. This support and maintenance for the technical aspects of 
the project and any content updates could be managed ‘in-house' to both save costs 
and ensure the work is done by subject experts. For organisations or collectives with 
ongoing and running websites, a website developer can also likely establish how the 
infrastructure for a digital archive project might be applied to current sites, though 
this may be costly. 
 
Additionally, project creators should be aware of any processes that may allow them 
to retrieve the information within their digital infrastructure, should the platform cease 
to function. It may be wise to track the information as part of nay recovery plans.  

2) Marketing and distribution 
 
Just as an organisation or performance collective might advertise its performances, 
project creators should also factor in advertising their digital archive projects. In 
addition to enabling a broader range of users being aware of the project, the creation 
of marketing materials for projects of this kind will likely enable more information to 
come to light from members of the public and those previously involved with the 
performances getting in touch. This can then enable more accurate information or, 
for projects with an ever-expanding number of performances to include, it can 
ensure that performances have not been left out. 
 
You can advocate for your project by: 
 

• Community events celebrating performance/s 

• Programmes and workshops for students and young people 

• Traditional print or digital advertising 

• Newsletters and mailing lists 

• Interviews on radio, in newspapers and magazines (local or national) 

• Word of mouth 

• Hosting celebratory events like project launches or play readings 

• Producing and disseminating posters, leaflets and flyers 

• Q&A sessions and talks 

• Linking to similar projects from other organisations or groups in return for 
reciprocal links on their website. 

3) Additional archive resources 
 
In addition to cataloguing performance by the methods previously specified in this 
guidance, project creators may want to create additional archive projects to support, 
celebrate, or contextualise the work they have undertaken. Additional projects might 
include creating a podcast, recording oral histories, conducting interviews, 
organising play readings and recordings, commissioning essays or teaching 
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resources, talks, or creating exhibitions. Like digital archive projects, additional 
archive projects will also need resourcing and take a dedicated and skilled group of 
individuals to complete. However, these projects will likely be beneficial to get users 
further engaging with the material and gathering more information within your digital 
archive project, allowing for a deeper understanding and knowledge of an 
organisation's or collective's performance history. Many of the digital archive projects 
listed throughout this guidance employ additional archive resources to further 
engage their users, providing information that goes beyond the who, what, where 
and how of any given performance taking place. This may involve a variety of 
perspectives on a single performance, from those taking part in a production to 
those who watched a production or worked on it. 
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Conclusion 
 

Pursuing a digital archive project for performance will allow project creators to 
explore and share the past performances, records or practices of a collective, 
organisation or institution. This work is scalable and can be undertaken at varying 
levels depending on the size, teams and the time afforded to projects. Overall, digital 
archive projects will provide access to information about histories of performance 
and likely lead to an increase in knowledge sharing for both new users and those 
previously familiar with the performances. 
 
As demonstrated in the examples referred to throughout this guidance, digital 
archive projects can speak to forgotten and unsung histories as well as being tools 
used to capture and catalogue. In this way, they are excellent opportunities for 
theatre and performance-based practitioners to reflect and celebrate their practice. 
 
Please contact the National Theatre Archive (archive@nationaltheatre.org.uk) for 
any questions or enquires about the material within this document.   
 

Thank you 
The National Theatre Archive would like to thank the following people for their time 
in discussing their practice and work, and for sharing their perspectives to help in the 
creation of this guidance: Suman Bhuchar, Sudha Bhuchar, Alastair Curtis, Jerri 
Daboo, Kate Dorney, Sula Douglas-Folkes, and Hannah Jones. 

  

mailto:archive@nationaltheatre.org.uk
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