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Executive summary 
 
Letters are key documents for historical and contextual research in all disciplines, often prized 
especially for the insight they can bring into the personal or inner life of the subject, making them 
highly resonant biographical sources.  In the case of musicians, letters can provide essential 
information about all aspects of musical life, from the intricacies of the creative process, to practical 
issues surrounding the preparation of a work for performance, to the social and economic position 
of musicians in society.  Material relating to particular individuals is often scattered in numerous 
different repositories, both private and public, reflecting the diversity of their personal connections 
and professional associations.  There are currently no federated sources of information specifically 
focused on documenting holdings of musicians’ letters, either in the UK and Ireland, or 
internationally.  The challenge for researchers, therefore, is to locate relevant material in numerous 
dispersed holdings.   
 
This scoping study for the Music Libraries Trust (MLT) assesses the extent to which the letters of 
musicians have been preserved and documented, and outlines measures to help improve access to 
them.  An inventory of collections of musicians’ letters is provided as a separate spreadsheet to the 
full report and covers a total of 110 holding institutions, with information drawn from a general 
survey of repositories, visits to particular institutions, and desk research.  There are 1,930 entries for 
1,550 musicians, composers, and corporate bodies associated with music and active in the 20th 
and/or 21st centuries.  The inventory should be regarded as indicative, rather than offering a 
comprehensive view of the field, but it will form the starting-point for any subsequent research and 
documentation.  In order to explore issues associated with holdings in different sectors, a number of 
representative collections in several categories are additionally explored in more depth in the report 
as case studies.   
 
A survey of researchers undertaken by this project has underlined some key barriers to the effective 
discovery of musicians’ letters.  Principal among them is the lack of granularity in the description of 
many letter collections held by public institutions and the desirability of indexing crucial elements of 
content, such as names, dates, and subjects.  The report also highlights a number of barriers to the 
acquisition of collections of letters by public libraries and archives.  The issue of privacy is often a 
crucial factor here.  Recipients of personal correspondence are often, for perfectly understandable 
reasons, cautious about allowing such material to enter the public domain.  The scholarly value of 
such material is not always recognised by executors of personal estates and, for that reason, is 
sometimes disposed of.  A survey of musicians undertaken as part of the project additionally 
revealed that the value of personal collections is not always recognised, or at least that the 
possibility of finding an institutional home for the material is not always considered.  The idea of 
‘legacy’ is uncommon as is the concept of an archive or collection.   
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Advocacy is clearly also needed at a local level to safeguard material relating to performance 
organisations and related bodies, such as venues and music festivals.  Many organisations had no 
clear ideas of when materials should or could become ‘archival’, and often storage issues seem to be 
a more important factor than consideration of value in establishing a retention policy.  Even if access 
is limited, organisations holding correspondence should be encouraged to consider safeguarding 
their collections for future generations and, where possible, lodge details of them with a federated 
database such as Cecilia.  The same issue applies to electronic communications, although here there 
is an even greater danger of data loss owing to a general tendency not to archive emails, either in an 
electronic or print format.  Even those musicians and organisations that are aware of the value of 
their collections struggle to find any guidance on how to preserve them.   
 
In order to assist MLT with the planning of any programme of support for future research into 
musicians’ letters, the report offers the following as recommended courses of activity based on 
evidence gathered over the course of the project: 
 
1.  Online resource discovery: there is a need to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of resource 
discovery for online records. It is recommended that dialogue with relevant public sector bodies 
such as the National Archives and JISC is sought on federated search mechanisms for resource 
discovery.  
 
2.  Increasing the level of documentation: it is recommended that MLT and IAML work together to 
encourage individual institutions and persons to add collection records to the Cecilia database. This 
will at least provide a starting-point for researchers.  
 
3.  Priorities for further research: the study provides the first step towards the development of a 
future programme for the documentation of letter collections. It is recommended that, in 
conjunction with recommendation 2, a targeted programme of fully funded research in priority 
areas of the music industry is undertaken to secure further and enhanced additions to Cecilia. It is 
recognised that in the current economic climate, appropriate funding is likely to be difficult to 
secure, but it may be possible to progress identified priority areas through research undertaken by 
PhD students or by those preparing for a Master’s in library and information science. 
 
4.  Electronic communications: research for this project has shown that there is a very real danger 
that valuable material will be lost to future generations through lack of preservation policies for 
electronic communications. It is recommended that MLT undertakes an advocacy campaign to raise 
awareness of the need for this and to highlight the various sources of expert advice and guidance 
available.    

 


