2015 Annual Record report

The Historic Collections Centre at St Cross Church will soon complete a fourth year of being open for academic research, manuscripts workshops, research seminars, talks and tours, exhibitions, open days and many other activities.

During the period June  2014 – May 2015, 84 individuals have carried out research in Balliol’s manuscript collections at St Cross, and there have been 1176 additional enquiries. The number of enquiries has gone up steadily over the last decade, with a sharper than usual increase last year; for comparison, 2009 brought 528 enquiries, while enquiry 528 of 2015 arrived on 1 May. There was no particular theme to the increase, or any notable change in the demographic of researchers or enquirers – good general visibility of the multifaceted and regularly updated online presence of Balliol’s archival collections is probably largely responsible.
The Oxford Open Doors weekend in September 2014, plus the concurrent Oxfordshire Historic Churches Trust’s Ride & Stride event, brought more than 850 people to St Cross; we look forward to opening the doors again in September 2014. This year we have introduced a second public open weekend, so that there will be an opportunity for the general public to look around the church and see a small selection from the collections on display every six months rather than once a year. Members of the public can also make an appointment to visit at any time.
The Balliol Boys’ Club & World War One exhibition at St Cross, curated by Anna Sander, presented a selection of Balliol’s archival holdings about the Club and some of its College members, focussing on the period from its founding in 1907 to the end of the First World War. It was visited by at least 900 people during private group viewings and public opening hours in September and October, including the University Alumni weekend and the Balliol Society weekend. 
The year’s Unlocking Archives talks about research in Balliol’s special collections comprised 6 events. Anna Sander discussed the Balliol Boys’ Club and WW1 exhibition. Naomi Tiley and Fiona Godber explored some highlights of the ongoing early and rare books cataloguing campaign. Prof. Stephen Brown, Director of the Institute of Medieval Philosophy and Theology at Boston College (Massachusetts, USA), and an Oliver Smithies Lecturer at Balliol for Hilary Term 2015,  examined academic discussion of Peter Lombard’s Sentences in the theological community of fourteenth-century Oxford. Emily Freeman, an undergraduate at Balliol and the Ruskin College of Fine Art, examined the illustration schemes that have accompanied editions of John Evelyn’s Sylva across several centuries, and discussed the influence of historic illustration and special collections on her own artistic practice.
Irene O’Daly, a Research Associate at the John Rylands Research Institute, University of Manchester, outlined what can be learned about medieval educational methods from diagrammatic annotations in medieval manuscripts such as Balliol’s manuscript no. 272, a copy of the pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium. Nicholas Dennys, bookseller and nephew of Graham Greene, will round out the year’s talks in early June, speaking about Greene, his secretary Josephine Reid and their working relationship, reflected in the Greene-Reid collection of books and papers now at Balliol.
Graham Greene (1904-1991, Balliol 1922) was certainly the star Honorary Fellow in the archives this year, with acquisition of two major new collections of his papers into the archives; newly published catalogues of the printed books and papers in one of the collections; a major exhibition, also with a published catalogue; a funded student work placement to assist with cataloguing the second collection of papers; a podcast interview for the Bodleian’s Centre for the Study of the Book series; and an Unlocking Archives talk.
A visit to St Cross is becoming a fixture in the teaching year of several Balliol tutors: Hannah Bailey, Elena Lombardi, Adam Smyth and Daniel Tyler have all brought seminar groups to St Cross for hands-on workshops again this year, and we hope their example will encourage more tutors to use Balliol’s special collections with their students. Kate Kettle’s school groups continue to enjoy special collections-based activities both at St Cross and in their own classrooms.
The survey of all medieval and early modern manuscript books was completed on schedule in July 2014, and the results have proved invaluable in a number of ways. Scheduled conservation work on this collection was delayed by prioritisation of the newly-arrived Greene-Reid collection and its exhibition in the spring of 2015, so this will be continued in the coming year.

Important additions to the year’s work were made by our two funded OUIP (Careers Services) interns: Kamile Vaupsaite (Jesus College) improved and completed a database of performers and performances at Balliol’s long-running Sunday Concerts series, and Amrit Sidhu-Brar (Exeter College) researched the complicated architectural history of the College Library building. Their research projects based on this work, a required part of the OUIP internship structure, have already been invaluable for internal and external researchers and larger projects [see FD May 2015]. Two more OUIP interns have been appointed for the summer of 2015, along with a Balliol student receiving instruction and practical experience in cataloguing a new collection of letters relating to the novelist Graham Greene (Balliol 1922).
St Cross has welcomed a number of diverse audiences this year: a weekly graduate reading group focussed on the Western medieval mystics (for the third year running), a well-attended study day about rare editions of Thomas Traherne’s works and another about Orthodox Christian theology, Oxford novelists participating in National Novel Writing Month (for the second year) and a gathering of college archivists to learn about changes in copyright law affecting unpublished works. Many of these meetings have been supported by displays of original materials from the collections.
For much of this year I have had the pleasure of Eleanor Greer’s company on Wednesday mornings, as she continues a fascinating part of the work set in motion by last year’s medieval manuscripts survey. Eleanor, a graduate medievalist (St Hilda’s) has been augmenting and improving RAB Mynors’ often minimal and sometimes non-existent descriptions, from the 1930s-50s, of the decoration, signs of use, readers’ marks and other decorative and functional features of Balliol’s medieval manuscripts, which are better appreciated and studied by scholars these days. She will be leaving at the end of the summer to take up the prestigious library traineeship at Trinity College Cambridge – but will return to Balliol to talk about the manuscripts project as part of next year’s Unlocking Archives series.

Details of more of the year’s activities, cataloguing, outreach, new accessions etc can be found on the Archives & MSS blog, link below.
Balliol’s Historic Collections Centre is open to any visitor or researcher by prior appointment with the Archivist. The next public open days will be 12-13 September, for Oxford Open Doors, during which St Cross will host an exhibition about the poet Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909, Balliol 1856), curated by Rikky Rooksby and Fiona Godber.
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