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British Library’s sound archive

•7 million tracks

•Published / unpublished/ 
broadcast

•from 1857 

•…to this morning

•many formats

•120 years of non-stop listening



Uses of the collection

•Academic research on music, dialects, etc

•Education

•Science

•Creative uses

•Exhibitions, broadcasts, film soundtracks

•Documenting cultures



Russian Revolution exhibition, 2017



DJ Yoda – live BBC radio broadcast at BL



Punk exhibition 2016



Reconnecting / reviving cultures

•Batwa community in 
Uganda 

•[Photo: Chris Kidd] 
Jeremiah Bunjagare 
listening to his own father 
performing 



Composer-in-residence

https://youtu.be/5OqN5L5w-Ak?t=11s 

https://youtu.be/5OqN5L5w-Ak?t=11s


Inspiration for graphic arts students



Oxford Dictionary of National Bibliography



Oral histories: Food Stories radio 
programme



Academic Research  - dialects

•Janice and her grandson Jonathan in conversation: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p016p6sp 

•Spoken British National Corpus

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p016p6sp


Artistic re-use

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7bwx4uUnbV4  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7bwx4uUnbV4


From these….  



…to this



Providing access

•Copying service

•Sound & Moving 
Image Catalogue 
http://sami.bl.uk/  

http://sami.bl.uk/




SoundCloud



Wikipedia and Wikimedia Commons

https://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kotawiec_sawannowy 

https://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_zwyczaj
ny

https://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kotawiec_sawannowy


Wikipedia page views



Unlocking our Sound Heritage project

•2017-2022. Funded by UK’s National Lottery 

•Lead by British Library (BL), with 10 UK partners

•Aims :
– Transform access to and preserve the UK’s most vulnerable and 

at-risk audio heritage
– Raise awareness of the importance and value of the nation’s sound 

heritage
– Create sustainable centres of excellence in digital audio 

preservation around the UK
– Involve new audiences in engaging with their audio heritage in 

innovative ways

•Digitised items &metadata stored and accessed from BL



The ‘hub’ partners working with BL
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ukExpected audiences

Academics
Researchers

Teachers

Community 
practitioners

General public

‘Converted’
    (Users)

Passive interest 
(non-users)

Lecturers

PHD students

Primary Secondary
Highly receptive
(Limited / under 
developed use)

Learning activity coordinators

Community educators

Reminiscence therapists

‘Activists’ / Enthusiasts

Research practitioners

BAME / LGBT / ‘Buffs’

Interested in history / heritage

Key types:Typically:

Key 
facilitators

2
3





Thanks for listening!

richard.ranft@bl.uk
http://sounds.bl.uk
www.bl.uk/save-our-sounds 
@soundarchive

http://sounds.bl.uk/
http://www.bl.uk/save-our-sounds

