
	  

By Sally-Ann Jones 

Sir Thomas Phillipps, First Baronet 
(1792 – 1872) must be smiling in his 
Somerset grave.

He’d be pleased to know that the 60,000 
books and manuscripts he began 
collecting as a six year-old when a 
student at Rugby School have not only 
survived but will be brought to life for 
modern-day and future scholars to enjoy, 
thanks to UWA’s Dr Toby Burrows.

Dr Burrows, manager of the eResearch 
Support and Digital Developments Unit, 
is fascinated with Sir Thomas and will 
make him the focus of his new European 
Commission Marie Curie International 
Incoming Fellowship project, hosted by 
the Department of Digital Humanities 
at King’s College London – one of 
Europe’s leading centres for digital 
humanities research.

UWAnews caught up with Dr Burrows 
on his last day at UWA for a while. He 
and his wife, lawyer and writer Deborah 
Burrows, will live in Oxford for the 
Fellowship’s two-year duration. Many 
readers will know Deborah Burrows 
as the author of the popular historical 
crime novels A Stranger in My Street 

and Taking a Chance, both set in 1943 
Perth when the city was home to a big 
contingent of US troops and journalists. 
She has a third novel about to come out 
in January and will spend her time in the 
UK writing more, perhaps also inspired 
by Sir Thomas.

He would make a great character in a 
novel. The illegitimate son of a wealthy 
Manchester textile manufacturer, Sir 
Thomas was a self-confessed ‘vello-
maniac’. He coined this term to refer to 
his passion for vellum, or parchment 
made from fine animal (usually calf) 
skin. He created for himself a gentrified 
Welsh ancestry and many of his 
manuscripts were written in Welsh as 
well as in old English and several other 
European languages.

His vellomania cost him the love of one of 
his daughters and he went into debt in an 
effort to outbid competitors—including 
the British Museum – for his coveted 
manuscripts, which date from the 
eighth to the 19th centuries and which 
he sourced from all over the UK and 
Western Europe, driven by the desire to 
save them from possible destruction. 

Yet he was pleased to share the 
manuscripts with scholars who visited his 

stately home in Gloucestershire to read 
them. While many of the manuscripts 
are solemn documents of classical 
literature, histories of noble families or 
even the King of Spain’s original orders 
to the Armada, others refer to ordinary 
daily life and include 18th century 
medical records.

“Sir Thomas hoovered up all this stuff,” 
Dr Burrows said. “He spent nearly 60 
years and £250,000 (A$350 million 
today) for the biggest manuscript 
collection ever assembled by one 
person, larger than most collections in 
public institutions today. After his death, 
the collection was broken up – and UWA 
has one of his manuscripts in its Special 
Collections: a 15th century copy of 
Virgil’s Aeneid. 

“Analysing the individual histories of 
60,000 manuscripts is beyond the 
capabilities of researchers working 
manually through thousands of 
catalogue entries,” Dr Burrows said. 
“I will be applying and testing a range 
of new e-research methodologies and 
approaches designed to enable large-
scale data analysis.”

Using innovative Linked Data 
technologies, Dr Burrows will enable 
the manuscripts – and the people 
and events they record – to come 
alive digitally for the first time. Besides 
creating a new updated catalogue of all 
the Phillipps manuscripts, Dr Burrows will 
write a book of essays about Sir Thomas 
and his collection and topics such as 
the passion for collecting generally. 

He will also be creating a digital map 
of the complex network of people, 
institutions and events connected 
with the manuscripts in the Phillipps 
collection over many centuries. 
“This is a new technique which has 
been dubbed ‘network archaeology’,” 
said Dr Burrows. “It has the potential 
to reveal exciting new patterns 
in the history of cultural heritage 
objects and artefacts.” 

Marie Curie International Incoming 
Fellowships are extremely competitive. 
They are intended to bring leading 
international researchers to the European 
Union to share their expertise and 
knowledge. Only a handful of Australians 
have been awarded a Marie Curie 
International Incoming Fellowship at 
the experienced researcher level.

Valuable parchment manuscripts 
to go digital and democratic
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