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The origins of Eighteenth Century Collections Online (‘ECCO’)
1. Introduction: the ESTC project
The Enlightenment in England has its roots in a theory about man, society, education, and aspirations on the one hand, and a very practical activity, printing, on the other. 

Ideas, and their absorption into the fabric of society at every level, depend upon communication. The urgent need to build a more broadly-based economic, political, social, and educa​tional basis for society after the sectarian crises of the seventeenth century was well understood by the leading thinkers of the period between the death of James II and the accession of Anne. 

The first crucial step in the process of ensuring the transition to the newer thinking, and the profound changes in social structure it would bring about, was the liberation of the press from the stranglehold which London, and the Stationers' Company, had exerted on who could print, and where. 

· In 1695 printing in England was permitted only in London, the two university towns and York. By the middle of the eighteenth century it had spread to every county, and by the end of the century is documented in over a thousand towns and villages. 

The part that the printing press played in the shaping of all those features of English civilization which led to colonial expansion and the Empire has never been fully explained. Nor could it have been, until the sources were identified, described and made available through the ESTC project.
2. Publication History and Title Selection policy
1976: The Eighteenth Century Short Title Catalogue (the original ‘ESTC’) starts with a conference jointly sponsored by the American Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies and the British Library. The aim of the project was to create a machine-readable union catalogue of books, pamphlets and other ephemeral material printed in English-speaking countries from 1701 to 1800.
1977: BL starts to re-catalogue its C18th book holdings, a project which has gradually expanded to cover the resources of over 2000 libraries worldwide. A decision was made not to add Subject headings or Subject index terms for each title.
The catalogue as a whole "attempts to record all books, pamphlets, and single sheets printed in any language in the territories governed by Britain during the eighteenth century, and all items printed in English anywhere in the world between 1701 and 1800." 

· ESTC does not include certain categories of material. Specifically excluded are: printed blank forms; trade-cards; labels; engraved prints, maps, music; playbills; tickets; book-plates; playing cards; puzzles, etc.
· However ESTC does include a great quantity of printed items which are generally regarded as "ephemeral", and which deal with every aspect of eighteenth-century life in the British Isles and British dependent territories, North America, the Caribbean and India.
· ESTC includes French, Dutch, German, Spanish and other non-English language materials published in Britain or its colonies

1982: Research Publications starts to publish The Eighteenth Century microfilm collection, based on the ESTC records and initially sourced from the holdings of the British Library. Guided by the interests of those studying the texts, items initially included were limited to first and significant editions of each title. Exceptions to this rule are the works of 28 major authors, all of whose editions are included where available:

· Addison, Bentham, Bishop Berkeley, Boswell, Burke, Burns, Congreve, Defoe, Jonathan Edwards, Fielding, Franklin, Garrick, Gibbon, Goldsmith, Hume, Johnson, Paine, Pope, Reynolds, Richardson, Bolingbroke, Sheridan, Adam Smith, Smollett, Steele, Sterne, Swift and Wesley.

· Note: The Eighteenth Century contains all qualifying C18th printings, not only titles published for the first time in the years 1701-1800. Thus new editions/printings of many standard authors of the C16th and C17th are included. 

1988: Given the growth of interest in the total output of C18th printing, and its impact on many aspects of social history, the selection criterion for The Eighteenth Century was expanded to include all distinct editions of a work except for such titles as the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer that were so frequently reprinted, and are so large, that it was thought inappropriate and impractical to apply the new criterion to them

1989: The ESTC database starts to include records of the period from the beginning of printing in the British Isles (ca. 1472) to 1700. 
1996: The ESTC file changed its name to the 'English Short Title Catalogue', recording holdings in more than 2000 libraries world-wide including the British Library.
1996: Research Publications (now PSM) is appointed the CD-ROM distributor outside the UK of the renamed ESTC, which is published by the British Library.
2003: Gale releases ECCO, the online searchable facsimile edition of every title which had appeared in The Eighteenth Century microfilm collection up to the end of 2002, with the exception of  non-English language texts using non-Roman alphabets. The MARC records are made available separately.

- ECCO on its release contains over 155,000 volumes from 136,000 works, in over 26 million pages 
2006: The ESTC is made available free on the British Library website  http://estc.bl.uk   
2009: Gale releases ECCO Part 11, which adds 42,000 titles in 45,000 volumes and 7 million pages to ECCO, sourced from titles microfilmed from January 2003 through 2007
- Cross-searching with EEBO (Early English Books Online (1475-1700) is introduced in ECCO . Authors whose output spans the C17th and C18th centuries can be retrieved where a library holds both databases. As a result, for example, 65 editions of Defoe in EEBO may be accessible in addition to the 805 titles available in ECCO alone
- In late 2009, the non-English language materials in non-Roman fonts will be included also. These will be searchable by title and other metadata, but not text-searchable

- In 2009 also a Subject field will be added to the MARC records, obtained from the LoC (Library of Congress,Washington)
Mark Holland
Sources: Robin Alston, The Eighteenth Century, Research Publications, 1982; British Library website http://estc.bl.uk    
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