
 

British Library PhD placement scheme – project profile: 

Charting the King’s Maritime Collection 
Reference:  

 
Supervisor Felicity Myrone, Lead Curator, Western Prints and Drawings 

Department, Location Printed Heritage Collections, St Pancras, London 

Start date/timeframe Preferably sometime in the period from June 2017 – December 2017 

Duration  3 months (or part-time equivalent – see below) 
For a part-time placement, the  student would be required to spend a minimum of 3 
days/week on site at the Library 

Remote-working This project does not offer scope for remote working – the placement 
must be conducted on site at the British Library 

 
Context for placement 

The PhD placement student will be researching the contents and acquisition of the King’s Maritime Collection, 
George III’s collection of sixteenth to nineteenth century maritime charts and sea-atlases, alongside a small 
team of prints and drawings specialists currently employed to fully catalogue, digitise and interpret the parallel 
King’s Topographical Collection, George III’s collection of c. 40,000 worldwide maps, plans and views. These 
collections were presented to the nation by George IV with the King’s Library. 
 
The King’s Topographical Collection team’s records are available on the main Explore catalogue, and their 
interpretative essays uploaded to a British Library learning website due to launch early in 2017 as ‘Picturing 
Places’. This is the result of a research project entitled ‘Transforming Topography’, which to date has also 
featured a workshop and conference at the Library and features the work of emerging and established 
scholars in fields such as art history, history and cultural geography. 
 
The King’s Maritime Collection is known to contain highlights such as Charles II’s presentation copy of William 
Hack’s 1682 Wagoner of the Great South Sea, but remains little studied due to its current lack of visibility at 
the British Library. It requires research to ensure we have a full understanding of its contents and complicated 
history as a first step toward potential full cataloguing and digitisation.  
 
We have a manuscript catalogue listing the Maritime Collection in 1844 and this is currently the most 
complete record.  Parts were initially transferred to the Admiralty rather than the Library on being deemed too 
sensitive for public access, and the collection is thought to have been gradually re-united at the Library 
through the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The collection now appears to be split between 
our printed books, manuscripts and maps collections. Many items have no record of the George III provenance 
on our electronic catalogues, where at the moment 565 manuscript and printed items can be traced.  
 
The placement will entail compiling an authoritative list of the entire contents of the Collection and 
investigating the transfers from the Admiralty through archival research. The placement student would also 
write one or more interpretative essays on the collection’s scope and history and items of particular interest 
for publication on the British Library’s Picturing Places site. 
 

Expected tasks and outcomes 

The PhD student will use the 1844 manuscript catalogue as a starting point to providing a reliable inventory of 
the King’s Maritime Collection’s contents, also noting current whereabouts and traceable provenance. 565 
items are currently listed on Explore with very brief records. This is not a reliable indicator of the extent of the 
collection, some records are collective and cursory research reveals items which have lost the George III 
provenance. 
 
The student will investigate the Collection’s transfers from the Admiralty through archival research at the 
British Library – e.g. Tony Campbell’s papers, official correspondence, Trustees minutes, Principal Keepers’ 
Reports, and possibly other items such as the Panizzi papers and Madden diaries on microfilm – as well as 
similar work at the British Museum, and potentially following up leads at the Admiralty, the National Maritime 
Museum, the National Archives and the Royal Collection. 
 
They will be encouraged to undertake focused research and write one or more 1-2,000 word essays on the 
Collection, or their choice of particular items from it, for publication on the Picturing Places site (which 
launches early in 2017). 
 



We would expect the student to achieve an inventory by the end of month one of the placement, have traced 
the collection’s contents and undertaken archival research on provenance by the end of month two, and to 
complete at least one essay for potential publication by the end of month three (or part-time equivalents). 
They will be working alongside a team of specialist prints and drawings cataloguers working on the King’s 
Topographical Collection and with the support of the Lead Curators of Western Prints and Drawings and 
Antiquarian Maps. 
 

Training and experience expected to be gained by student through the placement 

 
The PhD student will be trained in how to use the British Library’s catalogues and handle our materials. They 
will be given staff-level access to the Library’s resources and expertise and gain a unique overview of the King’s 
Maritime Collection’s contents and history, as well as a broader understanding of a world class research 
Library, its content, its structure and its remit. The project will also provide useful networking opportunities 
across different cultural organisations, and particularly with curators at the Royal Collection, British Museum 
and Historic Royal Palaces. 
 
The placement offers first-hand experience of interrogating various manuscript, printed and electronic 
catalogues, across various institutions, and of applying these research skills to serve a practical purpose. 
Undertaking item level research with a heritage collection to trace ownership (comparing inscriptions, 
pressmarks etc.) will develop skills that may be applied for future research careers both within Higher 
Education or the cultural heritage sector. Contributing interpretive essays for the Picturing Places website will 
provide valuable experience in writing for a broad public audience. 
 
The student will be fully embedded within the Printed Heritage Collections team and will have the opportunity 
to take part in daily curatorial life at the Library, attending staff meetings, training courses etc. as appropriate. 
 

Required knowledge and skills 

The placement would suit a student with database skills (Excel) and an interest in item-based and archival 
research. A demonstrated interest in maritime history and maritime charts and sea-atlases would be 
advantageous but not essential.  
 

 

 


