
 

British Library PhD placement scheme – project profile: 

The Representation and Interpretation of James 
Cook’s Voyages in the 19th and 20th Centuries 
Reference: 2017-10-FRA 

 
Supervisor William Frame, Head of Modern Archives and Manuscripts 

Department, Location Modern Archives and Manuscripts, St Pancras, London 

Start date/timeframe The placement would ideally be scheduled to start sometime in 
Spring/Summer 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 2.5 
days/week on site at the Library. 

Remote-working Some elements of remote working would be feasible for this placement, if 
needed – potentially up to 2 days per week, to be agreed with the 
supervisor in advance. 

 
Context for placement 

The British Library holds one of the main collections of logbooks, journals, maps and artwork deriving from 
James Cook’s voyages of exploration. In summer 2018 the Library will hold a major exhibition based upon 
these collections exploring the historical and cultural significance of the voyages. As well as exhibiting many 
original items created on the voyages, the exhibition will draw upon the Library’s pre-eminent manuscript and 
printed holdings to illustrate the driving forces behind European exploration of the Pacific and show how such 
voyages were contextualised and interpreted for a public audience in the eighteenth century and later. This 
PhD placement project offers an opportunity to undertake important contextual research for the exhibition 
and the wider academic and public engagement programme supporting it. 
 

Expected tasks and outcomes 

This PhD placement will contribute to the wider research programme linked to the exhibition by identifying 
holdings that illustrate how the voyages, and episodes within them, were interpreted and re-interpreted for a 
public audience in the 19

th
 and/or 20

th
 centuries. The focus of the project will be developed in discussion with 

the curatorial team at the start of the placement. Some areas of potential research are: 
 

 Publications produced to commemorate previous anniversaries 

 School and university text books 

 Published accounts and oral histories of indigenous people 

 Accounts of European settlers, missionaries, civil servants and traders 

 Newspaper and magazine stories 

 Publications of political parties and activist groups 

 Literary, musical and artistic works 
 

The placement student will be given an induction to the Library and receive training in using the Library’s 
catalogues and related information sources. 
 
The main output of the placement will be a bibliography of relevant sources that will be published on the 
Library’s website and can be drawn on by researchers exploring this topic. The placement student will also 
have the opportunity to contribute ideas and expertise to the exhibition programme and to present the 
findings of their research to the curatorial group responsible for the exhibition. They will write blogs for the 
British Library website and/or a short article for submission to the British Library Electronic Journal (or another 
academic publisher) to publicise the results of the research. 
 

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

This is an opportunity to develop expertise in bibliographical research and understanding of different types of 
primary sources. The student will be able to apply their research skills to a different mode of work, making a 
valuable contribution to the Library’s cultural engagement programme. They will develop particular research 
insights into the development and planning of major exhibitions and cultural events, as well as understanding 
how history is used in public debates and how it can influence contemporary policy and cultural identity.  
Working as part of a team, the placement student will also develop practical skills in managing library and 
archive collections. 
 



The student will be able to take ownership of the project and will gain valuable experience of project 
management, of engagement with different audiences and stakeholders, and of presenting research finding to 
a range of audiences, across a range of formats (at staff meetings, in blogs, and in bibliographies). The Library’s 
blog posts command an international and predominantly non-academic readership; contributing to these 
blogs will enable the student to publicise their work to thousands of readers and will hone their skills in writing 
for popular audiences. 
 

Required knowledge and skills 

We are looking for a PhD student undertaking research in a relevant field, or with a good knowledge of 
nineteenth and/or twentieth century history. The student should have experience of undertaking research 
using primary and secondary sources, good oral and written communication skills, and the ability to work as 
part of a team and to manage own work effectively within this. 
 

 

 


