
 

UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD       
FACULTY OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE 
AND THE GEFFRYE MUSEUM OF THE HOME 
 
English Collaborative Doctoral Award (AHRC funded): ‘At home with books: the role and 

history of reading in domestic contexts in the long eighteenth century.’ 

 

Applicants are sought for a three year, fully funded studentship to work towards a DPhil 

(PhD) in the Faculty of English, University of Oxford on the AHRC project ‘At home with 

books: the role and history of reading in domestic contexts in the long eighteenth century.’ 

This collaborative doctoral award (CDA) will be supervised jointly by Dr Abigail Williams, 

of the University of Oxford, and Ms Hannah Fleming, Curatorial Department, and a member 

of the Learning and Engagement Department, of the Geffrye Museum, in East London, 

which is a leading centre for the study of home, with a focus on middle class urban homes 

over 400 years. 

 

The studentship will commence in October 2014 and is open to UK nationals, or EU 

nationals who have resided in the UK for 3 years or more. The successful applicant will 

normally have achieved a Master’s degree with distinction (or equivalent) in literary 

studies or history, or will have done so by October 2014. It would be an advantage to have 

a solid grounding in the literature or history of the seventeenth and eighteenth century. 

 

The Project 

The project builds on existing collaborative work between Dr Abigail Williams and Hannah 

Fleming, which has focussed on reading within the home, and the ways in which domestic 

contexts can inform the history of reading and literacy. It offers an innovative approach to 

the burgeoning scholarly field of the History of the Book, exploring how and where reading 

happened in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, and how new attention to the 

domestic and social contexts of reading can inform the study of books and the book trade in 

this period. It will draw on transcribed copies of probate inventories held by the Geffrye to 

identify particular kinds of books read in the homes of the urban middling sorts, and use 

these records alongside other archival material including letters, diaries and records of 

book groups. By situating these reading practices within the material context of the home, 

the project will offer new insights into the intellectual and social culture of historical 

households, and the developing role of literacy within the home. It will not only shape 

academic debate, but also inform the ways in which the permanent galleries, collections 

and learning resources at the Geffrye represent the relationships between home and 

reading in London during this period.  

 

Both institutions have ongoing interdisciplinary seminars and research clusters in this area 

– at the Geffrye through Centre for Studies of Home, a partnership with Queen Mary, 

University of London and the Subject Specialist Network (SSN) ‘Histories of Home’. Within 

the Humanities Division in Oxford there is 'InHabit', a research network which focuses on 

the relationships between people, objects and texts within domestic space, along with a 

longstanding faculty research seminar on eighteenth-century literature and culture. The 



 

student will be encouraged to participate in these networks and present at the seminars 

and research in progress days they organise.     

 

Nature and Scope of the DPhil  

This project will model a new way of bringing together museum and academic expertise, to 

speak to a range of audiences. It will provoke debate about the role of books in homes, in 

families, and in museums. It will explore the ways rare books may be made to speak to 

modern audiences. Whilst the precise area of study will depend on the individual research 

student, it will address some of the following research questions: 

 

1. People What kinds of books did households own or have access to? How did they read 

them? Can we discern different patterns of reading activity within a single home – 

performative, devotional, educational, intimate? Who read, and who was read to? Where 

did servants fit into all this? How important was the domestic ownership of books to access 

to literacy? How does this story fit with current educational policies to embed literacy and 

reading within home settings? 

 

2. Homes How do books fit into household culture? How important was the home as a site 

of education, improvement and entertainment? Was this different for men and women? 

Does the study of books offer a different way of understanding how homes and their 

inhabitants functioned? How do we use the evidence of inventories and book catalogues 

alongside other evidence of household practices, found in diaries and letters? 

 

3. Books Do inventories and book catalogues tell us the whole story? What kinds of books 

are not recorded, and how might an awareness of this lost evidence reshape our sense of 

the literary past? Does an emphasis on the material and social contexts of reading change 

the way we see books? Do the kinds of books recorded in homes change over time? Can we 

trace the expansion of reading and the book market in the records of actual homes? 

 

The methodology will involve the analysis of the range of primary sources outlined above: 

probate inventories, letters, diaries, household catalogues, which may be used to map out 

both individual case studies of readers and homes, and studies of the evidence of particular 

types of books and the groups that had access to them. The student will be trained and 

encouraged to analyse the documentary evidence both quantitatively and qualitatively, so 

that it will be possible to represent the findings of this study both as a descriptive 

bibliography of the records of books found in urban households, and as a study of the ways 

in which literary and domestic culture are linked through ideas, practices, and material 

objects. The student will also be encouraged to share their academic research through 

public engagement, feeding into the development of the  Geffrye’s collections, galleries, 

interpretation and learning programmes. There are also opportunities to share the 

research findings with a wider regional audience through Oxford ASPIRE, the Arts Council 

Funded Major Partnership Museum consortium of Oxford University Museums and 

Oxfordshire County Museums. 

 

 



 

Supervision arrangements 

The student will be jointly supervised by Dr Abigail Williams, Oxford, Ms Hannah Fleming, 

Curatorial Department and a member of the Learning and Engagement Department, of the 

Geffrye Museum. The supervisory team will meet at the beginning and end of each term 

with the student to discuss progress and identify opportunities and solve any problems 

raised especially during the first two years of the doctorate and monthly during term and 

vacation time. Before the beginning of the first term in year 1, the student will meet with 

both supervisors to discuss the parameters of this CDA and the modalities of supervision 

and work. 

 

In Oxford, the student will have access to the Bodleian Libraries, with their superb 

specialist collections.  The Humanities Division, and the English Faculty offer extensive 

research and teaching training programmes, taking students through from research 

methods, to job interviews, public engagement, and applying for research grants.   The 

student will be encouraged to take courses throughout their period of study.   Oxford offers 

a wealth of relevant research seminar series which run throughout the year, in addition to 

numerous interdisciplinary series, and conferences.  The student will be encouraged to 

take advantage of these academic offerings, but also to gain professional training through 

working with the supervisors in various public engagement activities. 

 

The studentship will be held at St Peter’s College, one of the 38 constituent colleges of the 

University of Oxford. St Peter’s College has a lively graduate community with around 120 

postgraduate students undertaking both taught and research courses. The College provides 

both an academic and social focus for students with a variety of events being held each 

year.  As part of this studentship the successful applicant will assist with the undergraduate 

admissions process at St Peter’s.  

 

Further Information 

If you would like to discuss this informally, please contact Dr Abigail Williams 

at: abigail.williams@ell.ox.ac.uk or Hannah Fleming at: hfleming@geffrye-museum.org.uk. 

 

If you would like discuss the application process please contact the Oxford English 

Graduate Office at: graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk. Details on how to apply may be found on 

the next page.  

 
You may like to view the following sites: 
 
Geffrye Museum   
 
Oxford inHabit Research Network 
 
Centre for Studies of Home 
 
Histories of Home Subject Specialist Network  

mailto:abigail.williams@ell.ox.ac.u
mailto:graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk
http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/
http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/
http://www.torch.ox.ac.uk/inhabit
http://www.studiesofhome.qmul.ac.uk/
http://historiesofhomessn.wordpress.com/


 

TO APPLY 
 
Applicants must apply by Friday 18 April 2014 using the graduate application form 
available at: 
http://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/postgraduate_courses/index.html 
 
Completing the form: 
 

 The Programme of Study is RESEARCH | 000592 | DPhil English 
 The College associated with the studentship is St Peter’s College 
 You must clearly state ENGL AHWB Studentship for the Departmental Studentship 

Applications reference on page 6 of the application form. 
 
*Please note that Oxford graduate applications normally involve a fee of £50. Please contact 
the central admissions team at: graduate.admission@admin.ox.ac.uk in order to receive a 
reference code to waive this fee.  
 
Applications must include: 

 3 academic references 
 Relevant transcripts (for both undergraduate and graduate programmes) 
 Either two pieces of work of 2,000 words apiece, or a single piece of 4,000 words 

(please note that it is stated in the Graduate Admissions application guide that you 
should submit 2 pieces of 2,000 words, however the Faculty of English accept a 
single piece of 4,000 words and staff at the Admissions Office are aware of this). 

 CV 
 Research Proposal of 2-3 pages - this should outline your academic interests and  

prior research experience, along with any further research training that would be 
required to complete the project. It should also include a statement of how your 
experience and current skills would contribute to the project’s successful 
completion. 

Further information on the graduate admissions criteria may be found at: 
http://www.english.ox.ac.uk/prospective-graduates/admission/selection-criteria  
 
At the time of your application, please also e-mail graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk to inform 
us that you have submitted an application for the above studentship. 
 
Closing date: Friday, 18 April 2014. 
 
Interviews of short-listed candidates will be conducted in April or May 2014.  
 
Applications submitted for the DPhil English programme: 
If you have already applied to the DPhil in English programme, you do not need to submit a 
second full application in order to apply for the At Home With Books Studentship. If you 
wish to be considered for the Studentship, please register your interest by contacting 
graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk and also attach a revised research proposal relevant to the 
Studentship.  Applications for the Studentship will be considered separately.  
 
If you have any queries about the application process, please contact: 
graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk   

http://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/postgraduate_courses/index.html
https://apply.embark.com/grad/Oxford/15/fieldchooser.asp?FID=2137803771&SEARCHTEXT=english
mailto:graduate.admission@admin.ox.ac.uk
http://www.english.ox.ac.uk/prospective-graduates/admission/selection-criteria
mailto:graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk
mailto:graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk
mailto:graduate.studies@ell.ox.ac.uk


 

TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF THE STUDENTSHIP 
 
You cannot hold this award in conjunction with any other significant studentship (eg. 
an AHRC award). If you are offered and wish to accept an alternative award, you 
must let us know as soon as possible.  
 
The award is subject to your continued enrolment and satisfactory progress on the 
course. 
 
Applicants will be admitted as Probationary Research Students and will be subject to 
the standard procedures and arrangements for transfer to D.Phil. status. If they are 
unsuccessful in transferring to D.Phil. status as laid down in the Examination 
Regulations, the studentship funding will cease. 
 
The maintenance grant will be paid in three termly installments (each year) direct to 
the recipient’s bank account, at the beginning of each academic term. It is the 
recipient’s responsibility to ensure that the Faculty has up to date account details for 
payment. 
 
All data supplied by applicants will be used only for the purposes of determining their 
suitability for the post, and will be held in accordance with the principles of the Data 
Protection Act 1998 and the University's Data Protection Policy. 


