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‘Hans Sloane’s Books: an early Enlightenment library and its 
material relationships’ 
 
The project 
 
Collections of the past are ideal entities, gatherings of items that have no real 
existence outside their historical moment, or adrift from the management of 
the collector; they illustrate, Michael Hunter has observed, ‘networks rather 
than individual deposits.’ This idea informs the doctoral project on Hans 
Sloane’s library, which was part of  the ‘super-collection’ consisting of many 
collections: Sloane’s books, manuscripts, specimens, and pictures, all 
gathered, catalogued, and housed deliberately; scientific articles and letters 
that he archived (so to speak) in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society; and his own correspondence, collected but not a deliberately planned 
entity.  
 
The patterns of early-modern scholarly and natural-historical collecting that 
informed Sloane’s practice are exemplified by the museum or cabinet of 
curiosities, assemblages that rarely distinguished between collected books and 
collected specimens and objects. Although what remains of Sloane’s library is 
housed in the British Library, separated from the materials in the British 
Museum and the Natural History Musuem, it was not discrete within his super-
collection, nor should it be artificially contained within the virtual collection 
that survives, consisting of the collection’s dispersed remains and his own 
catalogues of what is now lost. Thus, Sloane is the ‘author’ of  a super-
collection that did exist, was not virtual but real and material, and yet is now 
no longer so. Its interrelations, if they can be established, help us specifically 
to understand the nature of his library. Instead of disjoining the books from the 
rest of his holdings, this project regroups and convenes his diversity much as 
he himself convened the world’s specimens and its dispersed knowledge by 
attaching his knowledge of certain printed works to his collecting practice. 
Much as a collection of letters artificially harmonises scattered and mixed 
elements as a contrived narrative, so Sloane’s books offer anchoring elements 
– received and convened knowledge confided to print and thus in some 
respects stable – for the far more random, varied, perishable, unstable, and 
unreliable elements of the collections that ratify or disprove the apparent 
stability of print.  
 
The doctoral project, which is based in the Department of English at Queen 
Mary and will be assessed according to the standards of the discipline of 
English literary scholarship (which includes, of course, the study of the 
material book), will study Sloane’s books as literary and material artefacts in 
conjunction with surviving elements and records of his wider non-bibliographic 



collections. The precise frame and focus of the doctoral dissertation is not pre-
determined beyond that remit, and the successful applicant will be expected 
to develop, in consultation with the supervisors, a scheme of research that 
fulfils that remit; and to produce a piece of work that is original, illuminates 
this important but understudied collection, and contributes to existing and 
ongoing scholarship in the field of early-Enlightenment collecting and its 
literature.  
 
Supervision and training 
 
The holder of the studentship will be registered as a doctoral candidate in the 
Department of English at Queen Mary, and will fulfill all the requirements of 
the PhD degree there under the supervision of Prof Claire Preston (Professor of 
Renaissance Literature). As well as the usual supervision arrangements, the 
student will be trained in archival studies, will belong to the Post-Graduate 
Research Seminar and to the Centre for Early-Modern Mapping, News, and 
Networks (CEMMNN.net). The student will be co-supervised by Dr Karen 
Limper-Herz (Lead Curator, Incunabula and Sixteenth Century Printed Books), 
and will additionally participate in a specially designed induction programme 
for new CDP students in autumn 2017 at the BL.  This will be augmented by 
student-specific training needs relating directly to this project. The student  
will have on-site supervision on the bibliographical study of Sloane’s books, 
and project-related training at the BL in concert with the Sloane Printed Books 
Catalogue Project (SPBCP) team, designed to be of particular value in the early 
stages of the student’s research.  The student may contribute to some public-
facing digital outputs – for instance, to the BL’s ‘Untold Lives’ blog – and 
collaborate with BL digital curators on interrogating and exploiting the SPBCP 
dataset.  
 
The Studentship 
 
The studentship begins in September 2017 and lasts for three years with the 
option of an extra 6 months (until September 2020 or March 2021), by which 
point the dissertation will have been submitted to Queen Mary. The British 
Library will provide research-related expenses of up to £1,000 p.a (against 
receipts, and in addition to the normal research expenses element of an AHRC 
stduentship), including, but not limited to, travel between Queen Mary and the 
British Library, to other libraries that hold books, to museums containing other 
parts of his collection, and to project-related conferences.  The Library will 
also provide a package of ‘in-kind’ benefits equal to expenditure of £39,762 
over the life of the project, including the training listed above, and the Digital 
Scholarship programme. The student will also have access to other Library-
wide training courses for free.  
 
Eligibility 
 
Eligible candidates will be UK or EU nationals* with very strong academic 
records; they will normally have a Masters degree or equivalent post-graduate 



qualification, passed at first-class level. Although there is no preferred area of 
prior study, those with backgrounds in bibliography, book history, the material 
book, the history of science and medicine, early-modern scientific literary 
writing, intellectual exchange networks, the history of collections, library and 
information sciences, and digital humanities will be especially well-prepared. 
 
*EU nationals must have been resident in the UK for three years prior to the 
commencement of the studentship in order to be eligible. 
 
 
Application 
 
Applications are to be made via the normal Queen Mary online application site 
[http://www.qmul.ac.uk/postgraduate/research/applyresearchdegrees/index.html
]; all candidates intending to submit applications must also contact Professor 
Jerry Brotton (j.r.brotton@qmul.ac.uk), Director of Doctoral Programmes, 
Department of English and Drama (Queen Mary) ahead of submission of the 
application.  
 
The deadline for application is 8 January 2017 by 5pm. Applications received 
after this date cannot be considered. It is the responsibility of applicants to 
ensure that their referees write by that date. Interviews will be held in late 
January. 
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