
           

 
Samuel Johnson, Life Writing, and Lichfield Literary Culture, 1775-1835 
  
AHRC-funded PhD Studentship at Keele University in collaboration with the 
Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum 
 
Applications are invited for an AHRC-funded PhD in English Literature, supervised 
collaboratively by Keele University, the University of Liverpool, and the Samuel Johnson 
Birthplace Museum in Lichfield: ‘Samuel Johnson, Life Writing, and Lichfield Literary Culture, 
1775-1835’. This is offered under the AHRC Collaborative Doctoral Award programme. The 
student will be supervised by Dr Nicholas Seager (Keele), Professor Mark Towsey (Liverpool), 
and Ms Joanne Wilson (Johnson Birthplace). This full-time studentship, which is funded for 
three years at standard AHRC rates, will begin on 1 September 2020. It is especially suitable for 
students with a background in eighteenth- or nineteenth-century studies, whether or not they 
have worked directly on the topic of the project. 
 
The Project 
 
From 1775-1835, life writing underwent monumental changes, completing a shift away from the 
‘exemplary’ models of biography that dominated earlier periods to new modes interested in the 
interior psychological, moral, and creative lives of individuals. Samuel Johnson was a major 
theorist and practitioner of biography, as well as the subject of the period’s most famous 
biography, Boswell’s Life of Johnson. Johnson’s direct and indirect influence on his 
contemporaries, including those based in or associated with his native Lichfield, was an impetus 
for experimentation in biographical genres. The project re-examines late Georgian literary 
culture by offering the student the chance to re-evaluate the group centred in Lichfield. It will 
provide the student with privileged access to an under-examined collection of manuscripts and 
printed books, rigorous training in archival and curatorial work, and public engagement 
opportunities through the Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum. 
 
In the period covered, authors adopted various approaches to constructing lives, including ‘Life 
and Times’ biographies, anecdotal memoirs, and editions of correspondence. There were 
competing motives for and approaches to recapturing a life, ranging from honouring a legacy to 
denouncing an enemy. Important works of life writing stemming from the Lichfield set, besides 
those by and about Johnson, include Anna Seward’s Memoirs of Dr. Darwin, Walter Scott’s 
edition of Seward’s correspondence, and The Memoir of R.L. Edgeworth, begun by Richard 
Lovell and completed after his death by his daughter, Maria. The project will explore how these 
works and networks helped to transform biographical genres, attitudes to literary legacies, and 
textual editing in the period, drawing on unique sources held at the Birthplace Museum. 
 
The student will: 

• produce a doctorate reassessing experiments in life writing in late Georgian Britain, 
focused on the Lichfield literary circle; 

• collaborate with the Johnson Birthplace Museum to enhance collection records and 
create content for an in-house exhibition; 

• deliver an educational event, using their research findings, for sixth-form students. 
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During the project, the student will develop a range of transferable skills – in public 
engagement, database management, and curation – equipping them for a career in academia, 
the museum/heritage sector, or a germane profession. 
 
The Studentship 
 
The studentship is awarded subject to AHRC eligibility criteria and covers tuition fees for all 
three years and a grant (stipend) towards living expenses. The national minimum doctoral 
stipend for 2020/21 has been set by Research Councils UK as £15,009 per annum for 
Collaborative Doctoral Students. For more information visit: 
http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/skills/phdstudents/fundingandtraining.  
 
Students are also eligible to draw additional funding from a Student Development Fund to 
support the cost of training, research trips, conferences, and other development opportunities 
that will benefit the student’s doctoral research and future career development.  
 
How to Apply 
 
Applicants should have a good undergraduate degree in English or a relevant discipline, such 
as History, and will need to satisfy AHRC eligibility requirements including Masters-level 
advanced research training or equivalent. 
 
Applicants must be a resident of the UK or European Economic Area (EEA). In general, full 
studentships are available to students who are settled in the UK and have been ordinarily 
resident for a period of at least three years before the start of postgraduate studies. Fees-only 
awards are generally available to EU nationals resident in the EEA. International applicants are 
normally not eligible to apply for this studentship. 
 
For information or informal enquiries about the studentship, please contact Dr Nicholas Seager 
(n.p.seager@keele.ac.uk).  Enquiries about the application process should be directed to Helen 
Farrell (socialsciences.phd@keele.ac.uk).    
 
Applicants should apply via the Keele University online application system (select ‘Apply for a 
PhD’ in the upper right hand corner of the page), and include the following: 

• a curriculum vitae (no more than 2 pages); 
• a sample of writing (3-5,000 words); 
• a letter (one page) outlining their interest in and qualification for the studentship; 
• transcripts of undergraduate and Masters qualifications; 
• two academic references, which the candidate should request the referee to send. 
 

Applications must be received no later than 5pm on Friday 31st January 2020 
 
Please note it is the responsibility of applicants to request references from their referees and 
ensure that they have been received by the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences by this 
deadline. All documents should be submitted in either a MS Word or PDF format.  
 
Interview date: Thursday 13th February 2020. 
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