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Advocating Research at the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust 
 
Ella Hawkins, Research Advocate, Shakespeare Birthplace Trust 
 
 
Where did the project come from? 
 
I am a PhD student at the Shakespeare Institute, University of Birmingham. The Shakespeare 
Birthplace Trust (SBT) is partnered with my PhD funding body – the Midlands3Cities Arts and 
Humanities Research Council Doctoral Training Partnership (M3C). Paul Edmondson, Head of 
Research and Knowledge at the SBT, designed a placement opportunity that any current M3C 
student could apply for. Titled ‘Research Advocate’, the role involved collaborating with the SBT to 
promote research opportunities across the Trust’s Library, Archive, and Museum Collections. The 
student would follow their own research interests while exploring the contents of these Collections, 
and share their findings on a variety of platforms. 
 
 
What did you do? 
 
I was a Research Advocate at the SBT for six months. I spent one day per week working in the 
Trust’s Reading Room and strongrooms, and produced a number of research outputs as well as 
making significant progress on my own PhD project. My research looks at how Elizabethan and 
Jacobean (or ‘Jacobethan’) aesthetics have been incorporated into 21st-century stage and costume 
design for Shakespeare and his contemporaries. I devoted my placement days to researching how 
this approach to design evolved between the 16th and 20th centuries, using the SBT’s rich collection of 
illustrations, costume/set designs, photographs, and other historical theatre paraphernalia to trace its 
origins and development. I met with Paul Edmondson weekly to discuss my progress.  
 

 
Fig. 1. A selection of images shared on my personal Instagram account during the placement period.  
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Social media 
Throughout the placement period, I regularly shared images and information from the SBT archives 
online. I took photographs of my favourite findings (embroidered books, small books, large books, 
interesting illustrations, striking costume designs, etc.) and posted them on my personal Instagram 
account using relevant hashtags (#bookstagram, #lovebooks, #booklover, #museum; see fig. 1 for 
examples of the images shared on this platform). Other images were shared on my personal Twitter 
account: paired with short captions, I posted several photographs of interesting/amusing illustrations, 
photographs, and designs that I felt may be of interest to my (primarily academic) followers (see fig. 2 
for examples). These tweets were often retweeted by the official Shakespeare Birthplace Trust 
account to extend their reach.  
 

 
Fig. 2. Two tweets published on my personal Twitter account during the placement period. 
 
Additionally, I created several YouTube videos that gave a more in-depth insight into items in the SBT 
Collections. One video involved the use of several items to give an overview of developments in 
illustration for Shakespeare, another focused on a single illustrated edition of Julius Caesar, and a 
third introduced several of the more aesthetically-pleasing books in the Collections. Each video was 
intended to appeal to the ‘Booktube’ community (a large online community made up of individuals with 
a shared interest in books). I filmed the video content in one of the SBT’s strongrooms using the 
organisation’s DSLR camera and tripod, edited the material using iMovie, and published the 
 

 
Fig. 3. Screenshots of two of the three videos I created during the placement period. 
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completed videos on the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust’s official YouTube account under the series 
title ‘The Shakespeare Vaults’ (see fig. 3 and links to research outputs below). 
 
Blog posts 
Many of my findings in the SBT Collections were documented and publicised via a series of blog 
posts. Some of these blog posts were intended for an academic/general interest audience, and were 
published on the SBT’s Blogging Shakespeare website. Each article used items in the Collections to 
give insight into an element of theatre history (e.g. the day-to-day activities of prominent 19th-century 
actor-manager Henry Irving and actress Ellen Terry; see outputs links below). Additionally, I published 
three blog posts on my personal blog that provided details of my placement experiences. These posts 
similarly publicised items within the Collections, but did so with a more conversational tone. 
 
Research conversations 
Towards the end of the placement, I gave a 30-minute presentation about my research at the 
Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. I used items from the Collection as part of the presentation and spoke 
to a general audience.  
 
 
What was the outcome? 
 
The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust and I both benefitted from the placement arrangement. I made 
significant progress on an area of my PhD research as a result of having regular and extended 
access to archival materials, and I increased my online presence as a researcher. As well as having 
access to additional outlets for the dissemination of my research, I gained useful experience in 
adapting my presentation style for different channels of communication. The SBT similarly had an 
increased online presence during the placement period – particularly through Instagram, YouTube, 
and Blogging Shakespeare – and aspects of the Collections were introduced to new audiences. I was 
also able to use my research findings to improve the labelling of items in the SBT Collections and to 
provide additional information about items’ provenance/significance. 
 
 
What are the next steps? 
 
The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust is continuing to offer Research Advocacy placements to M3C 
students. A second student has now completed a placement with the SBT in a comparable role, and 
additional students will be able to collaborate with the Trust in this way in the future. A similar model 
could also be adopted on a wider scale. 
 
 
Sample research outputs 
 
Blog posts 

• Solving Mysteries in the SBT Archives: Ethel Webling and Herbert Beerbohm Tree 
o http://bloggingshakespeare.com/the-mystery-of 

• 19th-Century Superstardom: Six Months in the Life of Sir Henry Irving and Dame Ellen Terry 
o https://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare/blogs/19th-century-

superstardom-six-months-life-sir-henry-irving-and-dame-ellen-terry/ 
• SBT Placement: Best Bits 

o https://ellahawkins.wordpress.com/2017/08/09/sbt-placement-best-bits/ 
 
YouTube videos 

• Shakespeare & Illustration | The Shakespeare Vaults 
o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s5k2LrtwARo 

• Julius Caesar, Ethel Webling, & Herbert Beerbohm Tree | The Shakespeare Vaults 
o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QNBuImo3CY0&t=1s 

• The Prettiest Books in the Vaults | The Shakespeare Vaults 
o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0yWBeKSXvNE&t=24s 

 
Hawkins’s PhD research and this placement are generously funded by Midlands3Cities AHRC DTP. 


