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AHRC Collaborative Doctoral Award Studentship  

 

Decolonizing Collections: 

The Reception and Consumption of Classical Casts in Pedagogy in the British Empire 

 

 

Starting date: 1st October 2022 

Application Deadline: 5 pm on 25th May 2022 

Interviews will take place in the week of 6th June 2022. 

University College London (UCL), and the Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford, are pleased to 
announce the availability of a fully-funded four-year (full-time) / up to eight years (part-time) 
doctoral grant [from October 2022] under the AHRC’s Collaborative Doctoral Partnership Scheme. 

This project aims at providing for the first time an important and much-needed historical insight into 
the import, dissemination, and role of plaster casts from the antique, as teaching materials and 
means of faithful representations of absent classical works, in pedagogic collections and visual 
displays of the Indian subcontinent. This project is in partnership with the Ashmolean Museum and 
will include public engagement opportunities. 

This project will be jointly supervised by Professor Phiroze Vasunia, UCL, and Dr Milena Melfi, 
Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.  The second supervisor will be Dr Shailendra Bhandare of 
the Ashmolean Museum.  The student will be expected to spend time at both UCL and the 
Ashmolean Museum, as well as becoming part of the wider cohort of CDP funded students across 
the UK. 

UCL is committed to improving the representation, progression and success of minority ethnic 
students, who are currently underrepresented in UK doctoral education. The Department of Greek 
and Latin at UCL, and UCL in general, are committed to creating a supportive environment for Black 
and minority ethnic students. In addition, recent research has shown that fewer than 5% of the UK’s 
museum and heritage curators are of Black, Asian or minority ethnicity. Therefore, we would 
especially encourage people from UK Black and minority ethnic backgrounds to apply for this 
studentship and we will guarantee an interview to all applicants from UK Black and minority 
ethnic backgrounds who meet the essential eligibility criteria. 
 

Equality, Diversity & Inclusion in Greek and Latin: www.ucl.ac.uk/classics/equality-diversity-
inclusion-greek-latin  



AHRC report: ahrc.ukri.org/documents/project-reports-and-reviews/ahrc-funded-
collaborative-studentships-report  

For informal enquiries about the studentship, please get in touch with Professor Phiroze Vasunia 
(p.vasunia@ucl.ac.uk), who would be very glad to speak to prospective applicants by email, 
telephone, or Skype/Zoom. 

 

 

 

The Project 

This project aims at providing an important and much-needed historical insight into the import, 
dissemination and role of plaster casts from the antique, as teaching materials and means of faithful 
representations of absent classical works, in pedagogic collections and visual displays of the Indian 
sub-continent. No different to displaced or “stolen” artifacts in modern museums, casts of classical 
sculpture, when found in post-colonial environments, are inextricably connected to imperialism 
narratives: their use and display will illuminate the role of the diffusion of the Western ideal in art—
through the use of Greek and Roman sculptures—in the implementation of 19th and early 20th 
centuries colonial/imperial cultural policies.  

The project will be based in the Cast Gallery at the Ashmolean Museum, one of the finest and best 
preserved in the United Kingdom, and one that is fully grounded in both the teaching culture and 
collecting practice that determined the set of casts to be sent abroad in the 19th century. It will 
benefit from the interdisciplinary supervision a world expert in the reception of Classical culture in 
India and from the partnership with the collection of casts in the Faculty of Visual Arts of the 
University of Performing and Visual Arts at Colombo (Sri Lanka). It will ultimately have a major 
impact on initiatives in decolonization of both the Ashmolean’s collections and the Classics 
curriculum, and insert an often-neglected category of museum objects into current international 
debates on colonialism, imperialism and nationalism. 

After a period of relative neglect, in the last forty years plaster cast collections have become 
increasingly central in scholarly research and museum practices, although divided into two opposite 
trends. The first involves their rejection as valueless copies, following the 20th century veneration of 
the original. The second addresses renewed interests in such collections—from their role as teaching 
materials and means of faithful representations of absent works, to a broader recognition of the 
appeal of casts when displayed. What emerges, however, is the fundamentally Western (and mostly 
European) perspective of these studies and the continuing dependence of casts on the Greek and 
Roman originals they derive from. This project proposes for the first time to investigate the role of 
plaster casts from the antique per se, as objects in their own right—in their functions as means of 
dissemination and consequent reception of Classical culture—in a fundamentally non-European 
environment subject to colonial/imperial pressures.  

By contextualising casts within the emergence and dominance of the Western ideal of classical art in 
Indian collections in parallel with the diffusion of cast collections in the West, this category of object 
will be used for the first time to identify actions that can be taken to decolonise both the museum’s 
collections and the curriculum in the study of Classical Art and Archaeology.  

 



Research questions and themes include: 

• The geo-politics of cast acquisition. How did the connection work and who was involved? 
What was the ‘colonial’ basis for the deployment of casts in pedagogy related to art? Did 
this follow the contemporary advance of study and archaeological discoveries in the UK and 
Europe? Or did it just reflect the standard provision for the study of ancient art?  
 

• The cultural aims of the insertion of casts from Classical antiquity in the study and practice 
of art in the Indian subcontinent. The late 19th century saw the dominance of a ‘colonially-
minded’ approach to train students in Western idioms of art. Art schools were established in 
key imperial cities like Bombay (Mumbai), Colombo, Rangoon, Calcutta (Kolkata), to train 
students to move away from the traditional practice in ‘industrial art’ and to inculcate in 
them the training and practice of ‘high’ European style. Many of these schools imported 
Classical casts from Britain as training and pedagogical aids. Were casts used to prompt a 
fundamental change Indian art? G. C. M. Birdwood, the Keeper of Indian Art at the South 
Kensington Museum, now the V&A, famously declared that there was “no fine art in India”. 
The role played by casts of Greek and Roman sculptures in reforming art education has not 
yet been adequately researched.  
 

• Both the contemporary and the long-term effects of the introduction of Greek and Roman 
iconographies through casts in 19th-century Indian art/visual culture. With an emphasis on 
Western realism in teaching, the art school trajectories of modern Indian sculpture also 
went in the same direction. A classic example of this is the sculpture ‘To the Temple’, by 
Ganpat Krishnaji Mhatre, created in 1896 and considered a landmark artwork by ardent 
colonial critics like Birdwood. How did casts of Classical sculpture contribute to the 
introduction of this realism? 
 

• The reception of and reaction to the presence of casts of Greek and Roman sculptures in 
Indian collections following the end of the colonial status, also in view of the general decline 
in the reputation of plaster casts that eventually ended in entire collections being dispersed 
and discarded, if not actively demolished—this phenomenon of rejection of the culture 
behind casts from the antique is the subject of recent debates (e.g. the series of conferences 
‘Destroy the copy’ held at Cornell University, in 2010, and at the Freie Universität Berlin, in 
2016). 

 

Details of Award 

Studentships funded under the third Collaborative Doctoral Partnership call (CDP3) will receive four 
years of funding. The four-year duration is to enable students to undertake development activities 
as part of their doctoral study. Three years and six to nine months is for the doctoral research (42-45 
months); three to six months is for professional development opportunities (‘Student Development 
Activity’). 

All UKRI studentships are open to international students and all funded students will receive a full 
stipend for living expenses and fees paid at the ‘Home’ (UK-resident) level. However, international 
students will be required to contribute the difference between the Home and International fees.  

The award pays tuition fees up to the value of the full-time UKRI rate for PhD degrees. Research 
Councils UK Indicative Fee Level for 2022/23 is £4,596.   



The award pays full maintenance stipend for all students. The National Minimum Doctoral Stipend 
for 2022/23 is £16,062, plus London Weighting of £2,000/year. 

Further details can be found on the UKRI website: www.ukri.org/skills/funding-for-research-training 

The studentship holder will be eligible to receive an additional travel and related expenses grant 
during the course of the project, courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford, worth up 
to £2,000 per year for up to four years. 

The project can be undertaken on a full-time or part-time basis.  

 

Eligibility 

• Any prospective doctoral student wishing to study at a UK research organisation, including 
international students, can apply for a UKRI studentship. All UKRI-funded doctoral students 
will be eligible for the full award – both the stipend to support living costs, and fees at the 
UK research organisation rate. International students will have to fund the difference 
between the Home and International fee levels.  (For new postgraduate research students 
starting in the 2021 academic year, the fee is £22,230 for full-time international students 
and £11,190 for part-time international students for the academic year 2021 to 2022.  The 
fees in subsequent years may increase to reflect UCL's increased costs in delivering the 
programme, such as operational costs, market forces and inflation. Any increase in fees will 
not exceed 5% per year.) 
 

• We are looking for an excellent, highly promising and appropriately qualified student who 
will embrace the opportunity to bring together academic research in museum studies with 
experience and training in a leading UK cultural organisation. 
 

• Applicants should ideally have or expect to receive a relevant Masters-level qualification, or 
be able to demonstrate equivalent experience in a professional setting. Suitable disciplines 
are flexible, but might include Classics, Ancient History, Archaeology, Anthropology, Art 
History, History, Geography, or Conservation Science.  The student should have some 
experience in conducting independent research, especially using archival materials. This will 
be developed through supervisions at the HEI.  The student will be expected to have some 
familiarity with studies in material culture or visual culture.  The student must be computer-
literate and able to use word processing software. 
 

• The AHRC also recognises that research students approach a doctorate from various 
different routes, and that not all research students complete a research preparation 
master’s-level degree first. Doctoral applicants who have not completed a research 
preparation master’s-level degree are therefore eligible to apply for AHRC funding providing 
they can demonstrate that they have equivalent experience that has prepared them for 
doctoral research and provided that UCL allows.1 
 

• Applicants must be able to demonstrate an interest in the museum sector and potential and 
enthusiasm for developing skills more widely in related areas. 

 
1 See Section 3.5.2. of the Research Training Framework Guide (Winter 2011): 
ahrc.ukri.org/documents/guides/research-training-framework-guide  



 
• As this is a collaborative award, students will be expected to spend time at both UCL and the 

Ashmolean Museum. 
 

NB. All applicants must meet the AHRC’s academic criteria and residency requirements. See:  

www.ukri.org/funding/information-for-award-holders/grant-terms-and-conditions 

Further information 

For informal enquiries relating to the doctoral training grant, please contact Professor Phiroze 
Vasunia, p.vasunia@ucl.ac.uk.  Questions regarding the application process should be addressed to 
Robbie Macaulay, robbie.macaulay@ucl.ac.uk.  Questions relating to the CDP programme within 
Oxford University’s Gardens, Libraries and Museums can be sent to 
harriet.warburton@glam.ox.ac.uk  

 

How to apply 

All application documents should be sent to Robbie Macaulay at robbie.macaulay@ucl.ac.uk.  Your 
referees need to e-mail their references to Robbie Macaulay at robbie.macaulay@ucl.ac.uk directly. 

The successful candidate will be eligible to participate in CDP Cohort Development events. 

The application should also include: 

1. Your Curriculum Vitae. 
2. A covering letter including a statement confirming your eligibility for this fellowship.  
3. Please indicate your ethnic background in your covering letter if you wish to be considered 

for the guaranteed interview scheme (UK applicants only): 
a. Asian or Asian British 
b. Black, African, Caribbean or Black British 
c. Mixed or Multiple ethnic groups 
d. White or White British 
e. Other ethnic group 

4. A research proposal of no more than 1,000 words. This should identify how your current 
academic interests relate to the doctoral project and explain your reasons for wishing to 
undertake this research. The research proposal should also indicate critical contexts for the 
project. It can also outline how you might wish to refine the project so as to meet specific 
research aims of your own. 

5. Transcripts of relevant studies and – where appropriate – a letter from your course 
coordinator predicting your expected degree result (for those who still have to complete 
their current Master’s-level programme). If you have difficulties obtaining an official 
transcript, a download or screenshot from a student portal will be acceptable for your 
application. We will need to receive an official transcript (hard copy or secure electronic 
copy) before we can confirm your place; and 

6. Two confidential reference letters e-mailed directly by the referees to Robbie Macaulay at 
robbie.macaulay@ucl.ac.uk directly.  

 



The successful candidate, after selection, will be required to make a formal application to UCL 
and submit its online graduate admissions form. 

 

Submission of application 

All application documents should be sent to Robbie Macaulay at robbie.macaulay@ucl.ac.uk.  Your 
referees need to e-mail their references to Robbie Macaulay at robbie.macaulay@ucl.ac.uk directly. 

Closing date for applications: 5 pm on 25th May 2022 

Interview date: week of 6th June 2022 

Only complete applications received, with both references, by the deadline, can be considered. 

The successful candidate will be eligible to participate in CDP Cohort Development events.  All new 
CDP students will be expected to attend the CDP Student Launch Event in September 2022.  

Since a substantial part of the research will be based in the Ashmolean Museum, the student will be 
initially required to attend a new starter induction as part of its H&S commitments, and training 
sessions on the Collection Management System (CMS) and Digital Asset Management System 
(DAMS) of the Museum. Further instructions on the collection of casts, the archives and records 
relating to it, its different repositories and the workings of the Ashmolean will be provided directly by 
the joint supervisor. 

 

 

Statement on the use of Positive Action  

Positive action describes special measures aimed at alleviating disadvantage or under- representation 
experienced by those with a protected characteristic under the Equality Act 2010. Sections 158–159 
of the Act allow the use of positive action in certain circumstances: To lessen disadvantage for those 
sharing a protected characteristic, meet particular needs and reduce under-representation in particular 
activities. Any such measures are to be a proportionate way of achieving a relevant aim.  

The forms of positive action allowed under the Equality Act (2010):  

• General positive action, for example, reserving places for a protected group on training 
courses or providing mentoring to increase representation at senior levels  

• Positive action specifically relating to recruitment and promotion, also known as the ‘tie-
break provision’  

• The availability of scholarships and bursaries to students sharing a protected characteristic  

• in relation to disabled people  

Therefore, where UCL reasonably thinks those sharing a protected characteristic experience a 
disadvantage connected to that characteristic; and may have needs that are different from the needs of 
persons who do not share it; or participation in an activity is disproportionately low the use of positive 
action initiatives is considered. UCL will ensure appropriate procedures to allow continuous review 



for the impact of and need for its actions, to ensure these actions continue to fall within the scope of 
positive action.  

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/human- resources/learning-development/career- support-opportunities/race-
equity-projects 

 


