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Preface

This is a book about the nineteenth-century press but it is also a book
about digital culture. Like many scholars in the humanities, I was rarely
exposed to digital scholarship over the course of my training. I might
have increasingly relied on email over the course of my undergraduate and postgraduate studies, accessed a number of journals online and,
for my doctoral research, used a range of digital indices to search for
and locate material, but my knowledge of the digital remained cursory
and functional. I am from a generation that grew up with computers. The ﬁrst in my household was the popular Apple II, a model that
was launched the year I was born. I am, I suppose, a digital native
and have witnessed the growth of personal computing ﬁrst hand. Yet
it was not until my position as postdoctoral research assistant on a digital project, the Nineteenth-Century Serials Edition (ncse), that I really
engaged with the digital as a ﬁeld of study in its own right. I was
fortunate to be able to work closely with colleagues at the Centre for
Computing in the Humanities at King’s College London and able to
attend two NINES summer workshops, one hosted by the University
of Virginia in the early days of ncse in 2005 and another at Miami
University, Ohio, after the edition had been published in 2008. The
practical experience of using digital technology to model nineteenthcentury newspapers and periodicals made me recognize the affordances
of this new medium while teaching me new things about the older print
media that I thought I knew so well.
There is something timely about writing a book about digital resources
of nineteenth-century newspapers and periodicals. Both the academic
monograph and the newspaper are embattled forms today, struggling for
survival in a changing marketplace and among competing technologies.
At a recent conference hosted by the Centre for the History of the Book
at the University of Edinburgh called ‘Material Cultures’ in 2010, many
delegates acknowledged that the resurgence of interest in the material
forms of the book was prompted by the radical way these properties are
transformed through digitization. Digital media might raise questions
about what constitutes the book but, so far, the book industry remains
in rude health. The various ereaders available from Amazon and Sony
have helped nurture the ebook and Apple’s tablet computer, the iPad,
x
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provides further marketing possibilities for this form. What is remarkable is that the book has made the transition into digital form, even
though it operates as something else entirely.
The scholarly monograph, however, has not been so fortunate. In the
conclusion to this book, I endorse the arguments of the many scholars
who have recognized that the monograph no longer serves the professional needs of the academy. Although the many announcements of
the death of this form might be a little premature, it has long been in
crisis and looks like it will continue to be so in the future. For some
time, the publication of monographs has been trapped in a spiral of
declining demand driving higher prices that in turn further diminish
demand (Anonymous [British Academy], 2005, p. 70). Yet our institutions and professional bodies remain wedded to this declining form,
using it as the basis for recruitment, promotion and the allocation of
esteem. This means that scholars are under pressure to produce monographs that publishers ﬁnd increasingly difﬁcult to sell and libraries to
afford. The monograph is an important scholarly technology, allowing
an author to develop a substantive argument at some length. There
are also well-established systems for review and preservation, ensuring
books are noted on publication and made available for readers in the
future. Yet the reason for its continued fetishization within the profession is largely to do with an entrenched conservatism that relates
intellectual quality with the form of the bound volume.
So why publish a book about the digital? Well, as a sustained argument, my subject is suited to exposition over the course of a volume.
There are other ways I could have published, of course: I might have
published my arguments over a series of journal articles or as a whole
within a peer-reviewed digital environment. Publishing online, especially within an open-access resource, would certainly have attracted
more readers. The (gradual) development of institutional repositories
provides somewhere where this kind of work can be curated, ensuring that it – or at least the data that underpins it – can be preserved
into the future. My reasons for publishing a book are largely pragmatic. There is still a dearth of printed scholarship on the history of
the media. As I outline in Chapter 1, there is a growing body of work
about nineteenth-century periodicals, yet coverage of newspapers – let
alone any of the other print forms produced by the press – is much
more patchy. I am pleased to be able to contribute to Palgrave’s Studies
in the History of the Media. Their marketing department will endeavour to get the book into libraries and bring it to the attention of the
various readerships to which they think it will appeal. As it is a book,
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libraries, if they can be convinced to buy it, know what to do with it
once it is in their possession. Lastly, publishing in an institutionalized
format such as the monograph will do my career no harm. However,
I am under no illusions as to the limitations of this print genre. It will
appear in a very small run and only one person will be able to read
a copy at once. It will be expensive, so very few people will buy it to
read. It will be out of print almost immediately upon publication. There
are advantages to this print genre, but it is in decline nevertheless. The
future of scholarship is digital.
In the conclusion to the book, I discuss the advantages of digital
scholarship at more length. One of the results of the hegemony of the
monograph is that the scholarship it contains becomes monographic.
As I argue throughout the book, the digital has entirely different properties to print and so enables different types of scholarship. It is also a
medium that is adept at simulation, hence the easy translation of the
book into digital form. The digital does not threaten the future of the
monograph but does constitute a much more effective way of carrying
out and publishing scholarship. The digital has, however, had a profound and deleterious effect on print media, especially the newspaper.
Whereas the cultural status of the book has ensured its survival as an
exchangeable commodity, allowing publishers to exploit the potential
for online commerce, the digital has displaced the printed newspaper as
a medium for news. The printed paper was never really the best medium
for news but, until the emergence of the web, it did an adequate job,
surviving the advent of various broadcast media such as television and
radio. Despite the often vocal claims of journalists, what made the newspaper valuable was not the informational content of news – this could
often be obtained more quickly elsewhere – but the way it was packaged as part of the printed object. Newspapers, as Marilyn Deegan and
Kathryn Sutherland remind us, are ‘the threshold for our adult relationship to print, the basic tool of our literacy that we all aspire to:
people who never read anything else will read newspapers’ (Deegan and
Sutherland, 2009b, p. 31). Throughout its existence, the newspaper has
been the preferred print object through which readers mediated their
lived experience. The news, as ostensibly current unmediated factual
information, played an important part in verifying this experience, linking the representation of the page to the wider world beyond it. The
newspaper, therefore, linked news to other textual genres, associating it
with a ritualized act of consumption that helped structure the reader’s
stance towards the things of which they read, while helping them to
establish their own cultural identity and signal it to others.
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The newspaper market has been affected by digitization in two ways:
ﬁrstly, news has become decoupled from the newspaper as media; and
secondly, the market for digital advertising is currently less remunerative than that in print. Although newspapers have always depended
upon advertising revenue to be sustainable, it is the ﬁrst of these that
threatens the newspaper as genre. Digital media are perfectly suited to
the distribution and consumption of news as information, and publishers, editors and journalists are still coming to terms with the decoupling
of news from the newspaper. What the digital does well is collate and
distribute information, bypassing the gatekeeping functions traditionally played by journalists and their editors. Not only are there a number
of independent and grassroots producers of the news that take advantage of digital publication, but applications and technologies like Google
News, RSS and Twitter liberate news from the outlets that publish it,
allowing users to reconﬁgure it according to their own interests. Editors and proprietors of newspapers like to present themselves as in the
business of selling news; however, what they really sell is a composite
object, predicated in part on the way in which the news is told, packaged in a particular way to attract readers, whose attention can then be
sold on to advertisers. Journalism – ﬁnding stories and, crucially, telling
them effectively – remains important, but it has proved increasingly difﬁcult to get readers to pay for the platform through which the news is
published.
Publishers of newspapers are still trying to establish a way to make
digital media pay. At the moment, most publications rely on some combination of free content (to sell advertising), specialist applications for
various platforms (a way of monetizing delivery) and paywalls and subscriptions (charging for content). Yet the same medium that threatens
the sustainability of both the printed newspaper and the way it is currently manifested in digital form provides the means through which
we can discover the print media of the past. The printed products of
the nineteenth-century press constitute an archive that is too large to
navigate, contains too much material to read, and survives in a form
difﬁcult to access and navigate. The digitization of this print archive
solves many of the bibliographic challenges that it presents and does so
in a way that retains the look of the page. It has never been so easy to
consult the nineteenth-century press (or at least, those parts that have
been digitized) and we are now surrounded by images of nineteenthcentury print. The nineteenth-century press, particularly newspapers
and periodicals, were the central documents of the period. They were the
way most readers learned of the world around them and realized their
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own place within it. As objects, they circulated between – and allowed
information to circulate between – groups of readers, consolidating their
identities. As commodities, they were desirable and provided spaces of
escape and fantasy, as well as providing the medium for political organization and unrest. Given the high price of books, these print forms
were the only way many readers could access new writing. In this book
I argue that the digitization of the press allows us to understand the
nineteenth century in new ways. However, to do so we need to be able
to do two things: ﬁrstly, we must be able to read the press through the
forms in which it survives and situate these within their historical context; secondly, we need to understand how these forms change through
digitization. The digital offers the means through which we can interrogate the media of the past, but this is only possible if we can interrogate
the digital media of the present.
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