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Tweeting the Victorians

BOB NICHOLSON

I can still remember the moment when I discovered the work of Patrick 
Leary. I was kneeling in the dimly-lit stacks of my university library, brows-
ing through copies of the Journal of Victorian Culture in the hope of find-
ing reading material for an undergraduate essay. Paper between my fingers, 
dust in the air, and library carpet scratching against my knees—this was a 
curiously analogue way to encounter the future of digital research. I sus-
pect that few of you are reading this article in a similar place. As Leary 
predicted, academic scholarship has now moved decisively from a world 
of print to one of pixels. A paper copy of this journal will sit on a shelf in 
my office, but it will function more as a trophy than a text, something to 
be seen rather than read. Instead, most scholars will digest it via its “digital 
surrogate”—a term that seems increasingly anachronistic now that digital 
tools have become the primary means by which we produce, consume, and 
discuss our scholarship. Rather than browse through library stacks, read-
ers will find their way here via a range of bibliographical databases, online 
publishing platforms, electronic citations, and search engines. These chan-
nels of discovery were already falling into place when Leary took stock of 
the digital landscape back in 2005. However, I suspect that many readers 
will also have navigated to this article via a newer set of pathways—ones 
that lead from the world of social media. 

The potential of social media looms large in Leary’s article. He recog-
nises that the true power of the internet was in “connecting people, not 
merely with information, but with one another, often in the most unex-
pected and fruitful ways.”1 In Leary’s examples, these networks are built 
via email and the “fortuitous electronic connections” made possible by 
search engines such as Google.2 Such technologies continue to be impor-
tant; Leary’s own Victoria listserv, for example, has been a valuable forum 
for discussing Victorian studies for twenty years and continues to thrive 
despite its reliance on what now feels like ancient technology. However, 
since the publication of Leary’s article, a range of important new social 
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media platforms have emerged and become firmly entrenched within schol-
arly discourse. WordPress, the open-access blogging platform, emerged in 
2003 and has now become one of the backbones of the internet alongside 
longer-running services such as Google’s Blogger. Facebook was launched 
in 2004, followed a year later by YouTube. Twitter, a hybrid social-network 
and micro-blogging platform, arrived in 2006 and has become an equally 
ubiquitous part of the digital landscape.3 These titans of social media have 
been joined by social news communities such as Digg (2004) and Reddit 
(2005); image-based social networks such as Flickr (2004), Tumblr (2007), 
and Pinterest (2010); and, for history enthusiasts, the expansion of social-
networking features on genealogical websites. All of these platforms are, to 
a greater or lesser extent, now being used for scholarly purposes.

It is easy to see why. While web design once seemed like a complex, 
expensive, and technically intimidating craft, it is now possible for any-
body with a computer to set up an attractive and fully functional website 
for free in a matter of hours. This has led to a proliferation of academic 
blogs, including many devoted to the field of Victorian studies.4 These 
blogs initially emerged as a marginalised supplement to more conventional 
forms of academic writing. I started my own relatively modest offering 
in December 2011 in order to review digital archives, discuss ongoing 
research projects, and share my thoughts on topics that were not suited to 
a weighty, peer-reviewed academic journal.5 However, the lines between 
blogging and academic publishing are becoming increasingly blurred. 
Many of the footnotes for this article lead to blog posts rather than journal 
articles, largely because this is where many of the most interesting discus-
sions about the future of humanities research are now taking place. The 
Journal of Victorian Culture has a successful open-access companion blog 
built using WordPress which ably supports the work of the main journal.6 
All academic referencing guides now inform us how to correctly cite a 
blog, and in 2012 the MLA added a specific format for referencing tweets. 
All of these developments are gradually drawing social media into main-
stream academic discourse. 

Open Access

Whilst these initiatives have yet to gain the recognition and authority of 
conventional academic publishing, the flexibility and accessibility of open-
access blogging platforms have raised pressing questions about the closed 
and sluggish nature of the existing system. After all, why should scholars 
pay subscription charges to access research that we already produce, peer-
review, and edit for free? In the age of low-cost, open-access blogging, 
it is becoming increasingly difficult to see what academic publishers still 
bring to the table.7 As much as I love Victorian Periodicals Review and the 
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valuable financial support it provides to the Research Society for Victorian 
Periodicals, it sits behind a paywall that prevents many potential read-
ers from accessing its riches. What is more, it is tied into a slow-moving 
publishing cycle designed to accommodate the practicalities of print rather 
than the immediacy of digital discourse. Take this article, for example. I 
wrote the first draft in March 2014, made some minor edits a year later, 
and now expect it to reach you sometime in mid-2015. In the meantime, 
debates around open-access publishing have moved on. If I had chosen 
to publish this article as a blog post—or submitted it to an open-access 
repository—it would have been released immediately and made available 
to a much wider potential audience. These claims are borne out by read-
ership statistics. All of the top-five “most read” articles on the Journal of 
Victorian Culture’s website were published as open access or made open on 
a short-term basis. One of my own articles falls into the latter category. It 
was accessed less than a hundred times when behind a paywall; as soon as 
this barrier was temporarily lifted, these viewing figures soared above 800, 
largely driven by the freedom it gave me to share the article using Twitter, 
Facebook, and online communities such as Reddit’s “/r/AskHistorians.”8

Twitter, in particular, has emerged as a powerful tool for disseminating 
ideas, kick-starting discussions, and leading new readers to our research. 
While the service is often dismissed as a platform for the mundane observa-
tions of Z-list celebrities, it is also home to thousands of scholars who gen-
erally have much more interesting things to share. Rather than meet fellow 
Victorianists once or twice a year at conferences, many of us now engage 
in a continuous online conversation. At the time of writing, I have accu-
mulated approximately 4,000 Twitter followers (which adds up to about 
0.05 percent of Justin Bieber’s following)–a relatively modest network, but 
one that allows me to reach as many people with a single tweet as all of my 
academic publications and conference appearances combined. Crucially, 
these conversations need not be limited to professional scholars. Twitter 
allows us to connect with librarians, archivists, museum workers, jour-
nalists, TV producers, novelists, artists, genealogists, teachers, and history 
enthusiasts from the general public—few of whom engage with academic 
discourse through conventional channels. At a time when funding bodies 
increasingly require us to demonstrate the public “impact” of our research, 
this ability to communicate with a non-academic audience and make con-
nections with other media outlets is particularly valuable. Paywalls act as a 
fatal obstacle to these networks; we can lead new readers to our work, but 
we cannot expect them to pay for a four-page review of a book that costs 
more than the book itself.9 There are many issues to be overcome before 
open access is established as a viable alternative to conventional academic 
publishing, but its potential is clear. If we want to share our research with 
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the widest possible audience, engage in more dynamic conversations with 
other scholars, and make the most of the digital tools at our disposal, then 
we need to move beyond a system built on paper and controlled by the 
vested interests of commercial publishers.10

A Culture of Retweeting

The case for open access stretches beyond academic publishing. In 
“Googling the Victorians,” Leary compared the digital turn in humani-
ties research to the “unprecedented frenzy of reprinting” that took place 
between the curtailment of copyright in 1774 and its reinstitution in 
1842.11 In truth, this pervasive culture of reprinting continued to thrive 
well beyond the 1840s: George Newnes’ phenomenally successful Tit-Bits, 
founded in 1881, was composed entirely of articles clipped from other 
sources, a format that inspired many imitators. Here was a time when 
information flowed freely between different publishing platforms, reached 
new audiences, and remained open to forms of creative remediation. The 
large-scale digitization of Victorian print culture has injected new life into 
this process; the fossilized texts of nineteenth-century newspapers have 
been reanimated and reintroduced into our cultural bloodstream. Over 
the last year, I have begun tweeting a regular stream of humorous images 
and extracts from the Illustrated Police News. Like a Victorian sub-editor 
armed with a pair of scissors and pot of paste, I pore through back issues 
of the paper looking for articles that have topical resonance (romantic 
suicides for Valentine’s day, people being burned to death by Christmas 
trees, and so forth) or those that seem peculiar enough to capture my fol-
lowers’ attention (“A Girl Terrified to Death by a Donkey”). Some then 
choose to “re-tweet” these clippings to their own followers, and they are 
subsequently passed on from user to user and to other forms of social 
media until I lose sight of them. In the process, some of these “editors” re-
imagine the clippings by appending their own explanations, observations, 
and humorous remarks. The dynamics of this twenty-first-century culture 
of reprinting and remediation closely mirror the circulation of humorous 
miscellany in the Victorian press.12 Indeed, it is wonderful to see Victorian 
print culture being enjoyed again in this way—not just as an ossified object 
of scholarly research or a trail of genealogical breadcrumbs but as a form 
of entertainment. 

Just as in the nineteenth century, this culture of re-tweeting is dependent 
on the unimpeded circulation of information. The ownership of materials 
digitized from the public domain is an area of growing tension between 
researchers and commercial publishers. In 2004, Leary predicted that 
“non-profit, publicly funded, open-access projects [would] proceed in par-
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allel with commercial, subscription based initiatives.”13 At that point, the 
balance between the two was fairly even. However, in the case of the Vic-
torian press, the vast majority of papers have subsequently been digitized 
by commercial publishers such as Gale, ProQuest, and DC Thompson. In 
their defence, these companies have produced high-quality databases that 
have now become indispensable to our research; my own work would have 
been impossible without Gale’s Nineteenth-Century British Library News-
papers collection. But this has come at a cost. Subscription fees severely 
restrict the number of people who can make use of these resources; this 
applies particularly to independent scholars and schools that lack the 
resources of a well-funded university library.14 Moreover, during the digiti-
zation process these publishers have gained copyright control over the digi-
tal surrogates of public-domain texts. Gale’s terms and conditions allow 
authorized users to “make a single print, non-electronic copy of a permit-
ted portion of the content for personal, non-commercial, educational pur-
poses only.”15 However, we “may not modify, publish, transmit (including, 
but not limited to, by way of e-mail, facsimile or other electronic means), 
display, participate in the transfer or sale of, create derivative works based 
on, or in any other way exploit any of [their] content.”16 In other words, no 
tweeting. In truth, publishers have shown little inclination to pursue small-
scale breeches of copyright. Indeed, the owners of the British Newspaper 
Archive actively encourage their users to share material in this way. Just as 
in the nineteenth-century, there is a gap between law and practice. How-
ever, commercial control over digitized newspaper data has more serious 
implications for scholars who wish to develop ambitious digital humani-
ties projects. The open-access nature of archives in other countries, such as 
Chronicling America, Trove, and Welsh Newspapers Online, has opened 
the door to a range of exciting new projects, but the bulk of the British 
Victorian press remains closed to these developments.17 Whilst it may be 
possible to negotiate access to commercially owned data, the final decision 
ultimately rests with publishers and will be determined by their commer-
cial interests. We have reached a point where the scope of our research is 
increasingly defined not by what is possible but by what is permissible. 

There are signs that this situation may be changing. In 2014, the British 
government modified copyright legislation in order to allow researchers to 
explore commercial digital archives using text and data mining techniques. 
However, these new regulations have yet to be put to the test, and it is 
unclear how they will apply to researchers based outside of the United 
Kingdom. For example, while the Translantis project based at Utrecht 
University has permission to data-mine large-scale collections of European 
newspapers in search of references to the United States, at the time of writ-
ing they have yet to be given full access to data from British newspaper 
archives.18 As a result, the Victorian press will necessarily be excluded from 
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their analysis. In the coming years, the most innovative digital humanities 
projects will follow the path of least resistance and focus their resources 
on unrestricted datasets. There is a real danger that the paywalls that have 
been erected around databases of British newspapers and periodicals will 
exclude them from this cutting-edge research.

As Leary predicted, advances in digital technology have continued to 
encourage a “profound shift in our everyday working relationship to the 
Victorian past.”19 The emergence of social-media platforms such as Word-
Press and Twitter has expanded the range of “fortuitous electronic connec-
tions” described in his article; researchers, readers, ideas, and sources have 
been united in a shared digital ecosystem that enables new connections to 
take place “across national, institutional, and disciplinary boundaries.”20 
Academic discourse is more open now than ever before, but the potential 
of this “digital turn” in humanities scholarship will not be fully realised 
until the barriers erected around academic publishing and digitization are 
removed.21 If there is to be a “renewed sense of common purpose” among 
Victorianists, then let it be this.

Edge Hill University
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