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AHRC Collaborative Doctoral Partnerships (CDP) – CDP3 Cohort 2021/22 

Call for HEI Partners/Academic Supervisors 

  Research Theme 

Short-lived Newspapers:  
Reassessing Success and Failure  

in the 19th Century Press 

British Library Co-Supervisors:  

Dr Luke McKernan (Lead Curator, News and Moving Image) 

Dr Beth Gaskell (Curator, Newspaper Digitisation)   
 

Context & Summary 

This CDP project aims to develop a greater understanding of the British Library’s newspaper collection, 

focussing on newspapers published during the 19th century. It will concentrate on newspapers that lasted 

less than five years, utilising and building upon a corpus produced by the Library’s Heritage Made Digital 

digitisation project. It will make use of the large-scale newspaper data produced by the News curation team, 

and by the BL/Alan Turing Institute project Living With Machines (https://livingwithmachines.ac.uk), to 

examine patterns of production across the 19th century. 

There is little known about many of the short-lived 19th century newspapers held by the British Library. 

Researchers in the past have tended to focus on newspapers that were long-running and therefore deemed 

successful, or those connected to well-known figures or political movements. Almost no information is 

available on a significant number of the news publications held by the British Library. This offers a 

tremendous research opportunity. 

Research Areas 

This CDP project investigates short-lived British newspapers in the 19th century, generally news publications 

that lasted five years or less. It focuses in particular on those held in the British Library’s collection, with a 

core corpus of 200 titles generated by the Heritage Made Digital project. The number of newspapers 

produced in Britain in the 19th century was vast, and is still being counted and catalogued. While the 

proportion of newspapers that lasted five years or less varied over time, it was always a significant 

percentage, often comprising more than half of the news publications in circulation. There were significant 

peaks in short-lived production, such as in the early 1830s and in the mid-1850s, both resulting from 

relaxations in legal control and taxation.  

The project is concerned with exploring and questioning preconceived ideas of success and failure in the 

19th century press. It should investigate whether longevity is a useful metric for measuring the success of a 

newspaper, and what factors impacted how long a newspaper lasted for. It should also look at large-scale 

data to explore patterns of ‘success’ or ‘failure’, and map these against wider political, social and 

technological patterns of the period. 

https://livingwithmachines.ac.uk/
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The proposed PhD will investigate a number of publications, placing them within the wider historical, social, 

political, and economic context of British society and the newspaper industry in the 19th century, and 

including comparisons with their longer-lived counterparts. It aims to uncover the specific stories of 

publications and individuals involved with them, but also consider a wide range of factors beyond the press 

context. 

Research areas that could be explored to analyse why some publications thrived and others did not may 

include, for example,  taxation and censorship (particularly the implications of the Six Acts (1819), and the 

‘Taxes on Knowledge’); technology and innovation, examining the impact of railways, telegraph technology, 

and/or new printing technologies; the shifting fashions of reading and journalism, education and literacy;  

working/leisure patterns or influences originating from outside the United Kingdom. 

The number and selection of newspapers would reflect the student’s and/or the partner HEI’s research 

interests, but could include London metropolitan newspapers with a national reach, provincial newspapers, 

those with technological or industry focus, newspapers aimed at specific readership groups, or newspapers 

designed for imperial circulation. 

19th century newspapers lend themselves to research in the fields of newspaper history/periodicals study; 

cultural, political or economic history; literature; and digital humanities. The research could incorporate a 

range of research methods such as bibliographic research, aspects of data science, close and distant 

reading, and audience studies. 

There is also a great deal of potential within this CDP project to explore curatorial practices, and to question 

how curatorial decisions impact research into 19th century history. In particular, the research could benefit 

from a focus on recent digitisation priorities. Exploring the implications of what is or is not readily available, 

it could investigate how digitisation produces or reproduces biases in the way in which newspapers are 

consulted, and therefore hierarchies of knowledge that prioritise, marginalise or exclude specific groups or 

voices. 

Benefits & Training Opportunities for the CDP Student 

This project will be an opportunity for the PhD student to work behind the scenes of a major cultural 

institution. The student will gain a deep knowledge of the British Library’s news collections and how these 

have impacted our understanding of the 19th century press. They will gain understanding of the difference 

between physical and digital news collections and the work that goes on to support research using both. 

They will undertake research that acknowledges and appreciates the implications of curatorial decisions on 

access, use and research agendas. 

The student will have the benefit of curatorial staff expertise, as well as privileged access to the collection. 

They will be able to handle original, hard-copy newspapers when necessary. They will learn about the 

importance of the physical properties of 19th-century newspapers, as well as getting hands-on experience 

in object handling and collection care. 

In addition, they will learn skills relating to public engagement, public history and social media, supporting 

the News team in promoting the collection and the British Library’s research agenda. There will be 

opportunities for the student to contribute to the 19th century newspaper web space that is currently in 

production, and to produce blog posts and tweets on behalf of the News team. 



Page 3 of 3 
 

 

Application Deadline 

5 pm on Friday 18 December 2020 

 

Application Guidance 

Further information and details of how to apply can be found on the British Library website – please follow 

the link to the current call for HEI partners on this page:  

https://www.bl.uk/help/ahrc-collaborative-doctoral-partnerships 

 

Contact for Queries 

British Library Research Development Office 

Research.Development@bl.uk 

and 

Dr Beth Gaskell (Curator, Newspaper Digitisation Elizabeth.Gaskell@bl.uk) 

https://www.bl.uk/help/ahrc-collaborative-doctoral-partnerships
mailto:Research.Development@bl.uk
mailto:Elizabeth.Gaskell@bl.uk

