
Samuel Pepys 
 
On 1 January 1660 Samuel Pepys started to write his famous diary. 350 years later seems a good 
opportunity to review the variety of ways in which we can revisit his life and writings online; and 
to look in particular at those sites which provide an experience that in pre-internet days would 
have been unimaginable. 
 
If Samuel Pepys were alive today he would, of course, be a blogger. Phil Gyford is doing a very 
impressive job of showing us, in Pepys' own words, what this would have looked like 
athttp://www.pepysdiary.com/. The project will take, like the original, nine and a half years to 
complete, with the first entry for 1 January 1660 entered on 1 January 2003. When you go to the 
site you are automatically taken to the entry corresponding to today's date; hyperlinks in the text 
provide additional information about famous people and places of his day. The entry gives the 
weather for the day, and provides links to British History Online (http://www.british-
history.ac.uk) where you can read what was going on in Parliament from the Journals of the 
House of Lords and House of Commons. The BBC site has an interesting interview with Phil 
Gyford in which he explains why and how he turned Pepys' diary into a weblog 
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/2621581.stm). 
 
Of course you may be too busy to read the blog, in which case I recommend following Samuel 
Pepys onTwitter, where once again courtesy of Phil Gyford you will be treated to his diary 
entries for the day - but this time in bitesize chunks of no more than 160 characters at a time 
(http://twitter.com/samuelpepys). This could be the perfect way to get students started with 
researching Pepys' life and times. It is updated three times a day in real time. When I checked the 
site the most recent post was just a few hours earlier, in which I learned that he found the roads 
almost impassible due to the very heavy frost; not so different then, from London in January 
2010! 
 
From a search of the BBC's extensive archive of historical material I was able to follow in 
Pepys's footsteps along the Thames in the company of his most recent biographer, Claire 
Tomalin. A 10-minute radio interview on Woman's Hour from 2006 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/womanshour/04/2006_47_tue.shtml) introduces his life and 
provides a fascinating snapshot of what London and the river were like in the 17th century, with 
a few gory details thrown in for added entertainment.   
 
Sex, Lice and Chamberpots in Pepys' London provides further insight into daily life, with 
cartoons to complement the brief diary entries and clear background information on sanitation, 
medicine, sex, entertainment, appearance and 
food.http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/civil_war_revolution/pepys_gallery.shtml 
These are just a couple of examples of what the BBC site has on Pepys; the corporation has 
embarked on a collaborative project with the British Library which should see a great deal more 
archival material (videos, books, journals and manuscripts) digitised and published online, so it is 
worth checking regularly for history topics that come up each year. One of the most exciting 
areas on the British Library's own site is the Online Gallery 
(http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/virtualbooks/index.html) where you can currently see 30,000 
items from the collection. A downloadable programme allows you to 'turn the pages' almost as 
though you had the document in front of you. Though Pepys' diary is not one of the available 
books, there is a letter from Pepys to his friend John Evelyn, as well as several contemporary 
documents in which he is mentioned. 
 



To see the full text of the diaries in a number of different editions, go to Google Books 
http://books.google.co.uk. The great advantage of reading the text online, as opposed to hard 
copy, is the ease with which it can be searched for particular themes and subjects. Of the editions 
of the diaries that my search returned I selected one from 1854 that offered 'Full View'. My 
search for the word 'dinner' produced 100 extracts, each of which I was able to click on and read 
in context - a simple way for students to use primary sources effectively without having to track 
down a copy of the book, though the 'Find in a Library' link will help you to do this very easily. 
The agreement Google has reached with authors and publishers is a controversial one, but there 
is no doubt that the copyright-free material already there is of enormous value to the student and 
researcher. 
 
The other key place for the full text of out of copyright publications is Project Gutenberg 
(http://www.gutenberg.org/), where there are 87 editions of the diaries. Books can be 
downloaded for free in plain text, html, and in a variety of eBook formats including the EPUB 
standard which can, after some conversion, be read by the iPhone, Amazon's Kindle, and other 
portable devices. However, it should be noted that the online public domain versions are mainly 
based on older transcriptions of Pepys' diary and not the full authoritative edition by Robert 
Latham and William Matthews. 
 
Adding the word 'Timeline' to a historical search in Google will give you just that, with decades 
that can be clicked on to move through events. As it is effectively presenting the results of a 
standard search in a very different way, you will find that you get dates outside the expected 
range. Nonetheless it is an extremely helpful way of getting an overview of the life of a historical 
figure. Searching for 'Samuel Pepys Timeline' instantly presented me with a summary of the key 
events of his life, starting with his birth in 1633. Sources are shown as links in the usual way; so 
we read that during the Great Fire of London Pepys refused to cancel a dinner party in 
an Independent article on 'The Great British Dinner Party'. 
 
There are of course a number of very informative biographical sites on Pepys; one of the best is 
librarian Duncan Grey's well organised site http://www.pepys.info/, where you can browse the 
diaries by month and year or read specifically about the Coronation of Charles II, The Great 
Plague and Fire of London.  
 


