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Abstract 

This article delves into the dismissal of penny bloods and penny dreadfuls as  “wastes of print”                

(Oliphant 1858: 202) on the grounds of public concern for education, and relies on a close reading of 

an Edward Lloyd unstamped penny publication in order to reassess the relationship between education 

and the wider world of penny periodicals. The first part examines the upper classes’ attempts to establish 

an educational environment aimed at the working classes in the first part of the nineteenth century, 

among which the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, and proposes to reconsider the reasons 

for the relative failure of such initiatives in relation to popular penny publications. I then draw on 

Edward Jacobs’s analysis of ‘industrial literacy’ and urban street culture to analyse the rejection of such 

publications as Edward Lloyd’s, by disentangling the mechanisms to which contemporary critics 

consistently resort. Finally, in keeping with Louis James’s statement that “periodicals are cultural clocks 

by which we tell the times” (1982: 365), I explore the various pieces contained in a full 1846 number 

of Lloyd’s penny publication People’s Periodical and Family Library contemporary to the failure of 

the SDUK, in order to understand the potential dialogue in place with publications and criticism 

advocating ‘useful knowledge’. This article aims to prove that Lloyd’s penny publications were, in fact, 

an undeniable point of contact between the working classes and education. 
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True to their sensationalist tradition, penny bloods and penny dreadfuls seem to have left                  

no-one indifferent. Richard Altick’s The English Common Reader (1957) described the 

expansion of popular print culture in the nineteenth century and laid the groundwork necessary 

to investigate its dynamics, and the formative work of Louis James in Fiction for the                     

Working-Man (1963) started a critical conversation which shifted the focus of Victorian studies 

towards previously unexplored popular fictions, allowing penny dreadful publications to gain 

scholarly attention. Circulation numbers already proved their popularity among the poorer 

classes; but these cheap serial publications also created a stir in higher spheres of society, 

leading to their active dismissal from public discourse. With content often labelled immoral 

and responsible for “inevitable corruption” (Hepworth Dixon 1847: 3), the publications 

flooding the cheap literature market from the end of the 1830s quickly became the target of a 

public war relentlessly waged in pamphlets, journals and other publications.  

The heavily mediatised critical discourses on penny bloods and penny dreadfuls revolve 

around various identifiable themes all used in order to undermine cheap fiction’s importance 

and weight in society, but paradoxically giving them even more public presence in so doing. 

These trends have in common the justification of their dismissal on grounds of public concern 

for the greater good, be it in terms of health, education or morality. Easily reaching a consensus 

on the “considerable magnitude” of the “evil” (London Hermit [Walter Parke] 1875: 376), the 

various Victorian perceptions of the penny bloods and penny dreadfuls in turn raise concerns 

about the future by attacking what  is assumed to be the tastes of the working-class, and                 

in so doing they reveal a veritable dread of this seemingly uncontrollable phenomenon. The 

search for an effective solution is summed up by Walter Parke, who states in his “Physiology 

of Penny Awfuls” that “the only effectual remedy lies in the spread of education” (1875: 376). 

Parke  here  places his criticism within the trend that  I explore in this article,  namely the claim 

that such texts were “literary garbage”  (“Mischievous Literature” 1868: 446) and  “require[d] 

no intellect” (Oliphant 1858: 202), running against the role of educating and instructing  that 

literature was expected to fulfil at that time. As the upper classes tried to steer the newly 
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developed cheap mass market towards literature of improvement aiming to impart ‘useful 

knowledge,’  the penny periodicals publishing sensational stories were soon cast as an obstacle 

to the circulation of a cultural hegemony.  However, although contemporary discourses 

succeeded in reducing penny periodicals to only the fictional stories of crime they sometimes 

contained to facilitate their attacks, I contend that Edward Lloyd’s penny publications in fact 

strove to provide educational material outside of the institutional context as soon as the 1840s,  

which in turn led to the failure of  certain other  educational attempts  disseminated from higher 

up.  

This article will delve into the dismissal of penny bloods and penny dreadfuls on the 

grounds of public concern for education, and rely on a close reading of a Lloyd unstamped 

penny publication in order to reassess the relationship between education and the wider world 

of penny periodicals. In their recent edited collection on Edward Lloyd, Sarah Louise Lill and 

Rohan McWilliam reclaim Lloyd as an “eminent Victorian” and a cultural innovator who was 

“both a product of this print revolution and a powerful agent for change” (2019: 3). The major 

critical work performed in this collection considers the key role of Lloyd as a brand name, a 

“purveyor of mass culture” (2019: 15) and an authorial voice even in his editing work. In line 

with such reassessment, I argue that the close study of a single number of one of his periodical 

publications can reflect the broader questions running through the wider penny periodical 

market of the time, and allow us to reconsider the relationship between education and cheap 

publication. To do so, I will first examine the upper classes’ attempts to establish an educational 

environment aimed at the working classes in the first part of the nineteenth century, among 

which the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge played a key role. I shall reconsider 

the reasons for the relative failure of such initiatives in relation to popular penny publications. 

I will then draw on Edward Jacobs’s analysis of ‘industrial literacy’ and urban street culture to 

analyse the rejection and condemnation of such publications as Edward Lloyd’s, by 

disentangling the mechanisms to which contemporary critics consistently resort, thus bringing 

to light the underlying fears that penny literature made tangible. Finally, in keeping with Louis 

James’s statement that “periodicals are cultural clocks by which we tell the times” (1982: 365), 

I contend that in the case of discourses on education and knowledge particularly, an analysis 

of what constitutes a whole number is necessary in order to be able to understand the potential 

dialogue in place with publications such as the SDUK’s and with middle-class contemporary 

criticism. I will therefore explore a full number of Lloyd’s People’s Periodical and Family 

Library penny publication contemporary to the failure of the SDUK and the different pieces it 

contains in order to prove that Lloyd’s penny publications were, in fact, an undeniable point of 

contact between the working classes and education. 

Advocating “Wholesome” Reading 

Reading as a cultural practice to improve one’s mind was both the reason for and the main 

theme of the wide number of religious pamphlets and publications that circulated throughout 

the nineteenth century. When an anonymous article published in The Bookseller in 1868 

suggested the “spread of cheap, wholesome, good, and attractive books” (“Mischievous 

Literature” 1868: 448) to counteract the sales of penny dreadful literature rather than 

advocating legislation to forbid its publication, the choice of words echoed the literature of 

improvement pervading the market. “Wholesome” and “good” publications, ranging from 

tracts to books, were circulated by religious and utilitarian organisations, and in 1854 the 

publisher Charles Knight identified about 10,000 religious books versus only about 3,500 

works of fiction published in Britain between 1816 and 1851 (Brown 2011: 456). Although not 



Victorian Popular Fictions    Volume 3: Issue 1 (Spring 2021) 

 

 

ISSN: 2632-4253 (online)  125 

all these works of fiction might have been ‘unwholesome,’ the numbers show an overwhelming 

tendency to favour non-fiction religious publications as the “good” ones. Given this non-fiction 

trend geared towards the idea of self-improvement, it is no wonder that the penny dreadfuls 

were perceived as a real disturbance, taking the market by storm with fiction the themes of 

which did not adhere to the current doctrines. Through their sensationalism, reading was feared 

to degenerate from “the very exercise which ought to improve [the minds]” (Mayne 1852: 8) 

to an activity involving the “passions”:  

While there are hundreds – yes, thousands – of pernicious penny works published, ranging 

downwards from those which contain merely novels and novelettes got up for sale by exciting 

the passions, encouraging a morbid love for horrors and outred [sic] feelings, and attaining an 

almost uncountable circulation, we are bold to say that there are not a dozen put forth at the same 

cheap price, giving instruction and amusement in a Christian and moral manner.  

(Mayne 1852: 3; original emphasis) 

Here, Fanny Mayne decries a lack of self-restraint and spontaneous outbursts of feelings, an 

‘excitement of the passions’ opposed to what she considers a “Christian and moral manner” to 

enjoy a publication. “Amusement” is not out of the question, but it should be reasonable and 

help “giv[e] instruction” rather than be gratuitous. The words she chooses to describe penny 

literature feed into the idea of excess and contribute to the image of a threatening lack of control 

over oneself, leading to labelling the publications as “immoral.” In the same part of her 

argument against the penny press, Mayne claims an annual number of “immoral publications” 

of “twenty-nine millions” in 1850, that is, “more than the total issues of the Society for 

Promoting Christian Knowledge, the Religious Tract Society, the British and Foreign Bible 

Society, the Scottish Bible Society, the Trinitarian Bible Society, and some seventy religious 

magazines” (Mayne 1852: 8). While her staggering claim is without any clear source, it 

undoubtedly betrays a feeling of the omnipresence of penny blood publications in a market that 

tried to orientate its readers towards its broad range of ‘moral’ (that is to say, religious) 

readings, as well as the upper-middle-class concern that publishers remained passive, unable 

or unwilling to counter this change. Mayne, indeed, goes on to criticise the Chambers brothers1 

and Charles Knight for promoting “useful knowledge” on a moral level only, rather than “on 

religious and Christian principles” (1852: 11): they do not do enough, in her view, to position 

themselves on the side she considers viable. 

In qualifying such “philanthropic efforts” (1852: 11),  Mayne refers to the development 

of a form of democratisation of knowledge against which the penny bloods were pitted.                   

Mayne published her vehement criticism of The Perilous Nature of the Penny Periodical Press 

after two decades that had seen both the rise of penny bloods and educational literature’s 

moving away from religious pamphlets.  In 1832, the Chambers brothers had founded a weekly 

magazine addressing themes such as history, science, language and religion, which rapidly 

reached a circulation of more than 80,000 copies a week.  Priced at three halfpence a number, 

it purposefully excluded illustrations, since the aim was to appeal to the intellect rather than 

 
1 W. & R. Chambers Publishers, founded by the brothers William and Robert Chambers, first became 

successful in Edinburgh in the 1820s, and went on to publish a hugely popular weekly magazine called 

the Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal (1832) as well as the renowned Chambers’s Encyclopaedia (1859-

1868), which played a key role in providing access to affordable educational works to a mass readership. 

It was celebrated by National Museums Scotland in 2014 through a collaborative research project 

entitled “Democratising Knowledge” by the University of Reading, the Department of Typography and 

Graphic Communication, and National Museums Scotland, Department of Science and Technology. 

For more information, see https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/highlights-of-

previous-projects/chambers-collection/about-the-project/democratising-knowledge/. 

https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/highlights-of-previous-projects/chambers-collection/about-the-project/democratising-knowledge/
https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/highlights-of-previous-projects/chambers-collection/about-the-project/democratising-knowledge/
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the senses,  as Williams Chambers explained in his memoir (1872: 234). In its first editorial, 

the Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal described the ‘improving’ literary material it wanted to 

provide, and promised for each number “a nice amusing tale – no ordinary trash about Italian 

castles, and daggers, and ghosts in the blue chamber, and similar nonsense” (quoted in Gray 

1932: 83).  Clearly, this is an attack on eighteenth-century Gothic, echoing The Castle of 

Otranto by Horace Walpole among others, but, with hindsight, we can see the description as 

foreshadowing some penny blood stories inspired by the Gothic tradition that would be 

published soon after the founding of Chambers’s Journal.  Moreover, in addition to the penny 

bloods presenting a strong Gothic legacy,  the reception of both genres can be compared                         

to a certain extent, as eighteenth-century Gothic literature was also dubbed “literary rubbish” 

(see Potter 2005: 1)  and criticised for being a commercial venture rather than “proper” 

literature. Both were therefore stripped of the right to be considered worth reading by religious 

critics such as Fanny Mayne as well as by publishers looking to define “appropriate” literature 

in that age. 

“Proper” literature had to improve, instruct and educate in an attempt to lead the working 

classes away from immorality. In the third volume of London Labour and the London Poor, 

Henry Mayhew reports that cheap literature was read “in the low-lodging houses in the                

evening by those who have a little education, to their companions who have none”                         

([1851] 1968, 3: 370). That led him to declare:  

We teach a lad reading, writing, and arithmetic, and believe that in so doing we are developing 

the moral functions of his nature; whereas it is often this ability to read merely – that is to say, to 

read without the least moral perception – which becomes the instrument of the youth’s moral 

depravity.  

(370; original emphasis)  

His conclusion implies that a form of moral guidance was needed in order to ‘help’ the poor 

read ‘properly,’ which in the view of the middle-class and upper-middle class meant to provide 

the morality that they did not consider as innate to the poor. Education and instruction are 

located as potentially problematic as they can become tools to facilitate depravity, unless 

dispensed with the appropriate safeguards – and it is with this premise that the Society for the 

Diffusion of Useful Knowledge is created. 

The Reception of “Useful Knowledge”  

Founded by the Right Honourable Lord Henry Brougham and published in collaboration with 

Charles Knight, the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (SDUK) was an ambitious 

London-based philanthropic organisation active from 1826 to 1848. It aimed at adapting high-

minded material and knowledge for the rapidly growing new reading public, by publishing 

inexpensive serials (with prices ranging from a sixpence to a penny) that would address a broad 

range of topics concerned with Western science and civilisation. In 1825, Brougham, a Whig 

politician and lawyer, published an influential pamphlet entitled Practical Observations upon 

the Education of the People which led to the establishment of the society with a small group of 

scientists, lawyers, and industrialists the following year. The first General Committee Meeting 

on 6 November 1826 provides a clear understanding of the SDUK’s objectives: 
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That the progress of improvement among the People is chiefly obstructed by the want of 

Elementary works upon the various branches of Knowledge, written in a plain manner … and 

published at a low price. 

That this want … especially presses upon inferior workmen …. 

That a Committee be formed for promoting the composition publication & distribution of 

Elementary works upon all branches of Useful Knowledge.  

(Percival, “General Committee Minutes,” 1978: 1) 

The SDUK produced several series of tracts, among them the Library of Useful Knowledge, 

the Working Man’s Companion, the British Almanac and, most famously, the Penny Magazine, 

their aim to “impar[t] useful information to all classes of the community” (Brougham 1827: 

1)2. The periodicals and books would include scientific articles covering electricity to botanic 

considerations, geographical maps, and descriptions of historical events. The publications were 

purposefully secular, as stated in the preliminary SDUK treatise: 

As numerous Societies already exist for the dissemination of Religious Instruction, and                            

as it is the object of this Society to aid the progress of those branches of general knowledge                 

which can be diffused among all classes of the community, no Treatise published with                            

the sanction of the Committee shall contain any matter of Controversial Divinity, or interfere 

with the principles of revealed Religion.  

(Brougham 1827: 1) 

Obviously intending to distinguish itself from the marketplace rivals that were religious 

pamphlets, SDUK publications were even perceived by the High Church as “dangerously 

secular,” as Thomas Palmelund Johansen points out (2017: 704). But this secularity did not 

mean that knowledge would be disseminated “merely” in Henry Mayhew’s sense, that is, 

without moral guidance. On the contrary, the Society aimed to provide moral safeguards to 

education and instruction in order for its publications to provide a “wholesome study of nature” 

(Johansen 2017: 705) and spread ‘useful knowledge’ in a moral and civilising manner. Because 

of the project’s scale, its affordable prices, the broad range of issues addressed and the intent 

to publish “without explicit religious or political references” (Johansen 2017: 705), the SDUK 

became central to the development of early nineteenth-century British educational literature 

and beyond. Scholars such as Johansen and Monica Grobel have demonstrated the significant 

circulation of the SDUK’s publications both inside and outside of Britain, describing it as 

influential on international educational movements. Grobel (in the language of her time) 

considered that it impacted the “course of educational theory and practice not only within                  

the British Isles, but also throughout the civilized world in the nineteenth century” (1933: 804; 

and cf. Johansen 2017: 703). 

In spite of their openly philanthropic intentions and their new ways of disseminating 

knowledge, and though the Penny Magazine had met with unprecedented success in its first 

publication year in 1832, most of the SDUK’s publications gradually failed, as sales numbers 

and subscriptions declined throughout the 1840s. At the same time, it was very clear that this 

was not due to a lack of readers, as publications by Edward Lloyd began to dominate the market 

(Lill and McWilliam 2019: 3), including the publication of G. W. M. Reynolds’s Mysteries of 

London, which in the late 1840s was selling between 40,000 and 50,000 copies per week 

(Neuburg 1977: 157). King notes the huge sales of similar publications (2004: 85-88).  Though  

  

 
2 The original prospectus introducing the SDUK was reproduced at the end of Henry Brougham’s A 

Discourse of the Objects, Advantages, and Pleasures of Science, which was published as part of the 

SDUK’s Library for Useful Knowledge in 1827. This is the version I refer to. 
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records of penny blood circulation numbers are rarely accessible, the length of run is a possible 

way to gauge the popularity of a particular story, which would be interrupted swiftly if it was 

not selling well enough, or prolonged if it was financially profitable. For example, the 109 parts 

that constitute Varney the Vampyre prove consistent interest on the part of its readership for 

over two years, from 1845 to 1847,  during which the SDUK still existed but sold fewer and 

fewer of its publications.  In short, there was indeed a large base of lower-class readers buying 

and reading material sold for a penny.  The SDUK’s failure, which led to its dissolution in 

1848, therefore had other grounds. 

As Margaret Dalziel reports in one of the earliest academic studies of British popular 

literature, Charles Knight attributed the failure of his Penny Magazine in 1846 to the fact that 

Lord Brougham’s efforts could not be successful unless the competition produced by                   

“semi-literate hacks” was eliminated (Dalziel 1957: 47). Similarly, in 1847, the failure of the 

SDUK and other such attempts at democratising ‘useful’ knowledge top down was blamed by 

William Hepworth Dixon on the “proliferation of an autonomous ‘people’s literature’” (Jacobs 

[1996] 2015: 90),  which he claimed to be disseminating  “its own system of morals and merits” 

(quoted in Dalziel 1957: 47-8),  thereby preventing the circulation of what the upper classes 

considered the more “wholesome” literature.  With criticism leaning heavily on the association 

that was drawn between penny bloods and corrupted morals, the publication of penny bloods 

was therefore considered to be unfair competition that turned readers away from the “right” 

kind of literature with their ‘immoral’ and yet appealing content. As Edward Jacobs 

convincingly explains, Victorian social critics considered penny bloods (along with “penny 

gaffs,” the impromptu theatres at the focus of his argument) to be part of a bigger problem:              

the development of an urban street culture, which was reaching a form of autonomy that 

continuously and increasingly threatened to escape the upper classes’ control. This autonomy 

was problematic, he explains, because it “prevented ‘paternalistic’ institutions like the SDUK 

from incorporating the lower classes into the hegemony of the literate, Christian, middle-class 

culture” (Jacobs [1996] 2015: 89). By appropriating literacy, thanks to the technological 

advancements that allowed literature to enter a first phase of mass production and circulation, 

the lower classes (particularly in London, the printing centre) actively took part                                          

in disseminating a new vernacular sub-culture “that competed both economically and ‘morally’ 

with mainstream Victorian culture” (Jacobs [1996] 2015: 90). Through the use of their 

economic power, however individually small, they succeeded through force of numbers in 

disturbing the current hegemony by interacting with the market in a way that differed from 

what had been expected. Ironically, as Lord Brougham wrote in a pamphlet that would lead to 

the SDUK’s creation, “Cheap works being furnished, the choice of them may be left to the 

readers” (1825: 5).  He surely intended to be the one providing that choice, albeit controlled. 

And yet it is precisely the growing level of choice first pointed out by Altick that gave the 

lower classes the agency to resist the process of incorporation. 

There are, however, multiple reasons why the lower classes would choose penny bloods 

over publications providing ‘useful knowledge’ specifically adapted and designed for them. 

Rather than considering this as a conscious and politically motivated behaviour intended to 

reject cultural hegemony, one must consider the combination of daily circumstances as well as 

the inaccurate image of ‘the People’ that pervaded the upper spheres of society.  Scott Bennett 

points out that “the People” was a rather versatile phrase in early nineteenth-century Britain 

(1982: 225), and his analysis is particularly relevant when read in the context of critics 

disdaining ‘people’s literature’. Bennett develops his point by stating that “everyone from 

Richard Carlile to John Wilson Croker claimed to understand precisely the needs of ‘the 

People’ and wished to speak for them – or at least to them” (1982: 225).  The choice of names 

here is crucial for Bennett’s argument: Richard Carlile was an English publisher with a 
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working-class background, who advocated democratic reform and a free press, wrote radical 

pamphlets, and published texts dealing with egalitarianism, republicanism and religious 

scepticism (Martin 2005: n. p.).  John Wilson Croker, on the other hand, was an Irish Member 

of Parliament and secretary to the Admiralty, who was closely involved in print culture too as 

a leading contributor to the Tory Quarterly Review.  A staunch opponent of the Reform Bill, 

he left Parliament when the Reform Act was passed in 1832 (Thomas 2011: n. p.).  In short,                   

the two men could hardly represent more different beliefs and views of society; and Bennett 

uses this contrast to make the point that in the early nineteenth century, “the People” became 

more of a shape-shifting phrase invested with whichever meaning the current speaker or critic                  

was trying to communicate. As Bennett further develops, the use of this term makes it                        

“possible to map the ideological positions of many publications.  But no comparably clear 

picture emerges of their audiences, ‘the People’ themselves” (1982: 225).  Never calling for             

a strict demographic definition, the phrase could therefore be used to include any cause and 

sense of belonging or, if necessary, be activated for processes of othering and estrangement. 

This is exactly what happened with both the SDUK and with Hepworth Dixon’s criticism                   

of Reynolds’s and Lloyd’s publications.  

By labelling penny bloods “people’s literature” in his 1847 Daily News criticism, 

Hepworth Dixon disdainfully pits “the People” against socially accepted choices and 

behaviours. Through his use of this phrase, he endeavours to strengthen an already present 

social hierarchy by contrasting “people’s literature” with the “higher … offsprings of the press” 

(quoted in Dalziel 1957: 48).  Of course, Hepworth Dixon’s position as a critic in the press 

does affect his use of rhetoric.  In the case of the SDUK, though, it is clear in their original 

prospectus as well as from the committee meeting minutes that the Society did not aim to attack 

the lower classes or be condescending towards them, but its use of the phrase “the people” soon 

reveals structural ignorance about the strata of society with which the SDUK concerns itself. 

By declaring in Practical Observations that “although the people must be the source and the 

instruments of their own improvement, they may be essentially aided in their efforts to instruct 

themselves” (1825: 1), Brougham unwittingly attributes middle and upper class beliefs to                    

his target readership. He then defines the latter as “the poor” or “the working-classes”                                     

(1825: 2-3), and speaks to as well as for them by placing instruction at the centre of their 

“efforts,” assuming that they strive for it (as they should, according to the predominant 

doctrine) and that the SDUK would therefore remedy the lack of material available and help 

them assuage this drive for self-improvement.  Since the intentions behind the project were              

far from being grounded in what we should regard as an evidence-based understanding of 

working-class daily life and priorities, it is no wonder that its outcome did not reach the original 

goals.  The Society’s ignorance of its intended readership is surely one of the reasons behind 

the fact that as early as 1828, Charles Knight reported in a series of letters to the Society that 

its publications in the industrial North were exhibiting insignificant circulation numbers among 

the working-classes (quoted in Bennett 1982: 227). Similarly, Patricia Hollis reports that street 

vendors told magistrates that they were selling unstamped periodicals because they had no 

buyers for the Penny Magazine (1970: 176). The SDUK had to acknowledge that their 

publications, in the words of one of the active members Matthew Davenport Hill, had not 

“penetrated deeply into the masses of the people” (quoted in Bennett 1982: 227) and therefore 

failed to colonise the metaphorically othered body of “the people,” while once again resorting 

to the same term that showed both unfamiliarity and distance to the potential readership. 

That SDUK publications reached significant circulation inside and outside of Britain and 

yet failed to retain the favours of the British lower-class readership can also be attributed to 

their non-fictional character. As Louis James argues in his famous piece “The Trouble with 

Betsy,” penny blood fiction provided an “attractive fantasy for [working-class readers] to 
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identify with” (1982: 357), for example, through characters that allowed readers to transpose 

their own situation into an imagined alternative. James goes on to develop how fiction 

addresses different layers of working-class life: “in imagination, [the maid] might wish to 

murder her mistress; in preparing an important dinner, she might take pride in making a good 

meal. … A periodical, with its fiction, its different kinds of information, can reflect this 

diversity” (1982: 359).  Even further than “diversity,” it is the ambivalence within the servant’s 

social position that is echoed in penny blood fiction through the discordance between Betsy            

the maid’s projections and her real-life aspirations.  Fictionality, combined with the other types 

of text present in such penny periodicals, on which I shall comment later, allowed for a form 

of catharsis and of escapism for the working classes which the SDUK refused to provide by 

choosing to restrict their publications to non-fictional “useful” content.  G. K. Chesterton,                   

in his “Defence of the Penny Dreadfuls,” claimed that “literature and fiction are two entirely 

different things. Literature is a luxury; fiction is a necessity” (1901: 648). This very “necessity” 

was absent from utilitarian publications, which might have been why it failed to resonate with 

the lower classes. James explicitly describes the fiction read by Betsy as being “as wildly 

escapist as the Servant’s Magazine is remorselessly disciplinary” (1982: 356), and although                             

the Servant’s Magazine (1839-1868) was a rather modest publication circulating mostly in 

London (James 2009: 568) this comparison is rather telling of the difference in tone of 

‘recommended’ versus ‘inappropriate’ reading material. Though of course far from being an 

era-exclusive phenomenon, the need for escapism through fiction directly answered the 

‘discipline’ disseminated in other publications. 

“Wastes of Print”: Redefining Value 

The various educational publications attempting to guide the market in a new direction were 

symptomatic of a shift in the perception of literary material.  As different types of reading 

material evolved and their circulation numbers grew dramatically, the matter of evaluating and 

defining literature became all the more urgent.  In “Delimiting Literature, Defining Literary 

Value,” Mary Poovey discusses various nineteenth-century discourses about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 

literature as “efforts to define a distinctively Literary [sic] form of value” in the context of 

“changes in the hierarchy of imaginative kinds of writing” (2008: 285-6).  This meant that 

along with evaluating the morality of publications in order to check them against the doctrine 

of the time, the issue of literary qualities became another criterion for defining a work’s value. 

Penny blood numbers were often criticised by writers and critics alike for being poorly written: 

Wilkie Collins, for example, in his famous “Unknown Public” essay published anonymously 

in Household Words in 1858, describes how struck he is by their “extraordinary sameness” 

(1858: 221) and makes the following “condemnation,” as he calls it: 

If I had found the smallest promise in the style, in the dialogue, in the presentation of character 

in the arrangement of incident, in any of the five specimens of cheap fiction before me,… I should 

have gone on gladly and hopefully to the next number. But I discovered nothing of the sort … 

 (1858: 221) 

Although Collins is convinced that the new readership needs to be taken into account and 

represents the future of literacy, he exclaims that he cannot comprehend that this “sort of 

writing” could be appealing and concludes that this public is “from no fault of theirs, still 

ignorant of almost everything” (1858: 221-2). His suggestion is, therefore, not to mock or 

criticise readers for the (lacking) quality of their reading material, which he describes at length 

as appalling,  but rather to embrace this “Unknown Public,  which is now waiting to be taught   
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the  difference  between  a  good book and a bad”  (1858: 222).  To Collins,  the  lack of  literary 

quality is the real problem, as he does not find any “wickedness” in the stories, and it is merely 

due to its readers’ lack of education that this literature can thrive. Collins considers it the higher 

classes’ duty to elevate the lower classes and “teach” them what is “good” and what is “bad,” 

not so much in terms of morality like the SDUK aimed to do, but in terms of quality, as they 

are, here too, merely ignorant and uneducated.  

A month earlier than Collins’s essay, Margaret Oliphant had published a piece on cheap 

publications in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine,  entitled “The Byways of Literature: 

Reading for the Million.”  Much like Collins’s, which indeed may have been influenced by              

her piece (King 2004: 36),  her verdict on this type of reading material is unequivocal                         

and reaches along similar lines of reasoning: 

It requires no intellect; nay, we may go farther … there are publications popular in this 

enlightened nineteenth century which reject the aid of mind more distinctly still – wastes of print, 

which nothing possessing intellect would venture on – wildernesses of words, where everything 

resembling sense is lost beyond description or recovery.  

(Oliphant 1858: 202) 

This categorical rejection of cheap popular periodicals hinges on Collins’s criticism of the 

material’s literary qualities, but Oliphant takes this point further by invoking the image of a 

wild natural state of words, that might not have been tamed by human hand yet and in which 

reason becomes hopelessly lost.  That she considers these publications “wastes of print” places 

them as the antithesis of “useful knowledge” and in so doing she defines printed material as 

valuable by identifying what is not worth printing.  Her criticism therefore implies that                      

only pieces “with intellect” should be printed in this new “enlightened” century, and the                  

poor literary quality that Collins points out becomes synonymous with a lack of intelligence, 

not merely of education. This becomes even more striking as Oliphant states that “nothing 

possessing intellect would venture on” such publications, thereby dehumanising the readership 

that does choose to read them. With Oliphant’s dehumanisation of lower-class readers from 

“no one” to “nothing” and her denial of their agency in choosing specific publications,                         

the growing readership becomes in turn an undifferentiated mass of people, their individuality 

taken away. 

The representation of readers buying periodicals morphs into the image of a shapeless 

mass with “no intellect,” just as cheap periodicals are made of pages of text on end, columns 

and columns of small print with no structure or differentiating features and that seem to have 

no actual beginning or end.  The potentially uncountable and therefore uncontrollable character 

that was attributed to the circulation of millions of cheap popular periodicals becomes 

associated with the readership. This creates an almost isomorphic relationship between the 

readers and their reading material, as they are described as similar in form and in content: the 

characteristics of the texts are assumed to be the characteristics of their readers, and vice versa, 

the texts themselves are attributed the presumed characteristics of their readers.  If the texts are         

described as poorly written, with no “promise” (as Collins phrased it) and a “dead level of 

mediocrity” (“Mischievous Literature” 1868: 446), then the lower classes must be uneducated 

and ignorant. If the storyline deals with murder or crime, then the reader of a penny blood              

must be a soon-to-be criminal.  The imagined mass of simple-minded people turning to literacy 

craving only instant sensual pleasure rather than reasonable informational entertainment was 

pictured as “unthinking, uneducated, and perhaps uneducable” (Carlisle 2015: 137),                                  

a representation always reinforced by patronising discourses from above of how to “teach” or  

“help” them best,  seeing as they were not deemed  able  to  function  independently  in society.    
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With this view, Janice Carlisle explains, the “fiction that appealed to such readers must 

therefore be simple, subliterate, unchallenging, and monotonous” (2015: 136),                               

and this vision persists throughout commentaries and perceptions of penny serials as criticism 

of literary quality becomes equated with an absence of education and of educational quality. 

Despite such weighty voices as Household Words (Collins’s) and Blackwood’s 

(Oliphant’s), the conception that penny periodicals are only “literary garbage” (“Mischievous 

Literature” 1868: 446) has been challenged for a very long time.  Amongst recent studies,                    

Carlisle (2015) attempted to study the literary qualities and language of 1840s penny blood 

stories by two of Edward Lloyd’s most prolific authors, Thomas Peckett Prest and James 

Malcolm Rymer.  She argued that both contradict claims about the simplistic nature of penny 

fiction.  The scale of her endeavour is not wide enough to draw more general scholarly 

conclusions, but her analysis helps call attention to the fact that the frequent and long-standing 

criticism of literary quality is the reflection of middle-class assumptions about the vernacular 

urban culture that Jacobs defined.  Though stating that she “would not want to claim that                      

this writing reaches the imaginative heights of Dickens’s prose” (Carlisle 2015: 137)                          

and pointing out patterns of repetition, she highlights the complexity of certain passages and 

states that “Prest’s language and sentence structure … cannot be described as simple,                      

much less as simpleminded” (Carlisle 2015: 137). She shows that the vocabulary used                   

(with such words as “ensanguined, ruminate, and taciturnity”) “does not assume a semiliterate 

reader” (Carlisle 2015: 137).  

However, this particular conclusion fails to take into account deeper ramifications of the 

vernacular culture to which the texts belong, as Louis James recently developed:  

By conventional literary standards, Prest’s rhetoric is repetitive and redundant. But its verbal 

extravagance would have appealed to semiliterate readers as a trait related to the vernacular visual 

style analyzed by Barbara Jones in The Unsophisticated Arts (1951). Observing that those outside 

literate cultures ‘create elaborate layers of decoration around their daily lives,’ Jones explores the 

love of decorative extravagance seen in popular artifacts … Transfer this from visual art to words, 

and one has the rhetoric of Prest’s penny issue fiction.  

(2019: 63) 

According to James, the at times elaborate or even extravagant vocabulary which Carlisle 

questioned might thus not be proof of the readership’s literacy or the text’s literary qualities 

aso much as simply performs a different function directly related to its vernacular style. 

Carlisle’s effort to legitimise penny fiction therefore falls victim to what Jonathan Rose 

describes as using a “one-dimensional ideological yardstick” (1995: 209) – that is, measuring 

penny fiction with characteristics that are simply not those adapted to the material.  

Recent scholarship and crucial re-evaluation work such as Lill and McWilliam’s 

Edward Lloyd and His World (in which James writes the aforementioned point) show us that 

what is now necessary is to re-examine the value of penny periodicals not by attempting                       

to prove Victorian critics wrong per se,  but by considering them in a broader historical and 

cultural context which allows for a more productive perspective.  This is also why, in order to 

further challenge the assumption that penny periodicals such as Lloyd’s were anything but 

educational, it is necessary to consider not only the penny blood fiction that they contained,      

but periodical issues taken as wholes.  As James argues elsewhere, “a periodical, because it 

selects and orders information in a specific way, becomes a microcosm, to a lesser or greater 

extent, of a cultural outlook” (1982: 352).  I have already developed the emphasis on the non-

fictional that educational periodicals chose to use, yet most of the upper- and upper-middle-

class criticism of  their  competition  centres  on  the  penny  blood  fiction  that  belonged  to  
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the  periodicals, rather than the number as a whole.  For purposes of analysis here and in order 

to continue this critical conversation, I have chosen to take as an example the seventh issue                 

of one of Edward Lloyd’s successful weekly publications, The People’s Periodical and                  

Family Library for the week ending on November 21, 1846 in which the first instalment of the 

famous The String of Pearls: A Romance was published.  

Edward Lloyd’s Educational Content 

Number 7 of The People’s Periodical and Family Library is a standard 16 pages, each with 

three columns of text. It starts with five pages dedicated to the new penny blood story of the 

demon barber, Sweeney Todd. It also includes two other fictional texts: a short story and the 

seventh part of a 19-part serial, Rose Sommerville (Léger-St-Jean 2020).  The rest of the number 

deals with a surprisingly broad range of topics and types of writing. Although the smaller pieces 

were rather obviously ordered depending on how much space was left on the page (for example, 

a short but ironically well-located recipe for rat poison right after the String of Pearls 

instalment), the periodical addresses all sorts of cultural and historical themes.  It is a lot more 

concerned with “knowledge” than its criticism cares to admit.  A few of the pieces can be 

suspected to be semi-fictional only, as markers such as truncated dates (“in the year 18–”) 

might have been a way to report without being subjected to stamp tax (cf. Law 2000: 20-3).  

Along these come a multitude of proverbs, epigrams, precepts, jokes and advice concerning 

everyday life and household knowledge, sprinkled throughout the whole weekly issue. 

Nevertheless, in the midst of what seems to be a potpourri of random themes, some pieces 

stand out as topical as well as informational.  

The “Every-day Book” was a standard “department” of the periodical.  It is perhaps the 

most striking item given the amount it provides of information of the “useful knowledge” kind.  

It spans a page width, cutting across the columns, and, modelled on almanacs, presents a table 

detailing day by day the times of sunrise and sunset, tides in various places across England, 

along with events associated with the day, historical (Queen Elizabeth I’s accession to the 

throne), religious, meteorological, and so on.  

 

The rest of the page is dedicated to “chronologies” listing significant events related to                        

the dates of the ongoing week.  From events linked to the monarchy (births, deaths, 

coronations) to uprisings across the Empire or key wartime moments, from inundations in the 

country to the life of St Hugh, Bishop of Lincoln,  the page is full to the brim with more or           

less detailed historical, religious, cultural pieces of information that undoubtedly participated 

in another form of education outside of the institution.  In 1996, Edward Jacobs stressed the 

historical coincidence between institutionalised popular education and industrialisation in the 

1830s, and made the point that this simultaneity “gave the English poor good reason by the 

1830s to perceive industrial work and school knowledge as two parts of an inhumane culture 

Figure 1.   Issue 7 of The People’s Periodical and Family Library. Example of an “Every-day Book” Table 

(Lloyd 1846: 104).  

By permission of the British Library 
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that was being forced on them from above” ([1996] 2015: 94).  The early schools that were 

concerned with the education of the poor were built on a pedagogical model revolving around 

imitation and memorisation, and schooled literacy was constructed as a “mechanical discipline 

very much like factory production,”  with content “ludicrously remote from the students’ 

culture, offering them such ‘useful’ facts as the sub-classes of tropical birds” (Jacobs [1996] 

2015: 95).  The absurdity of schooled literacy and of the developing popular education at the 

beginning of the century therefore pushed many to either avoid education altogether, or to seek 

their education and develop their literacy skills outside of the institutional context,  as Thomas 

Laqueur indicates.  As a result, educational innovation  “seems to have no dramatic impact” in 

numbers before the 1850s to 1870s (Laqueur 1976: 269).  Philanthropic publications aiming to 

impart “useful” knowledge not only echoed but helped construct an experience of education 

and of literacy that was tinted with distrust of institutionally disseminated knowledge.                         

By contrast,  such publications as Lloyd’s provided short and more immediately relevant pieces 

of information educating the readership about their immediate surroundings  (sunrises, tides) 

or their own country and its history, helping them to somehow re-appropriate education. 

The issue in question also includes another very topical piece, fictional this time. Entitled 

“The Hartsdale Vindicator; or, Modern Innovations,” it begins with the following lines: 

“Well, my dear sir, have you heard the news?” said Major Stukely, a retired officer in an English 

country town … 

“Not a word have I heard that is to call news,” replied he; “what is going on, pray?” 

“Why, a railway is to pass through the town, that is all.” 

“A railway! Nonsense,” cried the other: “we are very well as we are. Everything goes on very 

nicely at present. The stage-coach, that comes to town daily, is sufficient for all the traffic; and 

to break in upon this quiet rural scene with one of their horrid snorting locomotives, would be a 

downright sin.”  

(Lloyd 1846: 108) 

From a dialogue obviously written to set the scene for the reader, the story then develops into 

a snippet of the characters’ lives as they found a newspaper “to protect [their] interests[,] What 

with the new poor-laws and fifty other new-fangled things” (Lloyd 1846: 108).  The periodical 

thus manages to address topical issues of the political sphere as well as the                                          

current technological leap forward and its controversies, not by running a full-fledged                     

article about it – which would have been illegal without paying the stamp duty, but by 

integrating commentary into a piece of fiction.  After the fashion described by King (2004: 

178-9) in the London Journal, while clearly not aiming to be an actual report of the railway 

development nor of the new Poor Law,  this piece nevertheless brings its readers into contact 

with news of the public sphere and awareness of these issues, even if just from  a distance.  

Finally, the last three pages of the number contain only rather short pieces, which span 

once again a variety of topics.  “The Reaper and the Flowers,” a poem reminiscent of 

Romanticism but with no credited author, is followed by a legend about the field where the 

Temple of Solomon is presumed to have stood (“A Legend of Judea”).  Another short piece 

describes a supposed French custom; the next fiction takes another two columns.  The last four 

columns of the number are once again strikingly educational.  Two of them are dedicated to 

“Wayside sketches” with the subheading, “A Walk to Siena – The Cathedral – Grecian Graces 

– An enviable Situation – The Cathedral of Florence – View from the Dome – A ‘dark’ 

Deception – Grandeur of the Interior.”  Though this sounds rather like a list of chapters for a 

suspenseful story, what follows is a conversational travel report which addresses the reader 

directly to recount a trip to Italy, describing landscapes, cities, architecture and art.  Finally, 

the last piece of the number,  simply titled “Nelson,”  presents a short biography of the national 
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hero and lists his main contributions to naval history, describing to the reader how “among 

many bright names which illuminate this part of the naval history of England, his shines the 

brightest of all” (Lloyd 1846: 112).  In short, the reader is guided through short and digestible 

amounts of information concerned with Britain and other countries, with facts and legends in 

both poetry and prose.  

After analysing the contents of this issue, it is near impossible to find the claims of 

“uneducated” or “simple-minded” publications justified.  The various pieces are indeed short, 

interspersed with fiction and even at times blurring the boundaries between fiction and 

information to cater for its readership; and they can admittedly not be assimilated to any form 

of in-depth article.  But they can nonetheless certainly be called “useful knowledge,”  for not 

even the higher spheres of society would argue that an awareness of Horatio Nelson, an idea 

of the Italian landscapes and cathedrals, or knowledge of various monarchs’ key dates are not 

education. What Lloyd’s paper manages is to adapt both the nature of this knowledge and its 

format and depth to a readership that was in all likelihood new to the information provided as 

well as to the activity of reading. 

Weekly numbers of The People’s Periodical often ended with advertisements promoting 

either the next issue or, more regularly, the other publications that were to come out of                          

12 Salisbury Square, Fleet Street (the address of Lloyd’s publishing business). One particular 

advert is found repeatedly throughout the numbers between November 1846 and March 1847 

(Fig. 2): 

 

Promoting Lloyd’s “Pictorial Library,” this advert proves the intention to make “standard 

works,” that is to say, “Literature” in the traditional sense at the time, accessible for the lower 

classes at the same price of one penny per part. It boasts enticing engravings “quite equal to 

any of the most expensive works,” and claims the intention to “form a Library for the rich, 

within the reach of the poor.” Through this new publication and its advertisement, Lloyd is 

Figure 2 Issue 10 of The People’s Periodical and Family Library. Advertisement for “Lloyd’s Pictorial Library 

of Standard Works” (Lloyd 1846: 160).  

By permission of the British Library 
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clearly signalling to his readers that popular and high cultures are not opposites: on the contrary, 

high culture – the “Library for the rich” – is being democratised and opened to the poor.                     

The choice of literary references is key. Though advertising just three items, it validates the 

Gothic penny dreadful culture that Lloyd was so famous for in a complex way. First, the items 

are arranged in an imaginary chronology from oldest to newest, the anonymous tales of the 

Arabian Nights Entertainments moving through Shakespeare to Ann Radcliffe’s most famous 

Gothic novel. Typographically, the texts are arranged in a wedge that moves the eye down in 

a progress which is nonetheless a circle, for the first and last emphasise the  thoroughly Gothic 

in its Orientalist and Italian guises. Placing Shakespeare in the centre of this circle thus inserts 

him into the Gothic as well.  Yet at the same time, Shakespeare radiates outward to lend the 

other two the cultural authority of his name.  What is found at either end might be exotic, but 

the core is English.  This is the “utility” of useful knowledge – to create a unified group of 

citizens united by a culture shared not just with each other but also with the upper classes. 

Considering that this is an advert destined to convince the readership to buy or subscribe                       

to this new publication, it also reveals that such phrasings as “a Library for the rich, within                 

the reach of the poor” were deemed good commercial arguments, implying that the publishing 

house expected the poor to react positively to such an incentive.  This approach therefore 

contradicts criticism of the time that contemptuously declares the readership as ignorant and 

uneducable.  Lloyd, rather, offers access to a hybrid form of “useful knowledge” that alternates 

fiction with historical anecdotes, dates, cultural references, expanding the scope of the reader’s 

daily considerations.  

In 1895, the investigative journalist and newspaper editor W. T. Stead launched an 

endeavour similar to Lloyd’s and the SDUK’s which intended to disseminate high-class 

literature for cheap prices. The “Masterpiece Library” collection offered “Penny Poets” and 

“Penny Popular Novels.” The texts were edited and dramatically abridged, boiled down to 

volumes of as few as sixty-four pages instead of the original hundreds. Stead’s aim was to 

make as much literary material available to the lower classes as possible, in particular for 

children. His motivation was not to right the wrongs of popular penny fiction. While Stead’s 

biographer Frederic Whyte believed that the series’ volumes were “beyond a doubt the best 

antidote to the poison of our British ‘Penny Dreadfuls’ that anyone had ever devised”                  

(Whyte 1925, vol. 2: 229), Stead’s own position was more ambivalent. Although he did intend 

to circulate ‘proper’ literature in the hopes of getting a vast proportion of the community to 

read something other than “pernicious literature,” he also declared that “even the Penny 

Dreadful is good … because it makes a certain portion of the community read” (quoted in 

Baylen 1975: 715; original emphasis). It was not long before his project came under fire from 

critics who believed he was trying to dictate to the youth of the lower classes what to read.                  

In 1896, Punch coined the phrase “Penny Steadfuls” (“Penny Steadfuls” 1896: 30), 

assimilating his publications to what they sought to counter.  

In 2005, the historian G. R. Searle suggested that “[a]s so often, W. T. Stead was the first 

to identify a gap in the market with his ‘Penny Novels,’  which boiled famous books down into 

one-sixth or one-eighth of their original length” (Searle 2005: 573).  However, based on the 

contents of Lloyd’s penny publication analysed above, I contend that this statement is actually 

erroneous as it ignores the similar, earlier attempts by Lloyd to democratise literature for the 

lower classes.  Whether Lloyd’s “Pictorial Library of Standard Works” actually succeeded in 

disseminating its “useful knowledge” amongst the poorer parts of the community is a separate 

and probably unprovable point,  but the gap in the market that Searle mentions had clearly been 

identified half a century before Stead.  The difference was that by the 1890s the idea of market  
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stratification was accepted as a natural state, and that any attempt to unify the strata into a 

coherent whole such as that proposed by the SDUK or even by Lloyd seemed laughable. In 

other words, the idea of culture as a consumer-led market rather than as an author- or authority-

led mission had become much more dominant. 

Lloyd’s unofficial alternative to the educational or “disciplinary” attempts put forward 

by the SDUK were part of the urban street culture highlighted by Jacobs and represented an 

obstacle to the circulation of a cultural hegemony. This certainly explains the voluntary 

misrepresentation of penny periodicals in contemporary criticism, which rejected the 

publications themselves and chose to target the fiction that only constituted a part of a whole. 

Yet circulation numbers clearly prove this new readership’s choice to buy periodicals such as 

Lloyd’s or Reynolds’s rather than the SDUK’s, as they were addressed to them rather than to 

“the People.” As this article has shown, a typical Lloyd penny number was far from mindless 

and aimed at “exciting the passions,” despite the picture painted by its critics. By skirting the 

boundaries of fiction and information, The People’s Periodical strove to give possibilities for 

education outside an institutional context. We might think of it like a school of the street 

providing affordable access to knowledge.  
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