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Abstract 
In the preface of James Malcolm Rymer’s The Night Adventurer (1846), the writer claims that, contrary 
to popular opinion, the “masses” were attracted to stories on “account of their truthfulness” rather than 
“wild, romantic literature” (1846: Preface). Indeed, the ‘factual’ basis for penny serials was so 
marketable that numerous prefaces, author notes and newspaper advertisements emphasised how these 
serials were “founded on fact.” While there were sensationalist purposes for using factual biographies 
of criminals, the use of non-fictional sources has, I argue, a far more philanthropic social purpose which 
outlines the radical politics of the authors. 

For penny fiction, which was often deemed as harmless and derivative content, the authority the 
paratext proffered was vital in demonstrating its active engagement with social and political issues. 
Penny fiction authors used paratextual space to create authority, establishing affinity between author 
and reader in order to disseminate and support the moral of the fictional narrative in a more effective 
way. Writers exploited the unique, composite style of penny fiction, pioneered by George W. M 
Reynolds in The Mysteries of London (1844–6), to disseminate their political agendas, educate their 
readership and assert themselves as writers of serious literature. 
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In the preface of James Malcolm Rymer’s The Night Adventurer (1846), Rymer claims that, 
contrary to popular opinion, the “masses” are attracted to stories on “account of their 
truthfulness” rather than “wild, romantic literature” (1846: Preface). While the melodramatic 
plots of penny fiction often provided Victorian readers with escapism through fiction, the 
appeal of many of these texts was their proximity to real-life events and issues of social or 
cultural interest. This was such a marketable aspect of penny fiction that numerous paratextual 
elements such as prefaces, author notes, newspaper advertisements, subtitles and even 
footnotes emphasised how these texts were “founded on fact.” None of these were new.                    
The use of footnotes in fictional works, for example, originated in what Gary Kelly refers to as 
the “footnote novel” – a form used by Romantic-period writers which incorporated factual, 
public, and political material” (1993: 157)  

The phrase “founded on facts” is repeated in the paratextual material of penny serials 
including Rymer’s Adeline; or the Grave of the Forsaken (1845), Thomas Peckett Prest’s The 
Convict (1846), and the anonymously-authored The History of Jack Sheppard: His Wonderful 
Exploits and Escapes (1840). Advertisements emphasised factual accuracy and verisimilitude: 
a work by “Lady Maude Annesley” (Henry Lea, 1865) promised “startling revelations of 
London Life” (Chauntler 1866: “Advertisement”). Such claims to authenticity are part and 
parcel of the realism that appealed to what the preface of Rymer’s Gentleman Jack referred to 
as “lovers of rational fiction” (1852: Preface) and that Peter Bailey (1978) famously called 
“rational recreation,” a respectable form of organised entertainment designed to complement 
work discipline not challenge it. 

Many penny novels referred to (already fictionalised) criminal biographies of infamous 
highwaymen or reflected upon real life more broadly by focusing on contemporary issues of 
poverty and labour exploitation; they occasionally referred to contemporary figures that would 
have been familiar to the readers from cheap newspapers. I contend this was accomplished 
through two methods: by using scholarly references to promote authorial credibility, and by 
establishing a relationship between the reader and the narrator of these non-fictional 
components. The composite style of penny serials – mixing fact and fiction – allowed for the 
creation of a fictional rendition of the world readers lived in, which reflected contemporaneous 
issues and debates. The blending helped to articulate and position those debates in a way which 
was both entertaining and informative. 
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The use of the paratext to draw attention to the real in fictional works was a trend in 
other forms of Victorian literature. Imogen Mathew has, for example, analysed the role of the 
paratext in Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White (1860) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) in 
“establishing a realist pact with the reader before the narrative proper commences” (2018: 82). 
A similar ‘realist pact’ between writer and text whereby the fictional text, acknowledged as 
fictional, promises the reader that it is “really” about the real world – a central agreement of 
realism in other words – is crucial in penny fiction, just as it is in Dickins. Inclusions of 
paratextual material, however, were not solely a way of imitating the works of Dickens for 
commercial gain. It came with an authority and a claim to legitimacy that rebuked accusations 
of penny fiction’s frivolity. In other words, by including paratextual material which 
demonstrated a clear comprehension of social and political issues, penny fiction could stake its 
claim to being a serious form of fiction – precisely that respectable “rational recreation”                          
I mentioned earlier.  

Author prefaces, prologues or editorial notes would often outline the moral behind the 
story, or the social injustice that the story has critiqued. Examples include the epilogue of 
Herbert Thornley’s Life in London (1846) which recounts the injustice illustrated in the 
narrative. Materials such as legislation, parliamentary commissions, medical reports or even 
articles taken from newspaper reports verbatim can also be found directly inserted into                       
the story to create, (to borrow a term from Ian Haywood 2004: 177) “journalistic bricolage.”                           
The use of the amalgamation of numerous disparate sources has been discussed previously in 
relation to the work of G.W.M Reynolds by scholars such as Mary L. Shannon (2016), and             
Rob Breton extends the point out more generally in The Penny Politics of Victorian Popular 
Fiction that “popular periodicals and popular literature could not and did not isolate themselves 
from the zeitgeist … they took up and reframed the political debates that were all around them” 
(2021: 3). Such textual bricolage is organised so as to suggest a coherent message even                          
to the extent that in some penny serials the preface and other paratextual material dialogue with 
the main text or with other paratextual elements: for example, the epilogue may refer to the 
prologue. For example, in The Mysteries of London (1844-48) Reynolds comments on                           
his main narrative by including diagrams of wealth distribution. Likewise, The Mysteries of the 
Madhouse, or the Annals of Bedlam (1847), purportedly written by a “Discharged Officer of 
Twenty Years’ Service” includes multiple extracts from Sketches in Bedlam (1823),                       
various editions of The Athenaeum, court transcripts and other extra-textual non-fiction sources 
which are placed in the centre of the fictional narrative.  

Though many works of penny fiction share these characteristics, they cannot be 
regarded homogenously, and I do not suggest these patterns are present in all penny serials. 
The texts about to be discussed have been selected for their recurring use of the insistence on 
fact and verisimilitude as well as their focus on contemporary social and political debate. 

The Preface  

In the 1847 preface to the Cheap Edition of The Pickwick Papers (at 1½d per issue almost 
penny fiction), Charles Dickens wrote that “as Prefaces, though seldom read, are continually 
written, no doubt for the behoof of that so richly and so disinterestedly endowed personage, 
Posterity (who will come into an immense fortune), I add my legacy to the general 
remembrance” ([1847] 1868: xv). This desire for texts to secure the writer’s legacy is perhaps 
more poignant to the writers of penny fiction due to the ephemeral nature of penny texts if left 
unbound. As Helen R. Smith notes:  
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penny dreadfuls do sometimes bear evidence of hasty endings, poor quality printing and random 
illustrations, and there are piracies and works of similar title which may confuse commentators, 
particularly because the survival rate of this fragile literature is low, and past catalogue entries 
not always adequate.  

(Smith 2002: 6) 

The purpose of many penny prefaces, just like those of volume-form texts, was often 
to establish a relationship between the writer and the reader. For example, Thomas Love 
Peacock (certainly not a penny fiction author), in the preface to his collection of three texts 
which had originally been published without them ([1837] 1875: 5) tells us that                                       
“an old friend assures me, that to publish a book without a preface is like entering a drawing-
room without making a bow.” Adding a preface for volume-form publication was        
characteristic yet curious: though appearing first in a volume it was often written last, creating 
a marked rupture between the time of writing and the time of reading: the preface functions as 
the kind of  reflective space that today we might expect in an epilogue. It becomes a space too 
where readers are thanked for their continued patronage. Robert Allan describes how                     
“[b]oth Dickens and Thackeray in their prefaces bid their readers farewell as friends who have 
travelled together over much ground” (Allen 2010: 185). This is likewise true of penny serials 
such as Jack Rann: Alias Sixteen String Jack (1845) by James Lindridge where the preface of 
the volume-form version uses a similar journey metaphor to describe the companionate 
relationship between the reader and the writer after its 52 weekly parts: “[t]welve months have 
we journeyed together, gentle reader, and that long pilgrimage has been, I hope, for you as for 
me, one of happy companionship” (1845: 1). This assumption of intimacy between narrative 
voice and the reader and the polite proffering of thanks for loyalty emphasises the                         
sincerity of the voice and contributes to creating a sense of trust and community between                   
text and its readership.  

Yet the preface was not solely a space for the performance of  “textual etiquette” as 
Barbara Leckie observes: it also “participated in the debate over competing definitions of the 
reading public, and it contributed, in turn, to a new configuration of this public” (2009: 447). 
The use of the preface was not only a way of cajoling the reader and attempting to win their 
continued patronage, but showed how writers and publishers of penny fiction were keenly 
aware of this new reading public, and of how to appeal to their tastes. In creating camaraderie 
between reader and writer, an exclusive community was being created–the reader was being 
invited in to experience the “reality” of the spaces to which the author asserts they have 
unfettered access.  

Establishing an emotional bond with the reader in the preface, however, was often not 
enough to guarantee that readers would be convinced of the truth of the narrative and therefore 
appreciate the social and political messages behind the text; the preface would need to 
introduce the author as a credible source by aligning them with historians, journalists and social 
investigators. Although not discussing penny fiction, Sedlmeier proves illuminating:  

 
By literary convention, such prefatory notes tend to operate with the structuralist binary of 
factual versus fictional mode of narration: they are often disclaimers of semblance to factual 
events and existing persons as accidental in order to reclaim the license of fiction. Against this 
backdrop, the insistence on ‘nonfiction’ seems to reverse the convention, placing the book in 
the realm of factual narrations, historical chronicle and journalistic investigation, among others.  

(Sedlmeier 2018: 76)  
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The pre-empting of a narrative with an insistence on truth and the credentials of the 
author makes a text appear more reliable and indeed “useful” in the utilitarian tradition of 
“useful knowledge” that had been popularised in the 1830s by the Penny Magazine.                            
The preface, therefore, acknowledges and addresses the accusations of penny titles being 
sensationalist or frivolous texts by asserting that they are based in reality – that they are 
instructive and not simply entertaining. In the case of penny fiction published later as an entire 
collection with a preface, Genette’s definition of the preface is applicable: “[r]ather than with 
a limit of a sealed frontier we are dealing in this case with a threshold, or – the term Borges 
used about a preface – with a “vestibule” which offers to anyone and everyone the possibility 
either of entering or of turning back” (1991: 261). The preface in penny fiction is, therefore,               
a site of negotiation: readers may enter as they wish, but in doing so are trusting the authority 
of the author and are willing to believe the truth behind the events which unfold in the narrative, 
or the themes which the narrative presents.  

Prefaces could even be used to bring texts up to date in ways that the serial version did 
not. As Allen argues:  

prefaces to later volume editions of serial novels were often used to re-contextualise them in 
light of recent developments or to explain how institutions and injustices dealt with in the 
original serial had changed in the intervening years.  

(2010: 186) 

Thomas Peckett Prest writes in the preface to The Old House of West Street, or London in the 
Last Century (1844-46) in the 1846 compilation that:  

Every vestige of this notorious haunt of vice, which for more than two hundred years was 
allowed to pollute the metropolis, is now swept away, thanks to the improvements in the 
metropolis which have progressed so rapidly of late, more especially in the locality in which 
the Old House recently reared its pestiferous head; but it will be many years ere the crimes 
perpetuated in that den of infamy will be forgotten.  

(Prest 1846: iii) 

Such use of prefaces turns texts into palimpsests, written over to reflect current events.  
A preface could be added not only to shed light on developments around the discussed 

topic, but also as a reaction to public response. Over 1847-8, Edward Lloyd re-released 
Rymer’s enormously successful The String of Pearls, originally serialised in Lloyd’s People’s 
Periodical (1846-47) over 18 weeks expanded into 92 penny parts; the first number was 
released under the title The String of Pearls, or, A Sailor’s Gift. The parts were then reissued 
as one volume in 1850 under the title The String of Pearls, or, the Barber of Fleet Street and a 
new preface was added.1 This new preface refers to the public’s interest in Sweeney Todd as a 
figure and whether he and his crime had a basis in reality. The preface reads:  

In answer to the many inquiries that have been, from time to time, made regarding the fact 
of whether there ever was such a person as Sweeney Todd in existence, we can unhesitatingly 
say, that there certainly was such a man; and the record of his crimes is still to be found in the 
chronicles of criminality in this country.  

The house in Fleet Street, which was the scene of Todd’s crimes, is no more. A fire, which 
destroyed some half-dozen buildings on that side of the way, involved Todd’s in destruction; 
but the secret passage, although, no doubt, partially blocked up with the re-building of St. 
Dunstan’s Church, connecting the vaults of that edifice with the cellars of what was Todd’s 
house in Fleet Street, still remains.  

(Rymer 1850: Preface, quoted in Mack’s 2007 edition: xxix) 

 
1 See Robert Mack’s “Note on the Text” in his edition, listed in the bibliography under Rymer. 
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The paratext here suggests a correspondence between reader and writer, whether real or simply 
a marketing device, that claims a privileged access to material reality. While the factual basis 
of The String of Pearls is not laboured upon outside this preface (though it is certainly keyed 
into contemporary news items and debates2), the idea that the novel was founded on fact 
worked its way into later editions so as to become a common assumption. 

Similarly, in the anonymous The Factory Lad: Or, the Life of Simon Smike (1839),                   
a work which details the sufferings of the eponymous Smike in the factory (a character                    
from Charles Dickens’s Nicholas Nickleby which was currently being serialised),                              
“The Author” states:  

 

Exasperated by the efforts which have been made to show up the cruelties of the factory system, 
– the mill owners have recently undertaken to defend it.  

The author of the following pages, feeling that his statements may be called in question, 
thinks it right to declare that all the main incidents of factory cruelty in the following tale of 
terror, are based upon the practices of the Factory Nabobs and Neroes, as proven before a 
Parliamentary Committee.  

(1839: “To the Reader”: n.p.) 

Using prefatory material to address criticisms as fallacious, the author can maintain credibility 
and create an allyship by positioning the socially conscious reader and writer against the 
tyrannical “them,” creating, to borrow a term from Rohan McWilliam, a “liberal consensus” 
(2019: 213). Other prefaces might acknowledge that the text was a combination of fact and 
fiction. In The Convict (1846), the preface states:  
 

Most  of  the  incidents  to  be  found  in  this  work  are  founded  on  fact,  though  of  course  
the  greater  part  of  the  story  is  pure  invention.  For  obvious  reasons  the  name  of  Guy  
Harrowby  is a  fictitious  one,  but  no  doubt  many  of  our  readers  remember  the  original,  
whose death – though not in the manner we have described it – occurred in a country town 
about twelve years’ since. The author has frequently seen him, and it is from the stories at that 
time in circulation that he has woven together the narrative which forms the subject of the 
following pages.  

([Prest] 1846: Preface) 

Readers are assured of the authority of the writer through the shared experience of recollection 
with the events purportedly being in living memory. Non-fictional sources like those that are 
referred to in The Mysteries of London or The Mysteries of the Madhouse, are not called on this 
work. Instead, the stories that comprise The Convict are, according to the preface, woven from 
the press into a cohesive narrative without reference or context so that the reader must trust the 
author who selects what information should to be included or occluded. As we have seen in the 
1851 preface to The String of Pearls such calls on trust were far more common in criminal 
biographies or pseudo-biographies which allude to the supposed real facts of the case but do 
not provide detailed information. Such texts are far more aligned to fictional narratives than to 
the journalistic or scholarly style of penny narratives which used factual information to promote 
their work as critical, intellectual and engaged with social issues.  

 
 

 
2 See, for example, Nesvet 2019. 
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Fact, Fiction, Footnotes 

A key paratextual strategy to signal veracity and social engagement – the use and rational 
element of the text as “rational recreation” – was the footnote. Many penny serials were 
peppered with them as well as extra-textual material such as epigraphs that created links 
between the text and reality. In discussing epigraphs in George Eliot, Freedgood states that:  

The Victorian novel is routinely described as encyclopedic, but if we go back to the literal 
encyclopedias that proliferated in the eighteenth century, we see that the practice of the epigraph 
suggests that Eliot was working on and from a vast network of textual traces.  

(2019: 82) 

But the same goes for penny fiction. Anne Humpherys similarly describes texts such as                   
The Mysteries of London and The Mysteries of the Court of London (1848-56) as encyclopaedic 
due to the ‘dozens of different fictional plots and first-person histories, journalistic 
information, political diatribes and internal references and footnotes to current events’ 
(2008: 123). Such assemblages of external sources meant that Victorian readers could consult 
them for factual information and topical debates as well as entertainment.  

Reynolds’s Master Timothy’s Bookcase (1841–42) and The Mysteries of London,                   
The Mysteries of the Madhouse and Dickens’s The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club 
(1836–37) are all “miscellany novels’ due to their merging of ‘dis-integrated genres” within               
an overarching narrative plot (Hauser 2013: 23). She shows that footnotes in penny fiction have 
an educational purpose and often seek not only to showcase the author’s credibility, but also to 
collate and synthesise topical debates for readers to help them make their own decision.  

Forty years ago, Benstock wrote that footnotes in otherwise fictional texts might 
generate an uneasiness between the factual and fictional: 

As annotations, they are innately referential […] reflecting on the text, engaged in dialogue 
with it, and often performing an interpretive and critical act on it, while also addressing a larger, 
extratextual world in an effort to relate this text to other texts, to negotiate the middle ground 
between this author and other authors, between this author and the reader. Such diametrically 
opposed claims, making notations cooperative with the text but not intrinsic to it and insisting 
that comments be both inner- and outer-directed, frequently result in a critical appendage that 
bears an uneasy relation to its parent  

(1983: 204) 

However, many penny fiction readers will have been attuned to this style of writing due to 
Reynolds’s own blending of journalism and fiction.3 Furthermore, at least in volume form, 
prefaces often pre-empted the potential for confusion by stating that a factually based story 
would be framed by a romantic, fictional narrative. The inclusion of footnotes into a volume-
form text which had previously claimed to be based on facts would hardly have been deemed 
surprising regardless of the often sensational, fictional tale they were embedded within.  

Like other paratextual elements, footnotes in fiction can facilitate a relationship 
between the reader and author that is distinct from their more rhetorical function in scholarly 
works (Benstock 1983: 205). Freedgood suggests that the use of notes creates:  

 

 
3 Reynolds’s journalistic style has been previously discussed by Ian Haywood (2004). 
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a sort of side relationship between narrator and reader. It is almost as if there is a huge audience 
of average readers who are probably ignoring the notes, and then there is the special reader who 
will read the notes and share their ironies with the narrator – or perhaps even with the author 
himself  

(2010: 399) 

When encountered in volume form, the footnotes help maintain the trust established in the 
preface and prologue by indicating that the work is engaging with intellectual and credible 
forms, but of course, as Freedgood suggests, they have a life of their own, especially when 
encountered before or without the prefatory matter added only after the initial serialisation, 
directly anchoring the fiction in reality.  

In Dickens, Reynolds, and Mayhew on Wellington Street (2016), Mary Shannon 
discusses the reciprocal relationship between Reynolds’s Mysteries and his public speeches, 
detailing how the footnotes in Mysteries often included references to his speeches at Chartist 
rallies. Haywood has further commented on the use of paratextual material in the Mysteries, 
linking Reynolds’s inclusion of thieves’ slang guides and diagrams of wealth distribution to 
his periodicals and newspapers (2004: 179). The thieves’ slang guides are discussed by              
Stephen Basdeo who argues that it lends “an air of authenticity to [Reynolds’s] depiction of 
the criminal underworld” and “provide[s] readers with an external editorial voice which, while 
they might seem to shed light upon thieves’ language and solve one of the many ‘mysteries of 
London,’ they simultaneously make the world of thieves more alien to the reader” (2018: 65). 
Footnotes, therefore, can paradoxically invite and exclude depending on whether they are 
concise and referential, pointing the reader to the source material, or discursive explanations 
of their pertinence to the fictional plot and its social message. To illustrate this, I will look at 
examples of both these types of notes in two anonymous penny titles I have already referred 
to: The Factory Lad and The Mysteries of the Madhouse.  

In The Factory Lad, the referential footnotes provide details of where the information 
in the narrative was sourced. For example, the text refers to Richard Oastler’s Law of the Needle 
(printed by the radical publisher Henry Hetherington) and lists the places it is sold (1839: 159). 
Here, the information is presented in the text as part of the narrative and the footnote lends 
authority in order to dispel accusations of hyperbole. The more discursive type of footnote still 
provides credibility in external and authoritative sources but also intersperses the narrator’s 
opinions and biases and engages, to an extent, with the fictional narrative. An example of this 
latter occurs where the factory owner claims that the working classes are drunkards and are 
idle. The footnote reads: “This, a favourite position with the enemies of the working classes 
has been replied to briefly, but ably, by the Rev. Mr. Stephens in his three Sermons in London, 
Page 8 of White’s Edition” (1839: 102). The footnote goes on to quote a lengthy extract from 
Reverend Stephens’s sermon. The paratext here clearly serves a didactic function; not content 
with directing the reader to additional sources, the writer includes sections they wish the reader 
to pay attention to.  

In The Factory Lad there are also instances where concise footnotes are used, even 
when a large section of the cited source is placed within the text. An example of this is Sir 
Anthony Carlisle’s Evidence before Mr. Sadler’s Factory Committee (Factories' Commission, 
HC Deb 03 April 1833, vol. 17, cc. 79-115, 134), a much-cited medical report which 
contributed to the passing of the 1833 Factory Act, where the narrative is interrupted to provide 
a quotation from Carlisle’s evidence therefore making it less easy for the reader to avoid.                       
It is here where we see the slippage between paratext and text and, while the footnote itself is 
supplementary in nature, the reader is encouraged to acknowledge it.  
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The examples from The Factory Lad reveal the assortment of references that are 
collated to situate the fictional narrative within real debates and to present an argument that is 
central to the text. The variety of sources from sermons, parliamentary evidence, legal cases 
and so on is able to reach a diverse range of readers as well as showing the depth of scholarly 
research and deliberate, conscious engagement with the subject in a carefully considered 
manner. As George Stanitzek states of paratexts more broadly:  

Numerous social, economic, technical, and material references are discovered; these are not 
irrelevant to the text but give indications of its internal working, showing it to be indeed                           
a dispersedly organized and diverse structure.  

(2005: 34) 

Other penny serials have a far more complex use of footnotes than in The Factory Lad and it 
can become difficult to determine the boundaries between the factual paratextual material and 
the fictional narrative. Stanitzek problematises some of the definitions used by Genette which 
fail to take into account the manifold properties or uses of the paratext:  

First of all, to conceive of the paratext as an ‘external’ form is a somewhat problematic 
metaphor. This is because phenomena such as typeface, paragraphing, the presence or                  
absence of footnotes, and so on mean that no text ever has a truly paratext-free moment.                  
Thus, it is not very easy to distinguish beyond a doubt between text and paratext,                                      
as might initially seem the case.  

(30) 

In texts such as The Mysteries of the Madhouse, footnotes are used extensively by contrast to 
deceive – that is, it uses the scholarly form in order to create credibility which it then goes on 
to undermine. Rather than discussing the amalgamation of forms therefore, I will examine the 
accuracy of its footnotes, how this alters the function of the paratext and the interaction between 
the narrative and the external world the paratext refers to. 

The Mysteries of the Madhouse is structured with an overarching frame narrative:                     
a romantic plot centred around the wrongful confinement of the protagonist Herbert Hastings. 
The text then shifts to a didactic first-person narration as the writer of the exposé,                                   
the Discharged Officer, makes his appearance and takes over the narration of the story                 
detailing how Hastings and his wife met at Bangor Lodge Asylum in 1812. The narrative is 
interrupted throughout with various unconnected stories of madness taken mainly from factual 
sources such as Sketches in Bedlam (1823) by “A Constant Observer.” 

In a footnote, the Discharged Officer informs the reader how the text will be constructed 
and claims the reader will be presented with:  

authentic cases…without a word of fiction on his part. These, as well as short disquisitions, of 
a plain and practical nature, belonging to the medical and jurisprudential branches of the subject, 
may be thrown, it is thought with advantage, into that framework formed by the tale; creating 
a deeper and more solid interest than generally attaches to the cheap weekly publications.  

(1847: 29) 

The Mysteries of the Madhouse, though intertwined with fictional drama, is a historical 
document in so much as it amalgamates historical sources such as Sketches in Bedlam, minutes 
from the 1815 Select Committee  as well as psychiatric research such as Robert Macnish’s 
Philosophy of Sleep (1830) and Dr. Prichard’s Treatise on Insanity (1835). However,                     
despite  a broad range of sources and clear research undertaken  to ensure  the text is accurate, 
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there are deliberate instances where footnotes are embellished upon or are otherwise inaccurate. 
For example, a description of a picnic at Hanwell Asylum in 1842 taken directly from The 
Athenaeum is expanded upon by the writer to include events never discussed in the original. In 
The Athenaeum, the text concludes with the picnic and praise for the improvements made to 
Hanwell (Alpha 1842: 683). The Mysteries of the Madhouse quotes the article verbatim but 
then adds an extensive section detailing the continuing festivities and discussing the behaviours 
of individual patients at the ball (1847: 51-52). Only if the reader checks the Athenaeum article 
(unlikely given the very different market segments the penny serial and the high-status 
magazine targeted) would the fiction be discovered.  

Another footnote highlights the contradictory nature of the enterprise: fiction, one 
assumes, has to be used for illustrative/didactive purposes as well as reasons of decorum, even 
while evidential sources are cited: 

See Minutes of Evidence taken before the Select Committee appointed by the House of 
Commons to consider of Provision being made for the better regulation of Madhouses in 
England, 1815. But neither the name of Hughes nor Bangor Lodge will there be found. The 
tale has to deal in certain fictions.  

(41) 

A further example of strict historical inaccuracy occurs in the portion of the narrative where 
Hastings meets the (real-life) artist Luke Clennell in the asylum around 1812. Clennell did 
spend time in an asylum around 1814 (Uglow, 2006: 350-2) and was later confined to an 
asylum in Newcastle in 1831 (dying there in 1840), so the encounter is not too much                    
of a stretch. However, the footnote directs the reader to The Athenaeum for March 1840.                    
There is indeed an article there called “Mr. Luke Clennell” (Athenaeum 1840: 188) which 
acknowledges the “many years” since Clennell’s death and which provides details of 
Clennell’s life and work – but also shows that a meeting between Hastings and Clennell would 
have been impossible. There are several ways we can understand such games with evidence, 
but one of them surely must be the author’s attempt to encourage scrutiny of external sources, 
a particularly apt aim when we consider the plot centres around deception by officials in the 
asylum system.  

This use of footnotes is similar to what Freedgood sees as their function in fiction more 
generally:  

They question authority and authorship: metalepsis in the form of the footnote insists that what 
we are reading may be based on other texts, but those other texts may also be fictional.                       
The basis of historical belief is undermined; realistic fiction is of course also thoroughly 
bedeviled. Is the fiction we are reading ‘probable’? Probably not. These self-referential                  
fictions are more concerned with textuality—their own and the condition of textuality in general 
than they are with social, historical, and psychological probability and truth.  

(2010: 400) 

In the case of penny fiction, unlike Victorian realism according to Freedgood, intertextuality 
does not necessarily mean writers were not concerned with accuracy and truth.  

Though I would not claim the penny writers had an exclusive access to the “truth.”                    
the factual detail in the paratextual materials gathered from a range of sources indicates                       
an interest in directing the reader to educational and intellectual sources outside the scope of 
the text.  
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Epilogues  

The epilogue in penny serials performs a range of different functions for authors and publishers. 
It can be used to conclude a plot of an abruptly terminated series. In volume-form, it can be 
used to refer back to the prologue, contributing to the overall framing of the text. It can also be 
used as both a political space for authorial social commentary, much in the same way as a 
prologue or preface, with the distinct advantage of being able to look back. It is, therefore, 
primarily a reflective space. This final section will detail the epilogue’s function as an 
evaluative, critical space in penny fiction as well as how it operates in relation to the prologue. 
In many, the factual basis of the narrative is addressed again so that readers, before their 
departure, can be reminded of the serious moral purpose behind otherwise sensational texts.                    
In other words, the “rational” is reinserted into recreation. 

Epilogues printed in the serial forms an often useful when a serialisation was brought 
to a hasty conclusion, perhaps a quick summary in a short paragraph that abbreviates key plot 
points and resolves loose plot points. However, the epilogue served a far more deliberate 
function.  

Genette argues that the rarity of “postface” or epilogues is due to their position  

placed at the end of the book and addressed to a reader who is no longer potential but actual, 
the postface certainly makes more logical and more relevant reading for that reader. But for the 
author, and from a pragmatic point of view, the postface is much less effective, for it can no 
longer perform the two main types of function we have found the preface to have: holding the 
reader’s interest and guiding him by explaining why and how he should read the text. 

 (1997: 238) 

However, the political content of penny fictions make the postface all the more relevant as the 
reader and the writer have secured an affinity by this time. Herbert Thornley’s Life in London 
concludes:  

Our labour is terminated; our narrative is completed. Where we have seen roguery we have 
unmasked it; where we have observed tyranny, we have deprecated it; where we have noted 
injustice, we have exposed it: what then remains for us to do that we promised in our 
prologue?...Where we have discovered vice we have lashed it, and if, in the preceding pages, 
we have altered the names of persons and of places, our characters are not the less real, nor are 
those places the mere fictitious.  

(Thornley 1846: 109) 

Similarly to the prologue of The Mysteries of London, Thornley’s prologue had outlined the 
didactic and cartographic purpose of the text:  

It is our object to lead the reader through the gay and attractive avenues of fashion, through the 
noisome mazes of vice, chicanery, and dissipation […] to lay before him all the frauds, follies, 
and depravities of the Metropolis; to present him with an ungarnished picture of “London Life;” 
in short, to produce a complete reflection of the present state of the Metropolitan society,                        
in the higher, as well as the lower circles, in various classes, professions, trades, and localities: 
– may he draw wholesome inferences therefrom.  

(Thornley 1846: 2) 
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The bond between the author and the unknown reader, which could span years, is cemented 
through repeated references to the collective “we,” empowering the reader as having a 
contributory role in exposing criminality and injustice. The reader takes on the role of an 
incognito investigator and thus becomes part of a subsect of social and political literary activists.  

The investigative function of penny fiction is evident in the connection between the 
prologue and the epilogue in texts such as The Mysteries of Old Father Thames (1850)                        
by Thomas Frost. In the prologue, the author invokes the spirit of Old Father Thames to share 
its secrets of the metropolis which it both “witnessed and concealed”:  

Thou shouldst have much to tell, Old Father Thames. Alike of the hoary past and the vivid 
present would thy revelations teem with interest and prove the assertion, that “Truth is 
stranger than fiction.” What fearful mysteries couldst thou not unfold! 

(Frost 1850: 3) 

This text distinguishes itself from others that also claim to profess the “truth” of the city by 
invoking a tutelary spirit in archaic language rather than the reader. Moreover, the writer does 
not make efforts to laden the research conducted into the factual nature of the text.                       
However, the political agenda of the text is clear in not only the content of the text, but in the 
framing of the narrative with a prologue and epilogue. While the prologue indicates a divided 
city of rich and poor, it is at this point speculative and merely hints at the inequalities of                   
urban living: “[w]e have arrived at a city of contradictions – a very Paradoxopolis! –                                
a metropolis which unites the extreme phases of barbarism and civilization” (4-5).                          
A full dissection of this inequality is reserved for the narrative to be more overtly expressed in 
the epilogue once the reader has been exposed to the conditions of the poorer classes.  

By the time the reader reaches the prologue, the narrator, having told the story of 
immense poverty and squalor, advocates for radical change within society. Unlike the 
dreamlike and mystical quality of the prologue, the epilogue reads more like a call to action 
similar to that found in Chartist satire such as Thomas Doubleday’s Political Pilgrim’s 
Progress (1839). The epilogue discusses the “tyranny” in the land caused by “antiquated 
institutions” and maintained by the “iron heel of the oppressor” (Frost 1848: 252) even while 
it hopes that “universal justice” is “already on the horizon” (252). This justice will, according 
to Frost, restructure society which “will no longer resemble the ant-hill, in which there is a 
master-class and a slave-class, but the bee-hive, in which the enjoyment of each is in proportion 
to the labour of all” (252). Frost concludes the epilogue with outrage that is reminiscent of a 
radical speech: “And this is order! This is civilisation! These are the evidences of the excellence 
of our social system! These are the things we are told to respect and cherish!” (253). 

The contents of Reynolds’s prologues in its relation to plots have been previously 
considered by Stephen J. Carver who highlights the paradox between Reynolds’s social 
purpose (to uncover economic and class disparity) and his plots which mainly discusses crime 
and vice: the action of the plot, according to Carver, veers away from the ideas set out                              
in the prologue (2008: 149-62). Other critics such as Louis James have criticised 
representations of the poor in Reynolds’s Mysteries which detract from the alleged social 
purpose laid out in the prologue ([1963] 1974: 197). Less considered, however,                                        
is the relationship between the Mysteries’ prologue and multiple epilogues. Unsurprisingly,                     
the prologue, which, unlike many others, was part of the original serial issue,                            
establishes credibility and outlines the main principle of the work while the epilogues at both 
the first volume’s conclusion and the conclusion of the entire first series refer back to                           
the prologue and reflect upon whether its aims have been achieved. Shannon argues that the 
prologue offers a “unified knowledge of the city” which is “fully possible if you                                       
trust in the narrator as your guide” (2016: 102): 
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Armed with the narrator’s encyclopaedic knowledge and detailed vision, London is to be 
revealed to us as a unified network where mysteries have a solution. Of course, the 
contradictions in Reynolds’s position are already being revealed: is the reader being asked                     
to have faith in Reynolds the writer, Reynolds the journalist-entrepreneur, or Reynolds                         
the political activist? Reynolds’s use of the editorial “we” seems deliberately to obscure                       
this question.  

(102) 

The assemblage of different roles that Reynolds preoccupies, while having the potential to 
create mistrust (as he has numerous allegiances and motivations), suggests that he is a well-
respected, knowledgeable figure who would have more insight than most into these prohibited 
spaces. His journalistic role claims a rigour for seeking out the truth and his work as an activist 
can attest that he is not afraid to speak out about what he may find. The prologue is therefore 
pivotal in establishing the narrator as someone who can be trusted.  

Reynolds uses the epilogues to remind the reader of the core political messages at the 
centre of the text. In the epilogue to the first volume of Mysteries, Reynolds writes that:  

 Said we not, at the outset, that we would introduce our readers to a city of strange contrasts? 
and who shall say that we have not fulfilled our promise? […] We have a grand moral to work 
out – a great lesson to teach every class of society; – a moral and a lesson whose themes are 

WEALTH | POVERTY  
(Reynolds 1846: 415-16) 

The typographical placing of “wealth” and “poverty” is the same as in the prologue, unifying 
the entire text and recalling the reader from the fictional world to remind them of the polemic 
nature of the work. Similarly, in the epilogue to the second volume (and the end of the first 
series), the theme of division in London is repeated: “[s]aid we not, in the very opening of this 
work, that from London branched off two roads, leading to two points totally distinct the one 
from the other?” (Reynolds [1846]: 424) The fictional narratives are supported by factual 
details, as alluded to earlier, which in turn help to prove Reynolds’s central thesis that the 
metropolis operates on two levels and that one sector of society has influence, power and wealth 
at the expense of a less fortunate underclass. Reynolds here reminds the reader of his 
trustworthiness and authority, showing the reader of his ability to keep his word. 

In sum, the paratextual apparatus of penny fiction enables it to be characterised as 
encyclopaedic and/or miscellaneous. Much like the radical penny newspaper press, such as 
Reynolds’s (Weekly) Newspaper (1850-67), penny fiction writers would expose injustices, 
social inequalities and engage in dialogue on a whole host of issues using the paratext to prove 
their credibility. Utilising paratextual materials is particularly useful in acknowledging penny 
fiction’s social and pedagogical purpose and methods; rather than solely dictating topical issues 
to their readers, penny texts consulted a wide array of credible sources in order to provide the 
promise of a holistic picture of the issues at hand and empower their readers to come to their 
own conclusions.  
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