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In Communication as Culture, James W. Carey advocates “a ritual 

view of communication” valuing the “representation of shared 

beliefs” which draw groups of people together “in fellowship 

and commonality”, as opposed to the “transmission view” that, 

focused on “the act of imparting information ... for the purpose 

of control”, dominates our perception of modern media (Carey, 

p. 15). In doing so, he finds support in the apparently perverse 

example of “the role of the newspaper in social life”, explaining 

that, from a ritual perspective, “news is not information but 

drama. It does not describe the world but portrays an arena of 

dramatic forces and action; ... it invites our participation on the 

basis of our assuming, often vicariously, social roles within it.” 

(Carey, p. 17). From its origins in the corantos (literally, runners 

or messengers) of the early seventeenth century through to 

its digital, mobile manifestations in the early twenty-first, 

the newspaper has always served a variety of social functions 

and included a considerably wider range of material than is 

suggested by the standard definition of news found in the 

OED -- a “report or account of recent ... events or occurrences” 

(“news” n. 2). But the growing prevalence and popularity during 

the nineteenth century of instalment fiction in British provincial 

journals offers a particularly telling instance of Carey’s point. 

Benedict Anderson, in his analysis of the origins and spread of 

nationalism in Imagined Communities, draws particular attention 

to the novel and the newspaper as the “two forms of imagining 

which ... provided the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the 

kind of imagined community that is the nation” (Anderson, pp. 

24-25), situating these new forms of communication within the 

development of “print-capitalism, which made it possible for 

rapidly growing numbers of people to think about themselves, 

and to relate themselves to others, in profoundly new ways” 

(Anderson, p. 36). Yet the serial fiction encountered in the 

columns of the Victorian provincial press suggests that this new 

identification with an imagined national community still often 
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had to compete with affiliations more local in character. The 

aims of this essay are thus two. First, to sketch the socio-

economic underpinnings of the emergence of the weekly “news 

miscellany”, the provincial press format in which Victorian 

serial fiction particularly flourished. And second, to offer an 

illustrated overview of the main forms of serial fiction found 

there, touching at the same time on sources of supply and 

modes of affiliation. 

 

At the end of the eighteenth century, newspapers in Britain 

were luxury goods available only to the wealthy few. There 

were then around 150 distinct titles in print nationwide, the 

large majority local weekly journals, and even the highest 

subscriptions for metropolitan dailies like The Morning Post 

and The Times fell short of 5,000 (Altick, p. 392). But by the 

start of the twentieth century, newspapers had been largely 

transformed into cheap commodities available to the masses. 

There were by then nearly 2,500 separate titles (Mitchell’s, 

1901), with the circulation of the halfpenny Daily Mail rather 

over half a million (Altick, pp. 395-6). The general causes 

underlying this remarkable expansion were of course the 

developments in “print capitalism” cited by Anderson, that 

is, the steady transformation from a mode of production 

based on many small, local firms in private family hands to 

one controlled by a handful of huge joint-stock, mass-market 

companies. This process, naturally, went hand in hand with 

rapid technological advances affecting press production and 

distribution, with the gradual arterialization of the flow of 

information through the creation of agencies and syndicates, 

as well as with steep demographic rises in population and 

literacy (Law, “Distribution”). However, the pattern of growth 

over the century had been far from uniform, with several 

stutters during the opening quarter and an acceleration much 

more rapid in the second half. Indeed, at mid-century, with the 

British population already reaching 27 million, there were still 

only around 560 newspaper titles available (Mitchell’s, 1851), 

less than a quarter of the total in America with its 23 million 

people (Coggeshall, p. 122). Aggregate sales of daily papers 

then amounted to little more than 60,000 copies, representing 

only one for roughly 400 persons (“Report from the Select 

Committee”, p. 420). The reasons for this marked unevenness 

were less technological and commercial than legal and fiscal. 

The most obdurate restraints on growth were the trio of “taxes 

on knowledge”, as the heavy duties on printing paper, press 

advertisements, and published news itself, were known to 

their numerous opponents. The motives behind these imposts 

were not only financial (raising revenue for military and other 

government expenditure), but also political (restricting the 

formation and spread of critical public opinion), so that the 

campaign against them was supported by political radicals as 

well as economic liberals. First imposed early in the eighteenth 

century, these taxes rose to a peak during the Napoleonic 

Wars, before being significantly reduced in the wake of the 1832 

Reform Act and finally abolished by 1861, when the organization 

of the press became free of fiscal distortion for the first time 

since the reign of Queen Anne (Law, “Distribution”). 
 

The most immediate effects of the abolition of the newspaper 

stamp in 1855, the first tax to go, were seen in the provincial 

press, where there was an explosion of new newspapers. 

Between 1854 and 1856, while the number of journals appearing 

in the metropolis increased by less than 10%, from 139 to 151, 

titles published elsewhere in Great Britain jumped by over 40% 

from 473 to 629 (Collet, II pp. 32-33). Daily penny newspapers 

were established for the first time in cities in the provinces, 

whether entirely new organs such as the Sheffield Daily 

Telegraph and Liverpool Daily Post (both 1855), or converted from 

established weekly papers like the Glasgow Herald (1859) and 

Sheffield Independent (1861). There were thus at least 50 dailies 

outside London by 1865 (Mitchell’s, 1866). Most urban centres 

of any importance soon had at least a couple of competing 

newspaper proprietors of different political persuasions (Lee, 

Ch. 5), while around one hundred towns that had never had a 

newspaper before gained one in the five years following the 

abolition of the stamp (Jones, pp. 23-4). Amongst this profusion 

of new country newspapers, perhaps the most prevalent and 

distinctive was the penny weekly news miscellany, which 

normally appeared at the weekend and often, though by no 

means always, as a special Saturday supplement or companion 

to an existing daily. It contained not only a summary of 

the week’s local and national news, but also a variety of 

instructive and entertainment matter, and often reached a 

wide geographical and social readership. The new format 

emerged first in the outlying provinces where metropolitan 

literary periodicals hardly penetrated -- a notable pioneer was 

the People’s Journal, a companion to the Dundee Advertiser. 

Throughout the second half of the century, such news 

miscellanies remained the most comprehensive print resource 

for many members of the communities they served, and today 

represent one of the most detailed records of developments in 

local society and regional culture (Law and Patten, pp. 155-58). 
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Despite the fact that the stamp duty offered a major 

economic disincentive to its inclusion, throughout much of 

the eighteenth century popular weekly newspapers both 

metropolitan and provincial still seemed keen to carry fiction 

in instalments (Wiles, pp. 25-74). Though the practice seems to 

have lapsed completely while the tax was at its prohibitive peak 

of fourpence from 1797 to 1836, thereafter, in a manner deriving 

from the French feuilleton, a number of middle-class weekly 

papers in London like The Sunday Times and Illustrated London 

News, experimented with the incorporation of literary material 

(Law, ‘“Nothing but a Newspaper’”). During the period when 

newspapers still had to pay the penny stamp tax, however, 

serial fiction remained very thin on the ground in provincial 

journals. Among the occasional exceptions we might note:  

•    the historical romances “The Mysterious Monk” and “The 

Mosstroopers” by the young Perthshire antiquarian Robert 

Scott Fittis, appearing serially in the Perth and Dundee Saturday 

Journal from 16 July 1842 and 20 January 1844 respectively 

(Millar) 

•    the full-length novel “Sunshine and Shadow”, with a 

powerful political message by radical leader Thomas Martin 

Wheeler, in the Chartist weekly the (Leeds) Northern Star from 

31 March 1849 to 5 January 1850 (see Fig. 1a.) 

•    a lengthy run of shorter serial stories, typically with 

illustrations but without signature, beginning with “Broadfields 

Manor”, appearing simultaneously from June 1854 in at 

least a dozen country journals, from the Alnwick Mercury in 

the northeast to the Crediton Advertiser in the southwest, 

which appeared only monthly, thus avoiding payment of the 

newspaper stamp (see Fig. 1b.) 
 

However, with the removal of the taxes on knowledge and 

the emergence of the weekly news miscellany (see Fig. 2a-d.), 

the British newspaper press exhibited a mushroom growth 

in the supply of serial fiction, clearly indicating the strength 

of pent-up demand. The surge appeared first in Scotland and 

soon in northern and western England and Wales, though it 

then steadily reached back towards the home counties and 

the metropolis itself. Steady sources of supply soon required 

the development of various modes of syndication, that is, 

the distribution of identical material simultaneously to a 

number of independent journals, typically owned by different 

proprietors and with discrete catchment areas. Such syndicates 

were initially local, informal and small-scale, but by the mid-

1870s they were highly systematic and nationwide or even 

international in scope. The two most successful agencies, 

which also provided non-fiction features such as poetry and 

puzzles, or columns aimed at women and children, were 

Cassell’s General Press in the metropolis, best known for 

their partly printed sheets, and Tillotson’s Fiction Bureau of 

Bolton, Lancashire, specializing in material in stereotype (Law, 

Serializing Fiction, pp. 64-122). The financial rewards offered 

by such syndicating agencies soon attracted established 

authors with metropolitan reputations like Mary Braddon and 

Wilkie Collins to the provincial journals: “Literature has taken 

a curious phase in England so far as fiction is concerned. The 

largest prices are now got from country newspapers who form 

syndicates, and each subscribe their portion towards the novel 

...”, the German publisher Tauchnitz was informed in 1878 by 

popular novelist James Payn (cited in Law, Serializing Fiction, p. 

161).  
 

Yet Tillotsons’s regular clients also included many smaller 

country journals who could not afford the substantial sums 

required to obtain serials rights to the latest novel from the 

likes of Braddon or Collins. These tended to be concentrated 

beyond the Trent, and preferred to purchase cheaper stories 

with a general northern flavour. In the early days, Tillotson’s 

thus marketed a number of serials set in the Bolton area 

by anonymous local writers, and in the 1880s they were 

offering fiction by Lancastrians who had established national 

reputations, including the veteran Mancunian author Isabella 

(Mrs G. Linnaeus) Banks. From around 1890, the Fiction Bureau 

began to contract with a number of reliable regional authors 

of limited fame to produce a given amount of fiction per year 

at a pre-determined salary. These included Dora Russell, a 

Northumbrian sensationalist, and J. Monk Foster, a former 

miner from Lancashire writing local industrial serials (Law, 

Serializing Fiction, pp. 64-91). Thus provincial writers with local 

themes remained perennially popular, and a number learned to 

turn the mechanisms of syndication to their own account.  
 

In the years immediately following the repeal of the taxes 

on knowledge, however, the demand for popular fiction in 

provincial newspapers was largely met on an ad hoc basis by 

authors with strong links to the regional community and/

or direct involvement in the local press, with amateur fiction 

competitions among readers occasionally used to unearth 

new talent (Law, Serializing Fiction, pp. 45-47). Such local 

authors tended to work within the genres of either historical 

romance or contemporary social realism. Fig. 3 provides a set of 
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representative examples, all biographical in form, but deriving 

in turn from Sheffield in South Yorkshire, Aberdeen in the north 

of Scotland, and Cardiff in South Wales: 
 

•    “Wadsley Jack” (Sheffield Daily Telegraph, from 2 December 

1865) is an unsigned dramatic monologue in broad dialect, 

representing the “Travels and Humours of a Flat-back Cutler” 

from Wadsley, a north-western suburb of Sheffield, and in fact 

by Reuben Hallam (1818-1908), a carver with local fame as an 

organist, singer and orator. The sequel “Wadsley Jack’s Married 

Life” was serialised in the columns of the same Conservative 

paper the following year, while the original narrative appeared 

with the author’s name as a volume from local publisher 

Edward Weston in 1881. 

•    “Judith Lee” (Sheffield Independent, from 6 January 1866) is 

a tragic tale of “Old Sheffield” centring on the daughter of an 

evil factory owner, told in standard, formal English from the 

viewpoint of an aging resident. It was in fact written by R.E. 

Leader (1839-1922), local antiquarian, Liberal party stalwart, 

as well as proprietor/editor of the Liberal Independent, which 

recommended such historical fiction as a way of “varying the 

contents ... and affording a change from our constant record 

of present events” (Unsigned, “Judith Lee”). The novel was 

reprinted locally the same year as a slim volume from Leader & 

Sons. 

•    “Johnny Gibb of Gushetneuk” (Aberdeen Free Press, 28 

September 1869 - 20 December 1870, intermittently) is a grimly 

humorous third-person narrative laced with dialogue in broad 

dialect, concerning changing agricultural life in Aberdeenshire 

a quarter of a century earlier. Unsigned, it was in fact written by 

William Alexander (1826-94), who issued a series of powerfully 

naturalistic tales and novels in the Aberdeen press from the 

early 1850s to the late 1870s, reflecting a “lifelong interest 

in the shaping power of heredity and the environment on 

human character” (Donaldson, p. 103). Johnny Gibb itself was 

republished as a volume in Aberdeen by Walker & Smith in 1871. 

•    “Gwendoline Margrave” (Cardiff Weekly Mail, from 22 

July 1871), is a well-researched, fictionalized account of the 

“Rebecca Riots”, the series of protests in the early 1840s by 

farmers dressed in female attire against deteriorating social 

conditions in rural South Wales, traditionally associated with 

the introduction of the turnpike system. The novel is signed 

“Carl Morganwg”, pen-name of John Charles Manning (1827-

1907), author of The Death of Saul; and Other Eisteddfod Prize 

Poems and Miscellaneous Verses (1877), a native of Staffordshire 

who made his career as a journalist in South Wales. Like his 

other works of newspaper fiction such as “Frozen Hearts” in 

the Cardiff Times from late 1886, “Gwendoline Margrave” was 

apparently never reprinted in book form. 
 

Despite the range of narrative themes and styles, within the 

columns of the news miscellany each of these local stories 

functions not as a diversion from the quotidian socio-political 

concerns of the press, but rather, in Carey’s words, serves 

to portray “an arena of dramatic forces and action” inviting 

readers to participate by “assuming, often vicariously, social 

roles within it”. 

 

Two of the most prolific and popular provincial newspaper 

novelists of the later nineteenth century, each responsible for 

over fifty lengthy serial novels over several decades, were David 

Pae (1828-84), whose life was spent in southern Scotland, and 

James Skipp Borlase (1839-1902), who hailed from Cornwall but 

travelled far and wide. Otherwise remarkably different in values 

and temperament, both preferred melodramatic historical 

romances with a good deal of local colour, and exhibited much 

enterprise in distributing their fiction by means of what we 

must call self-syndication. This can be said to take place when 

authors take the initiative to sell serial rights to their own 

work to a number of independent newspapers with discrete 

circulations either in parallel or in series. Beginning with Lucy, 

the Factory Girl in 1858, Pae's latest offerings were shared by 

newspaper editors in Edinburgh and Glasgow, soon to be 

followed by the brothers John and William Leng, proprietors 

respectively of the People’s Journal in Dundee and the Telegraph 

in Sheffield; by 1870 the author was broadcasting printed 

publicity and each of his new novels was being serialized in 

around a dozen major weeklies all over Scotland, Ulster, and 

northern England (Pae, pp. 345-48). Unlike that of William 

Alexander, Pae’s fiction was not restricted in setting to a 

single local community, nor written to any significant extent 

in dialect. His mise-en-scène ranges not only all over Scotland, 

from Edinburgh to Glasgow and from the Highlands to 

Tweedside, but shifts on occasion to the north of Ireland or the 

Lancashire cotton towns; many seem to have been composed 

with a specific local readership in mind, though this does not 

seem to have affected their popularity further afield. 
 

Since a fair amount of scholarly attention has already been 

paid to Pae (Donaldson, pp. 77-100, especially), here I will 

here focus more on Borlase, who served the later part of 
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his literary apprenticeship in the Australian colonies in the 

mid-1860s. Having already contributed to popular London 

story papers like the Family Herald, in Victoria and Tasmania 

he seems to have worked for journals of a similar character. 

On his return to Britain he regularly wrote adventure stories 

for boys in children’s annuals and weeklies (Unsigned. “Some 

Interesting Notes”), though far more of his writing seems to 

have found its way into provincial newspapers by one means 

or another. In the 1870s, to the Leaders of Sheffield he sold 

Australian stories such as Tales of the Bush and The Adventures 

of a Mounted Trooper, which seem to have already appeared 

in colonial periodicals (Sussex). In the 1880s for the Leng 

Syndicate at the Sheffield Telegraph, he wrote exotic romances, 

several set in Czarist Russia like Both Princess and Police Spy 

and Nina the Nihilist. When demand from the major syndicators 

began to wane, he was the first of several authors to place ads 

in the trade paper The Journalist offering to all-comers lists of 

his wares (Law, “Imagined Local Communities”, pp. 192-97), 

which by then included military tales such as Love Among the 

Bombshells (“A Tale of the Bombardment of Alexandria”, in 

the Middlesbrough Weekly Gazette from March 1883). But for 

our purposes, his most interesting works are those historical 

romances with local settings which he produced to order for 

major provincial city journals from the early 1880s onwards.  
 

Fig. 4a-d shows publicity for four distinct historical romances 

published by Borlase over the decade from 1881 to 1890, each 

set in and around the city hosting the weekly miscellany 

which serialized the story -- respectively Dundee, Leicester, 

Worcester and Northampton. There every announcement 

makes an explicit appeal to the local affiliation of the story and 

local identity of the readership. And this represents merely 

the tip of the iceberg: each of the papers concerned carried 

at least one other similar local narrative during the decade in 

question, while the same pattern of publication can be found in 

papers like the Derby & Chesterfield Reporter, Nottinghamshire 

Guardian, (Cardiff) Weekly Mail, and Liverpool Weekly Post, 

with the sequence extending into the mid-1890s. Altogether, 

close to twenty of Borlase’s localized historical romances have 

been traced, with doubtless others still to come to light. The 

Cornishman was clearly a resourceful writer, for there seems 

no evidence of any intimate link with the regions concerned. 

Late in his life, Borlase wrote that his talent as a writer revealed 

“not a spark of true genius but merely a power of mechanical 

construction” (Borlase). The term “mechanical” seems 

fitting. A fair number of Borlase’s local serials start off with 

a striking scene on a well-known bridge over the local river, 

and more than one involves a rescue from drowning either 

suicidal or homicidal. “The Nevilles of Nottingham” in the 

Nottinghamshire Guardian from late 1886, for example, bears 

more than a passing resemblance to “The Lily of Leicester” in 

the Leicester Chronicle from Christmas 1885, while “The White 

Witch” in the Worcestershire Chronicle and “The Crone’s Curse” 

in the Northampton Mercury are fundamentally the same 

story. In contrast to work by the likes of Hallam or Alexander, 

Borlase’s customized local melodramas thus undoubtedly lack 

complexity and authenticity in the portrayal of “an arena of 

dramatic forces and action”, to use Carey’s terms. Nevertheless, 

they still offer compelling evidence that, despite the increasing 

availability of more exotic fruits of the literary imagination in 

the later Victorian decades, the taste for local and regional 

fiction was by no means eradicated. 

 

Whether Carey’s “ritual view of communication” and 

Anderson’s “imagined community” represent the most 

fruitful concepts to apply to the serial fiction found in British 

nineteenth-century provincial newspapers must be a matter 

for debate, but what is indisputable is that a lot of research 

remains to be done in this field. There are a number of 

outstanding studies of particular papers, such as Edward Cass’s 

work on the Cotton Factory Times, and of particular regions in 

particular periods -- notably William Donaldson on Victorian 

Scotland, which employs, as a working definition of popular 

literature, material “written specifically for publication in 

newspapers” (Donaldson, p. 154). Yet, with the most up-to-date 

bibliography of regional fiction concerned only with work in 

volume form (Snell), and thus entirely overlooking the local 

newspaper serial along with virtually the entire oeuvres of 

authors such as Pae and Borlase, there are bound to be many 

gaps. Large-scale digital archives such as Gale’s British Library 

Newspapers clearly offer a golden opportunity to redress the 

balance. 
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Figure 1a.  Opening of Wheeler, “Sunshine and Shadow”, 
(Leeds) Northern Star, Saturday 31 March 1849 (BLN Part I)

Figure 1b. Opening of Unsigned, “Broadfields Manor”, 
Alnwick Mercury, Thursday 1 June 1852 (BLN Part V)
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2a. Weekly Supplement, The Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Saturday 7 March 1868  
(BLN Part III)

2b. The Nottingham Evening Post, Saturday 13 September 1879 (BLN Part IV)

2c. The Northampton Mercury, Friday 13 January 1893 (BLN Part III)

2d. The Hull Packet and East Riding Times, Friday 9 March 1883 (BLN Part I)

Fig. 2. Main Serial Fiction Page in Four Weekly News Miscellanies, 1860s-1890s
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3a. Sheffield Daily Telegraph, Saturday 2 December 1865 (BLN Part III)

3b. Sheffield Independent, Saturday 6 January 1866 
(BLN Part II)

3c. Aberdeen Free Press, Tuesday 28 September 
1869 (BLN Archive). This publication is not 

available in the Gale archive

3d. Western Mail (Cardiff), Friday 28 July 1871 (BLN Part I)

 Fig. 3. Examples of Local Serial Fiction in the 19th-century Provincial Press in the decade after the Abolition of the Taxes on Knowledge 
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4a. Dundee Courier, Friday 30 September 
1881 (BLN Part IV)

4b. Leicester Chronicle, Thursday 30 August 1884 
(BLN Part II)

4c. Worcestershire Chronicle, Saturday 
24 September 1887 (BLN Part V)

54d. Northampton Mercury, Saturday 11 January 
1890 (BLN Part III)

 Fig. 4. Announcements of the Appearance of Localised Serial Stories by J.S. Borlase in Four Provincial Newspapers, 1881-1890 


