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Dying Speeches, Daring Robbers, and Demon Barbers: 

The Forms and Functions of Nineteenth-Century Crime Literature, c.1800-c.1860 

18,521 words 

Abstract 

In 1987 L.B. Faller published a study of the forms and functions of late seventeenth- and 

early eighteenth-century criminal biography. However, the traditions of the genre of criminal 

biography continued throughout the eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries. Ephemeral 

publications such as broadsides purporting to be the ‘Last Dying Speeches’ of criminals were 

sold at public executions outside Newgate gaol. Broadsides were purchased by members of 

all classes at these public events, and their main function was in the provision of news and 

entertainment. Before the dawn of the Victorian era, novelists such as William Harrison 

Ainsworth, Edward Bulwer Lytton, and Charles Dickens authored a series of novels which 

came to be known as the Newgate novel. The main function of these novels was 

entertainment, whilst they also offered a nostalgic representation of the eighteenth century in 

addition to a critique of contemporary society. Penny bloods were inexpensive mass-market 

fiction aimed towards the working classes. They brought an increasingly literate working 

class reading matter analogous to the fiction which their middle-class counterparts were 

enjoying. However, they also gave voice to working-class fears surrounding life in an 

increasingly urbanised society, whilst providing readers with a ‘carnivalesque’ opportunity to 

‘thumb their noses’ at authority. Inspired by Faller’s work, this thesis is a discussion of the 

forms and functions of early nineteenth-century crime literature.  
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Introduction 

Stories of crime are ‘a social resource…made to play [a] central role in [society’s] rituals of 

sacrifice and renewal’.1 People in former eras obtained their understanding of crime and 

criminality from their cultural representations. In the eighteenth century people saw criminals 

represented in broadsides, ballads, and criminal biography. This trend continued into the 

nineteenth century when people saw criminals represented in broadsides, novels, and 

periodicals. Contemporaries were hungry for crime-related news and entertainment, and 

broadsides, novels and penny bloods supplied this demand. This thesis is therefore a 

discussion of the forms and functions of early to mid-nineteenth-century crime literature.  

There are three chapters and each of these discusses a different genre of nineteenth-

century crime literature. Victorian notions of ‘respectability’ underpin many of the sources 

discussed in this thesis. The emergence of respectability is a subject which has been 

researched by Wilson in Decency & Disorder, 1789-1837 (2007). During this period, argues 

Wilson, English culture became sanitised. It was a time, he says, when people from both the 

lower and upper classes began to conform to the behavioural norms expected of them by the 

reform-minded middle classes. Yet paradoxically, he also argues that it was many Victorians’ 

inward criticism of their own moral climate which made them look back with a sense of 

nostalgia towards the eighteenth century.2 As will become evident throughout this thesis, it 

was a nostalgic fondness for the eighteenth century which accounted for the popularity of 

Newgate novels amongst the middle classes. 

The first chapter deals with the ‘Last Dying Speeches’ broadsides sold at public 

executions. The primary sources for this chapter were found in the archives of Harvard 

Library School of Law and the National Library of Scotland. One of the best pieces of 

scholarly research into the history of the broadside is Shephard’s The History of Street 

Literature (1973).  He argues that the history of street literature is as important as 

‘finer’literature because ‘sophisticated literature merely provided…chapter headings for the 

real story of ordinary people, whose own sub-literature of ballad sheets and pamphlets 

provided news, diversion, inspiration, fantasy, and political stimulus’.3 Shephard’s work was 

thus a useful starting point in the analysis of the meanings which nineteenth-century 

contemporaries attached to such literature. 

                                                           
1 Faller, L.B. (1987). Turned to Account: The Forms and Functions of Criminal Biography in Late Seventeenth- 
and Early Eighteenth-Century England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, xi. 
2 Wilson, B. (2007). Decency & Disorder, 1789-1837. London: Faber, p.445 
3 Shephard, L. (1973). The History of Street Literature. London: David Newton & Charles Abbot, pp.13-14 
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The second chapter analyses the Newgate novel of the 1830s, with particular 

reference to the works of William Harrison Ainsworth (1806-1882), Edward Bulwer-Lytton 

(1803-1873), and Charles Dickens (1812-1870). Scholarly insights into the Newgate novel 

come mostly from literary critics. Pykett analyses the Newgate novel and argues that the 

controversies they engendered, say ‘a great deal about cultural anxieties and social and 

literary change at two points in the Victorian period’.4 She sees them as being products of 

their time: a time when society was not quite ‘Victorian’ in its manners and customs, but was 

subject to changing legal and social structures.5 Similarly Buckley stresses that ‘the [Newgate 

novel] had become a primary platform for the articulation of recent social experiences of 

poverty, solitude, and loss of family’ due to class tensions and the passage of the Poor Law 

Amendment Act of 1834.6 Gillingham, moreover, says that once crimes such as highway 

robbery were no longer a threat in the nineteenth century, readers could ‘take relatively 

benign pleasure in the actions of the prison breaker or the gallant highwayman’.7 

Gillingham’s stance, however, complicates Wilson’s clear-cut narrative of the march of 

respectability. Why would ‘respectable’ men and women consume news and stories of 

convicted criminals? The popularity of Newgate novels, then, should remind modern 

observers that the lines of respectability during this period are difficult to draw.8 

The final chapter examines penny bloods and the primary sources for this chapter 

were found in the British Library’s collection of penny periodicals and it is there that the 

majority of archival work for this project was undertaken. Scholarly research often focuses 

upon specific titles. Maxwell examines The Mysteries of London and draws attention to its 

connections with the gothic novel. He argues that this serial brought gothic fiction within the 

reach of working-class readers, who otherwise would not have been able to afford expensive 

books.9 Springhall has conducted an examination of the later nineteenth-century penny 

dreadful serials, and the moral panic that ensued against these periodicals by reformist 

societies. Such literature, and the construction of the term ‘penny dreadful’, ‘signified anxiety 

over youths’ reading among the ideologues of cultural standards writing in the newspaper and 

                                                           
4 Pykett, L. (2003). ‘The Newgate novel and sensation fiction, 1830-1868’. In Priestman, M. ed. (2003). The 
Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.19 
5 Pykett, L. ‘The Newgate Novel and Sensation Fiction’, p.37 
6 Buckley, M. (2002). ‘Sensations of Celebrity: Jack Sheppard and the Mass Audience’. Victorian Studies 44(3), 
p.431 
7 Gillingham, L. (2009). ‘Ainsworth’s Jack Sheppard and the Crimes of History’. SEL Studies in English 
Literature 1500-1900 49(4), p.881 
8 Gillingham, L. (2009) ‘Ainsworth’s Jack Sheppard and the Crimes of History’, p.881 
9 Maxwell, R.C (1977). ‘G.M. Reynolds, Dickens, and the Mysteries of London’. Nineteenth-Century Fiction 
32(2), p.191 
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periodical press’.10 Thus there was overall a significant amount of scholarship in which to 

ground the research for the entire thesis. 

Studies upon nineteenth-century representations of crime tend to concentrate upon 

murderers, such as Flanders’ recent work The Invention of Murder. For this thesis it was 

decided to focus upon property offenders. This includes house-breakers, highway robbers, 

and receivers of stolen goods. In English history the robber is a popular and enduring figure, 

dating back to fifteenth-century ballads portraying Robin Hood.11 Spraggs investigates the 

popularity of the robber figure in her book Outlaws and Highwaymen (2001). Bandits and 

highwaymen were popular with the public, she argues, because highway robbery was seen by 

contemporaries as ‘a crime that had some class to it’.12 For various reasons noble robbers 

seem to occupy a special place in the hearts and minds of their respective societies, perhaps 

because they were represented as having robbed the rich to help the poor. Often these 

nostalgic tales do not bear up to scrutiny with more contemporary accounts of these criminals 

from the times in which they lived. Robin Hood is a romanticised character from medieval 

history. Yet recent research into a manuscript from 1460 shows that medieval people thought 

that a man who called himself Robin Hood ‘infested’ England with ‘continuous robberies’.13 

Leaving aside questions surrounding the historicity of Robin Hood, such records show that it 

is only later, when the criminals in question are safely captured and dead, they become 

objects of nostalgia. There are clear parallels between the romanticisation and popularisation 

of the medieval Robin Hood and later figures such as Dick Turpin (1705-1739). 

Contemporaries recognised this; reflecting on his working-class youth, one nineteenth-

century Calvinist commentator explained that: ‘Robin Hood was our patron saint, or ideal. 

We sincerely believed in robbing the rich to help the poor…our real heroes were robbers like 

Jack Sheppard, Dick Turpin’.14 

As stated above, this thesis is concerned not just with the forms (format) of early to 

mid-nineteenth-century crime literature, but also their functions. The sources themselves give 

clues as to what purpose their writers or publishers intended them to serve. Broadsides were 

                                                           
10 Springhall, J. (1994). 'Disseminating Impure Literature': The 'Penny Dreadful' Publishing Business Since 
1860’.  The Economic History Review 47(3), p.326 
11 Dixon-Kennedy, M. (2006). The Robin Hood Handbook: The Outlaw in Myth, History and Legend. Stroud: 
Sutton Publishing, ix 
12 Spraggs, G. (2001). Outlaws and Highwaymen: The Cult of the Robber in England from the Middle Ages to 
the Nineteenth Century. London: Pimlico, p.9 
13 BBC (2009). ‘”Negative” Attitude to Robin Hood’. BBC News [Internet]. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/edinburgh_and_east/7941504.stm [Accessed: 17/06/2014]. 
14 Cited in Rose, J. (2001). The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes. Yale University Press, p.368 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/edinburgh_and_east/7941504.stm
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often written as a warning to readers to avoid a life of sin and vice, as the following extract 

from an 1821 broadside illustrates: 

Good people of all degree, 
Come listen to this sad tragedy, 
What we to you do now unfold, 
A warning, I hope, will be to young and old.15 

 
Additional texts were consulted to find out what contemporaries thought about such texts. 

Samuel Smiles in his book Self-Help (1859) disapproved of the ‘mania’ for penny novel 

reading because they were ‘highly spiced…not disdaining slang, and illustrative of breaches 

of all laws human and divine’.16 Smiles’ comments arguably reveal more about middle-class 

people’s anxieties over people’s reading choices than they do of the actual readers’ attitudes. 

To further assess the functions of the sources, the context in which they were produced and 

consumed was analysed. Broadsides, for instance, cannot be divorced from public executions. 

This is the event where they were sold. Gatrell has produced The Hanging Tree (1994) and it 

is a study of an event which was a regular feature of public life in the seventeenth, eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. He sees the hanging event as a time when the social contract was 

renewed afresh; as an event which permitted people to momentarily defy authority but also as 

an event in which people had to show respect for the law. Attention to the wider context of 

the documents, therefore, was central to understanding their functions. 

Whilst it is obvious that books require people to read them, nineteenth-century 

literacy levels are a debated topic. Any investigation into the forms and functions of literature 

must include in its scope an assessment of literacy levels. In his work on the rise of the public 

sphere, Melton outlines a few of the problems associated with measuring literacy: ‘is it the 

ability to sign one’s name? Read a newspaper? […] Part of the problem is that literacy is not 

one skill but a hierarchy of discrete ones.17 Crone reappraises working-class literacy levels 

through prison records and concludes that these sources are better as a representative sample 

of the literacy levels in the male working classes than the previously used index of the ability 

to sign one’s name.18 Whilst the skill of reading may be said to have been the preserve of 

those higher up the social scale, Henry Mayhew’s (1812-1887) interview in the 1860s with a 
                                                           
15 ‘A Copy of Verses which was found in the Condemned Cells of Barnicoat and Thompson, Who were 
Executed at Launceston on Monday, April 2nd, 1821’ 
16 Smiles, S. (1859:1871). Self-Help; with Illustrations of Character, Conduct and Perseverance. London: J. 
Murray & Co., p.333 
17 Melton, J.V.H. (2001). The Rise of the Public in Enlightenment Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, p.82 
18 Crone, R. (2010). ‘Reappraising Victorian literacy through prison records’. Journal of Victorian Culture, 
15(1) p.37 
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street ballad seller reveals that that poor, working-class man whom he interviewed was 

indeed able to read and write. He told Mayhew that ‘I have written all sorts of things – 

ballads on a subject, and copies of verses, and anything ordered of me’.19 Only with an 

awareness of who read in the early nineteenth century, then, can a consideration into the 

reception and function of such literature take place. 

Many of the sources examined in this thesis are examples of violent entertainment. 

There has been research into the meanings which contemporaries assigned to violent 

entertainments in the nineteenth century. Crone in Violent Victorians (2012) concentrated 

upon cultural representations of murder in Punch and Judy shows, penny bloods, broadsides, 

and stage melodramas. She argues that representations of violence provided contemporaries 

with an outlet for their violent tendencies at a time when the commonplace occurrence of 

violence in daily life was in decline.20 Flanders in The Invention of Murder (2011) agrees 

with Crone regarding the role of violent entertainment in Victorian society. She adds that 

once violence ceased to be a part of people’s everyday lived experience then readers in the 

Victorian era could indulge a love of sensational tales of murder ‘safely and securely without 

any fear of an ugly reality bursting in’.21 It is thus hoped that this thesis will complement 

Crone’s and Flanders’ research in its discussion of the forms and functions of early to mid-

nineteenth-century crime literature.  

This thesis is therefore intended as a piece of cultural history. It is not a history of 

property offenders per se, but rather a history of their representation during this period 

through broadsides, Newgate novels and penny bloods. Indeed, there has already been a 

significant amount of scholarship into the lives of criminals such as Dick Turpin and Jack 

Sheppard, whose names will be encountered frequently throughout this thesis. What is of 

interest here is the significance of their tales to nineteenth-century readers. This work aims to 

offer a fresh approach to the history of the representation of crime during this period, by 

focusing upon property offenders. The discussion of crime broadsides in chapter one thus 

begins an examination into the forms and functions of nineteenth century crime literature 

between c.1800 and c.1860. 

 

 

 
                                                           
19 Mayhew, H. (1861:2010). London Labour and the London Poor. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.91 
20 Crone, R. (2012). Violent Victorians: Popular Entertainment in Nineteenth-Century London. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, p.7 
21 Flanders, J. (2011). The Invention of Murder. London: Harper, p.466 
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Chapter One 

Trials, Dying Speeches and Executions: The Broadside 

 

‘The morning dawned…the clock had just struck eight, when the voice of a man in the street 

fell upon his ear. He heard the following announcement:- 

Here is a full account of the horrible assassination committed by the miscreant William 

Bolter upon the person of his wife…only one penny! The fullest and most perfect account – 

only one penny!’22 

 

The above passage depicts the street-sale of a broadside after a crime has been committed. 

Broadsides were single sheets of paper which were sold cheaply to consumers. The broadside 

trade dates back to the 1500s, and they covered a range of topics including politics, religion, 

and crime. By the eighteenth century they became almost exclusively focused upon news of 

crime. At public executions broadsides were sold which purported to carry the ‘Last Dying 

Speeches’ of criminals condemned to the gallows. This chapter analyses a selection of 

broadsides between the 1790s and 1830s. It will be argued that these documents were 

complex pieces of literature which reflected contemporaries’ changing views of sin, crime, 

and punishment.  

 Henry Mayhew’s remarked that a ‘very extensive…portion of the reading of the poor 

is supplied by the “Sorrowful Lamentations” and “Last Dying Speech, Confession, and 

Execution” of criminals’.23 Until recent years historians have arrived at the same conclusions 

as Mayhew regarding the readership of this literature. In fact, broadsides were formerly 

dismissed by historians as ‘ephemera catering to the vulgar instincts of the vulgar 

many…falling below the dignified historian’s line’.24 Gatrell takes the view that broadsides 

were produced for and read mainly by the poorer classes due to their inexpensive price.25 

However, other scholars argue that these publications were aimed at a wider audience. ‘On a 

literary level’, says Chassaigne, broadsides ‘belong to the broader genre of criminal 

biography’.26 Criminal biographies emerged in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

                                                           
22 Reynolds, G.W.M. (1845:1890). The Mysteries of London. London: Published for the Booksellers, p.42 
23 Mayhew, H. (1861:2010) London Labour and the London Poor, p.93 
24 MacKenzie, A. (2007). Tyburn’s Martyrs: Execution in England, 1675-1775. London: Continuum Books, 
p.32 
25 Gatrell, V.A.C. (1994). The Hanging Tree: Execution and the English People, 1770-1868. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, p.157 
26 Chassaigne, P. (1999). ‘Popular Representations of Crime: the crime broadside – a subculture of violence in 
Victorian Britain?’ Crime, Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 8(2) p.24 
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along with publications such as The Old Bailey Sessions Papers (published between 1674 and 

1913), and The Newgate Calendar (published in various editions in 1774, 1824, and 1826). 

These publications were commercial ventures, and mirrored the eighteenth-century reading 

public’s interest in crime as they feared that the country, particularly London, was in the 

midst of a ‘crime wave’. Henry Fielding (1707-1754) writing in 1751, for instance, predicted 

that within a few years ‘the Streets of this Town [London], and the Roads leading to it [will 

be]…impassable without the utmost hazard’.27 Consequently, in public discourse there was a 

‘century-long debate over how to respond to the apparently ever-rising tide of criminality’.28 

In the absence of a professional police force, one response by eighteenth-century law makers 

to the perceived rise in crime was the gradual introduction of a Bloody law Code. During the 

eighteenth century over two hundred offences became capital felonies, many of them relating 

to property theft. Criminal biographies attempted to warn readers against leading a life of sin 

and vice, because following such a course would end at the gallows. The readership for this 

material in the eighteenth century was ‘men and women of small property’.29 The broadsides 

of the nineteenth century similarly addressed readers from all classes evident in phrases such 

as: ‘Good people all a warning take’ (emphasis added).30 Moreover, broadsides were 

produced for sale primarily at public executions, and people from all classes attended these 

events.31 Broadsides were ‘popular’ in so far as they were not socially exclusive,32 and 

therefore both the working and middle classes must have read these publications. 

 The general appearance of broadsides did not change greatly over time. The early 

broadsides examined here carried a woodcut of the gallows, depicting the moment that the 

condemned was ‘launched into eternity’. Hangings were a common occurrence in Britain. In 

London, in addition to Newgate (whence the Tyburn executions were removed in 1783), 

hangings occurred at Execution Dock, Wapping until 1830, and Horsemonger Lane Gaol, 

Southwark until 1878. A Londoner born in the 1780s could have witnessed approximately 

four hundred executions at Newgate alone by the 1840s.33 The early woodcuts rarely depicted 

the actual felon represented in the text. Instead they were stock images, re-used by printers on 

several occasions: 

                                                           
27 Fielding, H. (1751). An Enquiry into the Causes of the Great Increase of Robbers, &c. Dublin: G. Faulkner, 
p.1 
28 Shoemaker, R. (2008). ‘The Old Bailey Proceedings and the Representation of Crime and Criminal Justice in 
Eighteenth-Century London’. Journal of British Studies 47(3), p.580 
29 Langford, P. (1989). A Polite and Commercial People. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.157 
30 ‘Last Farewell to the World of John Cashman, for Burglary’ (1817). London: Pigott, Old Street 
31 MacKenzie, A. (2007). Tyburn’s Martyrs, p.217 
32 MacKenzie, A. (2007). Tyburn’s Martyrs, p.257 
33 Gatrell, V.A.C. (1994). The Hanging Tree, p.32 
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Figure 1 Source: Harvard Library School of Law 

 
Gatrell explains that these items were ‘totemic artefacts…symbolic substitutes for the 

experiences watched…mementoes of events whose psychic significance was somehow worth 

reifying’.34 Precisely what people felt about seeing these macabre images may never be 

known, given that a distance of nigh-on two hundred years has passed since executions were 

a part of everyday life. However, Gatrell does have this to say about the ‘artistic 

representation of death’: 

[It] express[ed] a displaced anxiety about death, and a desire for health as well. It 
express[ed] ‘something that is so dangerous to the health of the psyche that it must be 
repressed and yet so strong in its desire for articulation that it can’t be’. In a ‘gesture 
of compromise’ the artist deals with the danger by presenting death in ‘the body of 
another person and at another site’.35 

 

Perhaps the images allayed purchasers’ fears regarding their own mortality, and inwardly 

they were happy that it was not themselves upon the scaffold.36 

                                                           
34 Gatrell, V.A.C. (1994). The Hanging Tree, p.175 
35 Gatrell, V.A.C. (1994). The Hanging Tree, p.243 
36 Ibid. 



13 
 

By the 1820s, however, images of the crime being perpetrated were included by 

publishers, sometimes appearing instead of the gallows. The contrast in the images 

represented a shift in the way that condemned people were viewed by the public. The gallows 

demarcated the condemned as someone to be pitied, whereas an image of the crime in 

progress marked out the perpetrator as a definite criminal.37 Sympathy could be extended to a 

man about to die, but not to a man who was represented as carrying out a heinous act upon 

another person. The consensus between law makers and the scaffold crowd dictated that 

villainy, especially against other people’s bodies, must be punished.38 Take the case of James 

Cook, pictured below. He is not a sympathetic figure. Instead he is represented as a cruel 

man, barbarously striking a blow against an older, weaker man. 
Figure 2 Source: Harvard Library School of Law 

 

The representation of violent acts in print culture is connected to a growing demand for 

violent entertainment during the nineteenth century: 

Woodcuts [by c.1820] were extremely detailed, usually capturing the actual moment 
of violence or presenting to viewers the most heinous aspect of the crime. Theses 
graphic images shocked and horrified purchasers…at the same time, woodcuts 
titillated spectators.39 

 
The early nineteenth century was the period in which the concept of ‘violence’ was invented. 

Wood states that although violence ‘had been a widely accepted part of social relations, 

community self-policing and recreational life in the eighteenth century, [it] gained a new 

                                                           
37 Hall, R. (2009). Wanted: The Outlaw in American Visual Culture. Charlottesville: UVP, p.37 
38 Gatrell, V.A.C. (1994). The Hanging Tree, p.175 
39 Crone, R. (2012) Violent Victorians, p.107 



14 
 

cultural prominence as a ‘“social problem”’.40 The images on broadsides became a form of 

entertainment through which contemporaries could vent their longing for increasingly 

outlawed violent entertainments, such as cock fighting, bull and bear baiting. People access 

violent entertainment for various reasons; some people ‘seek excitement, others 

companionship or social acceptance through shared experience, and still others wish to see 

justice enacted’.41 Watching a hanging, and seeing the crime being committed in print, 

fulfilled people’s appetites for violent entertainment, offering a shared community experience 

whilst seeing justice done. Hence images from the 1820s marked broadsides out as consumer 

commodities, signalling that people had by this period moved from being producers of 

violent entertainment, to being consumers of it.42 

Moreover, as seen above, there is a ‘Correct Likeness of James Cook’. By the 1820s 

some broadsides carried pictures of the felon which may be linked to the growth of 

phrenology since c.1811. Phrenologists explored how ‘the lineaments of a person’s character 

are determined by the shape of the bumps on the head’,43 and ‘on the basis of their 

understanding… phrenologists could explain every form of criminal behaviour.’44 The image 

from The Popular Educator in 1854 illustrates the perceptions of how morality and 

criminality were displayed in the countenance: 

 
Figure 3 Source: The Popular Educator 1854 

                                                           
40 Carter Wood, J. (2004). ‘A Useful Savagery: The Invention of Violence in Nineteenth-Century England’. 
Journal of Victorian Culture 9(1), p.23 
41 Goldstein, J. (1999). ‘The Attractions of Violent Entertainment’. Media Psychology 1, p.272 
42 Wilson, B. (2007). Decency & Disorder, 1789-1837, p.443 
43 Hilton, B. (2006). A Mad, Bad and Dangerous People? Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.451 
44 Raffer, N. (2005). ‘The murderous Dutch fiddler: Criminology, history and the problem of phrenology’. 
Theoretical Criminology 9(1), p.66 
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There is a resemblance between James Cook in the broadside, and image number seven in the 

phrenology illustration. Both characters share a long nose going out to a point, as well as a 

chin which sits into the collar. The image illustrates the way in which vice supposedly 

degraded a man’s facial features. He started as ‘the child,’ and through bad associations 

descended through the ‘the street,’ to ‘drunkenness,’ ‘vice and misery,’ and ‘beggary’. Cook 

himself testified at his trial that before he fell into bad company ‘he was a perfectly good 

character’.45 In an era before the police photographed known criminals, it is interesting to see 

how broadsides were beginning to reflect a ‘scientific’ awareness of the causes of crime in 

their ‘likenesses’ of criminals. 

The headline usually followed the same formula of words and phrases. The earliest 

broadside studied here is entitled ‘The Last Speech, Confession, and Dying Words of James 

Dormand, who was Execute [sic] at Perth, on Friday 31st May 1793, for Highway Robbery’. 

In Leicestershire, England, four years later, a broadside was published entitled: ‘The Last 

Dying Speech, and Confession, of Ferdinando Davis, Who was Executed at Nottingham, on 

Wednesday 31st March 1802’. Some broadsides would claim to be a copy of a letter or verses 

written by the condemned and found in their cell, such as ‘A Copy of Verses which was 

found in the Condemned Cells of Barnicoat and Thompson, Who were Executed at 

Launceston, on Monday, April 2nd, 1821’. It is doubtful that the verses were ever written by 

the criminals themselves, and Mayhew sarcastically said that ‘[the prisoner’s] being unable to 

read or write [seems]…no obstacle to the composition’.46 

Broadsides recounted what their respective titles advertised; a life, dying speech and 

execution. The felon’s early life was recounted, for example: ‘James Dormand was a native 

of Scotland, and born in the north of Ireland, only aged 19 years, of honest and respectable 

parents’.47 Many criminals in the earlier part of the period studied appear to have come from 

honest and respectable families, and after a short account of their birth and parentage usually 

came the fall from grace. Thomas Hopkinson, born of ‘respectable’ parentage,48 ended at the 

gallows because he followed a sinful course: 

He formed an intercourse with abandoned companions, and commenced that 
profligate career which brought him to his untimely end…his whole time was spent in 
the perpetration of almost every species of vice. The petty pilferings in which he first 
engaged, gradually, led him on to bolder offences: his mind became so familiarized 

                                                           
45 ‘Confession and Sentence of James Cook for the Murder and Robbery of Mr. Paas at Leicester’ (1832). Pitts, 
Seven Dials 
46 Mayhew, H. (1861:2010). London Labour and the London Poor, p.94 
47 ‘The Last Speech, Confession, and Dying Words of James Dormand’. (1793). National Library of Scotland. 
Shelfmark: 6.314(31) 
48 ‘The Life and Execution of Thomas Hopkinson’ (1819). Derby: G. Wilkins, Printer 
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with guilt, that he scarcely seemed sensible of its depravity; and thus in the natural 
progress of iniquity, he was led on till he ‘was driven away with his wickedness.49 
 

There is continuity here with the way that eighteenth-century authors represented the lives of 

criminals in the literature of the period, evident in the biography of Jack Sheppard (1702-

1724), a notorious house-breaker, highwayman and gaol-breaker, published in 1724: 

This John Sheppard, a youth both in age and person, though an old man in 
sin…received an education sufficient to qualify him for the trade his master designed 
him, viz., a carpenter…But alas, unhappy youth! Before he had completed six years 
of his apprenticeship he commenced a fatal acquaintance with one Elizabeth Lyon, 
otherwise known as Edgworth Bess [a prostitute]…Now was laid the foundation of 
his ruin!50 

 

Throughout the eighteenth century it was assumed that people, regardless of social status, 

were capable of committing crime as men were inherently sinful, and therefore anyone might 

become a criminal.51 Small vices would lead to greater vices and crime, for ‘sin [in the 

eighteenth century] was both addictive and progressive…contemporary moralists warned that 

from such little acorns as childhood raids on orchards and the pilfering of “farthings and 

marbles” grew great oaks of iniquity’.52 Perhaps this is why property offenders throughout 

the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were sometimes treated sympathetically by both 

the scaffold crowd and in the broadside text; they were sinners like other men. At worst, 

figures such as highwaymen were people ‘with a tragic fatal flaw’.53  

Yet by the 1820s, the content of broadsides changed, mentioning the victim as well as 

the criminal. This was the case in the ‘Account of the Interesting Trial of John Stewart and 

Catherine Wright, for the Murder and Robbery of Robert Lamont’.54 The criminal and the 

victim also began to share almost equal prominence within the text, and in some cases the 

focus of the text was the victim. For example, in 1834 a broadside depicting a highway 

robbery and murder in Epsom focused solely on the victim of the crime, a Mister John 

Richardson (Fig. 4). In this broadside, the criminals are not named at all. It simply says that a 

highway robbery was ‘committed…by two ruffians, on Mr. John Richardson, Farmer’.55 
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Gone is the lengthy account of the criminal’s birth, life, and descent into sin. All that is said 

of the offender is that Mr. Richardson was robbed by a man ‘who is known to be a desperate 

fellow’.56 This shift from readers’ identification with the villain to the victim coincides with 

the emergence of respectability during this period, which was characterised by sobriety, 

religion, and deference to the law.57 This being the case, it is no wonder that by the 1820s 

readers no longer wished to identify or sympathise with robbers.58 

 
Figure 4 Source: Harvard Library School of Law 
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Figure 5 Source: Harvard Library School of Law 

 
Another change in the body of the text was the inclusion of the trial. Later broadsides, 

instead of being entitled as ‘Last Dying Speech, Confession…etc.,’ carried titles such as 

‘Trial and Sentence,’59 or, as in the case of the burglar William Harley in 1836; ‘The Life, 

Trial, and Awful Execution of William Harley, for the Chipstead Burglary’60(Fig. 5).The 
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depiction of the trial in the main body of the text left readers in no doubt as to the felon’s 

guilt. Mitchell and Sharp in 1825 were definitely guilty because ‘after a few minutes’ 

absence, [the jury] returned a viva voce verdict, finding the pannels [sic] guilty’.61 Mitchell 

and Sharp committed a heinous crime, had been found guilty by a jury of their peers, and 

sentenced to death. Justice had been served. The inclusion of the trial served an important 

function when many people’s exposure to the workings of the judicial process would have 

been rare. It included people into the judicial sphere, and with the gradual focus upon the 

victim in the text, allowed ‘the whole community to unite against the criminal’.62 Perhaps the 

inclusion of the trial stimulated debate about the judicial process amongst members of the 

middle classes, who at this time were clamouring for legal and parliamentary reform. Reform 

in these areas was led by the Whigs, the party of ‘the social middle’,63 who implemented the 

ideas of middle-class reformers in the area of the criminal law. Measures included the 

downgrading of many capital offences to custodial sentences or transportation.64 Some 

middle-class commentators by the 1840s openly disapproved of the death sentence. On 13th 

November 1849 Charles Dickens attended a public execution at Horse-Monger Lane Gaol. 

He listed various reasons as to why public executions should be abolished. It was ‘the 

horrible spectacle,’ together with the behaviour of the crowd, which ‘made [his] blood run 

cold’.65 In the letter he further suggested making capital punishment ‘a private solemnity 

within the prison walls (with such guarantees for the last sentence of the law being inexorably 

and surely administered as should be satisfactory to the public at large)’.66 In the nineteenth 

century justice was not accomplished through a violent spectacle but through a sober legal 

process: 

In punishment-as-spectacle a confused horror spread from the scaffold; it enveloped 
both executioner and condemned…[when] the publicity has shifted to the trial, and to 
the sentence; the execution itself is like an additional shame that justice is ashamed to 
impose on the condemned man.67 
 

Whilst in the eighteenth century broadsides functioned as a forum in which anxieties about 

crime and sin could be expressed and negotiated,68 by the nineteenth century broadsides were 
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propagating a respectable middle-class view of crime and justice. The shift of focus in 

broadside narratives from the execution to the trial mirrored the growing middle-class 

disapproval of state-sanctioned violence. Thus the execution of a prisoner by the 1830s was, 

it seems, a last resort only after the felon had been found guilty by a jury of his peers. 

The final part of the story was the moment that criminals met ‘their awful fate’.69 A 

more common euphemism was ‘launched into eternity’, as is the case with Thomas Wilcox.70 

Being ‘launched into eternity’ through hanging was a painful, degrading experience: 

The dangling person probably feels cervical pain, and suffers from an acute headache, 
as a result of the rope closing off the veins of the neck…sensory signals from the skin 
above the noose and from the trigeminal nerve may continue to reach the brain until 
hypoxia blocks them…Male prisoners sometimes have penile erections (priapism) 
after hanging due to the pooling of blood in the legs and lower body once the heart 
stops…Men may also ejaculate on the rope.71 
 

Euphemisms sanitised the state-sanctioned violence of the death sentence.72 It seems that ‘it 

[was] ugly to be punishable, but there [was] no glory in punishing’.73 The representation of 

the hanging in the broadsides cannot be divorced from the act of the execution. There are 

several ways of ‘reading’ a public execution. An execution ‘restored the offender to the 

fraternity of the righteous, and paid the debt he owed to society’.74 Hay sees the event as an 

instrument of class terror explaining that there was ‘an astute ruling class who manipulated 

[the law] to their advantage [over] a [common] people schooled in the lessons of Justice, 

Terror and Mercy’.75 Laqueur stresses the ‘carnivalesque’ element of the public execution, in 

which spectators could defy authority by identifying with the condemned.76 The notion of the 

‘carnivalesque’ will be returned to later. The above explanations, however, are too 

reductionist for the event was a two-way process. The meaning of the execution was a 

reaffirmation of the social contract.77 The hanging allowed people to subvert authority by 
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identifying with the condemned if they wished, but at the same time the crowd were 

powerless to prevent the law taking its course.78 The scaffold ‘[signified] death, justice, 

power and retribution’.79 Broadsides, therefore, inculcated both a respect for the law to their 

audience, yet also provide them with a (momentary) opportunity to defy authority.  

  As a final point, it might be worth stating something about the significance of 

broadsides to the families of the condemned. It might be supposed that these broadsides were 

possibly sometimes the only artefact they had left of their loved ones who had suffered at the 

gallows. There is a work of fiction in the 1830s which reveals that broadsides were kept by 

families perhaps as mementoes. In 1839 William Harrison Ainsworth wrote the novel Jack 

Sheppard. The novel is an embellished story of the afore-mentioned Jack Sheppard, who was 

hanged in 1724. The novel commences in the ‘sorry lodging’ of Jack’s mother, Mrs. 

Sheppard. Her husband, Tom, has just been hanged, but the reader observes in her dwelling 

place that: 

Over the chimney-piece was pasted a handbill, purporting to be ‘The Last Dying 
Speech and Confession of Tom Sheppard, the Notorious House-breaker, who suffered 
at Tyburn on the 25th February 1703’. This placard was adorned with a rude wood-
cut, representing the unhappy malefactor at the place of execution.80 

 

Novels are the cultural mouthpieces for contemporary practices and attitudes of people in 

bygone eras,81 and perhaps Ainsworth had previously seen broadsides used by families in 

such a way?  After all, until 1809 the bodies of malefactors, in particular murderers, were 

given over to the surgeons in London for dissection. This practice was instituted by the 

Murder Act of 1752 which prevented giving felons a Christian burial.82 If a family was 

denied access to their loved one’s body after death, it is reasonable to suppose that a handbill 

containing their ‘Last Dying Speech’ may have provided them with some comfort. This may 

particularly have been the case if the families were destitute, for maybe it would have been 

the only memento that they had of the deceased. However, it would be virtually impossible 

for any such testimony of the condemned criminals’ loved ones detailing such a practice to be 

uncovered. 

                                                           
78 Gatrell, V.A.C. (1994). The Hanging Tree, p.97 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ainsworth, W.H. (1839:1850). Jack Sheppard: A Romance. London: Chapman & Hall, p.9 
81 Tosh, J. (2006). The Pursuit of History. Harlow: Pearson, p.67 
82 Linebaugh, P. (1975). ‘The Tyburn Riot Against the Surgeons’. In Hay et al. Albion’s Fatal Tree: Crime and 
Society in Eighteenth-Century England. London: Verso, pp.76-77 



22 
 

In conclusion, the appeal of broadsides between the 1790s and 1830s was in their 

provision of news and entertainment to the reading public.83 Gatrell says ‘read half a dozen 

and you have read them all’.84 Indeed, the images and the texts of the broadsides did appear 

to follow a similar pattern throughout their history. However, ‘there has hitherto been a 

tendency to overlook the changing nature of broadsides’.85 Whilst their general format and 

appearance changed little over the course of this period, there were subtle differences that can 

be discerned from studying them over time. The earliest broadsides represented continuity 

with an eighteenth-century view of criminality which stated that all people were capable of 

committing crime because of original sin. Broadsides from the 1820s and 1830s, however, 

told a different story. Respectability is evident in the latter examples because sympathy was 

not intended for the offender but for the victim. Broadsides also changed from being didactic 

texts to sources of titillating entertainment, whereby readers could ‘respectably’ indulge their 

tastes for violent entertainments. The inclusion of the trial in the broadsides further 

represented increasing approval from the public towards the law. However, readers still 

avidly consumed tales of historic thieves such as Jack Sheppard and Dick Turpin, even if they 

disapproved of contemporary robbers. Consequently, the next chapter will examine a genre of 

fiction that emerged in the 1830s: the Newgate Novel. 
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Chapter Two 

Daring Robbers and Artful Dodgers: The Newgate Novel 

 

‘A bad book, and what is worse, one of a class of bad books, got up for a bad people…a 

history of vulgar and disgusting atrocities.’86 

 

The above passage appeared in a review of William Harrison Ainsworth’s novel Jack 

Sheppard. The ‘class of bad books’ to which the author referred was the so-called Newgate 

novel. These works acquired this appellation from contemporary commentators because they 

‘celebrated the exploits of criminals such as highwaymen and murderers, often from the 

eighteenth century’.87 Hence the term is ‘to a large extent a journalistic construct…a school 

defined by its contemporary critics’.88 The key works of this genre were Paul Clifford (1830), 

Eugene Aram (1832), Rookwood (1834), Oliver Twist (1838), Jack Sheppard (1839), and 

Catherine (1840). There were ongoing political, legal, and social reforms occurring when 

these novels were being written, and middle-class readers’ interest in crime novels stems 

from these reforms.89 Eugene Aram and Catherine tell stories of murderers, and are not 

examined herein. The other works cited above told stories of highwaymen and thieves, and it 

is those works that are discussed herein.  

 The novel emerged as the dominant literary genre in the eighteenth century. One of 

the first majorly successful novels was Pamela (1740).90 Most novels during the eighteenth 

century are classified into two categories: the sentimental-domestic novel and the didactic 

novel.91 However, by the late-eighteenth century another genre emerged: the gothic novel.92 

Central to the development of this genre were works such as The Castle of Otranto (1767) by 

Horace Walpole, The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) by Ann Radcliffe, and The Monk (1796) 

by Matthew Lewis. Gothic novels feature common settings and themes such as haunted 

castles, supernatural occurrences, secret panels and doorways, time-yellowed manuscripts 

and poorly-lighted midnight scenes.93 Some of these features were adopted by novelists of 

the Newgate genre in their works. 
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 It was in the Newgate novel that the conventions of gothic romance and criminal 

biography converged, evident by their utilisation of historic settings as well as their 

popularisation of criminals. Ainsworth’s preface to Rookwood in 1834 explained that he 

‘resolved to attempt a story in the bygone style of Mrs. Radcliffe…substituting an old 

English squire, an old English manorial residence, and an old English highwayman, for the 

Italian marchese, the castle and brigand’.94 The novel was set in the 1700s and opens with the 

death of Sir Piers Rookwood who has two sons. The firstborn, Luke, is supposedly 

illegitimate and has no right to the estate. The other son and hitherto legitimate heir is 

Ranulph Rookwood. Throughout the course of the novel it is revealed that Luke is actually 

legitimate by way of a clandestine first marriage of Sir Piers and a Catholic woman and 

stands to inherit the Rookwood estate. The novel becomes a battle between the two brothers 

and their respective families to inherit the estate. Moving the plot forward is a jovial character 

that goes by the name of Jack Palmer, who is Luke’s friend. It turns out that this character is 

the famous highwayman Dick Turpin. In this novel Turpin was a true gentleman. He is polite 

and relatively non-violent, saying at one point; ‘I will steer clear of blood – if I can help it’.95 

The Turpin of Ainsworth’s novel was ‘a romantic, courageous, daredevil figure, elegantly 

clad and handsome,’ in contrast to the real Turpin, the ‘historically verifiable pock-marked 

thug’.96 This work revived the reputation of highwaymen despite the fact that these criminals’ 

reputations had declined in the latter part of the eighteenth century.97 The reason for this may 

be that Ainsworth did not portray Turpin committing any criminal act. Instead the aristocratic 

Rookwoods are the real criminals because they ‘continue their murderous ways’ until they 

each fall victim to their own schemes. The representation of the aristocracy as morally 

debased was a reflection of nineteenth-century middle-class views of the aristocratic classes. 

The nineteenth century was the century of the middle class, dominating and defining its 

social and moral environment.98 Thackeray remarked that ‘it is to the middle class that we 

must look for the safety of England’.99 Conversely, the nobility was described by people such 

as Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) in Culture and Anarchy (1869) as ‘barbarians’.100 The 

representation of the middle class as morally superior to the aristocracy was a feature of the 
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first novel, Robinson Crusoe (1719).101 Throughout the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 

centuries novels, ‘pitt[ed] the [bourgeois] values of thrift, peace and chastity against a violent 

and profligate nobility’.102 Despite being a criminal, Turpin was the least criminal character 

out of all the characters in the novel. Hence he was a respectable character to whom readers 

could warm. 

 Newgate novels were produced by middle-classes authors for the entertainment of the 

middle classes, and they were extremely popular; Ainsworth’s Jack Sheppard outsold 

Dickens’ Oliver Twist in the 1830s.103 However, Crone argues that the primary audience for 

these novels was the working classes. As the genre of criminal biography and the Newgate 

Calendars was becoming increasingly ‘unrespectable’, she says that tales of these criminals 

were ‘kept alive by young men and boys of the lower classes’ who had ‘particular delight in 

Ainsworth’s Jack Sheppard’.104 To a certain extent Crone could be correct as the 1800s was 

the era in which middle-class notions of respectability emerged.105 Arguably, it might not be 

respectable for middle-class readers to read stories which glorified criminals. Crone’s 

arguments are based upon the comments of nineteenth-century social commentators such as 

Mayhew. However, her stance is less secure when these novels are viewed as consumer 

commodities. Their cost may have been significantly out of the reach of the working classes. 

A notice in The Times in 1835 advertises Lytton’s novel Paul Clifford for sale at five 

shillings.106 The average weekly wage for a working-class labourer in the 1830s was around 

nine shillings.107 Would a working man have spent half of his weekly earnings on a book? 

Doubtful – besides, ‘only the substantial middle, upper middle and upper class 

bought…hardback novels,’108 and novel reading was seen as a middle-class activity by the 

late eighteenth century.109 Further evidence that the primary audience for the Newgate novel 

was the middle classes stems from the fact that the controversy surrounding them (discussed 

in greater detail below) was essentially a debate about social hierarchy. In their 

romanticisation of criminals, working-class street literature was viewed as having been 

                                                           
101 Langford, P. (1989). A Polite and Commercial People, p.61 
102 Probyn, C. (1987). English Fiction of the Eighteenth Century. New York: Longman, p.55 
103 Buckley, M. (2002). ‘Sensations of Celebrity’, p.426 
104 Crone, R. (2012). Violent Victorians, p.278 
105 Wilson, B. (2007). Decency & Disorder, 1789-1837, p.413 
106 Anon. (1835). ‘Just published, in demy 8vo. price 5s. boards’. The Times, Saturday, Jul 18, p. 7 
107 Bloy, M. (2013). ‘Rural Unrest in the 1830s: The Swing Riots’. The Victorian Web [Internet] 
http://www.historyhome.co.uk/peel/ruralife/swing.htm [Accessed 15/07/2014]. 
108 Wilson, A.N. (2002). The Victorians. London: Random House Books, p.19 
109 Brewer, J. (2013). Pleasures of the Imagination, p.158 

http://www.historyhome.co.uk/peel/ruralife/swing.htm


26 
 

blended by authors into middle-class reading matter.110 It was the merging of ‘low’ reading 

matter with their own that middle-class readers would eventually find distasteful. 

Moreover, the literary devices used by authors such as Ainsworth anticipated how 

they would be read in the home in the middle-class home: 

Reading aloud was the prevalent custom…giving voice to a novel encouraged a range 
of different effects, from familiar dialogue to florid eloquence, and the author was 
expected to provide the opportunities…the tempo of a scene was established and 
controlled by the structure of the sentences and the acceleration or retardation of the 
narrative pace.111 

 

Reading with the family was one of the early Victorian middle-class male’s most common 

relaxation and leisure pursuits.112 Rookwood features the now famous story of Dick Turpin’s 

ride to York from London in one day upon his loyal horse, Black Bess. The following 

passage is one in which the speaker in the household would have been able to change the 

tempo of his speech according to the events recounted: 

It was then, for the first time, that the thoughts of executing his extraordinary ride to 
York flashed across him…his pursuers were now within a hundred yards, and shouted 
him to stand…the whole of the neighbourhood was alarmed by the cries, and the 
tramp of horses…suddenly three horsemen appear in the road; they hear the uproar 
and din. “A highwayman! A highwayman” cry the voices: “Stop him! Stop him!” But 
it is no such easy matter. With a pistol in each hand, and his bridle in his teeth, Turpin 
passed boldly on. His fierce looks – his furious steed – the impetus with which he 
pressed forward, bore down all around him.113 
 

Some parts of Turpin’s ride were narrated in the present tense, and this may have provided 

readers with a sense of excitement whilst the text was being read to them. Hence Newgate 

novels, due to their accessibility, and the fact that authors used literary devices which 

encouraged their reading in the home, catered primarily to the tastes of the middle classes. 

In addition, most Newgate novels were set in the pre-industrial eighteenth century. 

Reading tales of highwaymen roaming through forests allowed readers to indulge in a 

nostalgic fantasy. Perhaps readers yearned for an age which was becoming alien to them 

because of the onset of industrialisation and urbanisation. The effects of urbanisation must 

have been acutely visible to contemporaries. In 1800, for example, Leeds had a population of 

approximately 50,000 inhabitants, and by 1841 this figure had trebled to 150,000.114 
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Additionally, the incidence of highway robbery had declined by the nineteenth century for a 

number of reasons. Tobias argues that urbanisation around London eroded many 

highwaymen’s favourite haunts, as rural areas around the capital were built over.115 Beattie 

points to the extension of the turnpike system, which made it difficult for highwaymen to 

move around unnoticed, along with passengers’ increased use of traceable bank notes.116 The 

last mounted robbery took place in 1831, and readers may have missed the old romantic 

figure of the highwayman on the country roads once there was no actual fear of a robbery 

happening to them.117  

Indeed, Rookwood led readers to believe that the mounted highway robber was a 

special figure. A song in the novel entitled ‘Nobody Can Deny’ celebrated the exploits of 

historical highwaymen: 

 Of every rascal of every kind, 
 The most notorious to my mind,  
 Was the Cavalier Captain, gay Jemmy Hind 
  Which Nobody Can Deny 
 But the pleasantest coxcomb among them all, 
 For lute, oranto and madrigal, 
 Was the galliard Frenchman, Claude DuVall 
  Which Nobody Can Deny… 
 Nor could any so handily break a lock, 
 As Sheppard, who stood on Newgate Dock, 
 And nicknamed the gaolers around him his flock 
  Which Nobody Can Deny 
 Nor did the highwayman ever possess, 
 For ease, for security, danger, distress, 
 Such a mare as Dick Turpin’s Black Bess! Black Bess! 
  Which Nobody Can Deny.118 
 
In the song Jemmy Hind was ‘gay,’ Claude Du Vall was a pleasant ‘coxcomb’, skilled in 

playing various musical instruments. Du Vall was a true romantic. Once he stopped a carriage 

with the intention of robbing the passengers, but decided to play a tune for the Lady in the 

carriage instead.119 Ainsworth called Turpin the great highwayman and explained that 

‘Turpin was the ultimus Romanorum, the last of a race, which (we were almost about to say, 

we regret) is now altogether extinct…with him expired the chivalrous spirit which animated 
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successively the bosoms of so many knights of the road’.120 Through calling Turpin the 

ultimus Romanorum (last of the Romans) Ainsworth established Dick Turpin as a nostalgic 

figure. He was independent and carefree, roaming through the countryside. Nineteenth-

century readers could not live in such a manner in the modern industrial city. Hence the 

reason for the emergence of the Newgate novel: 

At a moment when the possibility of assertive, individual agency was threatened by 
the growing constraints of modern society…the spectre of the loss of the capacity to 
act independently, even aggressively, acquired almost a mythic status, and the 
spurious image of a freer, bolder realm in the recent past found voice in the bravura 
renditions of such literature.121 

 
Moreover, the highwayman of the novel had a special relationship with the natural world, as 

Spraggs says: 

In the age of the ever-encroaching city, nostalgia for the mounted robber became an 
aspect of yearning for the countryside. An important sign of the romantic 
highwayman’s identification with nature is his outstanding talent as a horseman and 
his close bond with his horse.122 

 

Black Bess in Rookwood is a character in her own right. She is loyal to Turpin, and often 

warns him of danger. There is a tragic scene in the novel when she dies in sight of York 

Minster, having undertaken the famous epic ride there with her master: 

Another mile is past. York is near. “Hurrah!” shouted Dick; but his voice was hushed. 
Bess tottered-fell. There was a dreadful gasp – a parting moan – a snort; her eyes 
gazed upon her master, with a dying glare; then drew glassy, rayless, fixed. A shiver 
ran through her frame. Her heart had burst…[Turpin] stood weeping and swearing, 
like one beside himself. “And art thou gone, Bess!” cried he, in a voice of agony, 
lifting up his courser’s head, and kissing her lips.123 

 
Turpin’s fate in the novel is intertwined with that of Black Bess.124 When she dies Turpin 

loses his wild and independent spirit. Perhaps in the same way nineteenth-century readers felt 

that because of the ‘ever-encroaching city’ they too had lost touch with nature, and had lost a 

small part of their independence. Thus by the time that Rookwood was published, the 

highway robber embodied readers’ yearning for a pre-industrial past. 

 As well as being vehicles for entertainment and nostalgia, some Newgate authors 

attempted to critique contemporary society in their works. This was the case with Lytton’s 
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Paul Clifford. The hero of the novel was a highwayman called Paul living in the late-

eighteenth century. As a youth he is sent to gaol for a crime he did not commit. He escapes 

from gaol, and is forced to rob to survive. At the end of the novel he is caught but manages to 

escape to the Americas with his sweetheart. Lytton’s point was that it was society’s fault that 

Paul became a criminal. He gave the character an eloquent speech in the scene where Paul is 

tried at the Old Bailey: 

My lord…seven years ago I was sent to the house of correction for an offence which I 
did not commit; I went thither, a boy who had never infringed a single law – I came 
forth in a few weeks a man who was prepared to break all laws! Whence was this 
change? – Was it my fault or that of my condemners? You had first wronged me by a 
punishment which I did not deserve – you wronged me yet more deeply when (even 
had I been guilty of the first offence) I was sentenced to herd with hardened 
criminals…The laws themselves caused me to break the laws.125 
 

Paul was the mouthpiece for a wider critique of society’s harsh treatment of the poor through 

disproportionate laws and punishments, and ‘denounce[d] the injustice of a society in which 

laws [were] invoked relentlessly against the poor, punish[ing] the robber, but protect[ing] the 

frauds and hypocrisy of tradesmen and lawyers’.126 Trial scenes in the Victorian novel 

created a space for readers to reflect upon certain practices of the law, and to see for 

themselves how the application of the law in certain cases may lead to injustice.127 Indeed, 

the novel was published at a time when there had already been a twenty year campaign for 

the reform of the penal system.128 Lytton’s social commentary reflected ongoing 

contemporary debates, particularly over the correct treatment of juvenile offenders in the 

1830s and 1840s. He displayed an awareness of the ways in which the nineteenth-century 

criminal justice system could entrap youths from an early age into a life of crime. Once 

youths had been inside an institution it was extremely difficult for them to find honest 

employment after their spell in gaol.129 One contemporary debate surrounded how young 

criminals should be punished once they had been sentenced. There was ‘the problem of how 

to differentiate between “perishing” and “dangerous” juveniles’.130 Paul Clifford, having 

‘never infringed a single law’ would have been a child worth ‘saving’ from the effects of 

being placed in ‘hardening punishment’. As Shore explains, ‘the paradox of the situation was 
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how to control the behaviour both of those children already labelled as criminal and those 

who were only on the periphery of the justice system’.131 In the novel it was Paul’s 

association with hardened criminals in prison that made him prepared to break the law. 

Lytton’s Paul Clifford offered readers three things: entertainment, nostalgia, and a critique of 

his contemporary society, thus constructing the prototype for the ‘Victorian social novel with 

a purpose’.132  

However, the master of the Victorian social novel was undoubtedly Charles Dickens. 

His novel Oliver Twist was published in serial instalments in Bentley’s Miscellany between 

1837 and 1838 and was perceived by contemporaries to be a Newgate novel.133 The reason 

that it was perceived so is because critics felt that it glorified members of the criminal 

underworld. As the Newgate novel was a genre defined by its contemporary critics, it is 

accordingly analysed here. Dickens’ novel was published alongside Ainsworth’s second 

Newgate novel, Jack Sheppard, in the same magazine, and Dickens was Ainsworth’s friend, 

and the two men even considered collaborating on a novel.134 Dickens’ tale of an orphan who 

falls into the clutches of the criminal underworld was set in nineteenth-century London. The 

novel attacked the recently passed Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 which had expanded 

the workhouse system. Dickens was ‘one of the people to light a fuse of criticism that was to 

blow the calculated neglect and casual cruelty of the workhouse system away’.135  

Dickens’ critique of the workhouse system is less important here than his 

representations of nineteenth-century criminal underworld figures. He draws upon gothic 

literary conventions by representing in his novel two binary camps of good and evil. The 

‘good’ camps in the novel are those of Mr. Brownlow and the Maylies. The ‘bad’ camps are 

those of Bill Sykes and Fagin.136 The two camps vie with each other throughout the novel to 

claim the innocence of young Oliver. The first time this is apparent is when Oliver comes 

into contact with Fagin, a receiver of stolen goods, who runs a criminal gang of young 

pickpockets. The types of gangs run by Fagin were common in nineteenth-century London. 

Often they were to be found in some of the common lodging houses, where ‘keepers 
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maintained gangs of professional child thieves and even ran schools for pickpockets’.137 

Fagin attempts to teach Oliver how to be a thief through a series of childish games: 

“Is my handkerchief hanging out of my pocket?” said the Jew. 
“Yes, Sir,” said Oliver. 
“See if you can take it out, without my feeling it: as you saw them do, when we were 
at play this morning”.138 
 

Fagin’s attempts to convert Oliver into a criminal fail and this perplexes him as he has 

managed to corrupt other young boys prior to meeting Oliver. Oliver is ‘not easy to 

train…not like other boys in the same circumstance’.139 The reason for this is that young 

Oliver is actually middle class by birth and was represented as inherently innocent, with theft 

being the ‘single specific crime that menaces Oliver’s innocence’.140 The reason Fagin’s 

other boys had been corrupted was because they were members of the ‘criminal class,’ a 

notion which gained currency between the 1820s and 1830s.141 According to this idea, there 

was a dangerous criminal class lurking beneath the working class in the poorest districts of 

cities.142 In contrast to Ainsworth’s gentlemanly Dick Turpin, the villains of Dickens’ work 

were hideous creatures who lived in dirty hovels in the rookery of Saffron Hill, Holborn. 

Dickens described Fagin and his lair in the following way: ‘the walls of the ceiling of the 

room were perfectly black with age and dirt…standing over them, with a toasting fork in his 

hand, was a very old shrivelled Jew, whose villainous looking and repulsive face was 

obscured by a quantity of matted red hair’.143 For ‘Fagin’ readers would have inferred 

‘Satan’; the hook-nose and the toasting fork drawing upon older Christian images of the 

devil.144 In Dickens’ work there was ‘no canterings on moonlit heaths, no merry-makings in 

the snuggest of all possible caverns…none of the dash and freedom with which [highwaymen 

have] been time out of mind invested’.145 Thus the highwayman of old was a product of the 

pre-industrial, rural England, whilst Fagin was essentially a product of an urbanised society, 

and represented the worst of that society, being a member of the ‘criminal class’. 
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 Dickens’ other criminal character was the house-breaker Bill Sikes. Sikes is described 

as ‘bad-tempered and uncivil’.146 He is also murderous. He kills his lover, Nancy, because he 

believes that she has ‘peached’ on him: 

The robber sat regarding her, for a few seconds, with dilated nostrils and heaving 
breast; and then, grasping her by the throat, dragged her into the middle of the 
room…the housebreaker freed one arm, and grabbed his pistol. The certainty of 
detection if he fired, flashed across his mind even in the midst of his fury, and he beat 
it twice with all the force he could summon, upon [her] upturned face…The 
murder…seized a heavy club and struck her down.147 
 

Sikes is dehumanised in this passage and descends through three gradations. At first he was 

simply a robber. Robbers can be accepted and even revered to a certain extent in their 

respective societies.148 He is then described as a house-breaker. The offence of house-

breaking was less palatable to people than was highway robbery, for example, because since 

the eighteenth century, ‘the perimeter of “the private house” represented a sacred frontier’.149 

Finally he became a murderer. Murder was reviled because ‘homicide is the most dramatic 

crime of violence’.150 Indeed, the people who cheered highwaymen at public executions were 

often unanimous in their condemnation of murderers.151 There is a clear contrast between 

Ainsworth’s Turpin, who shrinks from shedding blood, and Sikes who spills it. Dickens did 

not allow the reader to have sympathy with his criminals. Instead they were reprehensible 

characters.  

 At first the Newgate genre was well-received by the reading public. In 1831 the 

gothic novelist Mary Shelley (1797-1851) recorded her feelings upon reading Paul Clifford. 

It was ‘a wonderful, a sublime book’.152 Indeed, the middle classes initially loved the genre 

as it provided entertainment, nostalgia, and a critique of contemporary society. The genre was 

‘the last breath’ of the literary tradition of criminal biography, which the middle classes in the 

eighteenth century had been fond of reading.153 However, the popularity of these tales waned 

with the respectable middle classes, for the intended sympathy for the criminal in 

Ainsworth’s second Newgate novel proved too much for them to bear. In 1839 he released 

his novel Jack Sheppard, an embellished life story of the afore-mentioned notorious 
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housebreaker of the same name. The work was similar to other Newgate novels in that it 

made a hero of an eighteenth-century criminal. Jack Sheppard soon became a ‘multimedia’ 

event. George Cruikshank (1792-1878) illustrated some of the most exciting scenes which 

accompanied the text, such as the one below depicting Sheppard’s and Edgworth Bess’ 

escape from Clerkenwell Prison: 

 
Figure 6 Source: Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco 

 
Figure 7 Source: Victoria and Albert Museum 
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In addition, there were eight concurrently-running theatre shows in London’s West End 

featuring the story of Jack Sheppard, as well as street shows, pamphlets, and souvenirs.154 It 

seems that it was it was the ensuing ‘mania’ surrounding the character of Jack Sheppard, with 

the initial catalyst being Ainsworth’s novel, which contributed to the heroization of the 

youthful criminal.155 Alongside the unfavourable reviews in magazines such as The 

Athenaeum, matters came to head in July 1840. In that year Lord William Russell (1767-

1840) was murdered in his sleep by his valet, Benjamin Courvoisier. In one of several public 

confessions the valet stated that the idea for murdering his master came from having read the 

novel Jack Sheppard.156 Thackeray was disgusted with the genre and wrote his own Newgate 

novel, Catherine (1840) in order ‘to exhibit the danger and folly of investing [criminals] with 

heroic and romantic qualities’.157 The reaction to Ainsworth’s work ‘broke through the 

romantic quarantine’ which the popular heroes of his work had hitherto enjoyed.158 

Ainsworth responded to his critics by calling these attacks ‘a most virulent and libellous 

attack upon [his] romance’.159 However, the damage had been done. The genre fell out of 

favour with the middle classes. The work really was perceived by them as ‘a bad book…one 

of a class of bad books’.160  

There was a moral panic amongst middle-class newspaper commentators about the 

influence of the novel.161 This was because Jack Sheppard was not a gentlemanly 

highwayman as Turpin was, neither was he the secondary criminal character in a tale of an 

innocent or virtuous character, as in Oliver Twist.162 Although it should be noted that 

Dickens’ novel received censure as well as Ainsworth’s, for portraying certain sections of the 

criminal underworld such as Nancy – a prostitute – in a positive light.163 Ainsworth’s boy 

thief, rather, ‘act[ed] on his impulses and [took] pleasure in his crimes’.164 There was no 

justification for Sheppard’s crimes in the novel. Paradoxically, while he is a thief, he is also 

inherently noble, loyal to his friend Darrell and his mother, Joan. His devotion to his mother 
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leads to his arrest, for he is apprehended at her funeral by Jonathan Wild, the famous thief 

taker.165 Sheppard’s moral ambiguity accounts for why the novel was deemed to be truly 

subversive by middle-class commentators in the press: ‘critics of the novel objected to mixed 

motives and mixed morality, preferring the security of a moral universe in which the good 

and bad, the criminal and the law-abiding, [were] readily identifiable as such’.166 As 

previously discussed, the context of the novel’s publication was debates about unruly and 

delinquent youths. In many contemporaries’ minds, the presence of unruly youths on the 

streets was equal to an unstable society. Youths who had been abandoned by society were 

often represented as overthrowing it. This was evident across the channel in Eugene 

Delacroix’s painting The Barricade, depicting the 1830 French Revolution, with De 

Tocqueville writing that ‘it is the Paris urchins who usually start insurrections’.167 Indeed, the 

most famous work of French fiction about the 1832 French Revolution, Les Miserables, has 

the street urchin Gavroche playing an active role in the insurrection. Comparisons were made 

by nineteenth-century commentators between English and French street urchins. London was 

said to possess ‘a class as wild and perhaps even more incorrigible than those spawned forth 

by the dangerous classes in Paris’.168 The French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (1789-

1815) would still have been within the living memory of many people when Jack Sheppard 

was released, and the memory of those events haunted the British ruling classes for years.169 

More immediately worrisome for middle-class contemporaries was the emergence of 

Chartism in 1838 – the year before the publication of the novel. In the summer of 1839 – the 

year of Jack Sheppard’s publication – there was particularly violent rhetoric coming from the 

mouths of Chartist leaders, many of whom advocated strikes and violence against 

authority.170 Many youths took an active role in the Chartist movement, with police reports 

between 1842 and 1848 laying a particular emphasis upon the presence of young males at 

Chartist meetings.171 Although admittedly many of the boys present at those meetings may 

simply have been pickpockets who wished to capitalise upon the pickings to be had where a 
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great number of people were present.172 Be that as it may, ‘the Artful Chartist Dodger was 

looming large for Middle England, combining threats of both criminality and political 

insurrection’.173 With Ainsworth’s novel featuring a boy criminal ‘thumbing his nose’ at 

authority, in 1859 the Lord Chamberlain, who licensed all theatrical performances in London, 

had every play representing Jack Sheppard banned.174 Thus the ‘Sheppard-mania’ caused 

anxieties to middle and upper-classes because of the contemporary debates surrounding 

juvenile offenders and the fear of popular insurrections. 

 In conclusion, the Newgate novel popularised the image of the eighteenth-century 

robber for nineteenth-century readers. The genre served three primary functions. The first of 

these functions was to entertain and excite middle-class audiences. The literary styles and 

conventions adopted by authors such as Ainsworth in Rookwood anticipated how their 

readers would have read these novels. They would have been read aloud, and the speaker 

could change the pace of the reading according to that dictated by the author. Secondly, the 

novels represented contemporaries’ nostalgia for the rural England of the eighteenth century. 

In Paul Clifford and Rookwood the highwayman lives in the forest, effectively being at one 

with nature. In the face of growing urbanisation and industrialisation, such scenes may have 

had resonance with nineteenth-century contemporaries, whilst the novels of Dickens and 

Bulwer Lytton drew attention to social and judicial ills. The novel Jack Sheppard caused a 

veritable moral panic in the press regarding the heroization of criminals and the potential 

effects upon youths because in the novel Sheppard was proud of his criminal career. There 

would be further moral panics throughout the course of the century which focused on the 

pejoratively-termed ‘penny dreadful’ genre. The next chapter, however, will examine that 

genre’s predecessor: the penny bloods. 
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Chapter Three 

“Pernicious trash”? The Penny Blood 

 

‘There is now…a verifiable mountain of pernicious trash, mostly in paper covers, and all 

‘Price One Penny’ – Edinburgh Review.175 

 

The passage above encapsulates the opinion of one reviewer towards penny fiction during the 

Victorian period. Penny bloods were inexpensive serialised novels, often anonymously 

authored, which appeared in weekly instalments. However, there are a few names that stand 

out such as G.W.M. Reynolds.176 His penny blood, The Mysteries of London (published 

between 1844 and 1846) was the most widely-read and bestselling novel of the Victorian 

era.177 In addition there was J.M. Rymer, the author of Varney the Vampire (published 

between 1845 and 1847), and T.P. Prest, the alleged author of the Sweeney Todd story A 

String of Pearls (1845). In this chapter it is argued that penny bloods brought reading matter 

to the nineteenth-century working class, and that the stories reflected the fears and anxieties 

of the working classes towards life in the urban environment. Finally, it is argued that they 

provided the common reader with a ‘carnivalesque’ opportunity to mock authority.  

 Penny bloods were targeted towards the working classes. The serialisation of novels 

was popular in the nineteenth century,178 and by the 1830s there was a definite demand 

amongst the new self-aware working classes for quality reading matter.179 This was a time in 

which a growing number of the working classes, especially men, possessed a basic degree of 

literacy, being able to read if not able to write. Crone estimates that in the mid-nineteenth 

century sixty-seven per cent of working-class males could read and write, along with fifty 

one per cent of females.180 To provide the literate or semi-literate working classes with 

reading material analogous to the stories that their middle-class counterparts were enjoying, 

plagiarisms of popular works appeared such as Oliver Twiss (1839) published by Gilbert Á 

Beckett (1811-1856). Titles usually appeared as standalone weekly instalments or in 
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periodicals as A String of Pearls did in The People’s Periodical and Family Library.181 The 

main feature of such periodicals was light entertainment, meaning that they could be sold 

cheaply because literature was the main attraction instead of current affairs. This made them 

exempt from paying the stamp duty which was required of ‘serious’ newspapers such as The 

Times.182 Moreover, penny publications became viable commercial commodities because rail 

transport enabled their distribution over a large geographic area.183 Railway construction 

‘exploded’ in the nineteenth century, and by 1870 approximately 13,388 miles of railway 

lines had been constructed.184 Many small provincial towns featured a railway station, and a 

consequence of the growth of the railway network was the emergence of railway station 

bookstores and newsagents such as W.H. Smith, who leased space on railway platforms and 

sold cheap reading matter.185 

 Content and price stimulated demand for these publications in addition to their 

sensational content. Whilst restraint and decorum were highly-valued virtues during the 

Victorian era, the Victorian public enjoyed sensational and scandalous literature,186 and a 

prominent feature in the content of the penny bloods was violence and sex.187 In the penny 

blood the literary traditions of three genres converged: the execution broadside, the gothic 

novel, and The Newgate Calendar.188 One example of the violence depicted in the penny 

bloods is in the tale of Sawney Beane from 1825. It portrays a particularly gory scene in 

which a woman’s ‘entrails [were] instantly taken out’ by a cannibal, and in the cannibal’s lair 

there were ‘legs, arms, thighs, hands, and feet, of men, women and children…suspended in 

rows like dried beef’.189 Accompanying the representations of violence in the story was 

usually an equally violent or macabre image. This is illustrated below by the images from A 

String of Pearls: 
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Figure 8 Source: "Yesterday's Papers" 

 
As can be seen above, Sweeney Todd is portrayed in the act of murdering a person. These 

illustrations ‘were an essential element, as much an advertising tool as art…one publisher’s 

standing instruction to his illustrators was “more blood – much more blood”’.190 The use of 

images as a selling point was used in many periodicals during the Victorian era, notably 

Punch (which appeared in 1841),191 and The Illustrated London News (which appeared in 

1842). Thus the inexpensive price of these publications, their ability to reach a mass 

audience, and their titillating and violent content, contributed to making the penny blood a 

truly popular mass-market genre. 

 One function of the penny bloods was to serve as a forum in which working-class 

readers’ anxieties and fears surrounding crime, and more generally, life in the modern 

industrial city could find expression. Inspired by Eugene Sue’s The Mysteries of Paris 

(1843), Reynolds authored The Mysteries of London. These two works signalled the arrival of 
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a new literary genre: the urban gothic.192 In these novels the early-Victorian city provided the 

setting for gothic romance, in contrast to the rural gothic settings of Lewis and Ainsworth.193 

Reynolds depicted the metropolis as a maze where all manner of vice and crime exist, from 

fashionable West End residences to the East End slums. Reynolds was not the first to 

describe the metropolis as a vast, dark place in which all manner of crime resides. In 1751 

Fielding said that London ‘appears as a vast Wood or Forest, in which a Thief may harbour 

with great Security’.194 There are many plot threads running throughout the story and it 

should be viewed essentially as ‘an encyclopaedia of tales’.195 At its heart, however. it is the 

story of two brothers, a ‘good’ brother, Richard Markham, and a ‘bad’ brother, Eugene. 

Alongside their stories the tales of the various figures which accumulate around them are 

told; ‘gypsies, faithful and unfaithful retainers, criminals, victimised working girls, men of 

fashion, politicians, and bankers’.196 These characters’ existences are intertwined and 

Reynolds often abruptly switches the scene with phrases such as ‘here we must leave…for 

the present; as during the night scenes of a terrible nature passed elsewhere’,197 thereby 

emphasising the simultaneity of urban city life. Reynolds’ depiction of the pace of city living 

reflected the changing nature of life in the industrial city. As Stevenson says, ‘the most 

fundamental change in human experience that had occurred during the [nineteenth] century 

was the incalculable increase in variety, complexity and tempo’.198 Life was fast moving in 

Reynolds’ London, unlike Ainsworth’s static rural manorial residence where the action 

occurred within the confines of the Rookwood estate. 

 The major criminal character in The Mysteries of London was the Cracksman. He is a 

native of ‘all the flash houses and patter cribs…[of] Saffron Hill’.199 By the 1840s Saffron 

Hill was described by Dickens, who situated Fagin’s residence there, as a place infested with 

crime, where ‘from several of the doorways, great ill-looking fellows were cautiously 

emerging, bound, to all appearance, on no very well-disposed or harmless errands.200 The 

Cracksman is essentially a henchman-for-hire. He is hired on one occasion by the ‘bad’ 

brother Eugene to rob someone: 

 ‘What’s the natur of the sarvice?’ demanded the Cracksman. 
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‘A highway robbery’ coolly answered [Eugene]…‘I will explain what I want done. 
Between eleven and twelve o’clock a gentleman will leave London for Richmond. He 
will be in his own cabriolet. His horse is bay, with silver mounted harness. This 
gentleman must be stopped; and everything his pockets contain must be brought to 
me. Whatever money there may be about him shall be yours:-but all that you find 
about his person, save the money, must be brought to me’.201 
 

The robbery goes ahead, and the gentleman receives the butt of a pistol bashed against his 

head, and is robbed of all his money. There is nothing romantic about the above passage. 

Crime in the new urban society is cold and calculated and carried through as though it was a 

business transaction. After Eugene relates the particulars of how the robbery is to be 

undertaken, he gives the Cracksman an advance of twenty guineas, to which the villain 

exclaims ‘that’s business!’202 After the deed has been done, the Cracksman says to Eugene 

that he hopes ‘that he should have his custom in future’.203 The Cracksman, similar to 

Dickens’ Bill Sikes and Fagin, was a ‘professional criminal,’ a term which had emerged in 

the 1840s to identify people whose sole living was crime.204 There was nothing ‘gentlemanly’ 

or ‘polite’ about the above exchange between the Cracksman and Eugene, instead the 

undertaking of the robbery was determined by financial considerations. 

 Reynolds gave his readers a glimpse into how crime is organised in the modern city, 

which reflected the gradual organisation of society as a whole during the nineteenth century. 

During the early part of the century many reforms were passed by the government. Law 

enforcement was covered by the establishment of a police force with the Metropolitan Police 

Act of 1829. Welfare provision, albeit limited, was provided for by the Poor Law 

Amendment Act of 1834. The Factory Acts of the 1830s and 1840s intruded into the 

workplace, whilst the Public Health Act of 1848 made the first steps towards the provision of 

public sanitation. The government thereby increased its hold on aspects of everyday life.205 

As the ‘upperworld’ of the nineteenth century became more organised so too did its 

‘underworld’. Hence Galeotti’s statement: ‘organised crime has evolved as the shadowy 

underside of modernisation and order’.206 The relationships between men in the nineteenth 

had been reduced, said Marx and Engels, to a mere ‘callous cash payment’ in normal 
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society.207 As the ‘upperworld’ and ‘underworld’ reflected one another, crime in the 

nineteenth century was a matter of business, professionalised and organised, and undertaken 

according to financial need. 

 The tale of Sweeney Todd, the ‘demon barber,’ is perhaps the most famous penny 

blood of the era. Why include the tale of a murderer in a discussion of thieves and robbers? 

The original title was A String of Pearls. The story is set during the 1780s ‘when George the 

Third was young’.208 It begins when a young gentleman returns from overseas intent on 

marrying his fiancée, Johanna. He is carrying a gift of a string of pearls which he intends to 

give to her. Before visiting her, however, he decides to go for a shave. Both the gentleman 

and the pearls go missing. Investigations begin into the missing gentleman’s whereabouts, 

and suspicions are raised in London when Todd attempts to pawn a matching set of pearls 

because he cannot give ‘satisfaction as to how he came by them’.209 Subsequent 

investigations into Todd’s business reveal that there are many valuable items of all 

descriptions kept within his residence. The outcome of the subsequent investigations reveals 

a horrifying truth. The owners of the valuables have all been killed by Todd. With the 

collusion of his neighbour, Mrs. Lovett, who runs a pie manufactory in which she has 

imprisoned numerous subterranean workers, the victims’ bodies have been served up as meat 

in her veal pies. Thus the reader in the 1800s encountered Todd first as a suspected thief, and 

only later as a murderer. 

 The mystery of the novel centres around the chair in which his unfortunate customers 

sit to be ‘polished off’, for ‘there is some horrible mystery connected with the chair’.210 The 

chair is revealed to be a mechanical device which facilitates the speedy disposal of the 

victims’ bodies into an underground vault: 

There was a piece of the flooring turning upon the centre, and the weight of the chair, 
when the bolt was withdrawn, by means of a simple leverage from the inner room, 
weighed down upon one end of the top by a little apparatus, was to swing completely 
round, there being another chair on under the surface, which thus became the upper, 
exactly resembling the one in which the unhappy customer was supposed to be 
‘polished off’.211 
 

There was an image which accompanied the text that illustrated exactly how the intricate 

machine worked: 
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Figure 9 Source: "Yesterday's Papers" 

 
Todd’s modus operandi may have had particular resonance for working-class readers whose 

lives were beginning to be dominated by machinery and manufactory. Thompson writes that 

‘one after another, as the nineteenth century ran its course, old domestic crafts were 

displaced’ by machinery.212 Indeed, anxiety over the effects that machinery was having upon 

working-class people’s livelihoods in the early nineteenth century led to Luddite rebellions 

between 1811 and 1812, and machine breaking riots amongst farm labourers in the 1830s.213 

The chair, the intricate mechanical device which takes away people’s valuables (their 

livelihoods), and finally disposes of them in the subterranean ‘pie manufactory’, represented 

‘an expression of profound social anxiety…the growing perception that the sanctity of 

selfhood is threatened by the aggressive commercial forces generated by the industrial 

city’.214 Nevsett explains further that the use of the term ‘pie manufactory’ is significant: 
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Todd runs an extremely tiny corporation…he murders his barber shop clients and sells 
their bodies as ‘veal pies’ with the help of Mrs. Lovett…and a nameless sequence of 
subterranean ‘pie manufactory’ workers who may not leave the factory floor and are 
quietly killed when they become exhausted or unmanageable.215 
 

Working-class fears surrounding urban living and industrialisation in both The Mysteries of 

London and A String of Pearls were thus, as Crone says, ‘clothed in everyday dress’.216 

 However, penny bloods also offered a chance for working-class readers to indulge in 

‘carnivalesque’ entertainment. The idea of the carnivalesque was propagated by Bakhtin in 

his study of medieval folk culture. The medieval carnival was a period of permitted licence in 

which peasants could openly mock the authority of the Church and the state,217 a time of 

feasting during which ‘the world turned upside down’. At the end of the festival on Shrove 

Tuesday or Mardis Gras, a mannequin of King Carnival was given a mock trial and 

execution, after which the revellers returned to the world of seriousness and order.218 

Bakhtin’s analysis centred on France, but Britain had its tradition of holding fairs. The 

antiquarian John Timbs wrote a short history of the Bartholomew Fair in 1865. The fair was 

instituted in 1123 and held annually. However, by the 1850s it had become ‘an irruption [sic] 

of strange figures and faces; every tavern was the scene of riot and revel’.219 Cavendish 

illuminates some of the further reasons why the fair was abolished: 

The fair’s loutishness, drunkenness and vulgarity, however, aroused growing middle-
class disapproval. It was attracting too many thieves and muggers, and the City 
imposed increasingly stringent restrictions. By the 1840s it was a shadow of its old 
self and it made its last bow in 1855.220 

 

At London’s fairs ‘the carnivalesque reigned’, and it was increasingly suppressed in the 

Victorian period because the respectable middle classes viewed the event in an increasingly 

less than favourable light.221  
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Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivalesque can be applied to nineteenth-century working-

class print culture. In 1865 a penny blood entitled Charley Wag, or the New Jack Sheppard 

was published anonymously. Sheppard’s name has been encountered previously, and the 

author was probably trying to draw upon the name to promote this story. In fact, the 

biographies of Sheppard and Charley share many similarities. Charley, like Sheppard, has a 

harsh life. He is abandoned on the shores of the Thames, but he soon grows up to become 

‘the most successful thief in London’.222 He is also gallant and courageous. In between 

carrying out daring robberies, he rescues an aristocratic Lady from a burning building, and an 

Earl’s son from drowning. The penny blood depicts him evading the clutches of the police, 

and like his namesake Jack Sheppard, escaping from gaol several times. Charley Wag is 

similar to the other boy thief characters which appeared in an anonymously-authored penny 

dreadful between 1864 and 1866 entitled The Wild Boys of London. It has been speculated 

that both Charley Wag and the Wild Boys shared the same author.223 The latter title was 

deemed to be so subversive to authority that copies of it were seized by police.224 Quite why 

it was subversive seems to be unclear to Adcock who comments that: 

[While] there is some nudity and a scene of flagellation…the boys are petty 
criminals…but they are also decent, engaging high-spirited lads with a moral code of 
their own. They are always ready to help a waif escape from child-stealers or rescue a 
woman from drowning in the Thames.225 
 

In Charley Wag, the young thief makes a mockery of the police by constantly evading their 

grasp. These scenes were apparent in both the text and the accompanying images (Fig. 2). 

The police in the early Victorian period were viewed by the public as rather inept. They were 

widely criticised by the public for the handling of the Courvoisier murder. In 1840 The 

Satirist remarked that ‘the prevailing opinion seems to be that they have been very remiss in 

doing the things that they ought to have done’.226 Radical and working-class newspapers in 

addition would often use every unsolved murder or tale of police incompetence as ‘a stick 

with which to beat the police [and]…there was, unfortunately, a lot of material to hand’.227 

As evident from the illustration below (Fig.10), they are incapable of even catching a boy 

thief: 
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Figure 10 Source: "Yesterday's Papers" 
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The hero of the novel is not afraid to use force when he deems it necessary. In fact, Charley 

often comes to physical blows with members of the police, at one point stamping his foot ‘on 

the head of a policeman’.228 Springhall speculates that The Wild Boys was suppressed by 

police in 1870 due to a similar episode which involved the characters having a fight with the 

police.229 Whilst Charley Wag was not suppressed by the authorities, working-class 

Charley’s blows against the police force are significant. The police were viewed with 

suspicion by the working classes in the early years of the Victorian era. They were seen as a 

force which was there for the protection only of the middle classes, and a force which 

attempted to impose ‘middle-class norms of behaviour on every class’.230 Storch further 

indicates that they were seen as ‘a bureaucracy of official morality…guard[ing] St. James by 

watching St. Giles’.231 The opposition to the new police force in the early Victorian period 

appears to stem from ‘the [unwanted] interventions of the police in the daily lives and 

recreational activities of the working classes’.232 Hence working-class readers may have 

taken silent pleasure in seeing a member of the police abused in such a way. 

 Be that as it may, just as King Carnival endured a mock trial and execution at the end 

of the carnival celebrations, the thief in the penny blood also underwent a trial and execution. 

In James Lindridge’s The Life and Adventures of Jack Rann (1845), the brave highwayman, 

Jack, ultimately feels the punishment of the law: 

Tyburn is reached, and the fatal tree looms forebodingly in the distance… ‘Friends,’ 
said Jack Rann… ‘I beseech you to be honest, for honesty is the sure road to 
happiness…Turn you away from the path of sin and vice’…After a few moments Jack 
Rann ceased to exist.233 
 

Similarly, in Henry Downes Miles’ The Life of Richard Palmer, better known as Dick Turpin 

(1839), the final scene recorded Turpin’s last moments. He flings himself from the ladder and 

‘the mob shouted,- a jerk – a spasm – a choking sob – a convulsive shudder, and the soul of 

the daring highwayman flew to its awful doom’.234 These two passages are reminiscent of the 

final scenes which the execution broadsides depicted. The criminal is led to the gallows. It is 

then hoped that his life should serve as a warning to others. Through means of a euphemism 
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such as the phrase ‘ceased to live,’ the final moment of the criminal is then represented. The 

‘carnival’ in the book ends and the working-class reader would then have been reabsorbed 

into the world of order and seriousness. 

In conclusion, penny bloods served three main functions. On a practical level, they 

brought reading matter within the reach of an increasingly literate working class. Secondly, 

penny bloods voiced contemporaries’ fears and anxieties regarding modern urban living. The 

stories represented in Reynolds’ Mysteries reflected the gradual ‘organisation’ of crime in the 

underworld, whilst the tale of Sweeney Todd provided a forum through which readers’ 

anxieties about the ever-increasing presence of machinery in their lives could be expressed. 

Penny bloods also provided readers with a ‘carnivalesque’ opportunity to mock authority. 

The police – the one symbol of authority that the poorer classes might have daily encountered 

– were openly mocked and assaulted in these stories. In the finale of these stories, however, 

the thief (in place of ‘King Carnival’) was put to death and readers would then have had to 

retreat from the fantasy world.  
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Conclusion 

 

Cawelti writes that ‘crime has always been a sure-fire topic for the entertainment of the 

public’.235 The primary function of each of the genres discussed in this thesis was indeed 

entertainment. Broadsides, Newgate novels and penny bloods served either as a source for of 

violent entertainment, or as a nostalgic yarn through a pre-industrial past. Broadsides and 

penny bloods, for example, flourished at precisely the time that the incidence of actual 

violence in society was declining. The Victorians were less likely to tolerate ‘bawdiness, low-

level violence, and drunkenness’ as their Regency and Georgian forefathers had done.236 

Consequently, as they could no longer participate in violent pastimes, people sought out 

representations of violence. Further titillation could be gained by viewing the many lurid and 

sensational images which these publications carried, further satiating readers’ tastes for 

violent entertainment.237 Thus while Cawelti speaks mainly with reference to twentieth-

century popular culture, his words are equally applicable to nineteenth-century crime 

literature.  

 Moreover, broadsides, Newgate novels and penny bloods served as a platform in 

which nineteenth-century contemporaries’ anxieties regarding life in the modern urban city 

could be represented. The novel Rookwood was a nostalgic journey through a pre-industrial, 

eighteenth-century England. The novel’s setting and its characters typified an older, simpler 

way of life for readers who were living in an age of the ‘ever-encroaching city’.238 The 

novels of Edward Bulwer Lytton and Charles Dickens sought to make a moral point about the 

society in which they lived. Paul Clifford, for example, gave a cultural voice to nineteenth-

century legal debates surrounding the treatment of juvenile criminals. When novels and 

penny bloods were set in the nineteenth century, they reflected fears about life and crime in 

the modern, urbanised city. Reynolds’ The Mysteries of London illustrated the way in which 

the criminal underworld was becoming increasingly organised in the same way that the 

‘upperworld’ of law and order was. The story of Sweeney Todd further articulated working-

class readers’ fears regarding exploitation in the factory by harsh business owners and the 

increasing inroads that machinery was making into their daily lives. Thus even if people were 

reading a novel which was set during the eighteenth century they were, for all intents and 

purposes, reading a ‘Victorian’ novel.  
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 Furthermore, penny bloods, and to a certain extent broadsides, provided readers with 

a carnivalesque opportunity to ‘thumb their noses’ at authority. Elements of the carnivalesque 

were present at public executions. Public executions (from which the sale and consumption of 

broadsides cannot be divorced) allowed readers to identify with the condemned yet 

simultaneously show deference to the forces of authority.239 The carnivalesque was definitely 

present in penny bloods such as Charley Wag. In that tale the boy burglar regularly mocked, 

and even physically assaulted, the police, the representatives of law and order. Yet ultimately 

the carnival ended, and after having finished reading the tale, the nineteenth-century working-

class reader would have had to reabsorb himself into the ordered and policed society in which 

he lived.  

 However, Victorian middle-class respectability ultimately triumphed. Each of the 

genres discussed throughout this thesis was superseded by another. The broadside declined 

for two reasons. Firstly, public executions were abolished as the attitude of the authorities 

shifted from the punishment of crime through physical pain towards long-term institutional 

management of offenders.240 Second, by the 1840s broadside publishers faced competition 

from another genre: the penny newspaper. A steady stream of these cheap, sensational 

newspapers became available including Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper (1842), News of the 

World (1842), and Reynold’s Weekly Newspaper (1850).241 As more people bought 

newspapers, less sympathy was apparent for condemned property offenders because 

newspapers printed only short notices of crimes, avoiding lengthy justifications and 

explanations of sin, and gave readers the impression that much crime was savage and 

opportunistic.242 The Newgate novel waned in the face of the more respectable literature, 

particularly the ‘sensation novel’.243 The output of fiction in the 1850s and 1860s by authors 

such as Wilkie Collins and Mary Elizabeth Braddon was altogether more respectable 

entertainment for middle-class readers. This fiction represented the triumph of middle-class 

domestic ideology, being ‘indicative of…[middle-class] social confidence’.244 Moreover, 

beginning in the 1860s the audience for penny fiction began to be comprised mainly of young 

males, as the publishers in Fleet Street sought to capitalise on the increased literacy of 
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working-class youths.245 Tales of thieves and robbers remained a popular staple of the (since 

c.1870) newly-termed246 ‘penny dreadful’ genre. However, the focus of these tales shifted. 

By the late nineteenth century the hero of the tale was not the criminal but increasingly the 

man pursuing him.247 Hence even supposedly ‘dangerous’ penny fiction which 

contemporaries thought glorified crime succumbed to a more ‘respectable’ ideology.  

An area for further research would be the representations of property offenders in late 

Victorian and Edwardian children’s books. Whilst research for this thesis was being 

undertaken, a number of titles were identified. Publications such as C.M. Tucker’s The 

Robbers’ Cave: A Tale of Italy (1882), and Everett-Green’s Knights of the Road (1907), 

appears to lack any significant scholarship. These novels’ form and appearance, being 

decoratively-bound in cloth, were middle-class consumer commodities. The heroes of these 

stories were robbers, brigands and highwaymen. This would problematize Flanders’ assertion 

that by the late-nineteenth century the hero in crime novels became the policeman or 

detective pursuing the criminals.248 Perhaps their appearance can be linked to the advent of 

‘New’ imperialism from the 1880s onwards, when Britain and other European powers took 

direct control of virtually the whole continent of Africa.249 For example, in Knights of the 

Road, the thirst for adventure which Jock, a young highwayman, displays throughout his 

youth serve him well when he becomes an officer in the army at the end of the book, when 

‘England calls upon her sons in her hour of need’.250 The character is a suitable candidate for 

service in the army because he is ‘young and strong and inured to hardship and fatigue – one 

whose heart will not fail him when trouble arises’.251 One of the products of an increasingly 

militaristic British culture was the emergence of the public school ethos, which stressed the 

values of sportsmanship, manliness, devotion to duty, and which sought to prepare young 

boys for a life of imperial service.252  The characters in those children’s stories display the 

qualities of the public school ethos. The idea of the robber, it seems, would be appropriated to 

serve Britain’s imperial ideology in this late period. Thus further research into the literature 

                                                           
245 Springhall, J. (1994). ‘Disseminating Impure Literature: The Penny Dreadful Publishing Business since 
1860’, p.568 
246 Springhall, J. (1994). ‘'Pernicious Reading'? 'The Penny Dreadful' as Scapegoat for Late-Victorian Juvenile 
Crime’. Victorian Periodicals Review 27(4), p.326 
247 Flanders, J. (2014). ‘Penny Dreadfuls’ [Internet]. 
248 Flanders, J. (2014). ‘Penny Dreadfuls’ [Internet]. 
249 Pakenham, T. (1991). The Scramble for Africa. London: Abacus, xxiii 
250 Everett-Green, E. (1907). Knights of the Road. London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, p.304 
251 Everett-Green, E. (1907). Knights of the Road, p.308 
252 Searle, G.R. (2004). A New England? Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.64 
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of thieves and robbers during this period would likely yield some fresh and interesting 

results. 
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