
Dickens Fellowship, Japan Branch AGM, 6 October 2001
Slimming or Slumming?

Dickens and the Shift from Monthly to Weekly Serialization
Graham Law, Waseda University

<glaw@mn.waseda.ac.jp>

Secondary citations
Q1. All the Year Round was in many ways the epitome of the furnace-like conditions in which much of the
best Victorian fiction was created. It raised to the highest pitch what Thackeray called the “Life & Death”
struggle with the unwritten number. At the same time it was, when handled properly, a superb instrument for
fiction. No writer in All the Year Round could forget for a moment the mechanics of publication. The pace,
narrowness and need for ‘incessant condensation’ cut away all fat; the responsiveness of the sales to any
slackening tension kept the novelist nervous and alert. Weekly intervals meant that a reader came to every
instalment primed, which was not the case with monthly serialisation where the plot had that much longer to
fade in the memory.

(Sutherland, 172-3)
Q2. The method of publishing an important work of fiction in monthly instalments was considered a
hazardous experiment, which could not fail to set its mark upon the novel as a whole. Mr. Dickens led the way
in making the experiment, and his enterprise was crowned with such success that most of the good novels now
find their way to the public in the form of a monthly dole. . . .

But what are we to say to the new experiment which is now being tried of publishing good novels week by
week? Hitherto the weekly issue of fiction has been connected with publication of the lowest class - small
penny and halfpenny serials that found in the multitude some compensation for the degradation of their
readers. . . Lust was the alpha and murder the omega of these tales. . .

Mr. Dickens has tried another experiment. The periodical which he conducts is addressed to a much higher
class of readers than any which the penny journals would reach, and he has spread before them novel after
novel specially adapted to their tastes. . . If Mr. Dickens, however, chose to keep the common herd of readers
together by the marvels of an improbable story, he attracted the better class of readers by his fancy, his fun,
and his sentiment. Altogether, his success was so great as to warrant the conclusion. . . that the weekly form of
publication is not incompatible with a very high order of fiction.

(E.S. Dallas, The Times, 17 Oct. 1861, 6)
Q3. Perhaps one of the most striking features of the periodical literature of the day is the general levelling of
all distinctions grounded upon mere price. The eminent author may now descend from the six shilling
Quarterly even to the penny weekly without the slightest fear of losing caste; and Cobbett’s well-known
defiance of the prejudice of his time by calling one of his own publications “Two-penny Trash” would have
been unintelligible to the present generation. . Have we not had Mr. Dickens, Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton, Mr
Wilkie Collins, and Mrs Gaskell addressing us through the popular twopenny numbers of “Household Words”
and “All the Year Round” . . .

(Publishers’ Circular, 31 Dec 1861, 694)
Q4. Although the novels of Anthony Trollope and Wilkie Collins were sold to republication syndicates for
reprinting in newspaper columns as filler, such transactions did not shape or constitute original serial fiction.
Dickens’s monthly and weekly parts democratized literature, putting new work into the hands and homes of
every economic and social class . . .

(Robert Patten, ‘Serial Literature’, in Oxford Reader’s Companion to Dickens, 514-9)
Q5. The violent stimulant of serial publication -- of weekly publication, with its necessity for frequent and
rapid recurrence of piquant situation and startling incident -- is the thing of all others most likely to develop
the germ, and bring it to fuller and darker bearing. What Mr. Wilkie Collins has done with delicate care and
laborious reticence, his followers will attempt without any such discretion.

(Oliphant, 568).

“An almost compulsive pattern of repetition”
A) A sudden decision to transform the scale & form of a narrative already at least at the planning stage;
B) Prompted by an urgent need to protect an investment in a new weekly paper threatened by an inadequate
level of circulation;
C) Accompanied by the mechanical issuing of the same narrative in parallel monthly portions, as an insurance
against the alienation of an existing conservative readership;
D) Leading to a growing frustration with the frequency & brevity of composition in weekly numbers; &
E) Resulting in a degree of nervous exhaustion or physical collapse noticeably more acute than that on
completing the typical monthly serial.



1) The Moment of Master Humphrey’s Clock (1840-1)
A. Instead of being published in monthly parts at a shilling each, only, it will be published in weekly parts at
three pence and monthly parts at a shilling--my object being to baffle the imitators and make it as novel as
possible. The plan is a new one--I mean the plan of the fiction--and it will comprehend a great variety of tales.

(To George Cattermole, 13 Jan 1840, Pilgrim 2:7)

B. He had not written more than two or three chapters [of the Little Nell story], when the capability of the
subject for more extended treatment than he had at first proposed to give to it pressed itself upon him, and he
resolved to throw everything else aside, devoting himself to the one story only. There were other strong
reasons for this. Of the first number of the Clock nearly seventy thousand were sold; but with the discovery
that there was no continuous tale the orders at once diminished, and a change must have been made even if the
material and means for it had not been ready.  

(Forster 1:179)

C. His difficulties were the quickly recurring times of publication, the confined space in each number that yet
had to contribute its individual effect, and (from the suddenness with which he had begun) the impossibility of
getting in advance. “I was obliged to cramp most dreadfully what I thought a pretty idea in the last chapter. I
hadn’t room to turn:” to this or a similar effect his complaints are frequent, and of the vexations named it was
by far the worst. But he steadily bore up against all . .

 (Forster 1:180-1)

2) The Moment of Household Words (1854)
A. Resolved [by the five partners] That Mr. Charles Dickens is hereby engaged to write, at his earliest
convenience, a story . . . equal in length to five single monthly numbers of Bleak House . . . to be published in
Household Words in continuous weekly portions . . . with a view to the enlargement of the circulation of
Household Words and the consequent enhancement of the value of their several shares.

(28 Dec I853, Pilgrim 7:911)

B. “The difficulty of the space,” he wrote after a few weeks’ trial, “is  CRUSHING. Nobody can have an idea
of it who has not had experience of patient fiction-writing with some elbow-room always, and open places in
perspective. In this form, with any kind of regard to the current number, there is absolutely no such thing.”

(Forster 3:45)

C. Why I found myself so “used up”, after Hard Times, I scarcely know. Perhaps because . . . the compression
and close condensation necessary for that disjointed form of publication, gave me perpetual trouble. But I
really was--tired!--which is a result so very incomprehensible that I can’t forget it.

(To The Hon. Mrs. Richard Watson, 1 Nov 1854, Pilgrim 7:453)

3) The Moment of All the Year Round (1859-61)
A. “I have struck out a rather original and bold idea. That is, at the end of each month to publish the monthly
part in the green cover, with the two illustrations, at the old shilling. This will give All the Year Round always
the interest and precedence of a fresh weekly portion during the month; and will give me my old standing with
my old public, and the advantage (very necessary in this story [A Tale of Two Cities]) of having numbers of
people who read it in no portions smaller than a monthly part.”

(Forster 3:322)

B. “The sacrifice of Great Expectations is really and truly made for myself. The property of All the Year
Round is far too valuable, in every way, to be much endangered. Our fall is not large, but we have a
considerable advance in hand of the story we are now publishing, and there is no vitality in it . . . Now, if I
went into a twenty-number serial, I should cut off my power of doing anything serial here for two good years-
-and that would be a most perilous thing.”

(Forster 3:328-9)

C. I have just finished my book of Great Expectations, and am the worse for wear. Neuralgic pains in the face
have troubled me a good deal, and the work has been pretty close. But I hope that the book is a good book,
and I have no doubt of very soon throwing off the little damage it has done me.

(To W.C. Macready, 11 Jun 1861, Pilgrim 9:424)



Length of Monthly/Weekly Instalments in Serials by Dickens and Collins
Monthly Parts Weekly Parts

Novel
(Serial Publication)

Total
Word
Count

No
.

Average
Word
Count

No
.

Average
Word
Count

Pickwick Papers (1836-7) in
monthly fascicles

c.300 000 20 c.15 000  -  -

The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-1) in
Master Humphrey’s Clock

c.220,000  -  - 40 c.5500

A Tale of Two Cities (1859) in
monthly fascicles/All the Year Round

c.135,000 7 c.19 000 31 c.4500

Our Mutual Friend (1864-5) in
monthly fascicles

c.330 000 20 c.16 500  -  -

No Name (1862-3) in
All the Year Round

c.270 000  -  - 45 c.6000

Armadale  (1864-6) in
Cornhill

c.300 000 20 c.15 000  -  -

Heart and Science  (1882-3) in
Belgravia/ e.g. Liverpool Weekly Post

c.130 000 11 c.12 000 28 c.4000

The Legacy of Cain  (1888) in e.g.
Sheffield WeeklyIndpendent

c.120 000  -  - 21 c.5500
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　　　　　　　　　　　　　　from Master Humphrey’s Clock, 30 January 1841



from Household Words, 30 March 1850



from All the Year Round, 28 February 1863



from The Sheffield Weekly Independent,
18 February 1888


