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The “March of Intellect”? The Origins and Evolution of Cheap Illustrated Magazines in 
Early Nineteenth-Century Britain 

 

I first stumbled into Brian Maidment’s wonderful oeuvre in the early 1990s, through what I 
would guess is one of his least well-known publications. I am talking about a nicely produced 
booklet entitled Into the 1830s: Some Origins of Victorian Illustrated Journalism—Cheap 
Octavo Magazines of the 1820s and Their Influence that was published to accompany an 
exhibition at the Manchester Polytechnic Library during the 1992 RSVP meeting. 
Characteristically of Brian’s scholarship, both the exhibition and the booklet introduced 
scholars to important but unfamiliar material—in this case “Penny Magazine type journals of 
general information, illustrated with woodcuts, in the decade before the Penny was 
founded.”1

 

For me, Maidment’s work on this topic was critical because it strongly evoked the 
vigour of the culture of cheap illustrated print in the years prior to the commencement of the 
famous titles of the 1830s—the Penny Magazine and Chambers’s Edinburgh Magazine—in a 
scholarly context in which those publications were generally seen to appear without 
precedent. Inspired to study one of the most important of the antecedents, the Mirror of 
Literature, Amusement, and Instruction (1822–49), I discovered a list of thirty-six rival titles 
that confirmed Brian’s findings. Not long after, he returned to the topic himself in VPR, 
offering a more thorough analysis of the new, cheap, illustrated “knowledge” magazines of 
the 1820s and 1830s that was pregnant with new questions.2 

Brian’s “Dinners or Desserts? Miscellaneity, Illustration, and the Periodical Press” 
was motivated by a desire to qualify the view that “the expansion of the reading public in the 
1820s and 1830s was inevitably linked to a decline in the intellectual coherence and ambition 
of the periodical press aimed at artisan readers.”3 While noting the striking degree of 
uniformity in many of the competing magazines of the 1820s, he began to uncover the 
diversity of those involved and the increasing degree of differentiation between the 
publications, with titles ranging from the Mechanic’s Magazine to W. J. Linton’s National. 
What becomes clear from his study is that this rich array of titles, whose lights have been 
dimmed by their proximity to the starlight of the Penny Magazine and Chambers’s Journal, 
still have much to reveal about the personnel, rationales, and consequences of the early cheap 
press. 

The study of such periodicals helps to revise the story of the “march of intellect,” 
decentring well-known publishers and ideologues. But, as Brian understood better than 
anyone, it also contributes significantly to the still remarkably unexplored story of the 
changing place of wood engraving in early cheap journalism. The experiments of many of 
these periodicals with the graphical possibilities and cultural status of wood engraving were 
of real significance in the 1820s and 1830s, and the group of engravers who cut their teeth on 
them went on to play a critical role in later, better-known publications—not least the Penny 
Magazine, which spawned a vast international movement in cheap illustrated journalism. 
Thus, more than thirty years later, Brian’s exposition of the origins of such journalism still 
points the way to a rich and important ongoing research programme. 
 



Jon Topham 

University of Leeds 
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