The Dorothy Novelette: women’s magazines in the late Victorian era 
By the end of the nineteenth century in Britain magazines published specially for women were numerous enough to have many types, just as we do today. This talk is about ten years of one magazine and the different messages it sent out to its readers. We look at the advertising, the stories, the fashion supplements, the reading club, the letters page and the editorial opinions, and find out what Victorian women really wanted to know.
The typical reader of the Dorothy Novelette was a young woman, either single or married with small children, who loved to read romantic fiction. She wrote to the magazine with questions about health and fashion, and asked for advice on questions of social propriety, on how to become a writer, and where to buy a certain kind of skirt fastening. She made her own clothes, and was anxious to improve her reading, but in the event was really only interested in word-search competitions. She liked a gamble, and was happy to participate in the Dorothy’s ‘community’ by sending in coupons clipped from each issue with her answers to the competitions and quizzes that ran every week. She enjoyed melodramatic stories, and relished the full-page illustrations that accompanied the romantic fiction.

This composite picture of a young Victorian woman is very rare in historical literature, since periodicals have generally been ignored by researchers as a way of finding out how people lived, and what they spent their money on, particularly at this low end of the social scale. Probably from a working-class family, the Dorothy’s typical reader was aspirational, but did not have the education or economic security to propel her further up the social ladder: this would happen to her daughters and grand-daughters, in the twentieth century. Uncovering the identity and preoccupations of these readers is a journey into the history of our own families.

