From Working Girl to Heiress:
Laura Jean Libbeys Dime Novel Romances

Yoshiko Yamaguchi

In her lifetime Laura Jean Libbey (1862-1924) produced more than eighty melodramatic
romances, and sold between 10 and 15 million copies. Her novels were first serialized in such popular
story weeklies as The Family Story Paper and The Fireside Companion, then printed as dime novels,
and eventually reprinted in such paper-covered series as The Hart Series and The New FEagle Series.
The Laura Series, consisting only of her works, were even published by Street and Smith, one of the
five major dime novel publishers, thus showing the enormous popularity she enjoyed. A number of
her heroines were New York working girls, as were her main readers. One of the two purposes of
this paper is to trace the literary influences that caused Libbey to produce these stories, in which the
poor, underpaid working girl suddenly becomes an heiress, and struggles through a chain of crises in
order to marry a rich, handsome man at the end. The other purpose is to consider how and why her
working-girl readers accepted such melodramatic stories. By analyzing some of Libbey's working-girl
stories and other novels and autobiographies of the period, I hope to demonstrate these influences, as
well as the reasons for the public’'s reception of these stories.
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