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Few celebrate the virtues of advertising, but among them is Neil McKendrick who based his case for the consumer revolution on the advertisements for a highly diverse range of goods and services appearing in newspapers and periodicals.
 McKendrick wrote of advertising as an aspect of fashion. Advertising was located not just in newspapers, but in the commercial ‘puff’, in spectacles, shops, showrooms, galleries and auctions.  Showrooms and galleries, high profile auctions in Christie’s salerooms, private views of new lines or new season goods – these were the tactics used by Matthew Boulton and Josiah Wedgwood to associate goods with aesthetics and taste rather than commercialism.   This was a sophisticated form of advertising which placed new commodities at the centre of a culture of promotion. For eighteenth-century France, Colin Jones argued that the small ads appearing in the ‘Affiches’ or news sheets and the periodicals of Paris and provincial France helped to create the ‘citizen consumer’ and the ‘public sphere’ in the decades preceding the Revolution.
  By 1789 there were over 44 towns with an Affiches; they made up over half the newspaper titles; advertisements contributed to the making of the citizen as much as did political rhetoric.


The advertisements to which both have drawn attention reveal a world in Britain and France of proliferating new consumer goods, of books and patent medicines, of clothing and decorative ware, of personal services of all types.  The small ads praised the latest fashion, the quality and variety of consumer goods, and pointed out the inventiveness and novelty of products on offer.  The marketplace was a new universe of choice.  Certainly advertising revealed a rich and sophisticated material culture in the fifty years before both the industrial revolution and the French Revolution.  But advertising was also an economic activity and cultural phenomenon in its own right. New and cheaper semi-luxuries, fashion items requiring a rapid turnaround, inventions and entirely new services posed a challenge to the advertisers.  Yet recent research on material culture and retailing issues a disclaimer.  Many of the newspaper advertisements were repetitive and pedestrian lists; in many cases they were narrowly confined to the book trade and patent medicines.  Advertising possibly did little to influence consumer choice; the physical experience of the goods and the practice of shopping offered vivid encounters which turned a spectator into a buyer.
But newspaper advertising was only one, possibly marginal, part of advertising in the eighteenth century. The illustrated trade card or bill head, a special and ubiquitous phenomenon of the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries provided an immediate connection between the shopkeeper, tradesman or merchant and the consumer; it operated as both ‘hidden persuader’ and transmitter of knowledge.


Historians have long used collections of trade cards as evidence for shops, consumer goods, industries, businessmen and women, and urban history.
  But they have not been situated within the wider history of commercial society.  Instead they have been studied as the discreet collections of ephemera  made by antiquarians.
  This article surveys recent historical writing on advertising, and addresses economic and cultural theory on advertising practice.  It will then introduce two collections of trade cards, one British and one French, relate these collections to other known groups of cards, and set out the characteristics of the collections and their contents.  It will then analyse the way the trade cards presented products, services and the shops and other retail outlets where they were sold.  It will investigate the language and graphic art of the cards, and relate these to other commercial printed paper such as business directories, town topographies, patents and letters of privilege. The impact of the close interplay of text and image in the cards connects closely to recent cultural theories of symbol and representation in advertising.

Histories of Advertising and the Eighteenth Century

While consumption and consumers in the eighteenth century have been the subject of ever-increasing and sophisticated histories, advertising remains at a primitive stage.  Discussion of eighteenth-century advertising features as introductions to texts of cultural theory and current advertising practice,
 or as preliminary chapters in chronologies of advertising primarily focussed on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
  Recent studies on the history of American advertising in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries fall between business history and cultural theory.
 Many of these histories assume a direct connection between supplies of goods, advertising and an impact on consumers.  They are histories of progressive sophistication.  Clemens Wischermann’s recent collection, Advertising and the European City, while mainly addressed to the history of the city in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, does point to the weakness of research on the actual advertisements.  In turning to this, he argues, we need to avoid whiggish histories and the imposition of preconceived images of the consumers on the advertisements themselves.

 Economic and Cultural Theories

Understanding the advertising of eighteenth-century consumer goods must depend on what advertising was for, how it worked and whether it was effective. Alfred Marshall first subjected advertising to economic analysis, dividing it into two types: ‘constructive or informative’ advertising and ‘persuasive’ advertising. Since then much economic theory has treated advertising as a means of spreading information, thus saving on the costs of transactions between buyers and sellers.  It is argued that many retail advertisements informed on prices and terms of sale, guiding the consumer.
 Others divided off the effects of ‘persuasive’ advertising, arguing this was more significant for consumer goods manufacturers seeking to encourage buyer loyalty, and to discourage substitution of other goods.
 Alternatively advertising can be treated as another good, but one that affects the demand for any individual good, or for the set of consumer goods on offer.  As the market becomes more competitive, there is a greater incentive to advertise as a means of bringing in marginal or new consumers.  These advertisements are not about providing information.  They entertain, they create a favourable association between sexual allure and the products advertised, or they instill discomfort in those who have not bought the product advertised.
 


All of these economic analyses, however, assume fixed tastes; indeed it is argued that advertisements cannot change tastes; they only act to rearrange the purchase of particular goods. But advertising needs to be incorporated into tastes. Advertisements become part of the representation of the physical properties of goods; they contribute to their characteristics, qualities, fashion appeal.  All of these affect consumer behaviour and ultimately demand.  A new economic theory of product demand shows how new products are developed in interaction with changes in taste.  Such shifts in taste can induce a substitution away from necessaries to attractive durable consumer goods.  The consumer, in this scenario, is no passive price taker, making choices solely on information about prices and qualities, but instead an active participant in taste formation and in the responses to new goods that go into the making of an identity and lifestyle.


Such advertising ‘persuades’ and it ‘informs’, but in this case on far more than prices and qualities.  Advertising does transmit information because it teaches the consumption of novelty.  It transmits skills of identifying networks of goods and the lifestyles that frame these.  It plays its part in guiding consumer choice by setting out goods as part of a series, as part of product lines, packages, or winter-autumn collections.  It does not just display a disconnected array of new goods, but organizes these. It thus teaches the consumer about responses to seriality, networks, the habitual and the repetitive, about periodicity, seasonality and rites of passage.  Advertising engages at the speculative stage of consumer choice, and takes part in organizing that choice. It provides information as it offers judgment; it expedites choice as it invites the buyer into a conversation.  Advertising forms part of a broader economy of persuasion, what D.N. McCloskey has called the ‘rhetoric of economics’.
A new economics of advertising relates it to product characteristics, to the role of fashion and novelty in demand, and above all to the ‘active’ consumer.


Yet much recent research on advertising derives from cultural theory and the critics of consumer culture.  Based in theories of consumer manipulation, it reinforces assumptions of consumer passivity and of nostalgia for a ‘real’ world of traditional crafts and the personal identities of producers in face of the ‘fictional’ world of the advertisers.

Sombart, at the beginning of the twentieth century, thought advertising was an abomination, and that culture and advertising should not share the same social space.
 The American cultural critics represented advertising as Vance Packard’s ‘hidden persuaders’ which acted on the subconscious, in turn guiding human behaviour.  The wider critique led by Horkheimer and Adorno transformed the manipulation of the advertisers into popular culture as a ‘vehicle of mass delusion’.   Citizens were thus transformed into consumers; the empty promises of consumption substituted for older visions of  ‘authentic work and community.’
 Advertising was associated through this period with the concepts of ‘false needs’, ‘false symbolism’ and the promotion of consumption as a way of life. 
 


Cultural theory as much as economic theory assumed that advertising worked, and that people were convinced by it to buy.  Yet products failed despite the campaigns of the advertising agencies.  Many corporations found it hard to mould consumers to their corporate purposes.
 Consumers themselves acted on their own interpretations; active not passive they used advertising to make sense of the market.  They read advertisements and responded in multiple ways, providing diverse readings of these in relation to other texts, fashions, and their own preferences.
 Yet the consumer at the heart of much of the economic and cultural theory of advertising was a single constructed stereotype, either emulative, manipulated, rational or resistant.
  These twentieth-century stereotypes are not so different from those which have underpinned histories of eighteenth-century advertising.

Eighteenth-Century Advertising and Print Culture


The eighteenth century is frequently treated as a pre-history of advertising.  Many assume a pre-literate culture of graphic art, visual display and spectacle, yet historians have focussed on newspapers as the main form of advertising.  Advertisements are often conveyed as forms of announcement, listings of goods, the introduction of new and formerly unknown goods into the market.  Eighteenth-century advertising was assumed to be functional, about giving the customer information about the product; its banality, it is argued, ultimately gave way to modern advertising with its use of images and entry into modern visual culture.
 


London by 1760 had four daily newspapers;  its major periodicals date back to 1730s including the  Gentleman’s Magazine and the Monthly Magazine. These were to be joined later by the Universal Magazine and the Monthly Review, the Critical Review and the Connoisseur. These periodicals addressed issues of national and international taste, and by the 1730s daily news sheets and advertisers in England devoted 50 per cent of their space to advertisements. Extensive fashion dress advertisements appeared in a range of women’s almanacks and fashion magazines from early eighteenth century.    

McKendrick dwells on the rapid expansion of these metropolitan and provincial  newspapers and the dazzling variety of their advertisements. At one level these adverts were promotions deploying elaborate hyperbole, as in his case study of George Packwood’s adverts for his razor strops which rose to a two-year campaign covering 26 newspapers in the 1790s.
  At another level, provincial newspapers were filled with prosaic announcements and large numbers of adverts for patent medicines and books, but not all that many for other goods.
  As John Styles argues ‘the triumph of the printed advertisement was a strictly limited one…very limited use was made of visual devices, and the texts of most advertisements, especially those in the provincial press for manufactured goods other than books and medicines, were pedestrian.’


French historians are also ambivalent about the impact of France’s newspapers adverts.  Jones argues that adverts mixed in with announcements of plays, concerts, aristocratic spectacle, local news and economic information conveyed a commercial spirit. Advertisers displayed the market as socially desirable, and contributed to the making of a consumer citizen.
 The basic announcements of the seventeenth century gave way to various devices for selling non-necessities, ranging from snobbery to the appeal of the exotic and the erotic. The fashion for things English in the later eighteenth century was conveyed in shop titles and their advertisements. There was the ‘Magasin d’Angleterre , ‘aux armes d’Angleterre’ in Rue Dauphine, and  Au Petit Dunkerque near the Pont-Neuf which specialized in selling British goods. Yet in France too, as Todd has argued, many of the newspaper ads were wordy, and had none of the subtlety found in modern marketing.  There was no use of pictures or large print, and contemporaries held the view that British advertising was superior.  The national differences were partly institutional; the result of differences in the way newspaper advertisements were paid for. In Britain, paid for at fixed rates they were a source of revenue for the government and the publishers, while in ancien-regime France, the advertisement was seen as public service.


Newspaper advertisement, however spectacular or mundane it may have been, was only a small part of a wider world of commercial promotion, display and printed advertisement. There was the informal advertising of the street in posters and shop signs.

Advertising was disguised in texts of ‘useful knowledge’ – dictionaries and encyclopedias, patents and privileges, and announcements of these. Furniture manufacturers and coachmakers both advertised in trade catalogues disguised as technical treatises.
 Advertising appeared as manuals and  almanacks, and found its way into prints and cartoons, town directories and histories. Its codes and conventions formed part of the commercial paper of handbills, letterheads, insurance policies, and above all trade cards.   In later eighteenth-century France, fashion magazines were illustrated in full artistic detail or more schematically, as in Gallerie des Modes et Costumes Francais (1778-87) or the Cabinet des Modes (1785).

There was a long heritage of illustrated advertisement going back to sixteenth-century Italy. Printed and illustrated announcements spread knowledge of new inventions and patents, and promoted investment and sales. Inventors deployed the print culture of the day in their efforts -broadsheets and handbills, technical manuals and even theatrical dialogues.
  In eighteenth-century France ‘annonces’ advertised inventions in the form of handbills and pamphlets as scientific and technical knowledge became a fashionable attribute, indeed an aspect of court culture.

Graphic advertisement existed in the form of the bill heading and trade cards; many of the graphic designs in these also extended on occasion to gazeteers and trade directories. But there has been little recognition of these as forms of advertisement, and minimal analysis of their graphic messages. They conveyed images of a wide variety of consumer goods, and symbols and representations of services and shops. They did not appear in newspapers and it is unlikely they were freely distributed. The engravings on which they were based were very expensive and each imprint would have been of some value. They were certainly used on bills and letters of account to existing customers, but were also likely used on correspondence to customers and potential new customers, announcing new addresses, arrivals of new ranges of goods. This was not mass advertising, but closely targeted advertising focussed on local, metropolitan, national and international customers, on other tradesmen and on other merchants.

Trade cards in Britain and France

The illustrated hand bill and trade card proliferated especially between the 1730s and 1770s in England, but existed before this, and continued after though with less illustration.  In  France there were elaborately illustrated cards from earlier in the century, and indeed they date back to the seventeenth century; there were also a number of these printed in other parts of Europe.  Historians have long known about these cards; they have generally been used as evidence of proliferation of consumer goods and services, from the high fashion and sophisticated  to arcane and bizarre.  They have also served as a source of addresses for a ‘geography’ of retailing, or for a business history of particular trades and industries. The cards have, however, only rarely been analysed as advertising; where they have been it is as forerunner to use of visual images in advertising which newspapers did not allow or exploit at the time.
 

Their history until recently has been as an artifact of the collection.  Trade cards were collectibles, especially in Britain, by antiquarians and connoisseurs. Their very name ‘trademen’s cards derived from the collectors. During the eighteenth century they were ‘shopkeepers’ bills’; in France they went under various titles, including ‘enseignes’ , the same term used for shop sign. There was a genteel dislike of ‘shopkeeper’ among the collectors which led to a renaming during the nineteenth century.
 The cards were believed to have been a reproduction or derivation of the shop sign, and so closely tied to the shop. Francis Spenlove’s bill head illustrates his shop sign of the Queen’s Head, on his bill of 1767 for twenty yards of flowered silk (FIG.1).
 Addison in 1710 described how 'our streets are filled with blue boars, black swans, and red lions, not to mention flying pigs, and hogs in armour, with many creations more extraordinary than in the deserts of Africa'.
 The story frequently retold is that in Britain in 1762 shop signs were ordered to be removed because there were too many and they were dangerous. Trade cards took their place in advertising new street numbers and the old signs, and were designed to imprint a commercial message. The signs had served as a mnemonic; after the signs were gone they were replaced by trade cards which advertised a point of retail and the character of a product. 
 A London directory issued in 1765 reveals only 35 numbered addresses, by 1768 however the system had finally taken hold.
   Soon it was the contents of the shop windows and not the signs that became 'their chief ornament'.
  'Such are the methods adopted by the London tradesmen to attract attention', wrote one commentator, 'Commodities are now generally used in place of antique signs'.
  In Paris an edict of 1761 ordered all signboards to be fixed against the walls of the houses with a projection of not more than four inches, as it was thought that it ‘was owing to the largeness of the Signs, which choaked up the free circulation, which ever administers health', that was causing sickness in the city. 

This view of the emergence of the trade card is continued in recent histories of  eighteenth-century shopping; the trade card was integrated with the shop.Walsh argues that  trade cards acted to maintain a customer’s awareness of the shop and the business. They were distributed in the local area and to customers in the shop, and thus reached a shop’s target market. They were used to reinforce a business image and reputation  rather than particular wares.  The point of reference was the shop, not a prior advertisement. Choices were made not on the basis of advertising but on verbal, tactile and visual information .
 It is claimed both that the trade card related to a more genteel way of advertising,  a way of promoting goods through an image of refinement and taste, and that they were used for a lower level of customer by Wedgwood who banned them from his fashionable showrooms in London and Bath.
  Entrepreneurs like Boulton and Wedgwood recognised different markets for their wares, represented in the place, and the style in which they chose to sell their wares. Wedgwood rejected rooms in Pall Mall as 'too accessible to the common folk ... for you know that my present set of customers will not mix with the Rest of the World’ and in 1767 opened a shop at the corner of Newport Street and St Martin's Lane.  Yet the Upper shop had grand displays, echoing Boulton’s idea of less public private rooms for his noble customers, and in the Lower shop were less expensive wares. We need to define more precisely what the trade cards were, and how they were used.  This will be attempted here with a comparison and analysis of two trade-card collections, the John Johnson for England, and the Waddesdon collection for France and other parts of Europe.

What are the Trade Card Collections?

Trade cards, or more correctly, the printed images and text that appeared at the top of bills, appear in Europe from the early seventeenth century, and grow in number and sophistication throughout the eighteenth century.  When housekeepers had transferrred information from the bills, (the commodity or service, what it cost and payment)  into the household ledger books, they were redundant, and often burnt.  Occasionally however due to design or accident sets of these bills survive within household archives. For example at Lincolnshire Record Office the household bills, called vouchers of the Monson family survive from 1713 to 1838 detailing their expenditure with local and London tradesmen from grocers to goldsmiths.
  Amongst the several thousand examples from the Monson accounts, only forty percent bear ‘fancy’ engraved bill heads. While they mostly relate to the luxury trades of the goldsmith, jeweller, laceman, milliners, perfumier and glass seller, there are also a few that relate to up-market confectioners, and even night soilmen and chimney sweeps.

The ‘look’ of the bill heads helped preserve them. Their fashionable design, originality or attractiveness was intended as a strategy to prolong the name of the business in the mind of the consumer. Unlike other forms of advertising, trade cards were deployed after a sale had taken place, not before.  Their raison d’etre was to encourage the customer to return, and a means of encouraging the dissemination of knowledge about a business from existing to potential customers. There are examples of bill heads which have been pasted on goods such as trunks and boxes, inside the lid as labels, which continued to remind the owner, every time they used them, of where they had come from, and of the other things that could be bought.  William Thomson’s bill head clearly shows his own trade card pasted onto the inside of his own trunk lids  (FIG.2).
   Hat sellers frequently used circular labels to fit inside the products they sold, like this example from a Philadelphia saddler and cap maker, Jehoseph Polk  (FIG.3).
  Jacques Savary des Bruslons in his Dictionnaire universel de commerce (Paris 1723-30) confirms in his rare definition this type of use. He describes them not as a means to solicit a purchase in an unknown future, but as an aide mémoire for one made in the retrievable past.  Through the depiction of goods in word and text, consumers were induced to ever increase their imaginative ‘wants of the mind’, learning about new types and varieties of objects.  The remarkably accurate information about the function, look, and cost of commodities that appears in diaries and letters suggest that the information on these trade cards was indeed circulated. The attractiveness of the bill heads also ensured another lease of life beyond that of the original purchaser of the goods with which the trade card was associated. As small works of graphic art they were attractive to the collector.

Collectors of this type of printed ephemera adopted different strategies of acquisition and ordering, and these have to be remembered when we analyse this form of advertising.  Samuel Pepys was an early connoisseur, and his album of 40 cards, collected in the 1670s were part of his much larger collection of prints relating to the cities of London and Westminster. The Collection is now in the library of Magdalene College Cambridge.
 John Bagford’s early eighteenth century collection of  printed works including herbals includes trade cards which are housed in the British Museum.
  In the later eighteenth century Sarah Banks (1744-1818) amassed nearly a thousand trade cards as part of her printed ephemera collection, grouping them by trade, they are now in the Department of Prints and Drawings in the British Museum. She acquired several trade cards from the print collector Joseph Gulston (1745-1786) who sold his collection in 1791. Trade cards formed an important part of his much larger print collection. On the back of one of her cards, the shop bill of Matthew Darly is written ‘N.13245’ and the price ‘3d’, identifying it as coming from his enormous collection, and the price an estimation of its value. Ambrose Heal in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries collected tradecards as part of his recording of shop signs, the original painted boards which had by then been destroyed, but their images were captured in the engraved bill heads, a record, for him,  of lost vernacular ‘works of art’, symbols of an idealised past in which the craftsman had played an major role. For his many works on craft-specific trade cards, like those of the goldsmiths and furniture makers, he drew upon not only his own collection, which he left to the British Museum, but also those of eighteen other collections, including the Museum of London, the Freemasons’ Library, Birmingham Assay Office, and the Library of Congress, Washington. The Guildhall Library in London also possesses a large number of trade cards associated with trades in the City, while Westminster Archives house a similar collection representing the businesses of the West End which were rapidly developing in the eighteenth century.  Perhaps one of the largest single groupings of trade cards was acquired by John Johnson (1882-1956) the Oxford University printer part of a much larger collection of advertising ephemera,  to record changes in advertising and social history. Johnson wanted to collect material left by chance rather than by design.

There are other collections of trade cards in America. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York acquired the particularly fine collection of English trade cards of Lord Leverhulme; and at Wintherthur there is a large collection of American trade cards revealing the development of parallel forms of advertising in Colonial America.
The very rare continental trade collection at Waddesdon Manor, bought by Baron Ferdinand de Rothschild (1839-1898) in 1891 at one of the sales that dispersed the collections of Hippolyte Destailleur (1822-1893), the architect of baron Ferdinand’s French Renaissance style Buckinghamshire château 
concentrates on the fine art qualities of the cards, those that were signed by designers and engravers and dated, cards of visual sophistication and detail, such as those relating to engravers, painters, goldsmiths and curiously, paper sellers and apothecaries.
  Mounted onto thick, white grand folio pages, sometimes as may as six to a page, and bound in Moroccan leather with marbled end papers, the collection comprises over 500 mostly eighteenth-century trade cards and other printed ephemera (including wrappers, book plates, calling cards, frontispieces and invitations.  Of  the total of 539 trade cards, 352 are French, 46 German, 2 Dutch, 2 Swiss and 1 Italian; and of the 136 whose place of origin is not identified, the vast majority appear to be French
. Hey range in date from c.1610 to the early nineteenth century. The only other known collections of French trade cards appear in the Kronstadt Collection in Sweden, and the Union des Arts Decoratifs, Louvre, Paris. 

The problem of working with such material is its very visual seductiveness, what are the surviving cards representative of, and how do we contrast and compare? Do they tell us more about the aesthetic choices of successive collectors, than the full range of advertising the eighteenth  century consumer was exposed to? . The only collection to be the subject of a systematic and detailed cataloguing operation is  the John Johnson Collection in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. The virtue of such detailed visual and textual cataloguing is that we can search for key words and images, to see some patterns in the often bewildering confusion of examples. The added advantage of this collection is that the cards have not been mounted as ‘art works’, or trimmed of their accompanying hand written accounts, listing the goods sold, so we have a great deal more information about their original use and context, such as the date they were used, and who the goods were sold to, and sometimes their address, as well as the type of goods and services sold, and their cost (see FIG.1).

Visual Culture and Text


The history of trade cards, associated as they have been with discrete collections, have been disconnected from their context of everyday buying and selling, and from their contemporary framework of print and graphic culture.  To the historian now looking at these cards, they present an arresting combination of text and image. Did this make them more effective advertising?  Our current impressions of being bombarded at every turn in public and in private by advertising and publicity are no new departure.  Samuel Johnson complained in the mid eighteenth century that ‘advertisements are now so numerous that they are very negligently perused, and it therefore becomes necessary to gain attention by magnificence of promises and by eloquence sometimes sublime and sometimes pathetic.’
 

The special features of the trade card, recent historians argue, were its personal connection and its place as a souvenir or gift. In Walsh’s view, as we have seen, trade cards were really about the shop. They provided a memory of shopping, and a gift or souvenir, as Katie Scott has argued.  This is much like the provision of free postcards in shops today. They were a reinforcement of shopping, rather than the speculative form of advertising set out in newspaper ads.  The cards are said to signify the direct connection with shopping and the local clientele targeted by the shops.  But there was an extensive trade in new consumer goods in the eighteenth century – consuming was not local, but was national and indeed international.  Trade cards conveyed a knowledge of retailers and goods from abroad, especially fashion goods.  Located, as so many of them are, in separate collections, we do not know how many of them were used only for final customers, or how many of the cards might be found in merchants’, tradesmens’ and provincial retailers’ accounts. 

 The cards reflected metropolitan and international tourism to be sure, conveying the goods and services of the luxury trades in London and Paris.  But they also covered a wide range of goods, retailers and services, and many different places. The John Johnson Collections features cards from places as diverse as Alnwick, Bath, Bedford, Bideford, Cambridge, Dublin, Exeter, Glasgow, Hastings, Ipswich, Lavenham, Leicester, Leith, Manchester, Newcastle, Norwich, Scarborough, Sheffield, Tunbridge Wells, Whitby, Worcester and York.  The Waddesdon collection mainly focusses on Paris, but also contains cards from Bayonne, Besancon, Bordeaux, Caen, Dijon, Douai, Lille, Lyon, Marseille, Metz, Monpelier, Nancy, Nantes, Rouen and Verdun, as well as German, Austrian, Dutch, Italian and Swiss towns. The design of trade cards from Verdun or Whitby are just as visually sophisticated as those from Paris or London.

The cards provided a graphic advertisement of consumer goods, the other goods they were associated with, and sometimes the ways in which they should be consumed.  For example an early eighteenth century trade card for the London confectioner Talbot Waterhouse provides in its design serving suggestions for his goods, as well as ideas for the artistic layout of the table (FIG.4), reinforcing the variety of delicacies, from sherbets to lemon ice, and the services, ‘entertainments after the best manner’ he offered.
  On occasion they also offered visual presentation of shops in settings of taste, distinction or sensibility.  W. Benson’s late eighteenth century trade card implies a tailor and draper’s establishment of size, with a wide range to choose from, offered by knowledgeable staff, for elegant customers, one could imagine oneself inside, enjoying the decision making process of purchase (FIG.5).
  We can look at the trade cards, not as an arcane artifact of the collector, nor as a copy of the shop sign, but as an aspect of the modernity of this advertising, marked by visual display and spectacle. Some shops became tourist attractions in their own right, and guidebooks recommended a visit on account of their novelty and size, 'all of which can be viewed by permission, easily obtained, or by making a small purchase'. Amongst the 'shops' highlighted were Wedgwood's warehouse in St James's Square, Tassie's artificial stone shop in Leicester Square and Hatchett's coach manufactory in Long Acre.  Trade cards were a form of advertising that appeared to provide access to the scenes and conventions of polite society. It provided a knowledge of goods; it also provided the pleasure and entertainment of the print. It would be surprising to find the advertising represented in these cards separated off from the ‘entry into modern visual culture’.
 

Imagery and fictions are recognized signifiers of  twentieth-century advertising; emphasis on design, layout, contrast, colour, and striking or unusual imagery increases the likelihood and duration of visual scanning.  Advertisers attempt to differentiate their  images from those of others. The visual image is regarded as a memory peg, a way of enhancing retention. Combined with fictions, they provide artful representations of possible worlds. Familiar components of everyday life, people and settings, can be deployed in scenes of hypothetical interactions between these components and a product.
 The visual element in advertising is something that cultural theorists associate with the late twentieth century. They point to the pervasiveness of imagery, the pleasures of looking, but at the same time, the satisfaction of repudiating.
 

The fictional and visual elements of modern advertising have been connected to a historiography of progressive sophistication. But what of the vivid visual element of this eighteenth-century advertising.  Trade cards need to be seen as among circulars and posters. The images conveyed were likely to have been the result of a negotiation between printers and manufacturers or retailers, with the printer playing an important part in the style and quality of the image.

Yet there has been a poverty of criticism of this graphic commercial culture. Barbara Maria Stafford recognizes the significance of printed graphic culture in the eighteenth century, but attributes what she sees as its historical neglect to a decline in visual education since the Enlightenment. She argues there has been a false separation of art from technical inventions and popular imagery of all types.  She distinguishes a popular, largely oral culture which was fundamentally visual from the emerging dominion of the text in a polite upwardly mobile middle class of readers and writers. There was a sidelining, she argues of this oral visual culture.  In regretting the loss of a marginalized visual culture, she also assumes a fundamental division between the visual and text-based print culture.


Stafford does not consider advertising in her analysis.  If we turn to the advertising of the trade card, we see little division between the ‘pre-modern’ visual techniques and ‘modern’ text messages.  As we have seen, cultural analysis of current advertising associates visual devises with ‘modernity’.  Eighteenth-century trade cards combined text and image.  The visual image of the trade card was not a primitive form of advertising designed for the sub-literate.  It was another form of text, for those who read anything from bills to books. The cards were like political caricatures which were ‘not a window on reality’, but a record of the shorthand artistic conventions deployed by the engraver and taken ‘as read’ by his viewers.
   The same engravers and printers who devised political caricatures and edited provincial newspapers also engraved and printed the full range of commercial print - text and image were intimately connected. Likewise graphic devices and printed messages cannot be treated in isolation from motifs, messages, phrases borrowed from the wide array of activities of any individual printer – from engravings of recent paintings, to political cartoons, from patent and insurance certificates to lottery tickets, play bills, concert tickets and funeral announcements, from almanacks, gazettes and directories to periodicals, political pamphlets, newspapers and books. Elizabeth Cluer who took over her husband’s printing business in 1728, at the Maidenhead in Bow Church Yard, London advertised that she not only engraved shopkeepers’ bills, labels, funeral tickets, but ‘All Sorts of Pictures’ and books of music (FIG.6).


The interplay of visual image and advertising text was neither a surviving cultural expression of pre-literate societies, nor was it a harbinger of the text and picture imaging of the twenty-first century. The visual element of this eighteenth-century consumer advertising had its own historical framework in recognizable texts and images. It thus effectively engaged the consumer in a profusion of products, sparking his/her interest in the novel, the newly invented, or recently patented product. The images contained messages and references not confined to any single product, but to a universe of commodities. New products joined other sets of products; product images conveyed fashion or modernity, or possibly tradition, quality and taste. The image of the trade card needs to be set in the context of wider promotional culture.


If we look at the messages of the trade card as an aspect of promotion, this brings us to a much broader sense of advertising.  We can see it as publicizing – as the conveying of information, the communication of the new, drawing attention to objects and events.  Images of the trade card go together with the experience of shopping, with the promotion of manufacturing and invention, with the spectacle and tourism of shops, products and manufacturing processes; they are also part of reading of a literate society steeped in a print culture of the day: political cartoons, illustrations in dictionaries and encyclopaedias, engraved prints collected in topographies and periodicals, and the symbols on wider promotional and commercial paper.  Images, tropes, and passages of text played off each other from one medium to another. The trade card associated the shop with the profusion and variety of goods, with inventive or fashionable modernity, or with discriminating good taste. The naming and listing of products drew customers – but in turn – the language of the text and the visual image conveyed meaning on the consumer good and the collection of consumer goods.  The trade card provided the means of transferring cultural associations onto products.   An artificial semiosis,  the advertisement  transfigures the good which it is intended only to sell.


The trade cards were thus very different from the functional advertisements found in newspapers and the affiches. 
 The text and image of  these trade cards connect to a wider dialogue in related print culture on art and industry, taste and consumption and invention and aesthetics. The images in many of the engravings appear elsewhere; cartouches were to be found in manuals of drawing and design, in volumes of patterns and ornaments. They were especially to be found in manuals addressed to leisured gentry, youth and practising artists; these also included guides to gentlemanly and charitable pursuits, and appeals to the cultivation of national taste for the arts and quality products. There was The Arts Companion: Or , a new Assistant for the Ingenious (London, 1749); Matthias Lock, Principles of Ornament, or the Youth’s Guide to drawing of foliage (1740s); A New Book of Ornaments for the Instruction of those Unacquainted with that Useful Part of Drawing (1758); Francis Fitzgerald’s The Artist’s Repository and Drawing Magazine (1788).
 Cartouches might be adapted from the images in volumes such as these, then used by a number of different firms, adapted to the individual retail details, or groups of commodities sold by retailers.  Images of goods from clock cases and mirror frames to lamps and candlesticks, from tea urns to mathematical instruments were closely connected to those conveyed in pattern books and trade catalogues, but they frequently focussed on connected sets or series of goods; or they sometimes conveyed exotic or luxurious consumer goods beside useful, precision tools.  Beside the design manual was to be found the contemporary pattern book or trade catalogue. Wedgwood defined the purpose of his to be ‘a scheme of dispersing abroad the patterns of our Manufacture...by means of engraved prints of all the Articles we make accompanying one piece of the Manufacture...a considerable & profitable branch of Commerce may be as it were erected by this new mode of shewing the World what we have to dispose of...’
 

Goods and services advertised in the trade cards were also frequently displayed within the frame of images of ornament and design, together with well-known national emblems - the lion and unicorn, Britannia, and classical tropes. These were images familiar to the educated eye of polite society.  The texts described the goods in ways that would appeal to many different uses and different markets with frequent use of phrases such as novelty and quality, variety, all sorts, elegant and superb taste, but also common and plain.  

Advertisement as print and art form


While trade cards drew on the wider world of print culture for their imagery and conventions, they also contributed to it to development of the printed image.  We can ask to what extent these advertisements were themselves art forms.  The interplay of art and advertising was no new development of the nineteen fifties and sixties, but integral to the art world of the eighteenth century.  Many of the collectors of these trade cards in the nineteenth century had perceived them as miniature works of art.  The engraved print in the eighteenth century was not just a form of art in itself, but a means of spreading the knowledge of art.  The complex relationship between art and commerce can be seen in Wedgwood’s dinner and dessert service commissioned by Catherine the Great whose success, and resulting emulation at all levels of pottery production, relied on the transfer printed engravings of picturesque views of England. As Clayton has argued, it helped to make Britain the centre of the European art market; it played an important part in the making of the ‘market for culture’ in the period.
 Did the trade card play a parallel role in spreading knowledge of the universe of consumption, and in diffusing designs across a range of consumer goods? 


Certainly the information contained in the trade cards was circulated, but the cards were also kept by consumers for reasons other than the knowledge they conveyed of the world of consumer goods.  The Irish gentleman architect John Jarret, stuck a bill into his album of inspiration of the 1760s, alongside engravings of porticos and colonnades, as a potential design source. Jarret was placing the engraved trade card in the same context as that of high design material (FIG.7).  In the 1790s Viscount Torrington kept some of his printed tavern bills, pasting them into his journal, and thought them worthy of comment. The example from The Ram’s Head at Dishley he described as ‘more grandly and judiciously emblematised than any bill I have ever seen:  bottle, punch bowl, glasses all brought into use.’  Yet this bill was decidedly old-fashioned in 1790, and he thought his bill from the Angel ‘very novel and elegant’, with its neo-classical simple leaf border and use of varied type faces.  His response to the style and fashion of the bill was like that he would have felt to the things and services on sale. 


The cards were visually seductive – this is what made them into collectible items.  Art historians have treated them as ‘miniature works of art’ where the engraver was named on the card.  The trade card thus entered the corpus of engraved ornament, a product of individual engravers and print shops.
  William Hogarth, who defended the status of the new profession of commercial artists, like coach and sign board artists, in organising an exhibition of their work in deliberate emulation of the Royal Academy’s annual exhibitions which began in 1759, has been attributed with the engraving of trade cards, like those for Mary and Anne Hogarth at the ‘old Frock-shop, and for Peter de la Fontaine and William Hardy, both London goldsmiths, and well as that of is master the goldsmith Ellis Gamble.
 Hogarth engraved his own tradecard dated 1720. Thomas Bewick’s trade cards were amongst his engravings for concert and theatre tickets, bookplates and invitations to charity balls.
 Matthew Darly (c.1720-c.1779) best known for his satirical prints also engraved his own and other trade cards. His own bill head advertises that he did ‘Engraving in all its Branches Viz Visiting Tickets, Coats of Arms, Seals, Book Plates, Frontispieces, Shopkeepers Bills &c’.
 Where the engraver was well-known, the trade card could be costly, and some have, therefore, associated them with advertising in the luxury trades.  They were also especially prevalent in the book, paper and printmaking trades, serving not just as an announcement of the shop, but as a sample.
 

The costs of producing the cards could indeed be considerable.  They were generally printed from single copper plates on rolling presses. In Britain the standard size was 10cm x 15cm. Many of the cards in the Heal Collection were produced on untrimmed sheets of paper usually 20cm x 25cm. In France the format is far less standardized.  Wood cuts, like the example on Daniel Hartung, a furrier’s trade card (FIG.8)  were gradually superceded in the eighteenth by engravings which allowed finer lines and therefore greater detail.
   The copper plates with which they were printed were engraved rather than etched, and the machinery used for printing these plates remained unchanged over three centuries.  Beilby’s Newcastle firm where Bewick did his apprenticeship charged 6d to 1s for a print run of a hundred regardless of nature of the print; it was the size of the plate that decided the cost of production. In 1772 a Mr. Pinckney charged 15 shillings for a plate for a shop bill and 1s6d for a hundred prints from the plate by Ralph Beilby’s engraving firm in Newcastle. The trade card was, therefore, not cheap, and not all could afford them.  They may have acted as a way of declaring status; the Banks and Heal trade cards predominantly relate to the luxury and semi-luxury trades; many had fashionable West End addresses.  


The cards might also be sold as a way of financing art.  James Bisset perceived his Magnificent Directory as a work of art and literature, a town topography like no other. The engraved plates cost him £500, but he raised a subscription, and convinced Birmingham businessmen to invest with the prospect of reusing the plates for their trade cards.
 Jobbing engravers also made use of idealised landscapes and scenes, setting commodities or names of businesses and tradesmen within these.  This was extensively used by James Bisset.  In some of the cards a knowledge of fashionable French prints is assumed, such as the example for the chemist Richard Siddall in the early 1760s. His shop sign is the head of Galen, the second-century Greek physician, but the imagery is fashionably French. (FIG.9) This elaborate trade card is based on a painting entitled La Pharmacie, one of a series by Jacques de la Joue made for the Duc de Picquigny in 1735, and known in London from a print of 1738 by Charles Nicholas Cochin. The engraver was Robert Clee, a neighbour of Siddall in Panton Street, who also worked on silver, and had his own collection of prints.
 Francois Boucher’s,  La Pagode,  of 1740, like la Joue’s La Pharmacie, was to appear not only as a trade card, in this case for Gersaint, famous for his shop sign painted by Watteau, but also as murals, and many depictions of fashionable continental interiors incorporate the design. The image became a widely recognised symbol of fashionable taste.


As another way of connecting art and the luxury trades, this advertising might well have performed a particular function, but this explanation is too limited.  The printing trades were diverse and subject themselves to extensive division of labour, not just by process, but by the designs and products they offered.  What made it possible for a file cutter, stove grate maker or even nightsoil man to afford a trade card?  While the trade cards of the Banks and Heal collection and the Waddesdon collection mainly reflect the higher end of commercial activity, this is not the case, as we have seen with those in the John Johnson collection, which include those of hardware men and coal merchants.  Trade cards, like the goods and services they advertised, even in the luxury trades were no single conception and design signifying a craft, but frequently the work of anonymous jobbing engravers.
 Many of the printers offered standardized formats that might be combined with other printed ornament and different type faces.  They offered models of text, a version of  current formatting and cut and paste of modern computerized desk-top printing and publishing. Designs were frequently made to a standard format, then customised. Several rococo trade cards offered a standard frame, like those used by Thomas Gardner  a watchmaker, Henry Patten a razor maker (FIG.10) Christopher Stedman a mathematical instrument maker, Richard Fawson a woollen draper and Robert Vincent a scale maker.

       This leads us back to the issue of the interplay of printer, advertiser and producer. Histories of  modern advertising argue that up to 1880s advertising an offshoot of negotiation between printers and advertisers. Co-operation with the  printers was unavoidable for manufacturers and tradesmen.  The printers influenced the style and quality of posters, circulars and trade cards.  They contributed to the ‘making’ of the commodity in a very real way.  This part played by the printer gave way, it is argued, to that of the advertising agency focussed on marketing and consumption, not on the producer or production.
 In the eighteenth century, the printer and engraver crossed the boundaries of art and commercial production.  Their images helped to create contemporary ‘culture of consumption’ as much as the profusion of the products themselves. Some in depth analysis of the cards shows how they conveyed the ‘variety’ and ‘quality’ of goods on the one hand, and their ‘novelty’ and ‘inventiveness’ on the other.

Comparison of the British and French collections:


The language of quality, quantity, variety and novelty is common to British and French trade cards, although the subtle differences in emphasis mean they represent different advertising ‘dialects’, revealing different textual and visual reference points.   Unlike the British who collected trade cards early on, and in quantity, the French did not, at least if surviving examples are anything to go by. This makes the four volumes of trade cards at Waddesdon Manor unusual, and a crucial point of reference for comparing British and French advertising and its development.  It is perhaps because these forms of advertising have been obscured from view that there is a parallel lack of discussion amongst antiquarians, and historians of French advertising, the exceptions being the work of Jones, Coquery and Todd.
  The Waddesdon examples can be supplemented with those from rare household collections, which researchers like Coquery have used in their investigation of French Court society.
 

 Coquery has found that there are key words and themes which Parisian retailers refer to in their attempt to elicit trade.
 High quality is stressed, via  expressions such  as ‘excellent’, ‘superior’, the best quality, the first quality, ‘qualités les plus rares’, ‘fine’, superfin’ recur.  In Britain the language of quality is far less common, and usually refers to work ‘Done in the Best Manner’, while the assurance that work was done ‘At the most Reasonable Rates’ figures more prominently, both in terms of the frequency of appearance, and size and boldness of the lettering.

The association with royalty and the Court, another way of indicating quality,  is frequent in the French trade cards,  a shopkeeper might claim that he ‘works for several princes and lords’, such as the duc d’Orleans. The trade card of Famain, a master tabletier, who sold ivory and ebony crucifixes, frames and figures, cutlery and games,  is at the sign of the Royal Fort, in Paris, and uses the opportunity this name gives to show a standing figure of Louis XIII on his trade card (FIG.11). 
 Royal and noble patronage was for the English shopkeeper was just as important, although handled in a rather different way.  While the popularity of the King or Queen’s head as a shop sign is clearly evident from the number of trade cards that survive bearing these titles, it was only those with a royal warrant who could actually claim service, such as Ody and Barclay, ‘Stove Grate Makers to His Majesty’ (FIG.12)
 and unlike French tradecards members of the nobility are never invoked in print.   French Shopkeepers also claimed elite status within the retail hierarchy,  by claiming fame and privilege as part of their allure. Fame could be alluded to allegorically, as in the example engraved by P. Picart in 1704, which bears two figures of Fame blowing their trumpets and holding up an empty cartouche, that could be filled with the name of any shopkeeper who bought this design (FIG.13) .
 It is difficult to find any comparable English examples.

The cornucopia as a sign of plenty is frequently drawn upon as an indicator of diverse and large stock up to early eighteenth century on the Continent. Jean Henry Isenheim, next to the Cathedral in Strasbourg sold all sorts of silver and pewter, and his early eighteenth century trade card incorporates two cornucopia used as a means of visually dividing up the space.
 In a similar way the goldsmith jeweller, at the sign of the Golden Lamb, near the Quay neuf proche la Greve, in Paris advertises his wares pouring from a cornucopia disgorging goods.
 Lists of wares, accompanied by illustrations of them is common among the paper sellers, like Poincelier, to create a sensation of quantity and variety. He sold all kinds of letter paper, washed, beaten, gilded and varnished, paper for architects, grey and blue paper for designers, music paper, paper that was marbled a la mode, as well as inks, seals and quills (FIG.14). 
  Baudot, a jeweller, implies the delights of quantity and variety, in his trade card by alluding to the graphic representation of goods employed in trade catalogues, where each and every size of nail, seal, or hammer is drawn for the prospective purchaser, giving an agreeable impression of a wealth of choice (FIG.15).
  In Britain, quantity is alluded to in the cards of the 1720s and 1730s with a profusion of goods, hung from swags, like the French, or more usually, supported on brackets from fashionable Rococo cartouches, to illustrate the range and variety of commodities on offer, dripping with goods that are sometimes real, or more usually generic, as in the case of George Findlay, a wright and trunk maker of Glasgow. (FIG.16).
 What seem to be fantasy forms are in fact reflections of actual picture and mirror frames and clock cases that could be purchased, carved and gilded, from the many luxury furniture shops of London.  Real and imaginary goods are combined with a delicacy that was intended to ignite the desire of possession. Stock designs of cartouche could be laden with whatever goods the owner of a shop might like.  Their designs invoke the very latest in French taste, yet if we look to the trade cards of Paris we can find nothing comparable. They are an English idea of what is French derived from pattern books and furniture, but not from their fellow advertising. Whilst both English and French cards of the later seventeenth and early eighteenth century favour the literal depiction of quantities of goods, the English lack the iconography of Fame and Plenty.  Yet both laud ‘travaille dans le gout moderne’. By the later eighteenth century visual profusion has been replaced by simplicity of design to invoke quality.  Petit’s shop in the Faubourg St Germain sold paper, but the trade card comprises a plain filleted frame with an interlaced flower garland (FIG.17) .

Both cultures look to the pleasures of the shopping experience to excite the customer.  Jean Magoulet’s late seventeenth-century trade card depicts the interior of a shop, a gentleman is being shown samples of dress coats, while his partner views embroidered button holes, under the expert guidance of sales staff (FIG.18). This invocation of the pleasures of shopping, becomes increasingly common as the eighteenth century progresses.
 Henry Lilwall’s  Bishopsgate grocery shop offers just as much comfort, variety and care as the finest milliners or perfumiers. (FIG.19).  The interior scene is one elegance, profusion, order and space. Personal attention from the behind the counter, the ability to view a range of goods and the opportunity for conversation and advice are all implied.   Depiction of the exterior of a shop, for ease of location, was also another common pictorial device for the trade card both in London and Paris.  Lillington’s London Hat Warehouse is clearly and elegantly presented, the windows are full of stock,  which include not just hats and bonnets but stockings, stays, collars, gloves and walking canes. The door is left invitingly open, and the interior hints of an even greater wealth of goods inside (FIG.20).
   Newly invented umbrellas hang from the ceiling like lanterns, and the glass presses behind the counter run from wall to ceiling.  

Advertising invention


A search on the digitalised trade cards of the John Johnson collection reveals the methods of connecting invention with fashionable consumerism.  Eighteenth century dictionaries of commerce and encyclopaedias, which brought together knowledge, diffused and recombined it; celebrated invention.  Invention was not perceived in our anachronistic view as a disjuncture, as the machine age, but as a part of the refinement of the arts, contributing to public utility and human progress, but also civilizing and cultivating the understanding.

In the trade cards we see images of invention as props of mechanics attended by Athena and Mercury cast against classical facades and the imagery of putti, drawing implements, books and easels. These images also formed the frontispieces of periodicals such as the Universal Magazine, conveying an impression of modernity and classical virtue.  In the same vein factories and warehouses were also depicted as classical buildings with vistas into urban avenues or what look like country estates, making them attractive showplaces and desirable destinations for the tourist.

Patents were celebrated as intellectual and artistic achievements. On the trade card c.1780, of Stibbs, a cutler, jeweller and goldsmith in London a patent tea urn is represented,  registered only six years previously in 1774 by John Wadham. Its significance lies not only in the fact that the word patent is spelt out in capital letters on the urn, but also that it is depicted as reaching the shoulder of the classically draped female figure, the commodity is set within, and itself representative of a fashionably neo-classical format.  Advertising a patent, whether for coach springs or coffee mills implied novelty and newness. Trade cards offered the retailer the opportunity to educate his public, making the new familiar, and therefore accessible. Customers had to be made aware of how to appreciate these new inventions, that added to ease, comfort and glamour.  George Burrow used his invention of patent knee buckles, ‘so constructed as not to catch the stockings or cloaths’, to issue an elegant adevertisement, that not only explained how to use his invention, but also gave him the opportunity to illustrate the royal arms in association with his product. As a wholesale trader, the ‘licence’ he issued indicated where his product could be bought (FIG.21).
 Lafount and Haedy used their patent for constructing glass chandeliers ‘of superior Elegance’ as a means to advertise their Strand premises, 
 while T. Bowman employed his  1800 patent for perruques to publicise that ‘every article’ was ‘his own invention’, and could be bought at ‘The Original Shop’ in New Bond Street.
 Both fully exploited the right to use the royal arms which the granting of their patents allowed.  The attraction of a patent, as a form of advertising, must have helped persuade many to pay the hefty fee that was required to register. 

Conclusion


The trade cards were effectively connected text and image, playing on context to attract the consumer, but also to provide information and judgment.  Such advertisement became a part of the making of the commodity; they displayed its setting, its culture, its novelty and fashion. The trade card was also interactive with the consumer. It was not just a reminder, a memory, but an impressionable image of novelty, variety, and taste, and a guide to behaviour and participation. 
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