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My paper investigates the role and functioning of trade cards in eighteenth-century Britain.  Portable advertisements, produced from paper or card, and distributed at point of sale or sent to the homes of customers, trade cards were an important medium through which shopkeepers and tradesmen promoted their goods and services.  Through a close reading of a number of trade cards, drawn from several important collections, the paper offers an overview of their economic attributes.
  Despite their popularity as an illustrative source for histories of consumption, trade cards have rarely been considered in their own right as objects that performed a wide variety of economic and social functions.
  In a more durable manner than the fleeting cries of a street seller or the advertisements embedded in newspapers, trade cards relayed basic commercial information about the nature and location of businesses, as well as occasionally offering more specific details about price and product differentiation.  Through a combination of engraved text and image, trade cards promoted individual commercial identities in a congested marketplace.  The card reproduced here advertises the business of clock and watch maker Thomas Hemings.
  Typical of the style and content of trade cards from the mid-century, the card uses calligraphic text to give the details of Hemings’ business, whilst the decorative element at the top of the notice draws attention to his location at the ‘Dial’ in Piccadilly.  

[image: image1.jpg]Qézmw (///z/f!m;u
Clock and Watch: Maker
S /7/(’ (7)/([/ e coi ﬂl/rLyZ 1o
D CoShreel in 1Pcadilly /{/ &
- DO _ZOMDON <)
//41,6 s Mends £ el all Sorts of ]

// ‘arn ‘,\ {/P/ /1«(117
at Realonable Rates.

Clocks & Wathes

Jyz?y///z T

920008

o

L >





Highly practical objects, the frequency of marginalia on surviving cards attests to their regular use as bills and receipts.  Analysis of the set of eighteenth-century English trade cards at the Guildhall Library (London) reveals that almost 40 per cent record some sort of handwritten detail pertaining to a single or multiple transactions.
  The paper focuses on this particular economic function of trade cards, and suggests some reasons for their frequent use in this way, despite the existence of other commercial ephemera more suitable for the purpose.  Though a defined area for recording transactional information was rarely reserved on trade cards, in the way it was with bill heads, trade cards were regularly used to record invoices, with information relating to purchases inscribed around the perimeter of the image, or most regularly, on the reverse of the card.  Neatly arranged, bills on trade cards set out the details of a debt, including the date a transaction was made and the cost incurred.  This in itself signalled a request for payment.  The bill on the back of Hemings’ card, reproduced below, drawn up a month after the initial transaction made by a Mr Machin, was settled the next day.  Signed by Hemings, the invoice then functioned as a receipt, providing evidence of a closed account for the customer and shopkeeper.         
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The paper explores trade cards used as bills within the context of eighteenth-century credit systems.  Their increasing prevalence in British trade card collections and household accounts from the middle of the eighteenth century suggests that they assumed a prominent role in the management of customer accounts and the recovery of debt.  This coincides more generally with a move towards greater professionalism in shop keeping, and more careful book keeping, reflecting what John Smail describes as ‘the organisational requirements of the more complex system of credit’.
  Similarly, Nancy Cox observes that by the second half of the eighteenth century, book keeping, ‘the essential skill in the management of credit, was becoming an accepted norm for shopkeepers, at least in London and other big cities’.
  The increasingly prominent role of trade cards as devices used to communicate billing information within more sophisticated systems of credit, is absent from these accounts.  Trade cards recorded debts incurred by single or multiple purchases, obtained through a credit agreement arranged between tradesman and consumer.  Their economic functions were thus multiple; they set out an invoice, reminding a customer of their debt, and emphasised the customer’s connection to the tradesmen, whose name and business were clearly advertised on the bill.  


As well as performing this basic economic role, trade cards were objects of social and cultural significance, mediating the relationship between buyer and seller in complex and delicate systems of credit.  Drawing on recent historical work on the social and cultural underpinnings of early modern economic exchanges, the paper argues for a wider role for trade cards in mediating relationships within eighteenth-century retailing.  Highlighting the role played by trade cards in cultures of credit can help to elucidate the complexities and nuances of an economic system in which ‘individual emotional agents’ engaged.
  Credit was the main way of procuring goods in the eighteenth century, allowing customers to obtain products and services on the promise of future payment on agreed terms.  Despite being an expected and necessary economic procedure, the recovery of debts for goods and services not yet paid for generated enormous tension for some shopkeepers.  Indeed, they were regularly confronted by stubborn customers with specific expectations about when and how bills should be solicited.  Debt could be a difficult subject to broach, and some tradesmen, vary of offending their clientele, allowed accounts to run over several years, rather than bring up the sensitive issue of debt.  Invoices inscribed on trade cards however, enabled tradesmen to politely refer to an outstanding payment away from the shop space after a transaction had taken place.  Selectively distributed, trade cards underscored the bond between shopkeepers and their most valued customers within a wider context of politeness, and can be seen as a culturally acceptable way to press for payment.  Often elaborately engraved, combining calligraphic text and ornate imagery, trade cards circulated as polite forms of commercial ephemera that courteously raised the delicate topic of repayment.  To some extent in both appearance and use trade cards mirrored contemporary visiting cards, participating in similar games of polite social intercourse.  The cards, sent to customer’s homes or given at the point of transaction, physically reminded customers of a tradesman and debts owed.  They veiled a base economic agenda in prevailing modes of politeness.


The courteous retrieval of outstanding debts was especially important in a commercial world where politeness was highly prized.  Issues of payment necessitated elevated modes of polite behaviour, and invoices endorsed on trade cards civilly and elegantly signalled a gracious ‘request’, rather than a ‘demand’ for payment.  They can be seen as part of what Helen Berry has described as ‘the application of politeness to social behaviour in shops’, which she suggests was necessary within the ‘context of a society where personal acquaintance and credit still had some purchase’.
  Trade cards used as invoices were an extension of modes of social behaviour and polite retailing.  Tailor-made services for individual shoppers were a way to foster loyalty and hopefully remind customers of their debt to a shopkeeper, but it was the personalised trade card that raised the matter of payment, the single issue that most explicitly connected a shopkeeper to his customer.  Furthermore, the relationship between shopkeeper and customer was emphasised by the physical exchange of trade cards, creating opportunities for direct contact between retailer and customer within retail premises, and enabling vendors to maintain contact with their clients away from the shop space.  


Civilising the request for payment is most pertinently suggested by the arrangement of invoices on trade cards.  Frequently, cards reveal the confinement of all billing information to the back of notices, thereby leaving the stylish visuals of the cards unblemished.  Almost 85 per cent of the trade cards in the Guildhall collection display the details of an invoice in this way.
  This physical division of the transactional detail from the graphic element had the effect of transforming these commercial notices into miniature graphic works, which then functioned as commercial souvenirs or gifts, rather than simple bills.  Often produced by popular engravers, trade cards could be reminiscent of many other kinds of small contemporary graphic prints.  As miniature engravings these commercial notices assumed a gift value and set in motion the obligation that came with that.  The extension of credit in general brought with it some of the ties of responsibility that earlier systems of gift giving had implied.  Indeed James Carrier observes that in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries purchasing goods on credit ‘carried an air of gift, rather than just commodity, transaction’.
  In the context of credit systems where trust, reputation, and reciprocity all played an active role, the trade card as a commercial gift performed an important, mediatory function.  As well as bills and receipts, selectively distributed trade cards operated as gifts given to customers tied to a particular tradesman through a unique credit agreement.


Furthermore, this commercial gift was personalised, made unique to an individual customer through the inscription of their name and purchases.  Rather than anonymous commercial objects, trade cards endorsed with the handwritten name and title of the debtor, alongside their corresponding transaction details, alluded to their private credit arrangement.  A point emphasised by the visual strategy of recording the names of the shopkeeper and customer in close proximity to one another on the bill, thereby reminding the shopper of their economic agreement and responsibility, and what Carrier describes as a ‘decision to enter into a personal relationship of trust’.
  The invoice inscribed on a personalised graphic trade card physically reinforced the very notion of credit to the privileged customer, perhaps reminding them of the nuances and inconsistencies of credit selection and of their elevated status.  


The division of transactional detail from the graphic element on trade cards also performed another important function.  Not only did it provide the space to neatly present the details of a bill, but it allowed the text and images of a tradesman’s card to be clearly read, thereby reiterating the name of the tradesman to whom the customer was indebted.  During a period when most shoppers received goods on credit, accumulating a variety of bills, the visual and textual constructs on trade cards reminded consumers of a credit agreement with a particular tradesman.  The importance of this increased where households juggled multiple credit arrangements.  Existing accounts from larger eighteenth-century households demonstrate the common practice of tying bundles of bills together, with each one consisting of handwritten accounts on plain paper and engraved trade cards and bill heads.
  Within this context, the visuality and materiality of trade cards is striking, enabling their distinction amongst numerous, generic others.  Visually, engraved invoices stand out from the rest, whilst the tactility of the impressed engraved lines has a sort of braille effect, easily directing the handler of the accounts to those inscribed on decorative notices.  Highly graphic tactile bills pertinently reminded a consumer of a shopkeeper and their debt away from the shop space and commercial marketplace.  A distinguishable trade card was especially important where shopkeepers communicated with customers at distances precluding direct communication.  A point supported by the elaborate London bills that appear in household and tradesmen’s accounts some distance from the capital, such as East Anglia, Edinburgh, and even North America.  In these circumstances a polite bill on a clear, professional trade card was especially important.  Furthermore, their use across vast geographic space to communicate commercial information and mediate economic relationships, elevates the role of trade cards in systems of credit further, and offers insights into economic relations and operations of credit in the Atlantic commercial world.   


In conclusion, the mnemonic function performed by engraved trade cards was crucial when shopkeepers effectively competed for payment.  They advertised individual commercial identities.  On a practical level they offered a visual reminder of an unsettled bill and the length of time a debt had run for, and once settled, verified a closed account.  They reminded customers of a contractual agreement often intimately and sometimes casually arranged.  However, circulating within an arena of polite consumption, and operating within credit agreements bound by reputation, trust, and respect, bills endorsed on engraved trade cards civilised the process of procuring payment.  They were a culturally acceptable way to press for payment, marking the unavoidable, and sometimes distasteful retrieval of debt with civility and respectability; central tenets around which eighteenth-century ‘polite consumption’ operated, and to which many self-conscious and ambitious shopkeepers hoped to comply.  Trade cards performed in the ritual of consumption, mediating familial and economic relationships within retailing.  As well as communicating economic information, trade cards encoded ideas about taste and status, underscoring the bond between a shopkeeper and his most valued customers.  Examining them as both communicative and mediatory objects leads the discussion of eighteenth-century credit away from a purely economic focus to reveal the cultural and social aspects that underpinned a seemingly basic economic procedure.  As portable advertisements transformed into invoices that became personal possessions, trade cards crossed household boundaries, possessing the ability to sustain consumer responses beyond the moment of transaction and outside of the formal marketplace.
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