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16 May 2011
Coded love on postcards
Do you know the meaning of a postcard with a stamp tilted to one side?
Using his collection of postcard messages, Guy Atkins will explore the intrigue and beauty of old postcard messages at a talk at The British Postal Museum & Archive on 26 May. Edwardians used postcards to send messages about everything and anything. At half the price of sending a letter and with up to seven posts each day, the postcard was a cheap and efficient way of communicating. And the reality that a postcard could be read by many people before it reached its destination didn’t put off the Edwardians from using the postcard as a way of sending private messages. Although it must be said, some did use a range of ingenious codes to keep the most private messages safe from any intermediary’s eyes. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, postal services across the world began permitting people to send picture postcards. From 1902 the Royal Mail allowed people in Britain to split the backs of cards so that there could be a message on one half, an address on the other and an image on the front - i.e. the format we are familiar with today. This accelerated the growth of sending cards and led to the Golden Age of postcard writing between 1902 and 1914 when up to 800 million cards were sent each year.

In order to personally see where some of the postcards in his extensive collection were sent, Guy decided to visit some of the addresses where some interesting postcards were sent, and to see who lived there now.
He made two unsuccessful attempts before heading to Ostade Road in Brixton, where he was able to meet one of current residents at the address and asked him to read the card. Cam Moore (pictured below) was thrown to say the least by the experience of being asked to read something that had been in house 107 years earlier. The card in question was sent to a Miss Bussey on 29 March 1904. It's unsigned and simply carries a message GNILRADUOY. Or, in reverse, YOU DARLING. The card's stamp is set at an angle which, as was customary at the time, suggests the sender loved the recipient.

"It was fascinating," Cam said. "It's got to be one of the most random Monday night's I've ever had." 

Guy comments:
“The project looks to explore our need to explain things. It feels like we are most comfortable when events are presented with neat explanations - what happened when, why a person did what they did, and so on. These cards play with that. Rather than providing answers, all they do is offer questions - What happened to Miss Bussey? Did she love her admirer in return? And was the card seen by anyone else before it got to her?

What was interesting in seeing Cam read the postcard was that rather than getting any answers to these questions, Miss Bussey just seemed further away. The visit confirmed the impossibility of fully reconstructing the dialogue of which the card is part.”

Looking forward, Guy will be continuing to ask people to read the cards sent to their addresses. And who knows perhaps he'll be knocking on your door!

Event details:
Thursday 26 May 7.00pm – 8.00pm
The British Postal Museum & Archive, Freeling House, Phoenix Place, London WC1X 0DL

FREE

Please call 020 7239 2570 or email info@postalheritage.org.uk to book your place.
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- End - 

Media contact:
Jenny Karlsson, The British Postal Museum & Archive

Phone: 020 7239 2574; email: Jenny.karlsson@postalheritage.org.uk 
Notes for editors:

The British Postal Museum & Archive (BPMA) is the leading resource for all aspects of British postal heritage. It is a combined museum and archive, bringing together The Royal Mail Archive and a Museum Store. With collections ranging from staff records to stamps, poster design to photography and from transport to telegrams, it cares for the visual, written and physical records from over 400 years of innovation and service, illuminating the fascinating story of British communications. Records in The Royal Mail Archive are Designated as being of outstanding national importance. For more information see www.postalheritage.org.uk.
Guy Atkins is an art student at Goldsmiths, University of London, where he is studying for an MA in Art and Politics. He runs a website, www.postcardese.com, which explores the intrigue and beauty of old postcard messages.

