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Welcome to topic # 077… Today 
Watson and I will be looking at 
visiting or calling cards during 

the Victorian period.



In more than one tale, when someone called 
on me, they passed a visiting or calling card 
to Mrs. Hudson, who would take it to me.



For example, Mary Morstan, 
your future wife, is first 
introduced by her card.



With many potential clients, however, Mrs. 
Hudson barely had time to open the door, 
let alone hand over a card, before the 

visitor would enter the apartment.



Business or visiting cards first appeared 
in 15th century China, but the practice 
did not become widespread in Europe 

until the 17th century.



French aristocrats and royalty 
introduced the custom as a means of 

requesting meetings with those at court 
or other government officials.



Both ladies and gentlemen used 
them, and a whole etiquette 
evolved around the practice 
among those in elite society.



The industrial revolution 
created a rise in those seeking 
entré into “society” as well as 

business dealings. 



The first business cards were 
referred to as “trade cards” 
and served as a means of 

attracting customers.



Because street addresses were not introduced 
until the 18th century in London, cards carried 

both the name of the merchant as well as 
some means of locating the establishment.



The back might be used to note 
transactions (such as an invoice or 

quotation) and became more elaborate with 
the development of color printing.



For those seeking social 
connections, a highly ritualized 

practice known as “morning calls” 
developed that served…



…among other purposes, a 
means of screening those who 
sought to make connections 

with those in the upper classes.



Most often the wife of such an 
aspiring couple would visit the 

houses of those she wished to see 
socially and leave her card along…



…with two of her husband’s (one 
for the lady of the house and 

another for her husband) with the 
servant who answered the door.



The calling card included the address of the 
original visitor and an indication of which 
days the lady of the house would be “at 
home,” and not making visits of her own.



The receiver was expected to 
return a card of her own 

later or actually visit (should 
she so desire). 



Return visits occurred between 3 and 
5 pm when women wore their 

“morning” or day dress (hence the 
name “morning calls).”



Another card would be shared with 
the servant answering the door, and 
the visitor would enquire whether 

the lady was “receiving.”



This allowed the hostess to 
decide whether to permit 
the visitor into her social 

circle or not.



For those whose arrival was 
accepted, etiquette books included 
very strict recommendations for 

visitors’ conduct.



Those admitted were to keep hats, 
umbrellas, etc. with them as a show 

of not planning to stay long, and 
conversation was to be kept light.



Whether offered tea or not, the total 
time spent was to be no more than fifteen 
minutes. While men might call on a lady, a 

lady never called on a single man.



In addition to expected social 
calls, calling cards were also 
used to thank a host and 

hostess for a dinner party…



…express best wishes upon 
announced engagements or 

weddings, or pass on 
condolences. 



Cards were to be sent to a lady following 
the birth of a child for two to three 
times a week for the first few weeks 

following the announcement.



Some of these sentiments were 
indicated by turning down the card’s 
corner, but by the 19th century was 

no longer socially acceptable.



Short messages were 
instead written on the 

back of the card.



Additional information might be 
noted as well — such as P.P.C. 

(pour prendre congé or, “taking a 
vacation”) when leaving town.



Despite the introduction of 
colored printing, personal calling 
cards were still to be “simple” as 

late at the 1870s.



Etiquette manuals dictated that cards 
should not be “glazed” and the 

engraving “simple.”



Only the famous, such as 
Dickens, should include their 

autograph (as a collector’s item). 



With advancements in lithography and 
letterpress printers, calling cards became 
much more colorful and elaborate by the 

later part of the 1800s.



These cards might be embellished with 
gilded edges or actual cloth or lace 

fringe. While business cards survive…



…calling cards fell out of 
fashion by the 20th century 

as other forms of 
communication evolved.



While many cards were left 
at 221B Baker Street, I 

shared mine as well.



What better means of informing 
the recipient they were in the 
presence of the world’s most 
famous consulting detective?



Yes, but we’ll be back 
with another topic 

soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 077 in our 

series… 
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