AN OPEN anD
SHUT CASE

Relics of another world, calling-card cases are now highly collectable objects.
JEREMY MUSSON inspects one man’s magnificent collection and recalls the
place of these cases in the painfully precise milicu of 19th-century society.

- N the age of the e-mail, the world
~ wide web and the text message, it is
 difficult to conjure up the era of the

calling card. The very idea of visit-
ing a house merely to leave a card

ANoUNCE your passing presence (o a

feived social equal seems extraordinary.
from the early 19th century to the early
hi century it was an almost daily activity
vomen of a certain class—and for men.
fay's ubiquitous business card is far re-

ked from its collateral ancestor. The per-

il calling card, in all but a few elegant
ids, came to an end with the rise of
lelephone and the motor car, ex-
ling t‘he geographical range of
fal activity of all classes.

he social upheavals that fol-

ed the First World War in-
#bly brushed away the more
iplex minor social customs
thoped over the previous :
iy of comparative peace,. -,
€ Coveted today, and . -0/
?smgl}’ rare, are the N
S feCtangular boxes Ao = AT
¢S made to trans- 4 j} ok
 hese cards, created
'€ number of different

fils. One of the best collections

ich cases in private hands has been

“dby Richard Compton Miller.

s Ir Compton Miller is a social com-

and diarist, a former editor of the

M Hickey column of the Daily Express

“thor of Tho’s Really Who? A fascina-
:.ur the ephemera of past social life

i -“lmPSt natural corollary to his pro-

:f‘_l_ilﬁumalistic career. Mr Compton

5 l'dsht'hough born in Brocket Hall,

 the ire, during the Second Wor!d

.. -1 an evacuee maternity home in
.nsh of his vicar grandfather—is a
"8h Londoner, He grew up in the
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Inner Temple, where his father, Sir John
Compton Miller, a judge, had residential
chambers. His first collecting enthusiasm
as a boy was for lead soldiers, and the col-
lecting of Victorian calling card cases be-
gan in 1960, when he was left an unusually
handsome mother-of-pearl example among
the effects of his maternal grandmother (see
box below). Mr Compton Miller observes:
‘They were really just fashion accessories
but I expect one could tell a lot about a
character by the type of calling card-case
their owners had in their pocket.’
The complexity of the etiquette sur-
rounding the calling card became
‘d . a subject of fascination for
Mr Compton Miller.
It is said to have be-
gun in France and

THE START OF A
¢ COLLECTION
a4 As is true of many great
collections, Mr Compton
Miller’s fascination with
calling-card cases was spark-
ed by the bequest of a particu-
lary fine family heirloom. His
grandmother, Ellen Baird-Smith,
left him a heautifully exccuted
example (righ) which is re-
markable for its use of
large pieces of mother-
of-pearl. This material
is hard (o work, and the
craftsmanship required to
make cases from it is demon-
strated in other pieces in the
collection. One intricately car-
ved casc (above) is thought to
depict Joan of Arc.

became the fashion in England, and in the
United States, in the early 19th century.
Numerous accounts in memoirs and pub-
lished guides to social etiquette make clear
the rules. Noel Riley, in her collector’s
guide, Visiing Card Cases (1983), quotes an
author of the 1830s: ‘In the country, on a
stranger taking possession of a house or
estate, it is customary for such of the sur-
rounding gentry who may desire his inti-
macy to call or leave their card. Such visits
will of course be returned, il you are desirous
of their connexion; if not courtesy demands
a return card.’

Card-leaving was also important in the
town. In an account of social life in the early
part of the 20th century (published in the
Grange Park Opera programme last year),
the Hon Aurea Baring recalled that while
in London during the season the afternoon
was for visiting. ‘On arriving at the door,
the footman rang and enquired if the lady
was in. If she was, Mummy went in to see
her. If the answer was no, she gave the loot-
man one of her calling cards and two of
Pups [her father]. One corner of the cards
was always turned up to show one had call-
ed in person. After lunch a footman in knee
breeches and with powdered hair always

sat in the hall in a high-backed
chair so there was no delay
in the door being opened.’
In the US, the custom
was also followed, although
with different coded sig-
nals. A note in Harper’s
Bazaar (1868) stated:
‘One corner of the
card is turned down
to denote the object
of the visit. In dif-
ferent cities a dif-
ferent significa-
tion is attached
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2-—Ivory cases such as this were ofter
as confirmation gifts, or, perhaps, to:

3—The romance of Scotland is evol
this wooden case with a Tartan des

to these broken cards, We give the ¢
of New York society. On the left-hand|
corner the word Visité is engraved ¢
reverse side. This corner is turned
displaying the word on the front of th
to signify that an ordinary call is mad
the right hand corner is Felicitation,
used when making a visit of congratul
on some happy event such as a mari
or the birth of a child. On the left iof
Congé, or Goodbye. The remaining ¢
is marked Condolence.’

The diminutive cases (usually ré
gular and opened at the top) made to!
port these cards in the pocket or han
were usually of silver, leather or ivory, !
the 19th century progressed this litde &
accessory came to be constructed frl
number of decorative materials. Eq¥
early in the century they tended to b“;'
tively plain in decoration perhaps ¥
small plate for a name, initials or
crest, but later in the century they I
demonstrably more elaborate, miff

4—Three views of Christ Church,
Oxford, appear on these papier mi¢
cases. Hand-painted cases depictiof
scenes from famous towns and citi®
were popular souvenirs for visitors: =
were probably made for Spiers of V=




FOTOMAS

A late-19th-century cartoon highlighting the perils associated with the sometimes painful social duty of leaving your calling card.
i caption reads starkly: ‘Advice to bores: follow your card upstairs and find out what they really think of you’

% high Victorian fascination with deco-
i %on. Mr Compton Miller’s collection in-

A, ivory, papier maché and Mauchline-
it. Many have been acquired in the shops
tlis now native Chelsea, others in markets
gver Britain and in France.
& The most coveted case in Mr Compton
il er’s own collection is a papier maché
* which is decorated with a painting of
old college, New College, Oxford (Fig
Healso has three of different shapes on
“kh Christ Church is depicted (Fig 4).
¢ were probably made for Spiers of
“0nd, dealers in ‘fancy goods’ and bought
“uvenirs. Birmingham was the centre of
't card-case production, and Wolver-
‘Plon of papier maché production
¥ can be seen in the Bantock House
tum there today).
- Inthe later part of the century, ivory
| Wttoiseshel] cases were made in great
. Tin the East for the European market,
_, ¢ examples in particular being intri-
Carved and decorated. Japanese ex-
; 1_‘:3-%5 were distinguished by their inlaid
% known as shibayama. Scotland, one
i »Most popular tourist destinations of
. ™orian age, itself had several centres
F'S‘E‘I;dtlction of the souvenir case and
| %0X. The light sycamore wood cases,

which often bear transfer print portraits of
Robert Burns or Sir Walter Scott’s ro-
mantic castellated home, Abbotsford, were
made at Mauchline, Ayrshire, With mother-
of-pearl examples, the decorative effect was
usually achieved by the pattern of sheets
—in the Great Exhibition of 1851 Richard
Peters and Son of Birmingham included
in their display ‘card cases in various co-
loured pearls and tortoiseshell’. One in-
corporated 720 pieces.

In the 21st century, when so many of
the more elaborate conventions of social
life have disappeared, the jewel-like calling-
card case has become a curiosity. Social and 3
technological changes have submerged such §
ephemera as the snufl-box, the silver ciga- 3
rette case and powder compact. The calling- R
card case is 2 miniature monument to social §
change. Mr Compton Miller’s collection is 2
also a microcosm of the fashionable decora-
tive skills of the 19th-century industnal age.
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{Below, from left) 6—A dark tortoiseshell case carved with a Chinese design of pagodas
and mandarins; a Mauchline-ware case decorated with a transfer of a popular image of
the poet Robert Burns; a tortoiseshell case with a Classical temple front in relief
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