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The Project 
 
Nineteenth-Century American Trade Cards 
was a project to catalog, digitize, and 
display through the Visual Information 
Access (VIA) system 1,000 advertising 
trade cards selected from a collection held 
by the Historical Collections Department, 
Baker Library, Harvard Business School. 
 
Research and planning 
 
Research and planning in the early stages of 
the trade card project included the 
development of a bibliography of works on 
trade cards and on the history of advertising 
and mass marketing in nineteenth-century 
America. A number of relevant publications 
were identified and purchased for the 
reference collection within Historical 
Collections. A Trade Card Project web site 
on Baker Library’s Back Page on the 
Business School’s intranet was also created. 

 
Trade card for Joshua S. Chase’s Liquid Glue, 
depicting family pasting trade cards in an album.  

Other repositories, including the New York Historical Society and the Smithsonian 
Institute Libraries, were contacted to learn how they provided access to their extensive 
trade card collections. It was learned that little work has been done in the cataloging and 
processing of such material. Project Director Laura Linard, assisted by LDI project staff, 
developed an initial project plan in April 1999. 
 
Project Staff 
 
The position description of ‘Visual Materials Archivist’ was developed as a 21 hour per 
week position, and Maggie Hale started working in this position on July 12, 1999. Her 
work included the finalization of the trade card core record and the development of 
cataloging guidelines, selection, dry cleaning and rehousing of the trade cards, cataloging 
of the trade cards, coordinating the scanning of the trade cards, and outreach activities, 
including exhibits.  
 
Baker Library, Project staff: 
Laura Linard, Project Director  Director of Historical Collections 
Maggie Hale, Project Archivist  Visual Materials Archivist 
Hal Bloom, IT Project Director  Coordinator, Integrated Library Systems 
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Harvard University, LDI project staff: 
Wendy Gogel     LDI Project Liasion 
MacKenzie Smith    Digital Library Projects Manager 
Robin Wendler    Metadata Analyst 
Stephen Chapman Preservation Librarian for Digital Initiatives 
 
Baker Library Digital Project Committee: 
Tom Michalak     Executive Director 
Melissa Shaffer    Director, Information Technology 
 
Selection 
 
Following extensive review of the collection and the development of selection criteria for 
the project, 1000 trade cards were selected. These 1000 pieces are representative of the 
wide variety of trade cards produced during the heyday of the trade card, the mid-1870s 
through the late 1890s. The many products advertised on these trade cards include food 
and beverage products, clothing, soap and cosmetics, agricultural equipment, house 
furnishings, patent medicines, musical instruments, sewing equipment and supplies, 
stoves, and tobacco. Business enterprises represented include tailors, confectioners, 
grocers, insurance companies, dry goods stores, hotels and restaurants and numerous 
other businesses.  
 
The majority of cards selected were chromolithographs, although other processes were 
also included. All cards featured an illustration and advertising text on a least one side. 
Many cards had blank versos. Efforts were made to select cards in good condition, 
however cards in poor condition (broken corners, tattered edges, adhesive on reverse, or 
stained) were included if their content was important.  

 
Effort was also made to include cards representing the themes common in trade card 
illustration, including patriotic imagery, children, animals, the factory, current events, 
domestic life, and racial and ethnic stereotypes. Special types of cards, requiring more 
than two views, such as foldout cards and hold-to-the-light cards, were also included. 
 

 

 
Common themes in trade card 
illustration. 
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As it was necessary to document the removal of each card and its original location, 
separation sheets and a removal log were designed. These forms were completed and 
updated as cards were removed from album pages. After being removed from the album 
pages, the trade cards were placed in individual Mylar L-velopes (Mylar sleeves sealed 
on two adjoining sides) and filed. Selected cards were first filed according to product or 
service type. 
 
For control of the trade cards in cataloging and scanning, it was required that a unique 
number be assigned to each trade card. A numbering system was devised based on Baker 
Library's Classification of Business Literature, a classification scheme created in the late 
1920s by a group of faculty and librarians working under the leadership of Arthur Cole 
and W.P. Cutter. Trade cards were organized by industry numbers and assigned 
individual identification numbers once selection was finalized. The numbers were printed 
on adhesive labels and placed on the Mylar sleeve. Groups of ten cards were placed in 5” 
x 7” folders, and the folders filed in 5” x 5” x 7” drop-front boxes. 
 
Selection of the 1000 trade cards for inclusion in the project from the approximately 5000 
cards not pasted into albums was started in mid-August 1999 and completed in early 
October 1999. 
 
 

Preservation 
 
A limited amount of conservation work was 
performed on the trade cards. After a review 
of the collection, it was determined that a 
representative 1000 trade cards could be 
selected from the cards that had been corner 
mounted on album pages in the 1950s, and 
that cards pasted into scrap albums in the 
nineteenth century would not be removed 
from albums. 
 
A contract conservator working under the 
supervision the Harvard University 
Preservation Center worked on a select 
group of twelve trade cards that had been 
mounted on cardboard for use in the class- 

   

Patent medicine trade card. 

room. Cards were removed from the cardboard backing, and adhesive removed in 
instances where the tape obscured the text. Seven cards that were glued to a loose album 
page were also removed. In general, it was decided that adhesive marks would not be 
removed and tears in cards would not be repaired. Dry cleaning was done on the backs of 
the cards to remove location and donor information that had been written in pencil. This 
information was recorded in the catalog record prior to dry cleaning. M. Hale received 
training from Pam Spitzmueller of the Harvard University Preservation Center on the 
proper way to dry clean the trade cards. 
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Intellectual access 
 
It was decided early on in the project 
that OLIVIA (known as INVIA at the 
start of this project) would be used to 
catalog the trade cards. Laura Linard 
joined the steering committee for this 
system at the start of the project. In 
July of 1999 Project Archivist M. 
Hale replaced L. Linard on the 
committee. The OLIVIA client was 
loaded on to two machines in the 
Historical Collections Department of 
Baker Library. 

 

 
 

“Before and after” trade card. 
 
A draft core record for the trade card was developed based upon the fields outlined in the 
project proposal. Guidelines for the cataloging of the trade cards into OLIVIA were 
developed using national and local standards. Robin Wendler, Metadata Analyst, assisted 
M. Hale and L. Linard in the development of the cataloging guidelines and in finalizing 
the trade card core record. Discussions with R. Wendler and other members of the 
OLIVIA steering committee, as well as additional time spent reviewing trade cards and 
the guidelines during the Beta testing of the OLIVIA system, were important to the 
development of the cataloging guidelines. Mapping the fields outlined in the project 
proposal, fields very specific to the trade card such as industry, product type, and 
manufacturer, to the OLIVIA data fields was a particular challenge. The trade cards were 
cataloged as works in OLIVIA, with the image-linking feature of OLIVIA used for 
digital images. This approach was determined to be preferable to creating surrogate 
records for the digital images. 
 
The trade card core record and cataloging guidelines were finalized on December 15, 
1999 (see attachment 1).  Although the format of the guidelines was based upon the 
format used in the proposed “Guidelines for Cataloging Visual Resources for the Fine 
Arts Library and the Graduate School of Design,” the guidelines developed for the trade 
card project relate specifically to the cataloging of trade cards into OLIVIA. Thesauri for 
descriptive elements were also compiled and terms reviewed by the OLIVIA steering 
committee vocabulary sub-group. 
 
Index terms were selected primarily from the Library of Congress Thesaurus for Graphic 
Materials and the Art & Architecture Thesaurus. As the trade card project introduced a 
new type of material and brought a business history cataloging perspective to a system 
containing primarily art and architecture images, few of the terms already in the system 
worked for the project. Numerous terms from authorized sources were introduced. 
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Digital Imaging 
 
A sample group of twenty trade cards for scanning was delivered to the HCL-DIG on 
November 29, 1999. Specifications for the scanning of the trade cards were developed 
through review of these images. L. Linard, H. Bloom, and M. Hale met with LDI 
representatives W. Gogel and S. Chapman and B. Comstock of HCL-DIG on February 
24, 2000 to view the trade card images and discuss specifications for the scanning of the 
trade cards. A draft of the specifications was submitted to Baker Library project staff in 
early March 2000. 
 
Continued review of the specifications for 
scanning the trade cards continued in 
March. Close examination was made of 100 
dpi images and 150 dpi images created by 
HCL-DIG. Time was spent comparing the 
images of varying sizes on screen and with 
the original image. The initial inclination 
was to use 100 dpi images, as this allowed 
for a greater number of images to be viewed 
in their entirety on a computer screen 
(without the need for scrolling). Upon closer 
examination of the images, however, it was 
decided that this size did not provide a clear 
presentation of all text on the cards—the 
small type that appears on the verso of many 
cards was not legible on screen. As the 
advertising text on the card is as important 
as the image for this project, the decision 
was made to go with the higher resolution of 
150 dpi. It was also decided that all cards 
would be scanned at the same resolution, 
preserving the proportional relationships of 
the original cards. A revised draft of the 
preliminary specifications for scanning 

   
     

 Text on verso of trade card. 

was submitted to Baker Library in April. Specifications for the scanning of the trade 
cards were finalized by the end of April 2000 (see attachment 2). 
 
In May 2000, on the recommendation of DIG staff, and following review of sample 
images, the decision was also made to photograph the trade cards with a black 
background, rather than the white background originally used. DIG photographers 
noticed a subtle improvement in their ability to distinguish between blacks on the 
grayscale target as a result of using the black background. Background color had not been 
covered in the scanning specifications. 
 
Custom photographic setups were used by DIG in scanning a couple of the more unusual 
trade card types. An extra view of the hold-to-light cards was made, with the image back  
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lit to provide the viewer a sense of how the card would appear when held up to the light. 
Additional steps were also taken in scanning a number of gold-inked cards. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hold-to-the-light trade card. Carnrick Soluble 
Food. Recto and recto “held to the light.” 
 
  
 
 
Workflow 
 
The decision was made early in the project that cataloging would be done prior to 
scanning. The general project workflow followed is outlined in the LDI Digital Imaging 
Projects Workflow document (see attachment 3). 
 
Production cataloging of the trade cards started on December 16, 1999. Although 
OLIVIA was still in a testing phase in the first months of the project, cataloging was not 
delayed, as guidelines were not finalized until mid-December. By that time, the OLIVIA 
system was ready to be used in production cataloging. A templating function, which 
became available in the March 28, 2000 release of OLIVIA, cut down significantly on the 
time needed for cataloging. Cataloging of the trade cards was complete in early October 
of 2000. 1000 records were entered, checked and marked for export to VIA. Records 
went to VIA in the mid-October VIA load. 
 
Production scanning of the trade cards was delayed due to continued development of 
DRS to meet evolving metadata specifications. The system interactivity test, originally 
scheduled for January, was delayed for several months. Problems with DRS continued to 
cause a delay in scanning, however cataloging was able to proceed. Despite continued 
delays in the project workflow and system interactivity test, DIG started the production 
scanning of the 1000 trade cards in May 2000. Although problems with DRS continued, 
alternative methods of storing the digital images and the development of an interim 
repository allowed for production scanning to proceed without additional delays. 
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Scanning was completed by the end of September 2000. The rectos, versos, and any 
additional required views of 1000 trade cards were scanned, resulting in 1764 different 
views. 
 
Project workflow and system interactivity worked well in the last months of the trade 
card project. Images were deposited into DRS and batch reports were received on a 
regular basis as deposits were made and confirmed. 
 
Harvard University Faculty Outreach 
 
A primary project goal was to make the trade card collection more accessible and known 
to the Harvard University scholarly community. As a result, faculty members with 
research interests in nineteenth-century American cultural, social and business history, 
were actively engaged in the conceptualization and development of the project, as well as 
in the review of the final results.  
 
In the summer of 1999, L. Linard met with Professor Lizabeth Cohen, the Howard 
Mumford Jones Professor of American Studies, whose research focus is the development 
of the consumer culture in America. Professor Cohen was also directing the 1999/2000-
fellowship program for the Charles Warren Center for American Studies with the theme 
“Work and Culture”. L. Linard and L. Cohen discussed how she would want to be able to 
access and use the trade cards. The trade card collection and project were featured later 
that fall when the Warren Center fellows came to Baker Library for a tour and program. 
 
At the close of the project, L. Linard and M. Hale again met with Professor Cohen to 
show the project results, including a review of the VIA catalog and the trade card records. 
The discussion included thoughts on how to incorporate the trade card project into the 
teaching and research work of Harvard University faculty. Following this discussion, L. 
Linard met with Sven Beckert, a member of the History Department, whose work 
concentrates on nineteenth-century America, with a particular emphasis on social and 
economic history. Professor Beckert had just begun teaching an undergraduate course on 
the development of capitalism. As a result of this meeting, his students came to Baker in 
February 2001 for an introduction to the resources and collections, including the trade 
cards. In the fall of 2001, Professor Beckert will begin teaching a new core undergraduate 
course on the development of capitalism. Discussions have begun on how to incorporate 
the trade card collection and web site into that course on a permanent basis.  
 
Throughout the length of the project, the Historical Collections reference staff worked 
with Harvard University faculty, students and visiting scholars identifying the trade card 
collection as a potential resource and reviewing access to the collection. Trade cards were 
among the items selected to illustrate the introductory lecture for Professors Myra Hart 
and Lynda Applegate’s second year-course in the MBA program on women 
entrepreneurs, which is offered every fall. It is anticipated that this direct use of the trade 
card collection into the curriculum will continue to develop and grow in the future. 
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Publicity 
 
Efforts were made to publicize 
the trade card project throughout 
the course of the project. Early in 
1999, L. Linard participated in 
the LDI sponsored program 
highlighting the five funded 
projects. A “Friday Exchange” 
featuring the trade card project 
was presented at Baker Library, 
providing the opportunity to 
familiarize Baker Library Staff  

 
 

Trade card for Enterprise Manufacturing Co. 
with LDI and the trade card project. Dale Flecker gave an excellent overview of the full 
LDI program, L. Linard gave an introduction to the trade card project and H. Bloom 
introduced the technical issues of the project. L. Linard also gave an introduction to the 
trade card project as part of a tour of Baker Library by the staff of Gutman Library in the 
spring of 1999. 
 
A group of scholars from the Charles Warren Center for Studies in American History 
visited the Historical Collections Department of Baker Library on October 26, 1999 for 
an introduction to the collections, and M. Hale gave a brief presentation on the trade card 
project. M. Hale also prepared a display case of trade cards and trade catalogs for a 
special alumni “Millenium Dinner” held in Baker Library on January 28, 2000. 
 

 
 

Trade card for Scourene Mfg. Co. 

“A New and Wonderful Invention:” The Nineteenth-
Century American Trade Card, an exhibition organized 
by the Historical Collections Department, opened on June 
19, 2000. The exhibition, located in the lobby of Baker 
Library and originally scheduled through November 25, 
2000, was extended until March 26, 2001. The exhibit 
was curated by M. Hale, and examined the genre of the 
trade card and explored its development and use as one of 
the most popular forms of advertising in the nineteenth 
century. Publicity materials for the exhibit include 
posters, postcards, brochures and a web site (see 
attachment 4). The brochure and the web site both 
provide a brief description of the “Trade Card” LDI 
project. 
 
The fall meeting of the Harvard/Radcliffe Archivists 
Group was held at Baker Library on November 14, 2000. 
The focus of the program was an update on the LDI 
projects, which included a presentation by M. Hale on the 
trade card project. 
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The Winter 2000 issue of the Business 
History Review included a brief article by 
M. Hale, accompanying a six-page spread of 
trade card images. A note was included in 
this piece mentioning the Trade Card 
Project and directing readers to VIA for 
additional images. 
 
A local web site was developed to provide 
context for the trade cards in VIA. The web 
site currently provides a brief description of 
the project, searching strategies for locating 
trade cards in VIA, and a link to VIA (see 
attachment 5). Continued development of 
this site is planned, and it is expected that it 
will provide additional details on the 
project, including scanning and cataloging 
specifications, a bibliography and an online 
version of the trade card exhibit. 
 
For a complete list of publications, events, 
and exhibits, see attachment 6. 
  

 
Trade card appearing on the cover of the Winter 
 2000 Business History Review. 

 
Changes to Project Plan 
 
Schedule: The original project plan was extended by five months. Additional time was 
needed for the development of the systems used in this project. Additional time given to 
planning and the development of cataloging guidelines also affected the schedule, as 
cataloging started several weeks behind the time originally stated. The original project 
plan had a completion date of May 2000. By April 2000 the project plan timeline was 
extended to August 2000. By July of 2000 the project plan timeline had been extended to 
October 2000. The project was completed in October, the time outlined in the final 
project plan (see attachment 7). 
 
A major change from the original project plan was the decision not to have the scanned 
images and the catalog records loaded into the Baker Online catalog or to create any type 
of local database at Baker Library. It was discovered that while the Voyager system could 
provide thumbnails, these only appeared on index screens rather than on the bibliographic 
record; this was not deemed to be a satisfactory interface. The thumbnails also were 
dynamically generated, and as the system couldn't do that from objects stored in the 
digital repository, it would have been necessary to store image files locally. Other 
projects at Baker needed the resources that would have gone into investigating and 
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implementing some other type of local database. The hope remains that in the future it 
may be possible to create direct links into VIA, which would allow for the desired 
customizations. 
 
Budget: Project expenses were primarily for personnel costs. Although the original intent 
was that LDI funding would support staffing and imaging, it was decided that the full 
amount of LDI funding would be re-allocated to personnel costs for the project to cover 
the Project Archivist’s Salary through July 2000. External funding, or Baker Library’s 
operating budget, covered imaging costs, preservation and conservation costs, and any 
other unmet needs for the project. 
 
 
Personnel:   (LDI funds) 
Scanning:   $9,984.84 (external funding source/Baker Library) 
Storage:  No costs to date.  
Preservation supplies: $340.82 (external funding source) 

$178.65 (Baker Library’s operating budget) 
Conservation:  $350.00 (external funding source) 
 
 
Submitted by: 
 
Margaret Hale & Laura Linard 
April 2001 
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Attachments 
 
 
1. Trade Card Core Record 

2. Specifications for the Scanning of the Trade Cards 

3. LDI Project Workflow 

4. “A New and Wonderful Invention:” The Nineteenth-Century American Trade Card 
Postcard, brochure, and web site (http://www.library.hbs.edu/hc/exhibits/tcard/) 

 
5. The 19th-Century American Trade, A Library Digital Initiative Project web site 

(http://www.library.hbs.edu/hc/19th_century_tcard/) 
 
6. Publicity: publications, events, and exhibits. 

7. Trade Card Project – Final Project Plan 
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