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Introduction: “The 
Spirit of Emulation”
Marina Moskowitz and 
Marlis Schweitzer

In the premiere episode of the acclaimed AMC series Mad Men, a glamor-
ous look at postwar Madison Avenue, senior advertising executive Donald 
Draper faces a crisis with one of his most lucrative accounts. For years he has 
relied on reassuring testimonials from doctors to promote Lucky Strike ciga-
rettes and quell public concerns about the risks of tobacco addiction. Now 
pesky questions from the Federal Trade Commission and damning reports 
from Reader’s Digest on the relationship between smoking and cancer have 
effectively nullified the campaign. A continued reliance on these medical 
testimonials, Draper realizes, would be tantamount to professional suicide.1

That testimonial advertising should drive the plot in the opening 
moments of a twenty-first-century representation of American commerce 
is itself a testament to the historical importance of this marketing practice. 
Testimonial advertisements insert into the negotiation between buyer and 
seller the words of a third party, presented as disinterested in the commer-
cial transaction but in some way knowledgeable about the product at hand 
and willing to share that knowledge. Testimonials for consumer goods and 
services are given all the time, in the form of informal recommendations or 
advice, but testimonial advertising places these personal views into the pub-
lic realm by disseminating them through a variety of contemporary media. 
Though the writer or speaker of the testimony is not involved in the actual 
commercial exchange, his or her words are packaged and publicized by the 
producer, retailer, or service provider and used as part of a marketing cam-
paign. Testimonials might come from people with a specialized knowledge 
that grants authority in a particular sector of the market—such as the doctors 
Draper had previously called upon—or people considered typical consumers 
whose experience will be widely recognized and shared. As developments in 
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print technology and subsequent forms of media, such as television, allowed 
for greater reliance on visual imagery, the verbal basis of testimonials was 
sometimes eclipsed by pictorial associations. Endorsements, the close cousin 
of testimonials in the realm of commerce, might suggest a particular per-
son’s use of a particular product through one powerful photograph or illus-
tration of the product in use, without any explanatory text or narrative; the 
testimonial is implicit.

Draper’s experience with the Lucky Strike campaign highlights both the 
greatest strengths and the greatest weaknesses of testimonial advertising as 
a marketing strategy. In the right situation, a well-worded testimonial from 
highly respected experts can help to sway consumer opinion, boost product 
sales, and establish a strong brand identity; but if those experts are some-
how disgraced or proven wrong, the company with whom they are associ-
ated stands to lose much more than consumer trust. Yet despite these risks, 
testimonial advertising has remained a prominent and popular marketing 
strategy, even today as consumers become increasingly savvy about the 
industry’s manipulative practices. Why? For 1920s ad man Stanley Resor, 
the answer was fairly simple: “People like to read about other people.” In his 
view, the testimonial’s human element was its greatest selling point “because 
people understand other people. Before printing was invented, even before 
language was evolved, people were thrown in contact with other people. 
People understood personalities before there was any social structure or code 
of laws.”2 Speaking to agency executives in March 1929 in his capacity as 
President of the J. Walter Thompson Company, Resor went on to identify 
three additional reasons for the testimonial’s success. First, he explained, 
people were drawn to testimonials out of sheer “curiosity—love of gossip—
desire to know ‘how the other half lives.’ ” Second, testimonials played into 
the “spirit of emulation,” arousing consumer desires “to copy those whom we 
deem superior in taste or knowledge or experience” and thereby enact some 
form of self-transformation. Finally, testimonials work because “ people are 
eternally searching for authority. Democracy, even in name, is new. Royalty, 
aristocracy, feudalism, dominated the world for scores of centuries, instilling 
in the masses a sense of inferiority and an instinctive veneration for ‘their 
betters.’ ”3

While Resor’s pop psychology assessment of consumer behavior may raise 
eyebrows today, his general observations remain compelling. Testimonials 
offer consumers an opportunity to learn about what other people are doing, 
to put their trust in experts, or to emulate the appearance and practice of suc-
cess. Although they bear striking similarities to brand names and trademarks 
in that they help to bestow distinction upon advertised goods and promise 
consumers that their purchases will not be in vain, testimonials are a unique 
advertising phenomenon. Whereas brand names and trademarks—the names 
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and visual symbols by which products are recognized and valued—represent 
their makers, testimonial advertising represents consumer experience, giving 
prospective purchasers an opportunity to hear directly from their predeces-
sors in the marketplace. Indeed, satisfied consumers hold one key to a suc-
cessful sale that producers and marketers do not: they can give a firsthand 
narrative of the product in use without (theoretically) the interference and 
clever wordsmithing of an advertising team. Of course, there is no doubt 
that those responsible for advertising carefully edit and select consumer tes-
timonials; testimonials nonetheless carry an aura of authenticity for many 
readers and viewers that sets them apart from other advertising strategies. 
For while all advertisements offer the promise of the product in some form 
or another, testimonials confirm that this promise comes true.

The essays in Testimonial Advertising in the American Marketplace: 
Emulation, Identity, Community explore the history and practices of testi-
monial advertising in the United States from the mid-nineteenth century to 
the present day, addressing a surprising lack of scholarship on this enduring 
and pervasive marketing tool. Treating consumers as neither the victims nor 
the empowered foes of corporate practices, the authors gathered here con-
tribute to new scholarship at the intersection of cultural and business history 
by examining how testimonials mediate negotiations between producers 
and consumers and shape modern cultural attitudes about social identity, 
advice, community, celebrity, and the consumption of brand-name goods 
and services.

The specific power of testimonial marketing depends on who is offer-
ing support. One kind of campaign features “experts”—doctors or financial 
planners, movie stars or professional athletes, even the Pope (figure I.1)—
whose opinions carry weight because of occupational knowledge, estab-
lished talent, or simply life lived in the public eye. These individuals are 
the descendents of “royalty” and “aristocracy” who, in Resor’s terms, satisfy 
the general public’s desire to learn from “their betters.” Testimonials from 
these experts imply that by using a particular product, consumers will attain 
similar prestige, success, or glamor. In contrast, testimonials from “average 
consumers” claim authority based solely on small-scale successes with the 
advertised product; in such cases, the endorsers’ similarity and familiarity to 
the prospective consumer provides the appeal. These advocates share with 
most consumers a lack of fame or prestige, along with a shared desire to 
sleep better, be thinner, or have cleaner bathrooms with less work. Their 
testimony implicitly promises that the consumer will achieve similar success 
with the product or service in question and also gain membership in a com-
munity of buyers with some shared attributes or goals.

Although testimonials to a particular product offer an obvious benefit to 
the producers or retailers who sell it, and potentially to consumers looking 
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for advice, the person offering the words of praise can also find advantages. 
Experts who are willing to lend their names, and sometimes their stories, 
to particular brand-name products find that their media appearances 
not only build upon but also enhance their fame. In today’s multimedia 

Figure I.1 In this advertisement for Vin Mariani, the Pope testifies to the quality of the wine 
and offers a special medallion as further proof of his approval.
Source: Theatre Magazine (October 1901): inside cover.
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and  cross-promotional marketplace, celebrities from David Beckham and 
Michael Jordan to Gwyneth Paltrow and Beyoncé construct their own images 
through the products they endorse or (to borrow a term from Naomi Klein) 
“co-brand.”4 The money these celebrities receive for product endorsements 
often surpasses their other income, making them financially dependent on 
promotional contracts; for example, the tennis player Anna Kournikova 
famously (or infamously) found that the recognition she received from bill-
boards was of greater value than her success on the courts. In fact, the finan-
cial remunerations sometimes offered for such endorsements have fostered 
a new industry unto itself.5 By contrast, everyday testimonial givers rarely 
receive money for their statements; indeed, one of the main features distin-
guishing endorsements from testimonials is whether or not the individual 
speaking to the value of the advertised product has received remuneration. 
In the purest sense, then, testimonials are statements freely given by happy 
consumers without any expectation of financial gain. Of course, this is not 
to suggest that testimonial givers do not benefit in some way from their 
willingness to share their stories; such individuals often gain a taste of minor 
celebrity by seeing their name or picture in print, and by imagining that 
their successes will impress and influence their peers. Testimonials, there-
fore, both derive from and confer the prestige and authority of those who 
testify to the worthiness of a brand-name product, service, or experience.

In the realm of the marketplace, personal and corporate identities over-
lap. This convergence is strengthened by the mechanisms of branding, not 
the least of which is testimonial marketing. These practices may seem mod-
ern phenomena but in fact date back to the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, with even earlier precursors for somewhat different forms. The term 
“testimonial” was used as early as the sixteenth century as a personal intro-
duction, reference, or commendation, often in the context of the search for 
employment. American letter writing manuals from the nineteenth century 
offered models for how best to endorse the character and skills of other 
people, showing the importance, and frequency, of this particular form of 
communication.6 Over time, such personal testimonials shifted from the 
private realm of correspondence between two parties to small-scale, often 
local, advertisements. In mass-circulated testimonial advertising, the com-
mendation is transferred from an individual to a firm or corporation, or 
even more abstractly, to the consumer goods and services. Of course, histor-
ically, the word “testimonial” also had legal ramifications, implying in the 
commercial sector the honesty and veracity one would expect under oath in 
a court of law.

Beyond the term itself, the practice of offering support for the labor and 
produce of another’s hand is linked to other traditions as well. As Resor’s 
words suggest, the granting of royal warrants to a variety of tradespeople, 
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recognizing the patronage of particular members of a royal family, has for 
centuries been used to distinguish specific artisans, purveyors, or services. 
In the context of the British Commonwealth, this practice continues to 
the present day, with specific seals used as logos of the royal warrant status; 
the twenty-first-century incarnation is the Web site of the Royal Warrant 
Holders Association, which allows visitors to search for the patronage of 
Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip, and Prince Charles in dozens of trades.7 
As the American context expanded and democratized the profile of those 
whose trade preferences might carry weight with other consumers, other pub-
lic means of endorsing products emerged with the increasing dissemination 
of print culture. The practice of ordering printed works in advance of their 
actual publication allowed for the inclusion of subscriptions lists. Printers 
incorporated into the publication a list of those people who had already com-
mitted to purchase a text or portfolio, which served to flatter both printer and 
purchaser.8 As developments in print technology led to a wider dissemination 
of the printed word and visual culture, the simple lists of names that endorsed 
a publication were expanded into quotations and even letters addressing a 
host of products and services. Printed matter became not just the subject of 
but also the vehicle for early use of testimonial advertising.

Testimonials became increasingly important in the United States toward 
the end of the nineteenth century, when producers expanded their mar-
ket reach across the country, gaining a broader consumer base but losing 
face-to-face knowledge of and influence on their prospective purchasers. 
Commodity chains lengthened by phased production processes and new 
webs of distribution separated producers from their ultimate consumers. 
Rapidly expanding transportation technology allowed salesmen from par-
ticular firms to crisscross the country in search of new customers, often 
through commercial layers of wholesalers and retailers, while agents work-
ing for a variety of firms were responsible for the distribution of other prod-
ucts. But even retailers were no longer necessarily local merchants with 
face-to-face contact with their consumers; through the new mechanism of 
mail-order sales, retail giants such as Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward 
set the standard for conducting business by correspondence with consum-
ers across the country.9 In an effort to bridge the expanding divide between 
producer and consumer while fostering repeat purchases, manufacturers 
adopted a range of strategies, everything from introducing catchy jingles 
and slogans to creating amusing and readily identifiable trade characters.10 
Of these, testimonial advertising proved one of the most promising tactics 
for reintroducing a personal touch to mass marketing, in that it offered gen-
uine statements from satisfied consumers on the value of a specific good 
and the company that produced it. Early testimonials were used primarily 
to sell consumable goods bought on a regular basis,—for example, alcohol, 
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cigarettes, and medicine—and were later extended to the sale of durable 
goods ranging from pianos to cars, as well as the promotion of the service 
sector. By codifying word-of-mouth recommendations, American businesses 
hoped to establish a personal relationship with consumers that would build 
brand loyalty and make both their products and themselves appear person-
able, familiar, and trustworthy.

More than building brand loyalty for individual companies, however, 
the essays in this collection show that testimonials also helped American 
consumers define individual and collective subjectivities by inviting them to 
join, through consumption, a community of famous or otherwise familiar 
faces. For those overwhelmed by the alienating forces of modernity—brought 
about by a host of factors including rapid urbanization; mass immigration; 
the rationalization of manufacturing processes and the deskilling of labor; 
the expansion of corporate entities and the increase in white collar, middle 
management positions; and the swift movement of goods, people, and ideas 
across national and international borders—the person-to-person communi-
cation that testimonial advertising invited was understandably appealing. 
Amid growing fears of lost individuality and fractured community, advertis-
ers used statements from satisfied consumers to urge Americans to equate 
consumption with a coherent, sustainable identity and membership within 
an established, recognizable community.11 It is this aspect of the testimonial, 
in particular, that makes it a valuable subject of inquiry for cultural as well 
as business historians.

In the twentieth century, testimonial advertising became a standard-
ized marketing tool as leading advertising agencies such as the J. Walter 
Thompson Company devoted considerable resources to attracting testi-
monials from reputable people for everything from mattresses and yeast to 
laundry detergent and face cream. Minutes for an April 5, 1928 meeting on 
“Personality Advertising” identify over sixteen different accounts for which 
the J. Walter Thompson Company was responsible for securing testimoni-
als, including such major brands as Pond’s, Simmons, Libby, Lux, Maxwell 
House, and Fleischmann.12 As Stanley Resor and his agents were well aware, 
the challenge facing the Company was “to be ingenious enough to keep the 
campaigns different—and to make them acceptable to personalities and ring 
true with the public.”13 To that end, the Company adopted a range of strate-
gies for gathering and presenting testimonials. For the Lux Toilet Soap cam-
paign, for example, agents worked with motion picture magazine Photoplay 
to  distribute free samples to all “important motion picture actresses” in 
Hollywood as a preliminary step to approaching the women for a testimo-
nial statement. Within months, 414 of these actresses had agreed to commit 
to using Lux for a three-year period and submitted statements testifying to 
the quality and uniqueness of the product without requesting any form of 



M a r i n a  M o s k o w i t z  a n d  M a r l i s  S c h w e i t z e r8

remuneration (figure I.2).14 That these statements were freely given, albeit in 
response to the gift of Lux soap, was one of the major selling points for the 
product. The actresses themselves and the evidence of their use of the prod-
uct were other obvious factors in the campaign’s success. In figure I.2, for 

Figure I.2 Advertisement for Lux Toilet Soap featuring actress Ann Sheridan, c. 1940. In the 
1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, the J. Walter Thompson Company led the way in securing testimo-
nials for a variety of advertising campaigns.
Source: Author’s collection.
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example, actress Ann Sheridan not only invites women to share her beauty 
regime but demonstrates in a series of cartoonlike panels how specifically she 
uses the product.

The J. Walter Thompson Company took a slightly different tact for 
Pond’s Cold Cream and Simmons mattresses, enlisting the services of prom-
inent society women to recruit their friends and relatives.15 In exchange 
for their “contacts,” these society “agents” received a commission ranging 
between $1,000 and $2,000, depending on the reputation and status of 
the endorsee, who was similarly paid between $1,000 and $5,000 for her 
statement.16 With its innovative take on the pyramid scheme, the agency 
managed to attract such high-profile targets as Mrs. Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, Mrs. Charles Tiffany, and Mrs. Morgan Belmont.17 Not surpris-
ingly, the J. Walter Thompson Company did not reveal to the public that 
these women had been compensated for their efforts, presumably hoping 
that readers would believe that such testimonial statements were sponta-
neous expressions of consumer delight. For years, the J. Walter Thompson 
Company used these and dozens of other campaigns to bestow otherwise 
commonplace goods with an aura of glamor and sophistication, appeal-
ing to the average consumer’s desire to read about other people and emu-
late their lifestyles and shopping habits. In the 1930s, however, the agency 
encountered some difficulty when the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) 
turned its attention toward the problem of “tainted testimonials,” partic-
ularly false or fabricated testimonials and the practice of paying “widely 
known people” for their statements. What the public had assumed was a 
gift freely given to a company, an act of enthusiasm or goodwill, was now 
revealed to be a commodity exchange, a service rendered for a fee. In the 
face of this challenge, the J. Walter Thompson Company redoubled its 
efforts to verify all statements used in testimonial advertising, reexamined 
its practice of paying for statements, and opted to play it safe in situations 
where other advertising strategies could work just as well.18 Despite pressure 
from the FTC, advertising agencies like the J. Walter Thompson Company 
continued to use testimonials to promote a range of products but did not 
devote as much attention to the practice as they had previously.

Today advertising agencies continue to solicit testimonials for their cor-
porate clients, often working in concert with agencies that specialize in find-
ing endorsement opportunities for elite athletes, film and television actors, 
pop stars, and a host of other celebrity clients. Ad execs looking to hire an 
Olympic athlete to promote their client’s latest power bar need look no fur-
ther than Gold Medal Greats, an agency that represents American Olympic 
champions, from Janet Evans and Mark Spitz to Bruce Jenner and Larry 
Bird.19 Other advertising agencies are foregoing celebrity altogether, opting 
to hire unknown athletes to wear uniforms emblazoned with corporate logos 
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at major sporting events.20 Significantly, whereas the J. Walter Thompson 
Company came under fire for paying for testimonials, most agencies today 
work from the assumption that public figures will only endorse a product if 
they receive some form of payment, and consumers are (to all appearances) 
willing to accept this commercial practice. Yet while testimonial advertising 
has undergone some dramatic changes in recent years, it nevertheless contin-
ues to play an important role within the American marketplace. How, then, 
can we explain the apparent hesitancy with which historians of advertising 
and consumer culture have treated this particular marketing phenomenon?

Testimonial advertising has been studied little, perhaps because it has 
sometimes received a bad rap, whether from industry executives debat-
ing its value; skeptical consumers who believe the testimonies are at best 
solicited and at worst fabricated; and even historians who, faced with those 
debates, are uncertain how best to use sample letters or promotions as source 
material. Indeed, this project grew out of the editors’ failure to find any 
in-depth studies of the subject that would help to contextualize the copious 
testimonial advertising we were finding in our individual research projects. 
Although, as we discovered, many historians of advertising and consumer 
culture reference testimonials in their work, and some devote entire sections 
to discussing particular testimonial campaigns, few offer sustained analy-
ses of the subject.21 The recent proliferation of texts on the historical and 
contemporary practices of marketing, such as Douglas Holt’s How Brands 
Become Icons, Nancy Keohn’s Brand New, Naomi Klein’s No Logo, Pamela 
Laird’s Advertising Progress, and Jackson Lears’ Fables of Abundance all pro-
vide helpful starting points for thinking about corporate and consumer 
identification through marketing.22 But it seems that some mechanisms of 
branding, such as the use of visually identifying logos or the use of multime-
dia campaigns, have received more attention than others, and we have not 
found any cohesive treatment of the use of testimonials.23 Scholars working 
within the burgeoning field of celebrity culture have gone further to exam-
ine the cultural work of testimonials; however, the majority of this research 
has looked at contemporary examples and, in keeping with the focus on 
celebrity, all but ignores the practice of soliciting testimonials from “aver-
age” men and women.24

Testimonial Advertising in the American Marketplace addresses this gap in 
the scholarly and popular literature on advertising, marketing, and brand-
ing by examining a broad range of testimonial advertisements from both 
experts and everyday consumers, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century 
and continuing through the late twentieth century. Not surprisingly, this 
development mirrored the rise of nationally distributed goods, as well as the 
mass media that provided venues for their promotion. One of our underly-
ing assumptions, then, is that fully appreciating the cultural significance of 
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testimonials today requires understanding the role that testimonials have 
played historically within the American marketplace. Key framing ques-
tions for our study therefore include: What cultural work do testimonials 
perform and how has this shifted over time? What kinds of debates have 
testimonials provoked? Were there periods when testimonials were outright 
dismissed or denigrated? If so, why did advertisers later resume using them? 
How and to what extent do testimonials facilitate relationships between 
advertisers and consumers, between advertisers and the personalities giving 
testimonial statements, and between the personalities giving testimonials 
and the consumers reading them? In what way, if at all, have testimonials 
supported and/or challenged ideologies of gender, sexuality, race, class, and 
physical ability? How does a historical analysis of testimonial advertising 
complicate the way we think about the American marketplace as a site for 
the production and circulation of business practices, commodities, relation-
ships, and culture?

We use the term marketplace to draw upon both historical and contempo-
rary aspects of commercial endeavour. The marketplace is a site of exchange, 
encompassing fixed geographical points, whether a nineteenth-century pro-
duce market or a twenty-first-century big box store, as well as more abstract 
systems of commerce, such as the mail-order trade that has at various points 
in history been conducted by post, telegraph, or Internet. But the market-
place is not only the site of an economic exchange of goods or services for 
money or in-kind equivalents. It is also the commercial realm in which cul-
tural exchanges educate, influence, and determine what goods and services 
are both produced and consumed. In this more abstract sense, the market-
place encompasses documented means of influence from a wide variety of 
parties, both interested and disinterested in commercial exchange—such as 
lifestyle magazines, product placement in film, or even negative messages 
such as the Surgeon General’s warnings decried by the real-life counter-
parts of Mad Men’s Don Draper. But there are also inaccessible channels of 
influence that occur between consumers—letters, conversations, or simply 
the practice of viewing one another’s houses, cars, or haircuts. Testimonial 
advertising is an attempt to harness these personal opinions and make them 
public.

In this broad frame of the marketplace, the only boundary placed in this 
volume is a national one; the essays focus on the United States, though some 
do consider transnational promotion and reception of goods and services. In 
limiting the parameters of this project to the American marketplace, we do 
not mean to imply that the practices of offering and publicizing testimonials 
are uniquely American. Rather, a geographic focus allows for greater con-
centration and elaboration on the mechanics of testimonial use and specific 
cultural circumstances such as the emergence of the culture of personality or 
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the effects of internal migration, minimizing the need for extensive focus on 
national or regional contexts. Indeed, we hope that Testimonial Advertising 
in the American Marketplace might inspire further research that expands the 
view we have taken to include other nations, or transnational marketing 
efforts.

Over the past decade, cultural and business historians, social theorists, 
and other scholars of the humanities and the social sciences have looked more 
frequently at the marketplace as an important site of human behavior, social 
identification, and cultural construction. A new generation of scholars has 
answered the challenge put forward by Kenneth Lipartito’s groundbreaking 
essay, “Culture and the Practice of Business History” (Business and Economic 
History, Winter 1995), by examining not just corporate or consumer culture 
but a broader commercial culture, existing between the realms of production 
and consumption.25 At the same time, business studies have explored the 
workings of social and cultural conditions as critical for the understanding 
of financial and economic trends. Authors such as Malcolm Gladwell (The 
Tipping Point, Blink), Jim Surowiecki (The Wisdom of Crowds), and Steven 
Levitt and Stephen Dubner (Freakonomics) have proven the broad public 
interest in this nexus of culture and the market.26

As Testimonial Advertising in the American Marketplace demonstrates, 
testimonials, perhaps more than any other advertising medium, not only 
shed new light on the many negotiations, collaborations, and exchanges that 
occur in the marketplace but they also offer a fascinating perspective on 
how commodities, corporations, and consumers participate in processes of 
identity-formation. Essays on actresses’ endorsement of cosmetics, industrial 
workers’ testimony to the benefits of prosthetics, and audience reception of 
minstrel shows demonstrate the incredible range that personal experience of 
products, and the forms of authority deriving from those products, can take. 
From a farmer’s routine annual purchase of seeds to a bride’s (presumed) 
once-in-a-lifetime gift registry, numerous forms of consumption invited 
the opinions of others. Consumers might encounter this varied commercial 
testimony in catalogues, magazines, television commercials, or even in the 
flesh, as people offered their word on a product’s worth in settings that were 
increasingly designed and mediated by corporations. Thus, testimonial mar-
keting can be classified in a variety of ways, from the techniques whereby 
endorsers derive authority, to the types of commodity being discussed, to 
the media in which the testimony appears, to the collective relationships and 
individual subjectivities it fosters.

As these examples suggest, the use of testimonials in the marketplace 
both informs and is conditioned by other forms of testimony. Public inter-
est in issues of witnessing and sharing of personal experience, indeed tes-
timony in the broadest sense of the word, has also risen in the recent past, 
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evidenced in, and spurred on by, wildly disparate cultural phenomena 
ranging from the outpouring of reaction surrounding 9/11 to the popu-
larity of reality TV shows. Developments within such fields as Holocaust 
studies and trauma studies have similarly complicated the way we view tes-
timony today, offering a number of productive methodological and critical 
frameworks for thinking about testifying as a performative act.27 Certainly 
the varied roles of the expert and the everyday bystander (and the blur-
ring between these roles) are not confined to the commercial realm. The 
public is familiar with witnesses appearing in a courtroom, before a gov-
ernment committee, or on the nightly news, and people apply similar, if 
often imperceptible, processes of evaluating these witnesses’ credibility, as 
they do in the consumer arena. The varied motives and strategies used by 
lawyers, government officials, television producers, and indeed those will-
ing to offer testimony, are augmented by those of producers, marketers, 
agents, and endorsers. Yet while we recognize the multiple meanings and 
associations that come into play whenever the word “testimonial” is used, 
and acknowledge that much is to be gained by thinking through and across 
these associations, our primary goal here is to explore one highly prevalent 
facet of these public exchanges of opinion and its role within the commer-
cial and cultural sectors.

Despite these qualifications, we nevertheless wish to identify other lines 
of inquiry for students and scholars of business and culture to consider when 
thinking about testimonials and testimonial advertising practices. While 
the following questions are beyond this volume’s deliberately narrow focus, 
we raise them here as both an invitation and provocation for future research: 
How does the history of testimonial advertising in the United States com-
pare with the history of testimonial advertising elsewhere in the world? How 
have testimonials been used by international corporations to appeal to dif-
ferent markets worldwide and what kinds of responses have these adver-
tisements elicited? Which faces, names, and images have travelled across 
national borders? Which have not? Focusing now on more contemporary 
developments in testimonial advertising: How has the testimonial changed 
in response to the overwhelming popularity of social networking sites such 
as Facebook and MySpace and the introduction of innovative viral market-
ing techniques? Is the testimonial a genre unto itself, comparable to the soap 
opera, the Shakespearean sonnet, or indeed any other cultural and literary 
form? If so, might it be possible to develop a poetics of the testimonial? Have 
American producers and consumers developed a dependency on testimoni-
als as proof of a product’s worth, and if so, can American culture be defined 
as a “testimonial culture”?

As these questions suggest, the testimonial is a rich and deserving sub-
ject for academic inquiry; it is our hope that this collection will initiate 
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new discussions about the testimonial as both a historical and contemporary 
phenomenon in the United States and abroad.

* * *

The eight essays in Testimonial Advertising in the American Marketplace have 
been organized in loose chronological order to allow readers to trace the 
testimonial’s genealogical development, although we should emphasize that 
it is not our goal to present a linear narrative of the testimonial’s evolution 
or suggest that one form of testimonial necessarily gave way to another. To 
further aid readers, the essays have been paired according to the particular 
themes they address in order to highlight certain characteristic features of 
testimonial advertising. We nevertheless expect that readers will find many 
overlapping connections between essays not already grouped together, as 
central issues such as authority, emulation, identification, and individual 
subject formation run through most contributions.

The relationship between corporations and consumers may seem distant 
or obscure without some intermediary figure or representative. One of the 
primary purposes of testimonial marketing is to forge a personal connection 
with the consumer to promote trust in goods, services, and other commod-
ities, such as entertainment and spectacle. Interestingly, some of the earliest 
examples of testimonial use in the United States appear in the context of 
marketing performance and spectacle. As consumers grew more familiar 
with testimonial advertising in later years, the evaluation and veracity of 
the testimony was often called into question. But ironically, testimonials 
in this earlier period were often employed specifically to lend credence to 
commercial pursuits that were themselves suspect or unreliable in some way. 
The essays in the first section of this volume examine the marketing of per-
formance and the ways in which testimonials have been used to legitimate 
and even dignify certain forms of spectacle.

In “Testimonials in Silk: Juba and the Legitimization of American 
Blackface Minstrelsy in Britain,” Stephen Johnson examines the shift from 
working-class to middle-class audiences for blackface entertainment in the 
mid-nineteenth century. He argues that this remarkable—and remarkably 
swift—transformation was in part facilitated by a well-organized advertis-
ing campaign, which used a variety of means to make minstrelsy “safe” for a 
new clientele. At the center of this transformation was William Henry Lane, 
touring as “Boz’s Juba,” the only performer of color in this context. His dif-
ference both emphasizes and naturally questions the means used to “sell” 
minstrelsy. Juba was advertised as the same figure described by Charles 
Dickens in his American Notes, though there was no corroboration, and 
Dickens was oddly silent on the ubiquitous use of his words as testimonial. 
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The Dickens association was only one of the ways in which British opinion 
was used for “legitimacy” before American audiences. Johnson shows that 
the advertisements for Juba placed him “on exhibition” rather than “in per-
formance,” using this distinction to differentiate edification from entertain-
ment, while the shows themselves actually sought to combine the two. This 
relationship between entertainment and education is also present in Michael 
Pettit’s essay, “The Testifying Subject: Reliability in Marketing, Science, 
and Law at the End of the Age of Barnum.” Pettit shows the relationship 
between the idea of witness testimonials in law, science, and marketing, 
and the different ways in which authority was derived in each arena. Pettit 
focuses on the use of eyewitness testimonials in the promotion of the 1869 
spectacular exhibit, the Cardiff Giant. The promotional materials encour-
aging people to visit the giant included eyewitness accounts from many local 
elites, who provided testimonials on the giant’s behalf. Due to the giant’s 
fraudulent nature, the reliability of testimony grounded in the moral char-
acter of the observer was challenged. This case study illuminates the ways 
in which witnessing and testifying function in marketing strategies and the 
legal regulation of commercial fraud.

The next two essays consider the use of testimonial advertising for 
quite prosaic products in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Although focused on two very different commodities—seeds and artificial 
limbs—the essays in this section show the importance of the testimonial not 
only to producer and consumer but to those writing the letters, often former 
consumers themselves. These testimonials were usually letters from satisfied 
consumers to the companies with which they traded, and which were later 
printed in advertisements, trade catalogues, and even special supplements 
to such catalogues. In their personal address, these testimonials retain and 
promote elements of gift exchange or informal trading within the increas-
ingly rigid confines of modern business practice. These essays share a focus 
on the networks of consumers fostered by the use of testimonial marketing, 
exploring the appeal of testimonial letters to those who write them, read 
them, and place them in their business ephemera. The specific context of 
postbellum American society and culture suggests the role that commerce 
may have played in promoting national, rather than regional, identities. 
Although some household names featured in these early testimonials, the 
main emphasis in both of these case studies is on the shared successes of 
everyday Americans, even those who were gravely affected by the recent 
Civil War.

In “ ‘After a Season of War’: Sharing Horticultural Success in the 
Reconstruction-Era Landscape,” Marina Moskowitz argues that the seed 
trade used testimonial advertising to develop national markets. Because 
it straddled the sectors of agriculture and industry, the seed trade was 
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uniquely positioned to appeal to a range of markets that might otherwise 
have been starkly divided by economic pursuit in the years leading up to 
and encompassed by the Civil War. The inclusion of testimonial letters 
in promotional materials both encouraged and asserted the existence of a 
broad community of consumers, and fused local landscapes into a national 
one. By writing to seed firms and allowing their letters to be published, 
consumers indirectly corresponded with one another. Horticultural success 
came in a variety of forms: financial gain from prolific crops with good 
market value, prizes for horticultural specimen deemed the best at county 
or state fairs, neighborhood acclaim for an abundant garden, or even tales 
of survival in a time of national turmoil. But perhaps no one experienced 
the hardship of the Civil War more directly than those who fought in its 
battles. In “ ‘The Ten Year Club’: Artificial Limbs and Testimonials at the 
Turn of the Twentieth Century,” Edward Slavishak explores the use of testi-
monials in the national prosthetics industry, which emerged after the Civil 
War as a patriotic supporter of veterans. As the nineteenth century gave 
way to the twentieth, the trade harnessed the post-Civil War spirit of sacri-
fice and applied it to their new clientele, who were more frequently work-
ers who had suffered industrial accidents. Crucial to the selling power of 
this marketing tableau were the words of admiration and encouragement 
from satisfied customers. Their voices were meant to calm accident victims’ 
fears that dismemberment was a trauma from which they could not recover. 
Most catalogues ended with lengthy collections of customer commenda-
tions that welcomed active correspondence. The pinnacle of these attempts 
came from the J.F. Rowley Company of Chicago. Rowley established a 
“Ten Year Club” for individuals who had worn a Rowley leg for a decade 
and wanted to correspond with veterans and newcomers. In these two very 
different case studies, the companies employing testimonials are nonethe-
less fulfilling a similar role; on the one hand, they use testimonials to edu-
cate and influence prospective consumers, but on the other, they offer a 
space within their trade literature for these consumers to commune with 
one another.

Testimonials play a central role in shaping individual consumer behav-
ior and creating new patterns of consumption within specific demographic 
groups. This was particularly true in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury when advertising agencies fully embraced their role as creators and 
manipulators of American markets, focusing specifically on the figure of the 
female consumer. Beginning in the 1910s and 1920s, reports that women 
were responsible for 80–85 percent of all consumer purchases guided adver-
tising agencies and their clients to reorient their business practices toward 
women’s perceived interests and desires.28 To that end, newspapers, maga-
zines, department stores, mail-order catalogues, theatres, beauty salons, and 
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numerous other businesses swapped display strategies and formed collabo-
rative relationships to stimulate the imagination of female consumers and 
promote consumption as a uniquely female activity.29 Some agencies, most 
notably the J. Walter Thompson Company, formed special departments 
staffed by female copywriters who presumably had an “insider” perspective 
on what women wanted.30 Still, controlling and shaping female desires and 
behavior was a difficult job, especially where new product categories and 
consumer practices were concerned. Advertising agents, magazine editors, 
and department store managers often had to adopt a range of techniques to 
convince female consumers to follow their advice or, in the case of testimo-
nial advertising, the advice of other women.

The next two essays explore the advertising industry’s attempt to influ-
ence the female imagination, looking specifically at how the cosmetics and 
bridal industries sought to provide a template for new consumer rituals and 
ease class anxieties about products previously associated with working-class 
women. In “ ‘The Mad Search for Beauty’: Actresses, Cosmetics, and the 
Middle-Class Market,” Marlis Schweitzer analyzes how beauty product 
manufacturers in the 1910s used their association with Broadway stage stars 
to build, reinsure, and sustain a white, middle-class market. Acknowledging 
the class-based prejudices that continued to surround cosmetics, manufac-
turers emphasized how products such as cold cream could be used to enhance 
rather than transform an individual woman’s “natural” beauty. Central 
to their argument, Schweitzer suggests, was the revelation that Broadway 
actresses were not “naturally more beautiful” than the average woman but 
rather the beneficiaries of careful use of cosmetics. Assisted by actresses’ 
testimonials, advertisers implied that all women had the right, the capacity, 
and the obligation to make themselves as beautiful as possible by incor-
porating creams and other “invisible” cosmetics into their everyday beauty 
regimes. In “ ‘I am Kay and I Prefer Modern’: Bridal Testimonials and the 
Rise of Consumer Rites, 1920s–1950s,” Vicki Howard similarly investigates 
how the burgeoning American wedding industry used testimonials to shape 
consumer behavior by promoting a particular vision of the ideal wedding. 
Although some advertisers relied on testimonials from Hollywood stars or 
beauty contest winners, others preferred to use testimonials from engaged 
women or newly married women. By the 1930s and 1940s, Howard shows, 
bridal testimonials for everything from towels and toasters to cigarettes and 
automobiles became embedded in the editorial advertising that dominated 
Bride’s Magazine (1934) and Modern Bride (1949). By 1950, a whole range 
of prefabricated bridal identities emerged in editorial advertising articles, 
in which engaged women belonging to different social situations testified 
about their brand preferences and gift registries. Such testimonials offered 
readers a range of consumer types, from the small-town girl to the campus 



M a r i n a  M o s k o w i t z  a n d  M a r l i s  S c h w e i t z e r18

wife to the career woman, with whom they could identify and (hopefully) 
emulate.

While mainstream advertising agencies devoted their attention to women, 
other twentieth-century advertisers used testimonials to offer special prod-
ucts and services to men, often challenging or reworking traditional percep-
tions of masculinity to encourage male consumers to experiment with new 
ways of using their bodies and performing their identities. Taking up these 
themes, and with a particular focus on the intersection of race, class, and 
gender, the last two essays in the collection consider how testimonials have 
been used to address traditionally disadvantaged groups of men and offer, 
via consumption, opportunities for social, economic, and bodily transforma-
tion. Although separated by almost fifty years, the two campaigns explored 
here share striking similarities in the way that they make the endorsers’ per-
sonal attributes and constructed identities attainable to average consumers 
through the commodity form.

In “ ‘Dear Friend’: Charles Atlas, American Masculinity, and the 
Bodybuilding Testimonial, 1894–1944,” Dominique Padurano analyzes 
how advertisements for Charles Atlas’ mail-order fitness course offered a 
definition of masculine success that would increasingly be accepted as stan-
dard during the twentieth century. Appearing in working-class men’s peri-
odicals by the 1930s and comic books by the 1940s, these ads promised to 
transform ninety-seven-pound weaklings into “power-muscled he-men” like 
Atlas himself. Like the promise of salvation in the seventeenth century or 
undreamed-of wealth in the nineteenth, Padurano concludes, bulging biceps 
and tight abdominals became symbols of discipline as much as of one’s abil-
ity to attract the attention of others, and thus predict men’s future success, 
in the increasingly “outer-directed” twentieth. In “ ‘For Us, By Us’: Hip-
Hop Fashion, Commodity Blackness and the Culture of Emulation,” Mary 
Rizzo similarly explores the promotion of hypermasculine ideals through 
the medium of the celebrity endorsement, offering a well-considered critique 
of the hip-hop fashion company FUBU (“For Us, By Us”) and its apparent 
reliance on racialized stereotypes. As Rizzo explains, FUBU’s major mar-
keting technique has been celebrity endorsements from such recognizable 
celebrity icons as LL Cool J, the Wayans Brothers, Will Smith, and Brandy. 
In addition to these endorsements, FUBU markets its brand through the 
images of the founders who are depicted as hip-hop insiders who are close to 
“the street.” Yet despite FUBU’s undeniably positive emphasis on successful 
black artists and entrepreneurs, its ads also reproduce images of black hyper-
masculinity, toughness, and ghetto authenticity, playing into longstanding 
stereotypes. These stereotypes become all the more troubling in light of the 
growing number of young white males who purchase FUBU’s clothes. Rizzo 
argues that as suburban white youth adopt the markers of urban blackness 
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associated with FUBU, blackness is reduced to a commodity that can be 
worn and then just as easily tossed aside.

Together, the essays gathered in this collection offer a fresh perspective 
on the multivalent relationships that exist between producers and consum-
ers by focusing on testimonials as sites of cultural and commercial exchange. 
These essays highlight the myriad ways that testimonials and the commodi-
ties they promote operate within the American marketplace to facilitate the 
formation of individual and collective identities. Over time, testimonials 
themselves have become objects of commodification, granted in exchange 
for financial remuneration in the form of endorsements, as well as offered 
freely as outgrowth of customer satisfaction. Whether promoting the shared 
goals of a community of consumers or the aspirational acquisition of goods 
and services identified with celebrity sportsmen, performers, and other pub-
lic figures, testimonial advertising to this day captures the “spirit of emula-
tion” noted by advertising executive Stanley Resor in the 1920s. Even in the 
media-saturated twenty-first century, in which magazine readers know that 
the familiar faces looking up at them from print ads are likely being hand-
somely recompensed and favorite television commercials featuring “on the 
street” testimony are replayed on YouTube, testimonial advertising remains 
big news and big business. The essays in this volume outline the historical 
development and entrenchment of this common practice, which is now so 
often taken for granted as an inevitable part of any marketing campaign.
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C h a p t e r  1

Testimonials in Silk: 
Juba and the 
Legitimization of 
American Blackface 
Minstrelsy in Britain1

Stephen Johnson

In the Dance Collection of the Library and Museum of the Performing 
Arts, New York Public Library, there exists a rare document of the history 
of advertising. It is a large piece of a lightweight and delicate silk, approxi-
mately 18 by 24 inches, containing printed black ink text and the vestiges of 
a gold-leaf filigree that identify it as a souvenir from the 1848 appearance of 
the African-American dancer Juba at Vauxhall Gardens, London, England 
(figure 1.1).2 The silk is impressive, first of all, because it is an unusually 
well-preserved example of this easily-degraded material, and one of the best 
of a number of extant silk souvenirs in the New York Public Library, printed 
for theatrical special occasions.3 Its survival is astonishing. In the rarified 
world of nineteenth-century popular performance, for which evidence is so 
scarce, its mere existence makes it valuable, and the fact that it is a physical 
document, handled by people who witnessed the performance, creates an 
almost fetishistic response to its examination.

This particular object, however, is unusual in a number of other ways. 
It is the largest example of its kind in the New York Public Library sys-
tem, and most likely one of the largest extant anywhere. It is a souvenir of 
a nondramatic dance performance from a less-than-polite circus-oriented 
venue. It pays tribute to a performer of color in a performance idiom that 
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was aggressively racist. And it is also strangely unattractive. The “Vauxhall 
Silk” has no illustration at all, let alone of Juba. There is none of the playful-
ness of typography available to the typesetters of the day, or on view in 
other examples of silk souvenirs.4 There is nothing that catches the eye. It 

Figure 1.1 “The Vauxhall Silk.” Royal Vauxhall Gardens: Opinions of the London press on 
the performances of Mr. G. W. Pell’s Serenaders, 1848.
Source: Courtesy Jerome Robbins Dance Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, 
Astor, Lenox, Tilden Foundations.
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consists of the most ordinary of newspaper type, in column upon column 
of excerpted reviews describing and praising one performer. It is visually 
boring—or at least that is my judgment looking back from the twenty-first 
century. What could have convinced publicity-obsessed performers and 
company and venue managers to settle on this design?

This artifact constitutes what in microhistory is called the “exceptional 
normal,” or the attribute that appears unusual to the historian but not, appar-
ently, to the subject-culture.5 It stands out as too large, too “popular” in sub-
ject, and too mundane in its design; but in this respect, form fits function, 
since the purpose of the Vauxhall Silk is as “testament” to the art of “Boz’s 
Juba,” who as a performer of color in an otherwise racially segregated form 
of entertainment, the minstrel show, can also be described as an “exceptional 
normal.” I will attempt in this essay to get past the visceral response to the silk 
and its subject in order to “get to” an understanding of their exceptional char-
acteristics. I believe the Vauxhall Silk, in particular, represents an attempt to 
utilize the testimonial to authorize the presence of this unusual dancer (and 
dance) on the bourgeois stage. More generally, the use of such testimonials 
appears to have been an important part of an effort by American blackface 
minstrels and minstrel companies to gain a foothold in Britain.

Making Minstrelsy Safe for the Middle Classes

The American blackface performer was not new to the British stage in 1848, 
but the idea of a full evening dedicated to such entertainment was. A number 
of individuals, most notably T. D. Rice, had been successful on tavern, circus, 
and variety stage from the 1830s. In their act, these white performers appeared 
in blackface, in the alleged costume of a southern plantation slave and speak-
ing with an (again, alleged) authentic dialect, in a performance combining 
song, dance, comic monologue, and parody. It was a kind of Americanized 
version of the much earlier Elizabethan jig: chaotic, clown-like, topically polit-
ical and salacious, and (unsurprisingly) intensely racist. Rice in particular had 
a large following in Britain, and many imitators, both American and British. 
From 1843, however, a variation on this character took hold in America with 
the formation of the Virginia Serenaders in New York, a group of four solo 
artists who booked a small venue and presented a stand-alone full evening’s 
entertainment. This was unheard of for blackface performance, and relatively 
uncommon for popular performance generally. Although this event may seem 
a minor development, it was in fact a notable event. In effect, the act of book-
ing a venue and advertising a full evening’s entertainment set these minstrels, 
clown-like mainstays of the circus, saloon, and theatrical entr’acte, in opposi-
tion to their former employers. Their immediate and unqualified commercial 
success in New York and other American urban areas established minstrelsy 
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as a separate genre of performance altogether. Ultimately, blackface minstrelsy 
became among the most popular genres of entertainment in nineteenth-
 century America, persisting as a major commercial vehicle until the 1920s, 
and continuing much longer in amateur cultures.6 But in the 1840s, it was a 
rebel form that was not supposed to exist.

There is a generally stated model for the minstrel show that includes a 
three-part structure—performances by urban black characters in dandy cos-
tume, a variety “olio,” and a rural plantation finale. The early years of min-
strelsy had no such rigidity, although there were some common attributes. 
Performers were white Anglo-Americans who “blacked up” with burnt cork, 
or by other means. They purported to be imitating (or “delineating”) the 
authentic culture of southern plantation slaves, in dress, speech, song, and 
dance. This conceit appears to have provided a license to enact mutual dis-
agreements with cultures of power through parody, while at the same time 
disempowering through ridicule a growing population of runaway and freed 
slaves. Despite this mimetic veneer, however, strong evidence of a clown 
culture persisted. Some performers wore long, oversized clown shoes, some 
the large, extravagant collars that could hide the entire head. The dress was 
typically ragged, whether vaguely rural or urban, with outlandish colors and 
patches variously defended as authentic, but at times almost harlequin-like.

In general the party sat in a line or semicircle, holding an array of instru-
ments. The two “endmen” were the most essential feature, one played the 
tambourine (which was more like an Irish borrin), and the other played 
the “bones” (related to the Spanish castanets and Anglo-folk “spoons”). The 
third essential instrument was the quite new and exotic banjo—recently 
commercialized from an instrument common in southern slave culture, 
and in this early incarnation unfretted and comprised of five strings. Other 
instruments included the fiddle and (less often) the accordion. The enter-
tainment included a range of popular dialect songs, which might be topical, 
sentimental, highly sexual, or entirely nonsensical; they were interrupted or 
accompanied by raucous dances, comic monologues, burlesques, and dia-
logues dependent on the bad pun. Overall, the troupe appeared to be wild, 
nearly out of control during performances, and, because of the inferiority of 
their “black” personae, incapable of formal structure. The genre was in some 
measure a parody of the polite concert format of groups like the Hutchinson 
family, who were American concert singers popular at the time.7

A good deal has been written about the complexities of this new perfor-
mance genre, emphasizing the difficult-to-read attitudes toward race, class, 
and gender, often contradictory and embedded in the same imagery.8 What 
is significant for this discussion is that at its inception it was a working-
class entertainment and in general pitched at a male audience. Early success, 
however, led to a proliferation of troupes and greater competition. This in 
turn initiated an effort to broaden the audience. To some extent this was an 
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act of reclamation: minstrels had performed at circuses, frequented by chil-
dren, and variety houses had at least some women audience members. Most 
important, however, was the effort by minstrelsy to accommodate the mid-
dle classes.9 During the first ten years of minstrelsy, we can see a stabiliza-
tion and gentrification of the venues leased and rented, from basements and 
saloons to “mechanics halls” and legitimate (if lesser) theatres. The nature 
of the entertainments, though still raucous, were self-censored for obvious 
reasons; the references were less sexual, the lyrics more sentimental. If the 
minstrel performer still defined the body out of control, and the roots of the 
form were still clearly from urban streets, ports, and levees, ways were found 
to make that body safe.10

Nowhere is this shift more evident than in the early tours to England. British 
culture held an ambivalent place in American culture, at once resented and 
imitated. American performing arts relied heavily on imported British plays, 
songs, and entertainers, who appealed to a middle-class belief in European 
cultural superiority, and to still-strong immigrant ties across all classes. In 
return, American performers regularly traveled to Britain, because the supe-
rior ease of touring and relative density of population created financial oppor-
tunities, and because (then as now) it carried a critical cachet back home. The 
ambivalent longing-and-resentment of such cultural dependency is exempli-
fied by the pioneering American showman P. T. Barnum, who toured Britain 
in the mid-1840s with the young midget “General Tom Thumb.” Barnum 
implemented an aggressive campaign to pitch his protegé—both as exhibition 
of difference and as exhibition of skilled performer—to the British middle 
classes and aristocracy, while at the same time writing regularly published 
letters home pitching American values and skills at the expense of the anti-
democratic, class-oriented British. His triumphant tour abroad increased his 
respectability (and breadth of audience) back in New York; his pro-American 
letters maintained his working-class popularity. This was still necessary in an 
America that had not yet reached the population watershed that would allow 
for the segregation of its performance venues along class lines.11 Economic 
prosperity was most fully assured by an appeal “across the board.” Not sur-
prisingly, Barnum’s lessons were not lost on the early minstrel troupes; the 
Virginia Serenaders traveled to Britain only months after they “invented” the 
form, and in the ensuing years dozens of imitators landed at Liverpool and 
Dover. The British press regularly announced a glut of such “delineators” and 
a (hoped for) decline in their appeal, but they kept coming, until finally they 
were both accepted and thoroughly anglicized.12

Playing to Everyone: The First Ethiopian Tour

The effort to broaden the public viewership of the American minstrel show 
in Britain is nowhere better expressed than in the 1846 tour of the Ethiopian 
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Serenaders, which in effect made minstrelsy safe for mass consumption.13 
That tour began with a testimonial distributed in advance of the troupe’s ini-
tial appearance, promoting their quality. An early critic reports as follows:

We perused with intense pleasure the diplomatic document, politely trans-
mitted to us by Mr. Germon, who acts as the Ethiopian Chief. First, there 
is a protocol, signed by L. C. F. Fatio, captain of the U.S. Maine, of such an 
unprecedented nature, that we feel convinced it must create an immense sen-
sation in the musical world, and we hasten to submit it to our readers:—
Washington City, United Stages Treasury Department, Sept. 12, 1844.
Sir—It is with great pleasure I forward to you the letter of the Honourable 
Charles Wickliffe, the Postmaster-General of the United States, containing 
likewise the recommendation of the Honourable George M. Bibb, Secretary 
of the Treasury of the US, who, along with the Hon. John C. Calhoun, 
Secretary of State, and the Hon. J. Y. Mason, Secretary of the Navy, were pre-
sent at the President’s mansion last evening, and who witnessed your delight-
ful performance of the negro character.
I am authorized by the President of the United States to inform you that 
both his lady and himself were highly pleased, and authorise you, when you 
arrive in England, to make mention of this fact, if you think it will aid you in 
forwarding your views as Ethiopian minstrels. The venerable Mrs. Madison, 
our late lamented President’s widow, was likewise present, and expressed her-
self much amused. Permit me to hope your contemplated trip to England will 
prove one of profit, as well as of pleasure, and allow me, in conclusion, to wish 
you health and a speedy attainment of your desires.
Very respectfully; I remain,
Your obedient humble servant,
(Signed) L. C. F. Fatio, Captain United States Marine.
To Mr. Germon, for the Ethiopians14

The authenticity of this letter aside—there is some evidence for a presiden-
tial performance (for President Tyler)15—this testimonial serves several clear 
functions. It “authorises” the performance as suitable for an educated audi-
ence of mixed gender and mixed ages. It emphasizes the unusual charac-
ter of the performance through the “unprecedented” nature of a letter of 
endorsement from the President of the United States. And finally, though 
less overtly, the letter endorses the uniquely American character of the per-
formance by emphasizing both the specificity of the imitation (“your per-
formance of the negro character”—meaning the plantation slave), and the 
sense of “mission” in a British tour (“forwarding your views as Ethiopian 
minstrels”). There is in this at least a hint that the letter views minstrelsy as 
a means to exhibit American culture abroad, in a similar manner to the exhi-
bition of African, Asian, Middle Eastern, and South American culture and 
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performance popular with the British middle classes at this time—a line of 
defense and promotion that was unquestionably used by minstrel perform-
ers in Britain. Their own concerns are also clearly, if indirectly, expressed in 
this letter—that a middle-class audience will not attend a stand-alone eve-
ning of their performances, even once, because of the potential for impro-
priety. The minstrel show as a separate business model could not surprise its 
audience at the saloon or as an entr’acte of a play; a testimonial such as this 
advocated for an initial trial, at which point the proof would have to be in 
the performance—whatever that performance may have become.

On the face of it, the Ethiopian Serenaders exhibited the basic traits of 
the genre. Songs were sung in dialect, imitations of the sounds of the city 
were created, sometimes with every instrument and a kind of whole-body 
playing and dancing at once. A popular feature was the “celebrated railroad 
overture” in which all instruments imitated what was then a new technol-
ogy. G. W. Pell, in particular, the much-praised star of the troupe, embodied 
the popular traditions of minstrelsy as the (clearly) out-of-control clown, 
with a huge collar and bow, a frantic manner, bad jokes, and an extraordi-
nary skill at percussion. But the changes from its working-class and street 
culture were apparent. Instead of a saloon, or as part of the bill of a theatre, 
the Serenaders booked the St James, a concert hall, where they played in 
repertory with a French-language theatre company, amateur theatricals, and 
classical concerts. By association, they were another alternative but respect-
able performance idiom, exotic but only slightly suspect. Instead of the rag-
ged or garish costumes of other minstrel troupes, the Serenaders dressed 
in formal wear, apparently starting what became a standard feature of the 
genre, emblazoned with a bright yellow waistcoat for a neat, if sporting, 
appearance (Pell seems to have been the exception to this change, adapting 
his new apparel to the needs of his clowning). Most important, however, 
was the singing. Reviews of their first appearances, of course, mention their 
humor and discuss the relative authenticity of their “delineations” of plan-
tation slaves, but the surprise to the critics was the high skill of the harmo-
nies they presented at the St James.16 This is not to say that other minstrels, 
performing for other types of audiences, did not sing in harmony; however, 
it seems clear that the Serenaders cast powerful voices in central roles, and 
highlighted multipart harmonies as a basic feature of the form. That this 
had not been a feature is evidenced by the fact that Pell—a child star of the 
minstrel stage, brother of one of the original Virginia Serenaders, and by this 
time an old hand (at twenty-one)—did not sing.17 The troupe performed as 
a true concert, without burlesque afterpieces or other distractions. It was in 
some respects not like the minstrel troupes that came before or after; but 
this should not be surprising, considering its goal was to attract a new class 
of audience.
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The Ethiopian Serenaders succeeded beyond their expectations. They 
remained in Britain, based at the St James, for nearly two years, playing 
a number of extended seasons for three nights each week, expanding their 
audience demographic the longer they stayed and the more familiar they 
became with the performance culture of the city. The clientele at their con-
certs included both women and men with social pretensions, but from a 
range of social positions. The Serenaders added weekly morning concerts 
for the benefit of children. They involved themselves with charitable fund-
raisers, exposing their work to the minor aristocracy, who paid attention; 
they subsequently performed at private functions (including a birthday cel-
ebration). Finally, in December of 1846, word having reached the Royal 
Court, they traveled to Arundel Castle outside of London for an evening’s 
Royal Command Performance before Queen Victoria, Prince Albert, and 
the (now aged) Duke of Wellington; and they were subsequently invited in 
July of the following year to present a special concert to the Royal children 
at the St James.

This extraordinary achievement—for an entertainment that had only 
recently emerged out of American and British saloons and circuses—
did not preclude performances further down the social scale. Although 
the Serenaders do not appear to have toured outside of London (itself an 
unusual decision, given touring practices of the time), they were not idle 
during their four dark nights each week; they traveled to the neighborhood 
theatres within easy striking distance, performing for audiences that no 
doubt could not have entered the St James.18 Documentation is scarce, but I 
would argue that this troupe’s conscious strategy was to perform for as many 
people in the city of London as was humanly possible. In an interview with 
journalist Henry Mayhew in the early 1850s, a lowly street minstrel born 
and bred in London emphasizes with pride that he learned his craft “from 
Pell at the St James.”19 It seems inconceivable that this individual would have 
entered that concert hall; I would instead argue that, as a matter of policy, 
Pell and his colleagues performed where such performers could see them, 
even in the local saloon (undocumented, of course). In effect, the tour estab-
lished a pattern for the spectatorship of blackface minstrelsy as completely 
democratic, and therefore completely American. While this strategy may 
have had some nationalist ideology attached to it, as an entertainment for 
all people from a society that disdained class difference, the reasons were 
most likely economic. Having come from a society in which the popula-
tions were significantly smaller, there was a strong argument to be made 
not to specialize—American democratic taste was also good business. The 
net result, however, was to promulgate what was an entertainment that was 
clearly “set” in America and, through the character “delineation,” the banjo, 
and the lyrics, establish an American “brand.”
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This first minstrel testimonial may have been most useful when the 
Ethiopian Serenaders first arrived in London; but it is striking that, other-
wise, this and any other testimonials are absent from the promotional mate-
rial. Certainly all submissions to the press—including copies of letters such 
as this one—constitute publicity, but in a broad survey of the advertise-
ments for their appearance at the St James, which were repeated, regular, 
and ubiquitous, I have found only one paid advertisement where reference 
to this testimonial was included (in John Bull, January 17, 1846). It may be 
that a letter from America did not impress a British audience, even from 
the office of the President (whose celebrity status should not be assumed). 
It appears to have been valuable as leverage to convince this particular critic 
to attend a performance and to take it seriously; his subsequent review was 
glowing. It may also have been circulated privately, and even reached politi-
cal and diplomatic circles, though this cannot be proven.

What is perhaps more surprising is that there is also no evidence that 
the Royal Command Performance, or other aristocratic appearances, were 
utilized in the troupe’s advertising during this first, seminal run in London. 
The appeal of the Royal performance would seem to be obvious, certainly 
of greater value than a performance for the American President; the two 
made the same case for the appeal of minstrelsy across class, gender, and 
age—Pell famously made the dour Duke of Wellington laugh. There are a 
number of possible reasons for the absence of such a promotion. The most 
obvious is the general absence of testimonial advertising in London newspa-
pers; it simply does not seem to have been a strategy at the time, perhaps for 
financial reasons.20 But it is also pertinent that the troupe was not touring 
new cities and venues, had a long-standing performance commitment, and 
so perhaps did not need this kind of publicity. Perhaps a Royal Command 
performance, again because of the long-standing ties with the same urban 
culture over two years, was simply known by those who would be impressed 
and did not need to be broadcast. And, finally, perhaps such advertising 
would have had a negative effect on some portion of their intended, exceed-
ingly broad audience. All of these are unproven, and the first explanation—
that testimonials were not generally used for London newspaper advertising 
in 1846—seems the most credible. For whatever reasons, after the initial 
stimulus from America, the first Serenaders advertised (apparently) entirely 
through a constant round of performance, everywhere and to everyone.

Putting the “Boz” in “Juba”: Testimonial Advertising 
and the Second London Appearance

The Ethiopian Serenaders returned to the United States late in 1847, 
appearing in the northeast briefly before disbanding.21 G. W. Pell, however, 
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reconstituted the troupe almost immediately, and returned to England in 
early June of 1848 with entirely different performers. Although it was in fact 
a new troupe, because all performers were in character and “blacked up” in 
any case, audiences would almost certainly have taken the appearance of the 
“Ethiopian Serenaders” as the return of a well-known fixture of the commu-
nity, and not of a new commodity. In contrast to that first tour, testimonials 
were used in an aggressive publicity campaign in 1848; and although that 
campaign made regular reference to the popular run at the St James, and 
invoked the performances for Queen Victoria and other members of the 
aristocracy, its overwhelming focus was on the one performer who could be 
clearly distinguished from the troupe’s previous incarnation, “Boz’s Juba.” 
He was distinguished in part because his dance was from every account 
extraordinary and certainly new to audiences in Britain. But he was also 
distinguished because he was a performer of color, and was not in blackface, 
appearing with a troupe of white men in blackface, and in an otherwise 
segregated form. Whoever devised the publicity campaign for Juba and the 
Ethiopian Serenaders—whether Pell or Juba himself—it effectively capital-
ized on both characteristics through the judicious appropriation of eyewit-
ness description.

First and foremost, from the moment “Juba” arrived in London his char-
acter and performance was attached to the name Boz, Charles Dickens’ early 
pen name, and more specifically to a passage from his book American Notes. 
Dickens had toured New York City late in 1841, and in his record of this 
journey (a book for which he was maligned in America), he visited a dance 
house in the notorious slum, Five Points. He described a young dancer there 
as follows:

Suddenly the lively hero dashes in to the rescue. Instantly the fiddler grins, 
and goes at it tooth and nail; there is new energy in the tambourine; new 
laughter in the dancers; new brightness in the very candles. Single shuffle, 
double shuffle, cut and crosscut; snapping his fingers, rolling his eyes, turn-
ing in this knees, presenting the backs of his legs in front, spinning about 
on his toes and heels like nothing but the man’s fingers on the tambourine; 
dancing with two left legs, two right legs—two wooden legs, and two wire 
legs, two spring legs—all sorts of legs and no legs, what is that to him? And in 
what walk of life or dance of life, does man ever get such stimulating applause 
as thunders about him when, having danced his partner off her feet, and him-
self too, he finishes by leaping gloriously on the bar-counter, and calling for 
something to drink, with a chuckle of a million of counterfeit Jim Crows in 
one inimitable sound!22

This description is a richly poetic and sentimental evocation of a joyful 
moment (and movement) in an otherwise harrowing account of life in the 
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slums. The surrounding description upset New Yorkers: gothic depictions of 
tenements overcrowded with sleeping black bodies in pitch-blackness, of the 
notorious Tombs prison, and of pigs wandering the streets with abandon. 
Dickens was so clearly despondent during his tour of Five Points that the 
vivaciousness of one dancer during a brief respite in a basement dance house 
became, in his memorial to the event, a cause for celebration.

From the outset, the Ethiopian Serenaders featured by name “Boz’s 
Juba” along with this quotation (which became a ubiquitous part of any 
announcement or review for the rest of this performer’s career). As a testi-
monial, it is in most respects at odds with the “presidential” offering for the 
Serenaders’ first tour. That letter was offered—or solicited—with the con-
scious intent of authorizing both the skill of artifice and the trust that can 
be placed in specific performers to be circumspect in what they perform. 
The Dickens testimonial by contrast was appropriated from an existing text 
without permission (and without any subsequent reference by the author. 
Indeed, whether out of ignorance or a lack of interest, Dickens seems not to 
have mentioned this widespread exploitation of these words to such finan-
cial purpose. Neither explanation is convincing, and his silence remains a 
mystery). The resulting, constructed testimonial validates the wild abandon 
of the performer, as well as the exhibition of natural—and not artificial—
skill. It is a picture of exotic being, not of instructive decorum. And it is, 
perhaps most important, a nonspecific reference to the exuberance of a race, 
not to a named individual. Of course, the individual that arrived in London 
in 1848 may have been the same individual Dickens saw and described late 
in 1841. A performer named “Juba” certainly lived and worked in New York 
City during that period, and in that area of the city. He had been a child 
performer (as “Master Juba”) in New York with and for P. T. Barnum, a 
“champion” competitive and theatrical dancer in the northeastern United 
States, and a popular performer on working-class American saloon, variety, 
and minstrel stages. But for the record, there is no concrete contemporary 
evidence that the two “bodies” were the same, and there is no association of 
the names Boz and Juba until the June 1848 arrival in London.

Although the truth of this association is of interest, it is in fact signif-
icant that we cannot be certain of the performer’s identity.23 By historical 
tradition the performer who arrived in London as “Boz’s Juba” in 1848, and 
who danced in New York prior to this, was a man named William Henry 
Lane. However, there is no mention of this name in any advertising, reviews, 
or broadsides related to this figure for the Serenaders’ tour—only his stage 
name was used. This contrasts with all other (white) performers in the 
early minstrel show, who went to great lengths to advertise their individual 
names, and their race (that is, that they were in fact “white”). In this respect 
these performers were advertising their own skill at the “delineation” of an 
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original American type, and their own control over that delineation. “Juba” 
in America was not separated from his stage character in any way, however 
highly praised for his distinct skills as a dancer, and for his skill at parodying 
other dancers. He was “being” and not acting; and as “Boz’s Juba” in Britain, 
he was further cast as a representative of his race, performing “the National 
Songs and Dances of his country” and “the dances of his own simple peo-
ple on festive occasions.”24 Boz’s description, too, was representative, and in 
the absence of other evidence, any young dancer of color coming to Britain 
might have made use of this description—if he could.

A testimonial from the pen of Dickens—however it was constructed—
provided the strongest endorsement possible in Britain at this time. His 
was a powerful voice that spoke across class lines; any association attracted 
just the broad-based attention the minstrel troupe was after. This populist 
appeal suited their primary London venue, Vauxhall Gardens, the nature of 
which stands in many respects in stark contrast to the St James. Vauxhall 
was south of the Thames, reached by foot, carriage, and the earliest of train 
travel.25 It was a large outdoor venue, with extensive tree-lined walks past 
arbors and cafes, and instrumental and vocal concerts. The London dark-
ness arrives late in the summer, but artificial light was still provided, and 
at dusk there was a fireworks display. Such gardens had been a feature of 
London summer life for many years, though they had fallen on hard times 
more recently; Dickens himself (as “Boz”) had written about the prospective 
sadness of such a place, in the cold light of day, in one of his early sketches.26 
This particular year, however, the manager (Wardell) had made a widely 
praised effort to return Vauxhall to something like a commercial and critical 
success, and most especially to draw from the widest possible cross-section 
of society for his patronage. He did this through discounted tickets for the 
working classes, and specially organized events for the aristocracy; and he 
appears to have succeeded. To some extent he attracted different audiences 
on different nights and to different parts of the garden; but to some extent, 
as was the tradition of such gardens in the summer, Vauxhall in 1848 did 
seem to provide a space where cultures mixed.27

Rain or shine—unfortunately for Mr. Wardell, it was a rainy summer—
there was an indoor establishment called the Rotunda open to all patrons, 
either standing or sitting in prebooked boxes. The entertainment varied 
from year to year, but during the second half of the 1840s Wardell suc-
cessfully turned it into a circus, presented in the round. The bill, which 
was advertised with times for each participant, included among others: Van 
Amburgh, a lion-tamer; Barry, a clown and acrobat; Mlle. Marie Macarte 
with a troupe of Equestrians, in a display of acrobatic horsemanship; and the 
Ethiopian Serenaders. On the face of it, the context of performance appears 
to return Pell and his troupe to their roots in a rougher performance culture, 
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the circus, just one of a number of acts on a bill rather than a stand-alone 
entertainment form, surrounded by the smells and other distractions that 
come from sharing a stage with animals. But, in fact, Vauxhall Gardens 
allowed the Serenaders to perform to a wide range of class cultures, from a 
working clientele with some leisure money, to the minor aristocracy, slum-
ming though they might have been. It allowed for performances at special 
events for children, for dignitaries, and for women.28 On the one hand, 
the roots of the Serenaders in American popular and folk forms would be 
exposed by the animals and acrobats that surrounded the Vauxhall perfor-
mance; on the other hand, that context also reinforced the extent of the 
minstrel shows previous widespread exposure. It was now a distinct form, as 
well-known and popular as any other.

The description attached to Juba was so attractive to read, and to speak 
aloud, that it was reprinted repeatedly in newspapers across London, imme-
diately extending the length of any press dedicated to Juba, and increasing 
his profile. The same was true in the simple listing of performers; since no 
such poetic evocation existed for Mr. Barry the clown (for example), his ref-
erence was slight compared with a performer who, while probably no more 
prominent on the bill, appeared to be the headliner by virtue of inches of 
copy.29 Juba benefited greatly from this testimonial, and Pell benefited by 
association, for although Juba was frequently billed separately at Vauxhall, 
he was also clearly marked as part of the troupe.

The advertising campaign for this incarnation of the Serenaders did not 
end here, however. The quotation by Dickens appears to have been inspi-
rational, and whether planned or not, reviews of Juba’s dance themselves 
became uncommonly poetic. Some descriptions emphasized comparison 
with other dances, ranging from the Highland fling to Romantic ballet. 
Some emphasized a racialized national character. But overwhelmingly, 
descriptions emphasized the contradictory ideas that Juba’s body was out 
of control (as noted, a common conceit of early minstrelsy), while his feet 
were nevertheless creating an entirely controlled percussion. One example 
follows:

VAUXHALL GARDENS.—The instant focus of attraction is the Ethiopian 
Band of Serenaders, headed by the celebrated Pell, the Paganini of the bone 
castanets, who earned such loads of laurels at the St. James’s Theatre, and a 
new comer who rejoices in the name of Juba, a genuine nigger. He is quite 
a youth, with a joyous expression of features, and sings the nigger songs 
with a rich gusto not to be imagined by those who have not heard him. 
His volubility is astounding, and his perfect enjoyment of his own efforts 
is quite delicious. He trills, he shakes, he screams, he laughs, as though by 
the very genius of African melody. He would be the Mario and Lablache of 
a negro opera-house at Timbuctoo. But his dancing cast into the shade all 
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previous choreographic efforts. St. Vitus was a mere figurant compared to 
Juba. His limbs seems to be formed of catouchouc [sic] slightly diluted with 
gutta percha [note: caoutchouc and gutta percha are forms of rubber]—
hence his elasticity and aplomb. Neither the great nor little Vestris, nor 
St. Leon, nor Perrot, may be compared with Juba. His pedal execution is 
a thing to wonder at, if his f lexibility of muscle did not confound us. He 
jumps, he capers, he crosses his legs, he stamps his heels, he dances on his 
knees, on his ankles, he ties his limbs into double knots, and untwists them 
as one might a skein of silk, and all these marvels are done in strict time 
and appropriate rhythm—each note has its correspondent step and action. 
Now he languishes, now burns, now love seems to sway his motions, and 
anon rage seems to impel his steps. Juba’s plantation dance is a sort of terp-
sichorean illustration of Collins’s “Ode on the Passions.” One feat which he 
achieves with his feet excites our especial wonder: he absolutely dances with 
one foot on the ground and the other never off it. Everybody should go and 
see Juba.30

Much has been made of such descriptions in recent years in an effort to 
argue that Juba’s dance was so difficult to describe, and so seemingly exotic 
to these eyewitnesses, because it had deep roots in an African aesthetic.31 
That may be, but for this discussion it is more important that the conceit of 
these writers—following closely that of Dickens—portrayed a dance both 
indescribable and inspirational. The use of the Dickens quotation stimu-
lated what was, in effect if not in intent, a creative writing contest among 
critics, multiplying the number of descriptions that the troupe might appro-
priate as endorsements. This is the source for the souvenir Silk that, I sug-
gest, is an early version of the press kit, and an early appropriation of the 
review-as-testimonial.

Testimonial In Extremis: The Northern Tour

Pell, Juba, and the Ethiopian Serenaders left London in the Fall of 1848 
for a tour that took them to many large- and medium-sized urban cen-
ters in the Midlands, the northern industrial regions around Sheffield and 
Manchester, and into Scotland; with a brief return to London, they were on 
the road until the summer of 1850. A review of the periodicals in a number 
of these cities shows quite clearly that the troupe not only continued their 
testimonial advertising campaign, but also intensified it. Their appearance 
in Stirling, Scotland, can serve as an example. The Stirling Observer’s antic-
ipatory article about their appearance (August 30, 1849) quotes the Dickens 
description in full. In addition, the paid advertisement in the same issue 
invokes the Royal Command Performance of the previous tour, promising 
“several celebrated pieces, as sung before her Majesty Queen Victoria, Prince 
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Albert, and Suite, at Arundel Castle.” The same advertisement includes the 
following:

The following Note has been sent by order of his Grace the Duke of 
Devonshire, to G. W. Pell, (the original bones) from America:—
Devonshire-house, Piccadilly, London, December 22, 1848.
Dear Sir,—I am directed by his Grace the Duke of Devonshire to inform you 
how much pleased himself and Friends were by the performance of yourself 
and Company at his House, and also at your public concert. I am glad, also, 
of this opportunity to add my testimony to the excellence of your amusing 
and harmonious entertainment. Wishing you success in your tour, dear Sir, 
yours very faithfully,
Charles Coote, Pianist to his Grace.

These testimonials span two tours and an almost complete change of per-
sonnel, and represent a departure from the London appearance, which sel-
dom distracted attention from the description by Dickens. Attracting an 
audience on the road requires greater effort, however; if one testimonial 
fails, another might succeed. In addition, a writer in the Sterling Journal and 
Advertiser (August 31, 1849), reviewing what seems to have been a press per-
formance, includes the following:

Do you wish to be brought into a merry mood, to riot in fun and laugh-
ter? Then go and see Juba. Do you love to indulge in a melancholy train of 
thought? Then place fifty miles between you and Juba—for even the most 
excruciating twinge of demoniac gout itself could not raise upon the face 
of one of its greatest and most irritable martyrs the slightest symptom of 
a painful contortion, while he remained within the sphere of the laughter-
laden atmosphere with which Juba surrounds himself. The Morning Post says 
of him. . . . 

The writer then prints—in full, at length, in a smaller font than his own 
words—the description quoted above from the London newspaper. This 
raises the number of testimonials to members of the Ethiopian Serenaders in 
Stirling to five, prior to the run. It also continues what now clearly appears 
to have been a deliberate campaign to encourage writers to out-Dickens 
Dickens, by providing the local press with the London reviews. In gen-
eral the local reviewers did not acknowledge this provision, but (by way of 
corroboration) the Perthshire Constitutional (September 12, 1849) quotes a 
different London paper with this admonition: “. . . we candidly assure our 
readers we have selected it as being the least rapturous in its admiration. . . .” 
He had a selection from which to choose, which could only have come from 
the minstrels themselves. The evidence suggests, then, that the Ethiopian 
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Serenaders aggressively distributed press clippings as they traveled, and 
that these clippings continued what had become a campaign inviting peo-
ple to attempt to describe the indescribable Juba. This provided more press 
devoted to this tour than is evident in other touring variety performers dur-
ing the same period, certainly far more than for any other minstrel perform-
ers of the time. It also provided, not only from London but from Sheffield, 
Manchester, Liverpool, and elsewhere, an extraordinary body of writing 
about dance.

Unpacking the Silk: Middle-Class Decorum and 
the Suppression of Playful Typography

First of all, based on the documentation presented here, I suggest that what 
is printed on the silk souvenir is a one-page compilation of reviews cre-
ated by the Ethiopian Serenaders as part of their testimonial-based British 
advertising campaign. It includes all London reviews later mentioned in 
provincial papers, and many more besides. If printed on paper, a page of 
this size could easily be carried in bulk for distribution to local reviewers. 
Alternatively, a silk souvenir itself might have been the means by which the 
reviews were distributed to the press; there is no way of knowing, though 
the greater expense of the silk argues against the prospect. Either way, the 
production of a silk version of these reviews for distribution to spectators at 
Vauxhall is not unreasonable, if we consider the spectator as another partic-
ipant in this campaign. The reviewers, in their poetic incapacity to describe 
the dance adequately, repeatedly admonish spectators to see for themselves 
and, by extension, attempt the description. In effect, so does the silk.

This does not, however, entirely explain the appearance of the silk, but 
only the content. For reviewers, it would be of no consequence how the page 
was constructed visually; economy of production and a desire to ensure a 
maximum number of reviews on one page would be the sole criteria. It may 
be that, with a page already composed in this way, it was simply an inexpen-
sive way to produce a souvenir, its dull appearance only a byproduct of its 
original purpose. It might also be argued that its visual presentation is both 
deliberate and persuasive; it impresses upon anyone who views it—whether 
on silk or paper—the number and range of positive responses to Juba’s dance 
(it even includes a review in German). It thus attests to the broad popularity 
of minstrel performance. But I believe there is more to its design.

Although newspapers in Britain at this time still generally printed as 
many words to a page as possible, in a six- or seven-column structure, there 
were alternatives. If a press sheet, or a hastily produced printed newspa-
per, required a uniform and efficient presentation, a silk souvenir had other 
models in the popular print and playbill, both of which were well established 



Figure 1.2 A playbill printed in Sheffield in the mid-1840s for a performance by a minstrel 
troupe at a saloon.
Source: Courtesy Central Reference Library, Sheffield, UK.
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by the late 1840s.32 The choice that had to be made, whether deliberate or 
not, can be best illustrated by two contrasting documents.

The first document is a playbill printed in Sheffield in the mid-1840s, 
prior to the appearance of the Ethiopian Serenaders, for a performance by a 
minstrel troupe at a saloon (figure 1.2). Its visual appearance, in my opinion, 
reflects the chaos of working-class minstrelsy. I count at least ten different 
kinds of type; some of the print runs vertically, and the line width is only 
occasionally justified. The imagery consists of crude woodcuts, which evoke 
movement surprisingly well, particularly in the twisted body of the right-
hand figure. The clown-like costuming and primitive instruments (includ-
ing an actual jawbone) are more prominent than the racial imperative of the 
blackface makeup. While certainly present in the print, race is depicted in 
the same way as the crosshatching of the costume and the soles of the feet, 
emphasizing its artificiality. The print emphasizes the ongoing relationship 
between performers and spectators based on past performances in Sheffield, 
as well as the twin sources of their appeal, hard work and an American cul-
ture. The bill explodes with the promise of entertainment. It is busy, playful, 
overloaded with information, with a view toward eye-catching display, and 
possibly appealing as a souvenir.

Many playbills from this period are similarly chaotic, and minstrelsy in 
particular, with its roots in that most itinerant of entertainments, the circus, 
pioneered the aggressive use of the street poster to create suspense.33 There 
is some indication that the Ethiopian Serenaders did not abandon this tradi-
tion as they toured. The reviewer from Stirling seemed genuinely impressed 
with this additional arm of the advertising campaign, as well as surprised:

WHO IS JUBA?—On Tuesday morning many of the inhabitants were not 
a little surprised to see huge placards upon the walls, with the mysterious 
announcement—“Juba, the world’s wonder, will shortly arrive in town.” 
Immediately the question arose, “Who is Juba?” No one could tell; there was 
the monster placard, but who or what the cabalistic letters “JUBA” signified 
all were alike ignorant. Was Juba a man or a woman, a beast or a bird, a fish or 
a reptile; or had some mischievous “printer’s de’il” invented the words merely 
to terrify the inhabitants by the anticipation of some coming evil? No one 
could say. (Stirling Observer August 30, 1849)

The poster is consistent with the traditions of the show business already 
associated with Barnum, who, as noted, had only recently toured in Britain. 
There are hints of its possibly garish, chaotic visual appearance embedded in 
the description above, as well as in other provincial reviews:

BOZ’S JUBA. JUBA, the inimitable Juba!—JUBA immortalized by 
Boz!—JUBA, the best Dancer living!—JUBA, the greatest wonder in the 
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world!—JUBA as “Miss Lucy Long,” (Original-in Character.)—JUBA 
in “Jenny, put the Kittle on”—JUBA in “Way down South”—JUBA in 
“Marriage Festival Dance”—JUBA in “Plantation Dance” [pointing finger] 
Juba is a perfect phenomenon, a genuine Son of the Southern clime, who 
will introduce the NATIONAL SONGS and DANCES of his country. . . . 
(Sheffield and Rotherham Independent October 28, 1848)

It is possible to imagine this text laid out in the manner of the Sheffield 
playbill. It is an appeal to an audience that did not read newspapers, con-
sistent with early minstrelsy’s attempt to attract the full range of patrons. It 
is also consistent with the other advertising strategies for this tour; indeed, 
the mystery promoted by the Stirling poster complements the testimonials, 
which are generally beside themselves with their delight in the mystery of 
the performance. This was an alternative model the Serenaders could, and 
to some extent did, use in their search for patronage. But it does not appear 
to have been their dominant strategy.

The second document is an image of the first Ethiopian Serenaders, 
taken from a sheet music cover, but reproduced in a number of contexts. 
I find three elements striking, in contrast to the Sheffield playbill. First 
of all, the costuming has been normalized and naturalized, to the point 
where the performers might walk out of the theatre and onto the street (or 
more likely, into a parlor as a house servant). The faces have likewise been 
naturalized, which means they have been racialized, so that there is no 
question of considering the artificiality of the performance. And finally—
the slightly melancholic poses of the endmen notwithstanding—almost all 
sense of movement has been eliminated from the image. These are in no 
way bodies out of control, nor are they indescribable. This image might eas-
ily be paired with an extant playbill from their appearance at the St James, 
which uses no more than three styles of font, is completely formal and 
symmetrical in composition, has no sense of playfulness, and no imag-
ery. Such documents are not designed to encourage a roving eye, or reex-
amination. They are designed to emphasize impersonation and decorum. 
Implicit in this image is the effort by minstrelsy to pitch itself to a senti-
mental, respectable patron, not as a troupe of wild circus clowns but as 
an authentic re-creation of an exotic culture. As such, minstrelsy was no 
different in its pedagogical efforts from the exhibitions of other cultures 
previously mentioned—Bedouin Arabs, Kaffir Zulus, Bushmen, Maori, 
among  others—with which it so often shared advertising space in the news-
papers.34 However much middle-class audiences laughed once they were in 
the theatre, it was not laughter that justified their attendance. Curiosity 
fuelled their visits, of course, but this was justified by the promise of self-
improvement and moral uplift.35



S t e p h e n  J o h n s o n42

Conclusion: Writing as Seeing

Testimonials might be used as the authorization to attend a performance, 
and as the validation for that performance; they can excite potential patrons 
by passionate admonition, and they can calm moral and emotional fears 
with the promise that the performance will not offend or hurt.36 In this case, 
I can draw a complex set of conclusions, fitting for a complex form of enter-
tainment. The testimonials respecting Juba based on the Dickens descrip-
tion created a kind of contest among critics to match the description; the silk 
in effect invites the reader to attend the performance and do the same. This 
is an inclusive, antiauthoritarian use of the testimonial. It is even possible to 
argue, beyond this invitation, that there is an irony in the invitation, since 
the descriptions conspire against the very possibility of accurate description. 
Advertisements are, after all, not records of reception; it may be that audi-
ences attended a minstrel performance, watched Juba, and felt either cheated 
or, more likely, contentedly entertained but not in the way they had thought 
(pace Barnum).

Writing, however, is a way of thinking, and the emphasis on print in 
this case focuses attention on the potential, at least, of accurate description. 
The frequent admonition of the failure of language in these reviews may be 
subversive, in a way; but the reviews themselves by their number advocate 
writing, and the description of performance through words, as a way of 
seeing performance. A potential spectator attends the performance, review 
in hand, in order to attempt a description. It is a rational and controlled 
response that fits well with the pedagogical imperative of the middle class, 
the interest in the exotic exhibition, and the categorizations of Victorian 
ethnography. The formal visual structure and the emphasis on text in the 
advertisements for these patrons argue more for this un-ironic, un-playful 
response. There is no wild abandon here, though there is, for the historian, 
a welcome increase in the number of valuable documents that make the 
attempt to capture the event.37

Two brief responses to the Ethiopian Serenaders reinforce the complex 
field of audience responses with which the minstrel men had to contend. 
The first is from the industrial town of Huddersfield: “The performances 
of Boz’s Juba have created quite a sensation in the gallery, who greeted 
his marvellous feats of dancing with thunders of applause and a standing 
encore.”38 The second is from a performance for a middle-class audience in 
Manchester: “many were the handkerchiefs employed to conceal the smoth-
ered laughter of their fair owners.”39 The “gallery crowd” of Huddersfield 
responded to the minstrel performance with a whole-body percussive par-
ticipation. The “fair” spectators of the middle-class venue required an inter-
mediary between themselves and the minstrels.

It was a handkerchief, perhaps made of silk.
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Notes

1. Crucial research for this project was conducted by Diana Manole and Birgit 
Schreyer. For further information on early blackface minstrelsy in Britain, 
and the documentation and results of a research project on the subject, see 
The Juba Project at www.utm.utoronto.ca/~w3minstr/

2. The Vauxhall Silk was purchased for the New York Public Library’s Dance 
Collection in 1991. It is 18.5 inches across and 24.4 inches tall, mounted on 
an acid-free board with an additional 0.5 to 0.75 inches attached to the verso. 
Traces of fringe can be seen on the verso top and bottom. There are water 
stains on the front lower right and left, a brown stain (paint?) in the lower 
middle. The four corners have a floral filigree with traces of gold-leaf, and in 
the middle of the two side borders are small portraits of Queen Victoria and 
Prince Albert. The top and bottom middle borders have royal symbols (lion 
and unicorn, crown), as befits the venue, the “Royal” Vauxhall Gardens, 
though this designation was as spurious then as it is now. The printing on the 
silk is in columns 3.5 inches wide and 18 inches in length. The print appears 
to be from a press, but individual letters are surprisingly well defined under 
magnification.

3. The Billy Rose Theatre Collection in the New York Public Library has a good 
collection of silk programs and broadsides. I examined an array of examples 
from 1811 (a private theatrical by the Marquis of Bradford) to 1971 (for 
Fiddler on the Roof ). Most celebrate a specific number of performances (100), 
a singular performance, a charity benefit, or a benefit for an individual per-
former. Among the differences between these examples and the Vauxhall Silk 
is that it appears not to refer to a specific date. Silk programs can be found in 
most theatre collections, though not typically in large numbers.

4. For information on the use of type during this period, see Patricia Anderson, 
The Printed Image and the Transformation of Popular Culture, 1790–1860 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991). Although a playfulness in typesetting and 
use of illustration was not widespread in newspaper culture, it was avail-
able. Both were standard in posted performance bills and can be found in 
other extant silk souvenirs in the Billy Rose Theatre Collection, and in the 
Museum of the City of New York, for example.

5. See, for example, Giovanni Levi, “On Microhistory,” in New Perspectives 
on Historical Writing, ed. Peter Burke (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), 93–113; 
and Carlo Ginzburg, “Microhistory: Two or Three Things That I Know 
About It,” Critical Inquiry 20, 1 (Autumn, 1993): 10–35.

6. Blackface as a theatrical convention was still in use on American and British 
television in the 1960s. From personal experience, I know that service clubs 
in North America still used the form as a feature of fund-raising events in the 
1980s.

7. The Hutchinson Family was an American concert troupe that, while adver-
tising its cultural origins, performed a range of skilled vocal harmonies. 
The Court Gazette and Fashionable Guide, February 14, 1846, advertises the 
Hutchinsons and the Ethiopian Serenaders contiguously, clearly meant as 
comparative American performances.
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The history of early minstrelsy has been written with enthusiasm almost 
from its inception. T. Allston Brown published what amounts to a (surpris-
ingly accurate) documentary history in the New York Clipper in an 1876 
series, revised and expanded in 1912. An abundance of newspaper articles 
can be found in files and scrapbooks in the New York Public Library and the 
Harvard Theatre Collection, among other archives; by their existence and 
content, it appears that minstrelsy had a strongly loyal and long-lived fan 
base, which was keenly interested in the origin of the genre, and its change 
over time. For later narrative histories, see Carl Wittke, Tambo and Bones: 
A History of the American Minstrel Stage (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1930); Harry Reynolds, Minstrel Memories: The Story of Burnt Cork Minstrelsy 
in Great Britain from 1836 to 1927 (London: A. Rivers, 1928); Edward Leroy 
Rice, Monarchs of Minstrelsy, from “Daddy” Rice to Date (New York: Kenny 
Pub. Co. [c1911]); and especially Hans Nathan, Dan Emmett and the Rise of 
Early Negro Minstrelsy (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1962); 
and Robert C. Toll, Blacking Up: The Minstrel Show in Nineteenth Century 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974).

8. Eric Lott’s Love and Theft : Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working 
Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993) examines the complex psy-
chology and politics of that first, working-class audience; Dale Cockrell’s 
Demons of Disorder: Early Blackface Minstrels and their World (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997) and William Mahar’s Behind the Burnt 
Cork Mask: Early Blackface Minstrelsy and Antebellum American Popular 
Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999) examine its roots 
in folk and popular tradition, and its transition into a commercial form; 
W. T. Lhamon’s Raising Cain: Blackface Performance from Jim Crow to Hip 
Hop (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998) explores the genre’s 
long-term legacy. A range of periodical literature also exists in what has been 
a rich field of research over the past fifteen years.

9. Aside from the works already noted, Robert B. Winans’ work particularly 
explores the shift in audience through the corresponding shift in song rep-
ertory during this crucial first ten years. See Winans, “Early Minstrel Show 
Music, 1843–1852,” in Inside the Minstrel Mask: Readings in Nineteenth-
Century Blackface Minstrelsy, ed. Bean, Annemarie, James V. Hatch, and 
Brooks McNamara (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1996).

I use the plural of class in all instances, in an effort to avoid the tendency 
to simplify this complex word, as if easily defined, monolithic, homogeneous, 
and discrete. Individuals are members of a range of cultures and subcultures, 
some of which may be defined through class. See, with respect to this study: 
Hugh Cunningham’s Leisure in the Industrial Revolution, c. 1780– c. 1880 
(London: Croom Helm, 1980), which outlines three popular cultures 
expressing hedonism, methodism, and radicalism, 37–41; Bluford Adams’ 
E Pluribus Barnum: The Great Showman and the Making of U.S. Popular 
Culture (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 1997), which follows Barnum’s 
tactics for appealing to and manipulating a cross-class culture of “respectabil-
ity”; and Karen Halttunen’s Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of
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Middle-class Culture in America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 
which explores with elegance the phenomenon of the middle classes as a cul-
ture “in social motion” (29). These arguments inform this study.

10. I am indebted specifically to Michael Sappol’s work on the nineteenth-
 century anatomical museum for the idea of the minstrel as a body out of 
control in a society for which this was both captivating and troublesome. He 
in turn cites Eric Lott’s work. See Sappol, A Traffic in Dead Bodies: Anatomy 
and Embodied Social Identity in Nineteenth-Century America (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002).

11. Adams assesses Barnum’s rise through the “classes” of America through his 
writing. See Adams, E Pluribus Barnum, esp. xiii, 11 (on his letters from Britain 
to the New York Atlas); 16 (on his own increased “respectability” in New York 
society after his British tour); 76 (on a “respectable” culture that crossed 
class lines); and 94 (on the sometimes vulgar tastes of the so-called middle 
class). Bruce McConachie also discusses Barnum’s relationship with class and 
audience in “Pacifying American Theatrical Audiences, 1820–1900,” in For 
Fun and Profit: The Transformation of Leisure into Consumption, ed. Richard 
Butsch (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990), 47–70. The idea that 
audiences in America moved from integrated to segregated during the nine-
teenth century is argued in Lawrence W. Levine’s perhaps too-simple, but still 
strong, argument in Highbrow/Lowbrow: The emergence of cultural hierarchy in 
America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988).

12. See Nathan, Dan Emmett and the Rise of Early Negro Minstrelsy on Emmett, 
one of the original Virginia Serenaders. This information exists as well in a 
range of fugitive clippings in the New York Public Library and the Harvard 
Theatre Collection. For an example of the reference to a “glut” of min-
strels, see John Bull (October 24, 1846): “So many things of this kind have 
been brought forward lately, by Henry Russell, the Hutchinson Family, the 
Ethiopean Serenaders, and we do not know how many others, that they 
are getting quite stale; and any further attempt of the sort must have some 
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The Testifying 
Subject: Reliability 
in Marketing, 
Science, and Law at 
the End of the Age 
of Barnum
Michael Pettit

In his exposé of popular hoaxes and delusions, Humbugs of the World (1866), 
the showman P. T. Barnum related an incident that took place late into his 
tenure as owner of the American Museum. Barnum had acquired a white 
whale off the coast of Labrador and kept it in an immense water tank in 
the basement of his New York City museum. A “Yankee” woman, whom 
he suggested was a fairly typical attendee, simply refused to believe that the 
whale was real. Having heard of Barnum’s reputation for humbuggery, she 
would not concede that the creature was a living organism, insisting instead 
that it was yet another mechanical contraption designed to deceive her. To 
give the woman satisfaction and a sense that she had gotten her money’s 
worth, Barnum falsely admitted that the beast was in reality a machine; the 
woman left that day content with her superior abilities to detect deception. 
While recounting this event, Barnum speculated that one problem America 
faced was that its citizens were becoming too incredulous, too cynical. From 
Barnum’s perspective, they succeeded in fooling themselves by believing in 
too little rather than accepting too much.1

Throughout the middle decades of the nineteenth century, Barnum had 
fashioned a public persona for himself as the prince of humbugs. He began 
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his career in 1834 by exhibiting a woman named Joice Heth who regaled 
her audiences with fictitious recollections of having served as a young 
George Washington’s enslaved nanny. In the following decades, Barnum 
made his fortune displaying such dubious objects as the Feejee Mermaid, 
in fact a monkey’s torso carefully stitched onto the body of a fish, and 
the What Is It?, an African-American man cloaked in furs and presented 
as a potential missing link between humans and animals. Each of these 
“humbugs” called upon the audience members to decide the true nature 
of what was on display for themselves. Through these “struggles and tri-
umphs,” Barnum ultimately became a rich man by deferring epistemolog-
ical authority, the right to judge and decide upon an object’s true nature, 
onto his audience. The success of his amusements was contingent upon a 
vision of ordinary consumers as capable of assessing conflicting evidence 
and formulating true beliefs for themselves. During this “Age of Barnum,” 
the consumer was conceptualized as a rather robust individual, in posses-
sion of keen sense perception that could successfully navigate the deceptive 
terrain of the marketplace.2

This essay examines if and how this Age of Barnum came to an end. It 
will trace changing notions of testimony in the arenas of marketing, the law, 
and the sciences to determine how these reflected a growing uneasiness with 
this understanding of a self-reliant commercial subject.3 The rather uncom-
mon dilemma of whether or not to believe that a white whale resided in a 
basement of a New York City museum during the mid-nineteenth century 
provides an entry point to consider the divergent ways that trust, certainty, 
and reliability are generated in American commercial culture. How can con-
sumers be certain of the evidence and information provided to them by 
marketers and entrepreneurs? While puffery, imitation, and other forms of 
deception have been essential to the practice of marketing, they have had to 
be executed in a way that does not totally undermine the consumer’s trust. 
Barnum’s audience had been exposed to conflicting testimonials concern-
ing his potentially deceptive exhibits for decades. Testimonial advertising 
came of age in an era when the credibility of eyewitness accounts was being 
questioned, not only in the realm of marketing but also in other areas where 
testimonials played a crucial role, namely, the courtroom and the labora-
tory. While a number of strategies were deployed to bolster the credibility 
of the testifying subject in each of these realms during the nineteenth cen-
tury, such authority was constantly at risk of being dismissed, much like 
Barnum’s sickly white whale.

To make better sense of the ways in which personal experience became 
a kind of evidence in advertising, it is helpful to contextualize this develop-
ment within the wider framework of the history of testimony. While the tes-
tifying subject of advertising differed from those in the domains of science 
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and law, they shared certain common features. One can see the Gilded 
Age and Progressive Era as periods acutely concerned with credulity.4 In a 
number of areas of social life, people became acutely aware of humanity’s 
potential both to deceive and be deceived. The new scientific discipline of 
psychology was largely built on the claim to be able to map and make leg-
ible these subjective aspects of human nature.5 The vision of a subjective, 
unreliable self produced in psychology was reinforced by the omnipresence 
of various forms of deceptive and fraudulent practices in the commercial 
realm. This cultural concern with deception allows the historian to explore 
the negotiations that go into making and unmaking an authoritative, reli-
able witness.

Science, Objectivity, and Reliable Witnesses

A concern with the production of trust and the construction of authority 
within and across socio-professional boundaries has been at the heart of 
an important tradition in the sociology of knowledge. Although employing 
a wide range of case studies and methodological approaches, much of the 
research within science studies has focused on mechanisms for authenticat-
ing the reliability of the scientific observer’s testimony. While the received 
view of science stresses its objectivity due to its universal methodology, schol-
ars working in the sociology of knowledge have analyzed how the reception 
of scientific knowledge is frequently tied to subjective factors linked to its 
author’s authority: the individual scientist’s social and professional stand-
ing, the use of persuasive rhetoric, and strategies for enrolling other actors’ 
knowledge or practices into endorsing one’s claims.6

To be a credible scientific observer required certain forms of self-
 discipline and self-fashioning. Historians of science tend to locate the ori-
gins of the modern model of reliability in the natural philosopher Robert 
Boyle (1627–1691). Boyle was one of England’s leading experimental phi-
losophers during the Restoration and the most celebrated figure in the new 
Royal Society of the seventeenth century. Boyle faced the problem of how 
to communicate his knowledge across distances and convincing skeptical 
contemporaries that his experimental method was the proper way to extract 
the truth about nature. To do so required reproducing the experience of 
witnessing a specific experiment for those who could not be present, thus 
enabling them to replicate and authenticate his results while at the same 
time playing down the experimenter’s agency in producing such results. 
Boyle encouraged advocates of the new natural philosophy to embrace the 
virtue of modesty in their writing and social interactions. As Steve Shapin 
and Simon Schaffer have argued, Boyle fashioned himself as “a moral 
model for experimental philosophers” through a prose style that was ascetic, 
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 flourish-free, and functional. Modesty was a necessary virtue in the new 
natural philosophy since it signaled to the audience that the experimentalist 
intended to let nature speak for itself in spite of his technological manipula-
tions of it. Furthermore, modesty was to efface the particular circumstance 
of the experimentalist from the truth of nature contained in his report.7 This 
gesture meant the reinscription of the traditionally female virtue of modesty 
onto the character of the masculine gentlemen of science. It was also to 
reinforce class distinctions, as the laboratory assistants who frequently per-
formed the experiments, Boyle’s servants, were erased from the text.8 These 
strategies were employed to assure Boyle’s readers that he was a gentleman of 
character whose words were to be trusted.

The sciences of the nineteenth century became increasingly uneasy with 
the testimony of lone, charismatic individuals. Quantification emerged as 
a powerful technology of trust since numbers were seen as interchangeable 
and could travel across political, institutional, and disciplinary boundaries. 
As Theodore Porter has argued, quantification has been adopted in profes-
sions that face opposition from powerful outsiders, as a means of abandon-
ing an overreliance of expert judgment in the name of public standards.9 
Similarly, from the 1820s onward, the ideal of “mechanical objectivity” gov-
erned much scientific practice—investigators were to keep their individual-
ized, idiosyncratic qualities in check, modeling their behavior on the regular 
rhythm of the machine. The lone romantic genius with his flashes of insight 
had no place in a scientific enterprise that linked a wide array of actors and 
objects in common projects.10

In sciences that rested on empirical fieldwork such as geology, natural 
history, and anthropology, the problem of reliable testimony was particu-
larly acute. Unlike laboratory-based science where the environment could 
be largely controlled and experiments replicated, field sciences required 
close, detailed observation of distant places. The very empirical basis for 
these sciences depended upon the accuracy of these descriptions. These 
sciences frequently relied upon the knowledge, skills, and information of 
locals who did not possess the same technical expertise or social stand-
ing as esteemed, metropolitan scientists. In such instances, other means 
of ascertaining reliability were used. The witness’s race was usually crit-
ically important, as was the appearance of not engaging in commerce. 
Once again, the virtue of modesty was highly valued; a reliable witness was 
someone who respected the research of others by not making claims within 
another’s realm of specialty.11

While we have a rather detailed understanding of the evolution of the 
idealized scientific observer from the seventeenth century to the present 
day, the norms, values, and emotions linked to witnesses in other social 
arenas have yet to be fully examined.12 Although rarely placed in dialogue, 
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the work of historians of American consumer culture and advertising and 
scholars concerned with the historical epistemology of the sciences would 
benefit from examining each other’s methods and findings. By studying the 
history of advertising and promotion, we can further broaden our perspec-
tive on the kinds of reliable witnesses that operate in the modern world.13 By 
examining the history of marketing with the questions raised by these social 
studies of science, I will trace some of the alternative ways that trust has 
been constituted in the form of testimony. In contrast to the sciences, which 
increasingly turned toward mechanized means of securing reliability, in the 
commercial realm of testimonial advertising, personal judgment remained 
an important imperative. In spite of the rise of consumer research and prod-
uct testing, the world of buying and spending demanded that consumers 
constantly evaluate and judge the competing claims of entrepreneurs.14 By 
keeping in mind other endeavors, historians of science can rethink the nar-
ratives about their own particular testifying subjects.

Testimony of the Earth and of Men: 
The Cardiff Giant Hoax

A helpful starting point for thinking through the testifying subject that 
operated in the American marketplace is the important historiography of 
“character” and “personality.” Following the lead of Warren Susman, his-
torians have argued that selfhood in the twentieth century’s consumption 
regime has been organized around the ideal of a dynamic, fluid personality. 
In contrast, “character” represents the kind of personhood embodied in the 
nineteenth-century world of Protestant thrift, industry, and temperance.15 
The testifying subjects examined in this section highlight some of the diffi-
culties in understanding character and personality as strictly dichotomous. 
By investing authority in the words of a recognizable individual, testimo-
nial advertising played an important role in the formation of the culture 
of personality; by emulating the fashion, one could remake oneself. While 
certainly those who proffered testimonials frequently were seen as morally 
dubious, for the advertisement to be successful their word had to be trusted. 
The very authority that their mere words carried was bolstered by the reli-
ability proven by established moral character. In addition to a recognizable 
and charismatic personality, moral qualities such as modesty and decorum 
were key assets in marketing, science and the law in the guaranteeing of reli-
ability. After all, salesmanship as a profession in the United States originated 
not only among traveling peddlers but also in the social world of evangelical 
revivals of the 1830s and their circulation and selling of printed Bibles. In 
such settings, selling functioned as a form a conversion where convincing 
others of one’s personal character was paramount.16
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Despite the fact that every audience member was supposed to decide the 
nature of the exhibit for themselves in Barnum’s world, showmen would 
cultivate and circulate testimony clearly identified with notable individuals 
in order to frame the audience’s debate by suggesting avenues for arguments. 
Among these authoritative witnesses, expertise was certainly an important 
criterion, but so was their locally determined character and celebrity. A read-
ily recognizable person with an established reputation could do much to 
dissipate the connotations of fraud surrounding such spectacles and con-
vince potential audience members that the exhibit was worth the price of 
admission.

How celebrity, expertise, and character went into the making of a reliable 
commercial witness can seen in an analysis of the promotional materials 
produced for the Cardiff Giant, a hoax exhibited toward the end of “the 
Age of Barnum.” In October 1869, while supposedly digging for a well on 
his property, a farmer outside of Syracuse, New York, William “Stubbs” 
Newell, uncovered the remains of what appeared to be a ten-and-a-half-foot 
tall, petrified man. The giant was in fact a gypsum statue commissioned 
by Newell’s brother-in-law, George Hull, in the hopes of making a profit 
while simultaneously exposing religious credulity. Hull’s scheme succeeded 
as thousands of visitors swarmed to the farm, paying the fifty-cent viewing 
fee despite the protestations by certain skeptics that the object was a recent 
statue and hoax. Certain observers came to view the giant because of their 
conviction that it embodied physical evidence of the literal truth of biblical 
revelation, archaeological evidence of the giants who once roamed the earth. 
Some viewers thought it was a wholly natural curiosity or wonder. Some 
claimed it was an example of early Native American artwork. Others came 
to visit in order to figure out the trick behind the hoax for themselves. The 
spectatorship of the giant was a form of nineteenth-century consumption 
that combined religious experience and commercial tourism.17

Drawing on techniques mastered by Barnum, local promoters of the 
Cardiff Giant used testimonials from respectable and reliable local witnesses 
to advertise a natural wonder while rumors that it was a crude hoax contin-
ued to circulate around it. Publicity pamphlets such as The American Goliah 
(1869) [sic] and The Onondaga Giant (1869) offered a collage of eyewitness 
accounts cobbled together from newspaper reports and open letters to the 
public (figure 2.1).18 Although the promoters emphasized that the exhibit 
was targeted toward a wide audience and that final judgments about the 
object needed to be suspended, not all testimony bore equal weight. Yet 
authority did not derive from scientific expertise or knowledge about natural 
history or geology but rather from the established character and reputation 
of locally recognizable personalities. Visitors could be assured that the body 
was worth visiting because William Newell, the local man who discovered 
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it, was known to be “a sober, industrious and worthy citizen,” possessed of 
a strong character.19 Such characteristics carried over to individuals initially 
asked to visit the giant, such as local temperance lecturer, John Clarke.20 
Their words could be trusted, not because they were members of an intel-
lectual or aristocratic elite, but because they embodied good, republican 
virtues.

As these examples suggest, amusements like the Cardiff Giant operated 
within definitively policed moral boundaries and reinforced the middle-
class culture of respectability. In his autobiographical writings, Barnum 
framed his life in the humbug trade with his commitment to temperance 
where he publicly testified to giving up the drink. Barnum scholars, like 
Steven Belletto, have highlighted the importance of various forms of con-
tracts, from the temperance pledge to financial agreements to written con-
tracts that aimed at convincing the reader that his life did not constitute 
risky speculation, but industrious work.21

The testimony of George Geddes highlights how individuals negotiated 
the difference between providing scientific evidence for and commercially 
endorsing the Cardiff Giant. The local press had cited Geddes, an expert 
in geology and agricultural science, as an early exponent of the theory that 
the giant was an ancient petrification. As a scientist, he was unwilling to 

Figure 2.1 Woodcut from The American Goliah: A Wonderful Geological Discovery, 2nd edi-
tion (Syracuse: Redington and Howe, 1869). The image captures both the giant, fenced in 
and under a tent, and the audience that attended the exhibit. Present were women, children, 
men, gentlemen from the city, and local farmers. Many watch attentively while others seem to 
be more interested in discussing the wonder with others.
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publicly authenticate the object and took refuge in the mode of science’s 
modest witness. He stated that he could not be certain of the object’s true 
nature due to the fact that he was prevented from close inspection by a gate, 
the tent covering the body, and the surrounding audience. As a commercial 
spectator, he offered an entirely different evaluation. He stressed how the 
proprietors politely answered his inquiries and exuded a sense of transpar-
ency and trustworthiness. Geddes provided a hearty endorsement of the 
value of the ticket price: “I have traveled far and spent much money to see 
things of not one-tenth the interest that this stone giant was to me, and 
thought I made good use of time and money.” Geddes remained unsure of 
the giant’s natural status but he was convinced that the price of admission 
was well-spent and encouraged others to attend.22

To provide such commercial testimonials on the giant’s behalf, the pro-
prietors did not simply rely on the word of scientific experts. For example, in 
promotional materials, Elias Leavenworth, formerly the mayor of Syracuse 
and then Secretary of State for New York, also endorsed the object’s value 
to potential visitors. At the point in American Goliah where the anonymous 
editor raises the specter of “is there any fraud or deception,” Leavenworth’s 
verdict is cited. The local politician is the person who reassures the reader 
and potential visitor that no one sincerely doubts the object’s antiquity, 
despite considerable debate over its true nature.23

Although nineteenth-century spectacles allowed audience members to 
decide the truth of the matter for themselves in a supposedly open manner, 
those witnesses whose authority was cited by name adhered to a certain pro-
file. They were prominent local men of some social standing whose words 
were bolstered either through professional status or public service. While 
publicity materials emphasized the number of women and children who 
attended the spectacle, testimonies from these audience members do not 
seem to have been solicited. When men such as Geddes or Leavenworth did 
speak on the giant’s behalf, their testimony adhered to the norm of modesty 
closely bound to their moral character. Although reluctant to speak defini-
tively on the giant’s status as a natural object, these recognizable gentlemen 
could reassure the skeptical that, if nothing else, a visit to the exhibit was 
worth the cost of admission. By reserving judgment and avoiding grandiose 
claims, in fact, they bolstered their reliability as witnesses.

Less restrained local merchants used the “celebrity” generated around 
the Cardiff Giant to utilize the silent stone statue as a kind of testimonial 
for their own goods. The Syracuse Boot and Shoe Store claimed to display 
“the identical shoe and glove worn by his majesty long before the flood” 
and offered free admission to see such artifacts in an attempt to use the 
novelty of the giant to bolster their own sales.24 Similarly, the proprietor of 
the giant “Baltimore Oysters” reminded readers that although scientists had 
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yet to definitively authenticate the giant, his own museum artifacts were 
the genuine thing and available to see daily except Sundays. To attract the 
reader’s eye, the advertisement was simply titled “The Onondaga Giant.”25 
E. McDougall compared “the immense crowds that daily throng” to his shoe 
and boot emporium to the numbers attending the spectacle of the giant.26 
The increasingly regional and national celebrity of the giant offered an array 
of commercial opportunities for local residents who offered horse and car-
riage rides from the railway line to the site of the excavation for a dollar, and 
others who built restaurants there to cater to the needs of visitors.

By mid-December, after two months of avid public speculation and a 
series of scientific examinations by leading geologists and paleontologists, 
the giant’s designer George Hull publicly confirmed that it was hoax. This 
exposure raised concerns about a commercial culture where reliability was 
grounded in character and reputation. The social standing of men such as 
Newell, Leavenforth, and Geddes proved to be no guarantee that they could 
serve as reliable witnesses. In the following decades, as the controversy was 
restaged in middle-class periodicals, numerous commentators used the epi-
sode as a cautionary tale, warning of the limits of individual observational 
skills and the threat of popular enthusiasm and credulity.27 Although the 
concern of elites over excitement among the lower orders has a long history, 
it took particularly modern forms in late nineteenth-century America. To a 
large degree, there was a democratization of human credulity and error; it 
was no longer seen as the exclusive domain of the working classes, “primi-
tive” peoples, or women, but came to be seen as an undeniable element of 
the human condition.28

Trusting Testimonials: Questions of 
Truth and Reliability

Although Barnum built a successful career, a financial fortune, and 
national celebrity through his calculating use of testimonies, the show-
man’s trade was not the only industry that used the technique. During the 
Gilded Age, testimonial advertising was most closely associated with the 
trade in patent medicines. Patent medicines held wide appeal in a society 
that was largely skeptical toward the expertise of professionals.29 Instead of 
relying solely on the advice and prescriptions of professionals, Americans 
embraced these readily available medicines. Although the specific contents 
of these unregulated tonics were largely kept secret, they were accessible 
without a doctor’s authorization, claimed to cure a wide array of ailments, 
and sold incredibly well throughout the nineteenth century.30 This indus-
try produced one of the most widely recognized testifying subjects of the 
late nineteenth century: Lydia E. Pinkham, the supposed proprietor of the 
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Vegetable Remedy. The original Pinkham had established this family busi-
ness in 1875, but her descendents kept her image and persona alive long 
after her 1883 death. As a woman selling a remedy for a variety of female 
complaints, the success of the brand was intimately tied to the networks of 
trust that Pinkham had initially built with consumers through testimoni-
als, personal correspondence, and recommendations. As historians Sarah 
Stage and Elysa Engelman have argued, Pinkham’s heirs intentionally res-
urrected the image of a female entrepreneur in the 1890s to maintain the 
product’s goodwill with female purchasers. Women had come to build a 
personal relationship with the image of Pinkham, for she was a persona 
whose word could be trusted.31

Although successful, the testimonial’s association with morally dubious 
goods like Barnum’s humbugs and patent medicines harmed the public 
image of this advertising style. Even Barnum sought to distance himself 
from the testimonials for commercial medicines. In Humbugs of the World, 
he made a clear distinction between his kind of entertaining deceptions 
and far more dangerous ones. He especially targeted as harmful those 
deceptions that were linked to the care of one’s body. Patent medicines, 
false tonics, and other remedies that promised good health but had no 
actual therapeutic value deserved particular condemnation.32 In the 1890s, 
these forms of testimonial advertising came under further attack due to 
the disreputable nature of early campaigns centering on the recommen-
dations of actresses. The controversy surrounded the belief that the same 
individuals were offering similar testimonials for goods competing against 
one another.33 With celebrated individuals endorsing so many different, 
frequently competing, goods, how could their word be trusted? This early 
crisis of testimonial advertising revolved around a failure to adhere to a 
sense of modesty, with those providing testimonials voraciously backing 
numerous goods.

Building consumer trust through personalized, written communication, 
another of Pinkham’s favored techniques, became a particularly contested 
site during the Gilded Age. This technique raised concerns about these 
industries’ fraudulent use of the mail to promote their products. The moral 
reformer and special postal inspector Anthony Comstock waged a decades-
long battle against what he perceived as the perversion of this federal gov-
ernment service in order to circulate obscene materials such as erotica and 
information about contraception. Historians have insightfully probed how 
Comstock both emerged from but also profoundly shaped Americans’ 
understanding of their sexual selves.34 Building on such insights, one can 
see how Comstock conceptualized the purchasing public. Although con-
centrating on the regulation of public sexual vice, Comstock grounded his 
campaigns in the language of eliminating fraud. He understood individuals 
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as weak and open to undue influence; for Comstock the ordinary purchaser 
was “unwary and credulous.”35

Although Comstock’s moral crusades seem overwrought in retrospect, 
he was responding in part to a real phenomenon, to new forms of swin-
dling that preyed upon the anonymous nature of the marketplace.36 Social 
commentators frequently warned of the dangers of believing the testimony 
of strangers when approached through the post. In his 1892 exposé, David 
Leeper noted how these strategies worked by flattering the potential mark: 
“Some men who receive a well worded and very flattering circular letter 
from New York or some other eastern city, feel very highly complimented. 
Especially when the one sending it pretends to have selected them upon the 
recommendation of their neighbors and friends as being eminently fitted 
to attend to their business in that country.”37 The only reliable means of 
avoiding being taken in by such words was to seek refuge in one’s personal 
modesty, to ignore the enticing, flattering words.

Self-proclaimed grafter Ben Kerns prided himself on his ability to fabri-
cate a persona for himself that would entice people to give him money. In 
Gilded Age Saint Louis, he set himself up as a real estate agent who offered 
to advertise property in a variety of national newspapers for a ten-dollar 
fee. Secretly, the running of the advertisements cost him fifty cents and 
he had no intention of ever moving the property although he persistently 
solicited clients through the mail. According to Kerns, a major strategy “in 
bringing in the money and winning the confidence of the people was a little 
booklet I wrote up containing many spurious testimonials and letters of rec-
ommendation, all of which were alluring, by the pen of some well-satisfied 
client.”38 Claiming to ground his fraudulent trade in his superior knowl-
edge of human psychology, Kerns held that the key to crafting a successful 
career in fraudulent advertising schemes was appealing to people’s wants 
and desires. Kerns prided himself on his own mastery in designing deceptive 
words that enticed people’s secret wishes.

By the turn of the century, the gradual eclipse of the notion of moral char-
acter as the dominant way of understanding the self had significant reper-
cussions for testimony in a number of arenas. For much of the nineteenth 
century, reliability in the commercial sphere revolved around the question 
of whether one could trust the words of others. The confidence man exem-
plified how those of bad character could use testimony to manipulate and 
defraud others. At the time that commercial swindlers were demonstrating 
how the word of the stranger could not be trusted, experimental psycholo-
gists were advancing a view of human nature that held that one should not 
even be confident in the reliability of one’s own senses.39 Although disagree-
ing with the method of the experimentalists, jurists were simultaneously 
developing a similar understanding of human subjectivity while arbitrating 
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trademark infringement. To protect the marketplace rights of established 
merchants, Gilded Age judges constituted the legal notion of an unwary 
purchaser.

Psychologists Witnessing on and off the Stand

Despite psychologists’ attempts to portray themselves as being apart from the 
marketplace, their knowledge was intimately bound to it. Optical illusions, 
for example, created a bridge between the leisurely commercial culture adver-
tising and the psychological thinking of the late nineteenth century. Illusions 
featured prominently in amusing optical toys, amusement parks, and mid-
dlebrow periodicals. These objects, which began in the commercial sphere, 
were developed into psychological tools that were in turn used to explain 
consumer behavior.40 Psychologists argued that illusions were not merely 
confined to the realm of physiology and sense perception, but were located in 
how the mind orders sensory data.41 For example, when applied psychologist 
Walter Dill Scott wanted to explain human nature and perception to adver-
tising professionals in the first decade of the twentieth century, he frequently 
used optical illusions to visualize these principles.42 Scott, a German-trained 
experimental psychologist, received an invitation from advertising executives 
to present the insights from his science to the Agate Club a year after his 
appointment at Northwestern University in 1900. Through this venture and 
the resulting series of articles in John Lee Mahin’s magazine, he was among 
an early advocate of impressionist rather than rationalist styles of advertising. 
In the various editions of his Theory and Practice of Advertising (1903), Scott 
used an array of optical illusions to explicate how the mind of the consumer 
was likely to function. For example, he used the famed duck-rabbit, first 
introduced into the technical literature by University of Wisconsin psycholo-
gist Joseph Jastrow in 1899, after having seen the amusing figure in an issue 
of Harper’s. For him, among of the most pressing psychological problems 
facing advertisers were “errors of expectancy.”43

According to Scott, poorly crafted advertisements function as a kind 
of visual deception within the purchasing public. In discussing “illusions 
of apperception,” Scott initially analyzed through anecdotal evidence the 
graphic organization of a series of unsuccessful advertisements. For example, 
he describes two competing groceries in the Chicago area, Winter’s Grocery 
and Robinson Brothers, whose inserts into the morning paper were virtu-
ally indistinguishable. Scott relates the experience of an acquaintance whose 
wife asked him to purchase a large order from one of the outlets that was 
having a sale one particular week. Not realizing the difference, the man pur-
chased the goods from the wrong grocery, and when scolded by his wife he 
produced what he sincerely believed to be the advertisement for the correct 
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store but which of course was not.44 Scott’s other examples of misleading 
advertising were even more visual in orientation, and he gives examples 
of distinct manufacturers sharing advertising space on the same page of a 
newspaper and magazine, resulting in customers soliciting business from 
the wrong one.45 From these examples, Scott reproduces a series of ambig-
uous images from the psychologist’s repertoire, each illustrating how one’s 
preconceptions affect what one perceives.

Scott’s use of optical illusions to explain psychological principles to adver-
tisers completes the circle that links experimental psychology and commer-
cial culture. Objects that originated as visual images meant to entertain the 
purchasers of mass circulation periodicals came in time to provide a much 
clearer conception of how consumer minds operated. The mechanism 
through which advertisements misled and inadvertently deceived readers was 
filtered through these visual tools, such as the duck-rabbit. These images 
“illustrate the same principles of illusions of apperception, but they make it 
clearer than any confusion of concrete advertisements can possibly do.”46

In the United States, the most vocal advocate of the belief in the inher-
ent unreliability of humans as observers was the German émigré, Hugo 
Münsterberg. Initially trained as an experimentalist in Wilhelm Wundt’s 
pioneering laboratory at Leipzig, Münsterberg focused his energies on 
applied psychology during his tenure at Harvard (1892–1916). As a pop-
ularizer of the new experimental psychology during the Progressive Era, 
Münsterberg was rarely, if ever, a modest witness. He soon abandoned the 
cautiously crafted report for psychology periodicals in favor of polemical 
articles and spectacular demonstrations in the public sphere. His primary 
aim became not to refine experimental technique but to embed his science 
into social institutions.

One of his favorite targets was the legal profession. Münsterberg under-
took a considerable campaign to transform the application of the law through 
psychological insights. In a series of popular essays, initially published in 
mass circulation magazines and later collected as On the Witness Stand 
(1908), he sought to reform the norms of testimony and judgment by replac-
ing the evaluation of a person’s social character with the measurable study 
of human behavior grounded in specific experimental tests. Two themes 
predominate the essays: that character alone is an insufficient guarantor of 
reliability, and that common sense is an insufficient guide in evaluating tes-
timony.47 In an early chapter on “Illusions,” he sets out his position with an 
anecdote. He asks the reader to picture a courtroom situation concerning a 
car accident. Fortunately, there are two independent witnesses to give first-
hand testimony; unfortunately, they cannot agree upon what they saw. One 
claims that the road was wet while the other insists it was dry. One claims 
that the offending driver had sufficient time to brake while the other heartily 
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disagrees. Münsterberg stresses that the witnesses’ differences of opinion are 
not due to personal interest or intentional deceit, for both are testifying hon-
estly based upon their own abilities: “Both witnesses were highly respectable 
gentlemen, neither of whom had the slightest interest in changing the facts 
as he remembered them.” The problem, according to Münsterberg, is with 
testimony itself: an individual’s unmediated observation is simply not a reli-
able kind of evidence, regardless of the person’s moral character. Thus one 
would never be able to arrive at the truth merely through a commonsense 
evaluation of their respective testimonies.48 To strengthen his argument, 
Münsterberg notes that he himself, outside of the exacting environment of 
the laboratory, is equally prone to such errors of perception.49

An essential tension operated within Münsterberg’s presentations on the 
eyewitness testimony. His stated goal was the replacement of the jurist’s 
common sense about human subjectivity with the precise measurements of 
the experimental psychologist. In making his case to a popular audience and 
to professionals outside of his own discipline, Münsterberg needed to draw 
upon ordinary examples that were relatable to the experiences of the reader. 
Despite his claims to ground the courtroom testimony in the mechanical 
objectivity of psychological instruments, Münsterberg himself was forced 
to call upon the resources of everyday life. He frequently drew upon a com-
monsense understanding of human nature, such as the visible traces of emo-
tion in a person’s face, despite his claims to ground his knowledge purely in 
experiments. Rather than clearly laying out his procedure, as had been a nor-
mative practice of the reliable witness since the time of Boyle, Münsterberg’s 
public advocacy of psychology as a science and a solution to social problems 
required that the audience place their trust in his expertise, reliability, and 
authority. These problems with his style of presentation were also mirrored 
by the decision to publish his early essays in mass circulation periodicals like 
McClure’s Magazine, rather than in scholarly journals.50

Münsterberg attracted a host of critics owing to his lack of humility and 
modesty in his public pontifications on subjects outside of the already estab-
lished domain of experimental psychology. Lightner Witmer, professor of 
psychology at the University of Pennsylvania, was highly critical of what 
he perceived as Münsterberg’s crass commercialism. He condemned his 
Harvard colleague for “crying his psychological wares in the marketplace.”51 
Münsterberg would use sensational episodes that attracted the public’s atten-
tion and offered dramatic solutions. The cautious, disinterested prose style 
was frequently abandoned, although he would occasionally include suffi-
cient technical details in order to replicate his apparatus. While Münsterberg 
crafted both a career and a public persona for himself as an expert in the 
unreliability of human observation, he did so in a manner that undermined 
many people’s willingness to believe his own claims.52
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Probably the most notorious attempt by Münsterberg to subject legal 
testimony to his psychological tests centered on the 1907 trial of “Big 
Bill” Haywood, famed head of the International Workers of the World.53 
Haywood was placed on trial in Idaho after convicted murderer, Harry 
Orchard, claimed that he was an agent of western mining unions, and was 
ordered to sabotage the mine works and assassinate officials on their behalf. 
With a commission from McClure’s Magazine to write up his experience 
in an article, Münsterberg left for Boise hoping to subject Orchard to a 
series of experiments to determine whether he was truthful about impli-
cating Haywood. Receiving the state’s permission to interview Orchard, 
Münsterberg claimed to have subjected the man to a barrage of tests 
over the course of seven hours. In all likelihood, the socially conservative 
Münsterberg played up his earlier admiration of Haywood to make the rev-
elation more dramatic. He insisted “that I changed my personal feelings 
resulted from our conversations, but that I changed my conviction as to 
the truthfulness of his words has been entirely the result of my psychologi-
cal experiments.” Münsterberg claimed that his psychological tests affirmed 
Orchard’s story and the state’s case against Haywood. He stressed that phys-
iogamy, the ancient practice of assessing an individual’s character from their 
physical appearance, especially facial features, was an unreliable indicator of 
reliability in this instance; while Orchard possessed a “brutal” and “vulgar” 
profile, his ear was deformed, his eyes shifted irregularly, and his lower lip 
was abnormal, Haywood, in contrast, despite a missing eye, radiated hon-
esty from his face. Physiogamy had been revived as a popular science at the 
end of the eighteenth century, thanks to the influence of scientists such as 
Johann Kaspar Lavater, and had flourished during the nineteenth century, 
offering urban dwellers a commonsense technology for assessing strangers 
while also dovetailing with the scientific racism grounded in physical differ-
ences encouraged by slavery and colonialism. By the early twentieth century, 
however, academic psychologists such as Münsterberg sought to displace 
popular science in favor of their own attempt to map inner traits and abil-
ities through mental testing.54 Yet Münsterberg never made clear precisely 
which psychological tests he applied to Orchard. Against standard proce-
dure for reporting scientific results, he did not detail his apparatus or pro-
cedure, insisting that others must rely upon his own word and reputation. 
For a man who claimed that such qualities were no guarantee of reliability, 
Münsterberg was placed in at best a paradoxical, if not hypocritical position. 
Certainly this is how Haywood’s attorneys felt.55

The problem facing Münsterberg was that the jury possessed a very dif-
ferent evaluation of the testimony, finding Haywood innocent of the state’s 
charges. Despite the barrage of tests to which Münsterberg claimed Orchard 
had been subjected, he felt sufficiently unnerved by the verdict that he did 
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not want his scientific expertise to be seen as publicly contradicting it. He 
wrote a quick note to the McClure’s office asking that the article be scrapped 
and then penned another to Haywood’s attorney, Clarence Darrow, insist-
ing that he had no wish to continue their quarrel over the case.56 The verdict 
in the Haywood trial was not an isolated incident, and when Münsterberg’s 
essays were collected in book form, despite his publisher’s attempts to mar-
ket the book to lawyers, the reception among the legal community was hos-
tile. John Wigmore, dean of Northwestern University’s law school and the 
leading authority on the nature of legal evidence, exemplified this reaction 
and penned a hostile review of the book.57

Despite his reservations about Münsterberg’s specific approach, Wigmore 
himself was well aware of the potential unreliability of eyewitness accounts. 
Instead of drawing upon experimental psychology, Wigmore recommended 
that jurists pay careful attention to the demeanor and behavior of wit-
nesses while testifying. For Wigmore, the study of witness behavior ought 
to be grounded in judicial experience rather than experimental tests, and 
he reminded jurists to be wary of witnesses who were overly confident in 
their recollections and observations: “It is a commonplace of judicial expe-
rience that testimony most glibly delivered and most positively affirmed is 
not always the most trustworthy. The honest witness who will not exag-
gerate the strength of his recollection is well worth listening to because of 
this very caution.” Similarly, when attorney Francis Wellman gave advice on 
handling witnesses, he noted that if your own witness is too bold “and may 
injure your case by pertness or forwardness, observe a gravity and ceremony 
of manner toward them which may be calculated to repress their assurance.” 
A reliable witness was a modest one who recognized and acknowledged the 
limits of his or her abilities.58

Although the majority of American jurists echoed Wigmore’s skepti-
cism toward the psychological reform of the law, ironically many judges 
were simultaneously constructing a legal knowledge grounded in similar 
discomfort with the nature of observation. In doing so, they drew upon the 
epistemology of the “buckram-bound volumes of old decisions,” of which 
Münsterberg was so critical.59 When it came to cases concerning trade-
mark infringement and deceptive advertising in the late nineteenth century, 
American judges tended to assume the careless and frivolous nature of the 
consumer’s behavior. In doing so, presiding judges drew upon legal prec-
edent, what they viewed as common knowledge, and their own senses to 
derive their decisions rather than having to rely on the testimony of actual 
customers or experimental psychologists. That the average observing sub-
ject was prone to deception and not to be trusted was reinforced in two 
ways in these cases. First, the individual eyewitness accounts from poten-
tial customers were deemed to be neither reliable nor particularly useful. 
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More importantly though, the logic behind these decisions centered upon 
the presumed psychology of the “ordinary purchaser”: carelessness, inatten-
tion, and unwariness. At a time when advertisers continued organizing their 
trade around transparent appeals to “rational,” male breadwinners, the legal 
construction of the purchasing subject anticipated early twentieth-century 
advocacy of a frivolous, emotional, and female consuming public.60

Cases grounded in this commonsense psychology of the unwary pur-
chaser began proliferating in the 1870s. The logic was set out in the fre-
quently cited case, McLean v. Fleming, argued before the Supreme Court 
in 1878. The question at stake was whether the trade of one merchant in 
liver pills unfairly infringed upon the rights of a competitor because their 
labels were too similar. In the deciding opinion it was argued that “[w]hat 
degree of resemblance is necessary to constitute an infringement is incapa-
ble of exact definition, as applicable to all cases. All that courts of justice 
can do, in that regard, is to say that no trader can adopt a trade-mark, so 
resembling that of another trader, as that ordinary purchasers, buying with 
ordinary caution, are likely to be misled.”61 This decision came to imply 
that the legal standard for infringement was to be grounded in the perceived 
mental capabilities of the ordinary consumer. To determine whether one 
trader’s packaging, labels, or advertisements infringed upon the rights of his 
or her competitors, the presiding judge had to contemplate whether it was 
likely that the average purchaser would be deceived by the imitation during 
the course of shopping. Exact similitude between the two goods was not 
required, since it was held that the ordinary purchaser tended to act quickly, 
in the moment, and without making comparisons, and was therefore most 
likely to be deceived.62

Petitioners did not have to provide actual customers to testify that they 
had been deceived by the imitator. While reaffirming their own abilities 
to detect visual deceptions, these judges downplayed the role of consumer 
testimony in these cases. Rather the application of the law centered on how 
the judge determined the probability that a customer may be deceived; 
even when the testimony of deceived purchasers was available, the courts 
did not place great weight upon it. For example, in McCann v. Anthony 
(1886), a case where the plaintiff could provide two customers who swore 
they had been deceived by the competitor’s similar packaging, the court 
did not find their testimony to be evidence of critical importance. Instead, 
Justice Thompson relied upon his own judgment to observe the competi-
tors’ labels to determine whether it was probable that the purchasing public 
would be misled.63 In such cases, the judges held that in all probability the 
competitor could provide alternative testimony. Similarly in Britton v. White 
Manufacturing (1894), in a case over the design of lamps, the Connecticut 
judge dismissed the evidence of designers, arguing that their expertise was 
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irrelevant since it lay in the domain of the production of the goods and not 
in how the ordinary purchaser was likely to perceive them.64 In the place of 
eyewitness accounts, judges substituted their own evaluation of the brands 
and marks to determine whether deception was likely to occur. In the space 
of the courtroom, the judge had the ability to carefully assess the similari-
ties between goods, a luxury not available in the marketplace. They did not 
require a laboratory or an experimental test to assess these claims, only time 
and common sense.65

Conclusion

Each of the realms discussed in this article—science, the law, and 
advertising —faced a broad questioning of the reliability of eyewitness tes-
timony. Despite this common experience, each of these arenas had particu-
lar demands and expectations of their witnesses. For example, when jurists 
rejected Hugo Münsterberg’s psychological reforms, they reaffirmed their 
own ability to determine the criterion for a good, reliable witness. The law 
had its own style of knowing and along with it a particular understanding 
of such concepts as observation and evidence. It is important to recognize 
that knowledge is constituted differently in the field of advertising, as dis-
tinct from science and the law, and the ways in which celebrity remained 
an important resource when configuring testimonials despite the broader 
cultural critique of this category of evidence. Just as the law only occasion-
ally embraced the psychologist’s vision of human subjectivity, so advertisers 
managed to rehabilitate the testifying subject.

Did the developments outlined in this essay constitute an end to the age 
of Barnum? Certainly the turn of the twentieth century saw the prolifera-
tion of scientific and legal technologies for promoting public incredulity. 
Especially in the realm of pharmaceuticals, reformers sought to limit the 
influence of individualized testimonials on a product’s behalf in favor of 
standardized testing and measurement.66 In tandem, a cohort of advertisers, 
self-conscious about their newly achieved professional status and inspired 
by the possibility of Scott’s science of selling, rejected the testimonial as an 
unfortunate legacy of the industry’s origins in hucksterism and puffery. Of 
particular prominence was the “Truth in Advertising” campaign champi-
oned by the industry’s leading trade journal, Printers’ Ink. Established by 
New York City advertisers in 1888 primarily to promote more effective tech-
niques to sell goods, in the early twentieth century the journal embraced 
the language of reform so prominent in the wider culture. Commencing 
in 1911, the journal’s publisher, John Irving Romer, began a formal cam-
paign of lobbying state legislatures to pass a bill that would intently police 
merchants about misleading the public about their wares. He sought to 
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reinstitute rational and transparent lines of communication between indus-
try and consumers.67

Yet there were deep tensions within the industry’s self-styling as an arbi-
ter of sincerity and transparency. During the same period that “Truth in 
Advertising” and the new laws it hoped to engender became its mantra, 
Printers’ Ink also served as a leading organ for reports about the efficacy 
of introducing psychological knowledge into the craft of designing adver-
tisements. Expanding upon the early work of Walter Dill Scott and Hugo 
Münsterberg, during the 1910s and 1920s Printers’ Ink regularly featured 
articles detailing how to make advertising copy function psychologically. 
Calls for greater transparency in advertising were accompanied by practices 
that placed a new emphasis on emotions and feelings, entities understood as 
moving the consumer to immediate action.68 For example, in the very same 
issue that declared an initial legal victory for the truth in advertising statute 
also featured an article encouraging authors of copy to deploy more subtle 
psychological techniques to appeal to the reader.69

Psychology was trumpeted as a means of making advertising more effec-
tive by basing the communication of information on principles of perception 
and emotional associations. Psychologically oriented advertising was also 
meant to appeal to desires and beliefs not fully articulated, thus manipulat-
ing the behavior of the consuming public. In other words, the call for truth 
in advertising occurred at precisely the same moment and in the very same 
spaces where the psychologists were examining the minds of consumers to 
determine their typical patterns of behavior in response to advertising copy.70 
The irony of rendering advertising simultaneously scientific and decep-
tive was not lost on contemporaries. In a 1915 short story, “Honestly—If 
Possible,” Sinclair Lewis, whose novels constituted a sustained critique of 
American commercial culture, had his Madison Avenue protagonist “write 
advertisements that were deliberate, careful, scientific lies.”71 Playing off a 
common trope of the day, the crafting of advertising copy was a form of sci-
entific deception.

This new approach, grounded on the management of emotions, did not 
spell the end of the use of testimonials, although a new generation of scien-
tifically minded experts did look down upon the older practice. Well into 
the 1910s, advertisers continued to promote the deployment of testimonials 
under the rubrics of “good will” and “personality.” Admitting that it was 
widely considered the “houn’ dawg” of advertising, C. B. McCuaig argued 
that testimonials could still be profitably used if administered “geographi-
cally.” Associations with a locally or regionally identifiable celebrity could 
still serve as a means of guaranteeing trust in one’s product.72 As the presi-
dent of the Schulze Baking Company observed, commerce remained “con-
ducted through the medium of human relationships,” and consumers “will 
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buy from concerns in which they have confidence, and will refuse to respond 
to the appeal of those whom they distrust.”73 In many ways the design of 
testimonials and the new psychological advertising were not so different in 
kind. As historian Roland Marchand has documented, the solidification of 
a modern and scientific industry in the 1920s and 1930s was accompanied 
by the “repersonalization” of advertising through fictional trade figures such 
as Betty Crocker, branding products in a manner not so different from the 
testifying celebrities of old.74

The use of testimonials in advertising emerged during a period when 
the act of witnessing and observing was a matter of concern in a number 
of public and professional arenas. The criticisms leveled against testimonial 
advertising did not originate solely within the professionalizing strategies of 
a new generation of marketers. They also emerged in response to broader 
cultural concerns about the reliability of direct, individual testimony. As 
exemplified by his performance during the Orchard trial, Münsterberg rep-
resented the kind of Progress Era intellectual that sought to replace human 
judgment, due to its untrustworthy subjectivity, with supposedly indifferent 
mechanical interventions. Still, just as the jury system was not supplanted 
by the psychologist’s technical measurements of those involved in litigation, 
more informal forms of witnessing continued to survive and flourish within 
advertising. The testimonial was rebuffed, but it was ultimately rehabili-
tated during this period.

Testimonial advertising also illustrated a crucial way of generating trust 
in commerce that was distinct from the methods used in sciences and the 
law. First, with testimonial advertising, authority remained tied to the par-
ticular identity of an often notable and readily recognizable individual. 
Trust is not secured through the production of anonymous, interchangeable 
language of standardization but rather through the very personal experience 
and testimony of the particular individual. It is through the public consti-
tution of an endorser’s personal experience with the product that reliability 
and authority are generated. Second, whereas the legal and scientific witness 
must provide a guarantee that their testimony matches in some reliable way 
a truth to nature, the testifying subject in advertising only has to guarantee a 
product’s value and worth, which is something quite different from profess-
ing a mimetic truth to nature. It is here that the highly recognizable celeb-
rity rather than the technical expert can play an important role as a reliable 
witness. In the example of the Cardiff Giant, those who provided testimoni-
als argued that an exhibit that risked being a hoax could still be worth the 
price of admission if it was desirable and pleasurable to view. Just because 
the object may not have been authentic did not mean that it lacked commer-
cial and entertainment value. While the endorser of a product attempts to 
sway the audience’s opinion, one must bear in mind that the critique of this 
style of gaining trust has coexisted with it from the start.
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“After a Season 
of War”: Sharing 
Horticultural 
Success in the 
Reconstruction-Era 
Landscape
Marina Moskowitz

The 1866 edition of Vick’s Annual Catalogue and Floral Guide contained the 
following letter, attributed to George Ford of Lawrence, Kansas. Writing 
on the fourth of January 1864, the author requested a catalogue from the 
company, explaining:

The Flower Seeds we purchased from you last spring came up remarkably 
well . . . The Asters were very fine, some seventy plants being in full bloom 
at the time of the Quantrell Raid, and made, together with Snap Dragons, 
Dianthus, Heddewigs, Phloxes, Petunias and other fine varieties, a very gay 
and beautiful appearance, and were the means, Providentially, of saving our 
house from pillage and destruction. Quantrell, with a dozen of his gang, 
came to destroy the place, but Quantrell said to my wife it was too pretty to 
burn, and should be saved. Thus you see that the beauty of cultivated nature 
softened the heart of a notorious bushwacker and cold-blooded murderer. We 
shall cultivate flowers as long as we remember this horrible rebellion.1

Ford’s remarkable story was only one of dozens of voices testifying to the 
value of seeds purchased from James Vick. While Ford’s narrative of salvation 
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was certainly the most dramatic, the testimonial letters together created an 
aura of success that both loyal and potential customers could share. This par-
ticular catalogue was one of the first I studied as part of a larger project on the 
nineteenth-century seed trade. This specific letter somewhat falsely led me to 
believe that such sources would provide reflection on the cataclysmic event of 
the Civil War as it happened and immediately thereafter. So at first I was dis-
appointed to realize that Ford’s letter (which was followed in later editions of 
the catalogue by an epic poem describing the event) was an anomaly among 
the hundreds of letters, in dozens of catalogues, I have now read.

In fact, the many testimonial or commendatory letters published each 
year by seed dealers such as the Vick, Buist, Bliss, and Briggs companies 
tended to be more prosaic (figure 3.1). Rather than Ford’s tale of survival 
in a time of national turmoil, most letters included in the seed catalogues 
of the 1860s and 1870s shared smaller-scale rewards, such as neighborhood 
acclaim for an abundant garden; prizes for horticultural specimen deemed 
the best at county or state fairs; or financial gain from prolific crops with 
good market value. As I looked at more of these writings, the absence of 
significant comment on the Civil War and its aftermath began to speak as 
loudly as George Ford’s letter had. In planting their fields and gardens each 
year, and perhaps writing of their experiences doing so, consumers of seeds 
went about the task of reconstruction in a literal and personal way. As one 
newspaper editor wrote in a letter reprinted by the Vick Company, “It is 
time for the ladies to be looking up their flower seeds, to start their plants 
for transplanting, to see to it that they shed joy in the New England homes, 
after a season of war, mourning, and captivity even.”2 The entrenched pat-
tern of turning to seed catalogues each January to plan for spring plantings 
provided a routine for those looking to maintain or reestablish their local 
landscapes, and by extension, their customary patterns of life. This main-
tenance of the status quo in the practice of horticulture tempered, whether 
consciously or instinctively, the upheaval of the previous years at war as well 
as the calls for significant change in the American economy and society. At 
the same time, the potential conservatism of these acts of cultivating the 
home terrain was countered by the expanding market relations possible in 
the newly reunited nation.

George Ford found comfort in not only planting his garden, but also writ-
ing about it. He shared his experience with a seed seller who was, in all realms 
but the commercial, a stranger to him, but by doing so, joined a vast com-
munity of consumers. What practices and routines lay behind George Ford’s 
letter? And why did these epistolary exchanges take root in the seed trade?3 
Testimonial letters were used to meld two potentially divergent messages, 
encapsulating on the one hand the geographic range of the trade in seeds and 
on the other the intimacy that was still possible in the realm of commerce.
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Seeds as Commodities

After a war that made stark the divisions between agrarian and industrial 
economies, purveyors of seeds had a unique position as a trade that bridged 
that divide. This particular trade intrigues me precisely because it sits at 
the intersection of agrarian and industrial economies and cultures that is 
so characteristic of the nineteenth century. I believe there is an important 

Figure 3.1 Testimonial letters submitted to Vick’s Floral Guide, 1892.
Source: Author’s collection.
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“borderland” (to adapt a term from the landscape historian John Stilgoe), 
with both geographic and temporal aspects, between the Jeffersonian vision 
of an agrarian society and the modern industrial realm.4 The seed trade 
was an early and widespread business in the United States, and yet one that 
defies what are now stereotypical notions of factories and industrial work. 
Still, members of the trade did not identify solely with the agrarian sector 
either. In verbal and visual representations of their work and work sites, 
the seed trade blurred the distinctions between agricultural and industrial 
settings, rural and urban sites, and even, manual and mechanized labor. 
By expanding traditional agricultural production while introducing distri-
bution methods of the industrial era, firms moved seeds from the realm of 
informal trade and gift exchange into a commercial marketplace.

While drawing on both economic systems for aspects of production and 
distribution, the seed trade was also among the first to develop successful 
national markets. In presenting itself as resident in the borderland between 
agriculture and industry, the seed trade recognized that its market was a 
hybrid as well. The consumer market for seeds was vast, in both geographic 
and socioeconomic terms. While the start of a demographic shift from rural 
to urban areas certainly did begin in the nineteenth century, that shift did 
not imply a decline in planting, but rather a greater variety of market sectors. 
For example, the rise in urban populations led to a rise in market gardens, 
cottage kitchen gardens, leisure-time flower gardens, and garden suburbs 
with vast lawns. Most seed companies catered indiscriminately to those who 
planted for sustenance, economic pursuit, or leisure.

Many seed companies employed print culture as the means of reaching this 
broadening audience. While it could be argued that all businesses benefited 
from developments in print technology over the course of the nineteenth 
century, there does seem to have been a special relationship between, or even 
overlap of, seed sellers and the printing trade.5 From Bernard M’Mahon 
to James Vick, several important nineteenth-century American seed sellers 
were also trained as printers and published their own catalogues, while the 
larger seed companies that flourished in the late nineteenth century often 
included on-site printing works to produce their marketing materials. Seeds 
were broadcast not only in the soil but also through the postal networks of 
the expanding United States.

Still, farmers and gardeners had to be convinced that it was worthwhile 
to buy seeds, when they could perfectly well harvest them from their own 
fields and plots. In addition to this initial hurdle, purveyors of seeds sought 
to encourage repeat business, in an attempt to inculcate what we would 
now call brand loyalty. In order to shift the public’s view of seeds from 
products of the domestic economy to commodities, the trade developed a 
variety of marketing techniques, including the use of testimonial letters. 
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Seed companies recognized the important bond between seller and buyer in 
a trade where the commodity sold was difficult to judge or value before its 
use. As the Burpee Company wrote in their 1872 catalogue:

The relations of the Planter to his trusted Seedsman are more intimate than 
those of the buyer and seller in any other line of business; with other goods 
the buyer can largely judge of the quality and value by the sample, while with 
seeds the purchase is altogether a matter of confidence. To merit and main-
tain this confidence is the constant aim of the conscientious Seedsman. He 
cannot go into the open market to buy his supplies, but must prepare a year 
and two years ahead to have suitable acreage planted with selected stocks 
especially for seed, which he can recommend of his own knowledge . . . 6

This idea of a personal recommendation from the seed seller was echoed 
effectively through testimonial letters because in this instance purveyors 
and consumers were involved in the same horticultural pursuits. Many 
 nineteenth-century industries developed mechanized production processes 
that, while replicating and replacing earlier craft-based work, could not 
themselves be replicated on a domestic scale or without significant capital 
investment. Seed growers, however, shared their work processes with the 
farmers and gardeners who would eventually buy their goods. Thus, the 
words of consumers helped amplify the sense of trust fostered by the trade.

The George Ford letter is intriguing for not only its content but also its 
context. Though I have seen testimonial letters in seed trade catalogues as 
early as the 1850s, they flourished in the 1860s and 1870s. It is instructive to 
look at these early uses, which predate a boom in advice literature on advertis-
ing, from the introduction of Printers’ Ink in 1888 as an advertising industry 
trade journal to the publication of numerous marketing manuals at the turn 
of the twentieth century. Such later writings codified practices with which 
firms such as Vick, Buist, and Briggs experimented a generation earlier. 
While I am certainly not claiming that the seed industry was the sole orig-
inator of the use of testimonials, there is no question that the early reliance 
on printed catalogues supporting mail-order distribution provided a venue 
for such letters to be published. While display advertisements in periodicals 
might have had space for a handful of quotations, the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury catalogues sometimes contain as many as eight pages of letters, printed 
tightly in a small typeface. The firms tended to group letters under head-
ings such as “Reports from My Customers,” “Commendatory,” or indeed, 
“Testimonials.”7 The B. L. Bragg firm of Springfield, Massachusetts, wrote 
of the need to limit the letters they printed lest they overtake the rest of the 
catalogue: “That our seeds have given excellent satisfaction is confirmed 
by the many testimonials that we have received, some of which we print 
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in full in this volume of our farm manual. We have many others which if 
printed would make a volume in themselves.”8 Through these pages, printed 
year after year by several of the major companies, patterns of testimony do 
emerge. The letters tend to mention very specific plants, they laud the com-
pany as being better than others they have tried, they tend to include some 
personal measure of achievement, and they often offer corroboration of their 
success through the admiration of others.

Seed companies did invoke the opinions of experts in the field, such as 
the editors of agricultural and horticultural periodicals; these names might 
be attached to actual letters or might simply take the form of quotations 
from the press, as when Briggs and Brother divided their general heading, 
“What They Say of Us,” into two sections, “From the Press” and “From the 
People,” to which they referred together as “the great engine of society.”9 If 
companies distributed wholesale as well as retail, they might also employ the 
testimony of merchants, whose own livelihood would depend on the qual-
ity of the seeds they bought and sold. The Buist Company of Philadelphia 
explained these different markets, “The glowing testimonials that we are 
constantly receiving from all parts of the country endorsing our seeds, a few 
of which we annually publish in this Almanac, show the esteem in which 
they are held by both the planter, merchant and gardener; the one pro-
nounces them the best he has ever planted, and the other the most reliable 
and satisfactory he has ever sold to his patrons.”10

The companies occasionally employed publicly recognizable names, such 
as the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher, whose endorsement graced several com-
petitors’ pages in the 1860s, or the author Anna Warner, whose 1866 letter 
to the Vick Company was accompanied by a short story, originally pub-
lished in Harper’s Weekly, which featured the company.11 More often, how-
ever, the companies presented the experiences of ordinary customers, who 
shared the occasionally extraordinary moments of their lives. Testimonial 
letters were so effective in this broad and varied market because no particu-
lar status was needed to voice success; all parties could claim equal author-
ity. The words of a well-established market gardener who relied on a given 
company’s seeds for income were no more authoritative than the story of a 
self-described amateur gardener whose flowers were the envy of her neigh-
borhood. Having some sort of professional credential or expertise might lend 
credence to a testimonial, but not having this experience could equally well 
convince buyers that such results were attainable by anyone. As a letter from 
Rev. R. H. Waggoner of Hillsdale, Michigan, noted, “The seeds I obtained 
from you gave great satisfaction. The marvel with all is that with the care, 
or more properly the neglect, they receive in a common garden they should 
come equal to your recommendation.”12 Here, as in many of the letters, it 



85“ A f t e r  a  S e a s o n  o f  W a r ”

is the status of the common gardener writing in appreciation that, in fact, 
becomes a valuable marketing tool.

Because most of the authors writing letters to the seed trade held this 
status as “everyday” consumers rather than offering specialist expertise, and 
because the catalogues provided space for such a large number of the letters 
to be printed, testimonials could be used to mirror the variety of products 
on offer. Seed houses offered more individual items for sale than perhaps any 
other nineteenth-century trade, packaging the variety of nature enhanced by 
the science of hybridization. For every letter praising a newly bred, brightly 
colored, double-blossomed zinnia that drew attention to the writer’s front 
garden, there was another lauding the market success of a large and prolific 
breed of cabbage.13 At the same time, these letters, and the different com-
modities they vouched for, exhibited the breadth of the consumer market for 
seeds: in the years following the Civil War, this was a truly national market, 
transcending differences in region, livelihood, socioeconomic status, gender, 
and, potentially, race. Though, of course, not all of those who bought seeds 
from the myriad outlets where they could be purchased had the time, incli-
nation, or, indeed, literacy skills to write letters about their experiences, the 
variety among testimonial authors was suggestive of the wide reach of this 
particular trade.14

In the present day, one of the questions asked of testimonials is whether 
they are “real,” in the sense of actually being written by contented consum-
ers; television advertising adds an extra layer to this question, as even words 
that originate with a consumer might be presented by an actor. Are these 
endorsements in fact written by company marketers as part of larger adver-
tising campaigns? Such present-day questions niggle at the historian—were 
these letters written by nineteenth-century customers and sent in, as is often 
suggested by the text, with an order for the next year’s seeds, or were they 
written by members of the firm, who wrote all the rest of the catalogue text, 
including instructions for planting and descriptions of plants? Although it 
is difficult to give an absolutely confident response to the thousands of let-
ters printed in mid- to late- nineteenth-century seed trade catalogues, there 
is strong evidence that—in this trade, at this time—the letters genuinely 
were written by consumers. A close look at the context in which these let-
ters are placed reveals an incredible similarity between the different compa-
nies’ catalogues in some of the key features—planting instructions, varietal 
descriptions, and certainly in the printed illustrations, which tended to be 
widely shared between companies. But the testimonial letters actually show 
much greater variety than that. Their very specificity—with attributions of 
full names and hometowns that often supported only small populations—
would have aroused suspicion if the authors were not recognizable figures in 
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a community, especially if the letter claimed, as so many of them did, that a 
particular garden was the talk of the neighborhood.15

Even in this early history of the use of marketing testimonials, the com-
panies themselves were aware of the skepticism with which these types of 
letters might be met, and they went out of their way to assert their authen-
ticity and their spontaneous, “unsolicited” praise. Seed purveyors explained 
their inclusion of consumer opinion; for example, Henry Dreer wrote in his 
1866 catalogue, “Self-praise is no recommendation, nor are newspaper puffs 
reliable. We hold that the unsolicited testimonials of our customers are far 
more satisfactory, and, therefore, take the liberty of offering a few extracts 
from letters received from our friends, in various sections of the country, as 
an evidence of the reliability of our seeds. . . .”16 The Buist company went so 
far as offer evidence of the letters:

For the past few years we have taken the liberty of publishing extracts from a 
few of the many complimentary letters we are continually receiving, in order 
to satisfy those who are strangers to our house, that BUIST’S GARDEN 
SEEDS will always afford them the utmost satisfaction. The disinterested 
opinion of our customers will certainly be more convincing than any remarks 
we could possibly make. All letters of this character will always be separately 
filed, and kept open for the inspection of any customer.17

Interestingly, some firms that did not print testimonial letters still addressed 
the topic; they acknowledged the many customers who wrote to them, but 
cited space restrictions, such as J. J. Bell of Binghamton, New York, who 
wrote, “What People Think of our seeds and prices could be illustrated by 
printing hundreds of letters which daily we receive from customers saying 
our seeds are not only the cheapest but the Best they have ever planted. 
We omit these for lack of space but will try to convince every new custom-
ers of our ability to fill our orders with greater dispatch than heretofore.”18 
The Bliss Company did publish letters until about 1880 but after that date 
offered instead their “extensive and constantly increasing business as evi-
dence that our endeavor . . . is duly appreciated.”19 Thus, while testimonial 
letters were initially reproduced by firms at least in part to document the 
reach of their market, here the Bliss Company argues that the market reach 
is testimony in itself. Still, even when these statements seem defensive, they 
are centered more on issues of accurate quotation, and unprompted praise, 
than they are about the actual existence of the correspondents. Through 
these varied approaches, however, a focus on correspondence with customers 
emerges and is explained by the nature of the trade. The question that the 
issue of veracity raises—why would people write these letters?—is balanced 
in explaining the inclusion of testimonial letters in promotional materials 
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by the question of why people would read the letters. (Or, why would seed 
companies presume customers would read them?)

Certainly, patterns of testimony do emerge, and at times I have noted wor-
ryingly close language between two specific letters. For example, the Vick 
Company printed in its 1868 Illustrated Catalogue and Floral Guide a letter 
from Mrs. H. P. Morrison of Cambridge, Ohio, which said “I feel as though 
it would be ungrateful in me not to say something to you about my flowers, 
the seed of which I purchased of you last Spring . . . We were surrounded with 
beauties inexpressible, all summer, at very little expense.”20 The following 
year, the same company printed another letter, this from Annabel Lewis, of 
Ryerson Station in Greene County, Pennsylvania: “I feel as though it would 
be ungrateful in me not to say something to you about my flowers—the 
seed of which I purchased of you last spring. My seed almost all germinated, 
producing flowers far beyond my expectation . . . All the neighbors that saw 
them say they never saw the like before.”21 Still, it is just as likely that these 
similarities arise because individual authors recognize a form to follow in the 
letters they have read in previous catalogues, as opposed to one author, or 
a team, churning out drafts. Templates may have existed, but these appear 
to be borrowed from the conventions of nineteenth-century letter writing, 
rather than codified marketing practices.

These conventions were an element of both social and business prac-
tices, and numerous guides to these practices offered both general advice 
on letter writing and model letters for specific situations. While advising 
originality of thought, these manuals nonetheless recommended follow-
ing the templates provided; the testimonial segments of trade catalogues 
might have supplied appropriate guides. Such manuals advised that, with 
varying degrees of formality depending on the relationship and situation 
between writer and recipient, correspondence should serve in the place of 
face-to-face communication. For example, the New Parlor Letter Writer of 
1850 advised, “The art of Letter-Writing consists in a proper expression 
of those ideas on paper, which we should convey by conversation to a per-
son were he present.”22 The Pocket Letter Writer of 1852 concurred: “the 
best instruction, perhaps, for this kind of writing, is to consider well what 
you are about to say, and write it exactly as you would tell it, if the person 
was present.”23 While such advice might seem commonplace, its applica-
tion to commerce was increasingly relevant.

Commerce and Epistolary Culture

The seed trade was a pioneer in mail-order business. The face-to-face 
exchange of the traditional marketplace increasingly was replaced by written 
communication. Although over the course of the nineteenth century, some 
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firms introduced blank order sheets tipped into their catalogues, much of 
the exchange between distributor and consumer was carried out by corre-
spondence, to the extent that many of the catalogues offered advice on what 
information to be sure to include in these letters. Letter-writing manuals 
echoed these instructions, explaining exactly how to place orders by mail, 
and to separate the actual order from any other questions, suggestions, or 
commentary.24 Indeed the Rochester Democrat, in the city that became 
known as Floral City because of the concentration of seed and nursery firms 
there, published a column, reprinted in the Briggs catalogue of 1872, enti-
tled “The Art of Letter Writing,” suggesting the correct form for such letters 
and gently chiding those who blamed the companies for missing or incor-
rect orders, when in fact their own lack of precision in writing had caused 
the problem.25 Many larger catalogues included engravings depicting not 
only the plants being sold, but also the physical plants in which seeds were 
sorted, stored, packaged, and prepared for shipping. These images showed 
the various firms’ mail rooms as busy hives of activity at the heart of the 
trade. Whether intentional or not, this emphasis on letter writing provided a 
context in which the testimonial letter seemed naturally to fit; in requesting 
a subsequent order or simply a new catalogue, authors might well mention 
the success they had had in previous seasons.

The catalogues themselves can be seen as an epistolary form. As the nine-
teenth century progressed, horticultural advice was incorporated directly 
into the business ephemera of the seed trade. With the rise of the mail-order 
trade, seed lists, such as the one circulated by Bernard M’Mahon at the turn 
of the nineteenth century, grew into the distinct genre of the seed catalogue. 
Certainly the annual catalogues constituted an important form of education 
in gardening, and their authors were self-conscious in this role of consumer 
education. James Vick wrote in his 1866 edition:

[M]y Catalogue is not a list of hard names, dry and unmeaning to all but 
the experienced florist or botanist, but a valuable DIRECTORY, and a safe 
GUIDE FOR THE FLOWER GARDEN, one that may be consulted with 
profit by all, either in the purchase of seeds or their after treatment. The hab-
its of each variety are clearly stated; the situation for which it is best adapted, 
both for the perfection of the plant and the beauty of the garden; the season 
of flowering; the distance apart at which the plants should be given in full 
with each variety, so that the most inexperienced need not fail.26

The Philadelphia seed seller Robert Buist called his annual seed catalogue 
the Garden Manual and Almanac; while he referred to it as a “very plain little 
work,” he also wrote that “it contains plain facts, and useful directions and 
hints on the cultivation of Vegetables, just what the cottager and the inex-
perienced require; and an effort to encourage the taste for the cultivation of 
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the garden from which a great saving is accomplished in the support of rural 
families.”27 Botanical knowledge and folk wisdom blended in the pages of 
catalogues, which offered instruction on plant origins, sowing and culture 
of specific plants, and tenets of garden design.

Most of the catalogues started with some form of “letter” from the 
seedsman to his “friends,” with headings such as “Gossip with Customers,” 
“friendly greeting,” or “a New Year’s gift.”28 These narratives couched com-
merce in the language of friendship, advice, and gift giving. They also used 
the friendly counsel on the planning, sowing, tending, and harvesting of 
fields, gardens, lawns, and other planted landscapes to maintain a per-
sonal touch in what was an increasingly far-flung business. James Vick and 
W. Atlee Burpee were the masters of this genre, which served to personal-
ize a trade relationship conducted without face-to-face contact. By the eti-
quette of the day, as well as the business practice of mail order, such “letters” 
invited a response from the consumer. As a Pocket Letter Writer published in 
Cincinnati in 1853 advised, “All letters . . . require an answer. And in answer-
ing letters, always reply to any question that may have been asked, or sugges-
tions made, before proceeding with your own thoughts and information.”29 
If the seed seller’s “gossip” and advice about plants constituted the “sugges-
tions made,” it made sense that at least some consumers responded with their 
experiences of following that advice. To that extent, the testimonial letters of 
the nineteenth-century seed trade might be considered to be “solicited,” but 
because of this model of ongoing personal correspondence, as opposed to a 
commercial inducement to answer a particular slate of leading questions, 
there did not appear to be any discomfort with the use of these letters as a 
marketing tool.

On the rare occasions when customers of mail-order firms did come in 
contact with members of the company, the relationships established by pre-
vious correspondence were cemented. Robert Buist, a Philadelphia-based 
seed seller, wrote of his firm’s experience at the Centennial Exhibition in 
1876 in their hometown:

In addition to the many enjoyments of the great Centennial, the occasion 
has given us the opportunity of meeting, for the first time, many of our cus-
tomers and friends from various parts of the United States, whose trade has 
been conducted with us for many years exclusively by correspondence. The 
pleasure of becoming personally acquainted with those with whom we have 
been so familiar, by name only, has afforded us with great satisfaction, and 
trust will have a tendency to increase their confidence that we have so long 
enjoyed.30

Seed firms used their catalogues as a medium to display their correspon-
dence, fostering a sense of intimacy in two ways. On the one hand, they 
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replicated in print the experience of face-to-face exchange possible in a com-
mercial site such as a seed store, while on the other, they encouraged com-
mercial relations to follow the model of personal correspondence.

Seed sellers carefully tread this fault line between commercial and per-
sonal, professional and friendly. James Vick expressed his attitude toward 
his customers:

Nothing connected with business gives me so much pleasure as to know that 
my customers are satisfied with the efforts I make to please them, and that 
they feel well repaid for their expenditure of money and labor in growing 
choice flowers. I feel far more than a commercial interest in the success of 
those to whom I furnish seeds, sympathising with all both in success and 
failure, and making every possible effort to insure success. It is gratifying to 
know, therefore, that unbounded success—success that delights and aston-
ishes the growers is the rule, failure the exception.31

The companies encouraged consumers to share their horticultural success 
with them and, through the medium of the trade catalogue, with other con-
sumers like themselves. In this way, not only did the firms retain a personal 
relationship with consumers, but they also tried to foster a sense of commu-
nity among consumers who did not share geographic locale. The testimonial 
sections of catalogues were used to exemplify and publicize word-of-mouth 
recommendations. The examples printed in catalogues were simply codified 
forms of a broader consumer network recognized by the companies. As the 
Bliss Company wrote in 1881, “We owe a word to those of our friends who 
in so many instances have recommended us to others. Individual acknowl-
edgment is impossible, but our gratitude for the attention is none the less.”32 
Still, the idea of the testimonial letter being a recommendation to others 
stemmed in part from its subsequent use by the recipients; the extent to 
which consumers intended their words to reach a broader audience is unclear, 
but certainly many of those writing to companies would have been familiar 
with the printing of similar letters in catalogues and advertisements.

In this way, the letters were a hybrid between business and personal cor-
respondence, in not only the eyes of the recipient but the eyes of the writers 
as well. Of course, in the way that testimonial letters often accompanied 
orders for goods, they can be considered business letters. But even beyond 
that, one model for such letters was the “testimonial” or recommendation 
letter offered in the context of employment. Though in this case consumers 
were recommending purchase from a seller or firm rather than hiring of an 
employee, the issues of honesty, efficiency, fitness to task, and trust were 
similar; many letters did comment favorably on the business practices of a 
particular firm. The eighty-two-year-old Abijah Reed of Hulberton, New 
York, wrote to the B. K. Bliss Company, “Allow me to say that in all my 
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dealings with you I have found everything honorably and fairly done, and 
I am glad to believe that your enterprise has placed you among the first in 
your profession, and so long as I am able to give attention to the cultivation 
of flowers (and you continue the business,) I will be your customer.”33 Even 
when, as was often the case, letters commented on commodities, rather than 
the people who sold them, recommendation of these goods stood as a tes-
tament to trade with the seller, as a purveyor of reliable and high-quality 
goods. As Thomas Hill wrote in his 1878 Manual of Social and Business 
Forms, “Knowledge of persons recommended, of their fitness and capacity 
for the work they engage in, is always essential, before they can be conscien-
tiously recommended to others . . . An individual giving a recommendation 
is, in a certain sense, responsible for the character and ability of the person 
recommended; hence, certificates of character should be given with cau-
tion and care.” Hill’s Manual and numerous other guides to letter writing 
offered guidance for such testimonials.34 Such letters, and their printing in 
catalogues, drew consumers together by making them responsible to one 
another for not only the endorsement of a particular firm but also advice on 
specific plants to grow.

Still, the epistolary form of many of the testimonial letters is the more 
personal model of a thank you note. Many companies included free packets 
of seeds with orders, and it was also common practice to reward custom-
ers with chromolithographs depicting abundant displays of flowers, fruits, 
and vegetables. Many testimonial letters began with a note of thanks for 
these premiums, as when Mrs. C. S. Raymond of Bridgewater, Connecticut, 
wrote to the Vick Company in 1865, “Accept my thanks for the Pansy seed, 
also for the other seed you have sent us gratuitously. I would like very much 
to send you a bouquet of the verbenas I have raised from your seed this 
Summer.”35

Still, many letters considered even the purchased seeds as gifts, describ-
ing a value in the garden that seemed to exceed what was actually paid. For 
example, the Vick company presented a letter from Rev. J. W. Zimmerman 
of Vanceburg, Kentucky: “I have intended writing to you for some time to 
thank you for your truly valuable Catalogue, and also for your excellent seed. 
You know I got most of my garden seed from you last year, and I must say 
they all gave satisfaction; yea more—delight.”36 Similarly, Mrs. D. R. Foster 
wrote, “The Aster Seed you sent me . . . have produced flowers so beautiful 
and perfect in color, size, and every development, that I hasten to thank you 
for the great pleasure they afford us hourly. . . .”37 James Vick clearly saw the 
letters in light of this common form of etiquette, stating above a raft of tes-
timonials: “My Customers are all well pleased with the way in which I serve 
them. They think they not only receive the full worth of their money but a 
good deal more, and so every year send me thousands of letters expressing 



M a r i n a  M o s k o w i t z92

their thanks, though I have never in one case asked anything of the kind.”38 
Robert Buist explained the cyclical nature of such correspondence, “Such 
encouraging reports stimulate us to still greater efforts to please our cus-
tomers and friends, to whom we return our warmest thanks and kindest 
remembrances.”39 Although they worked to commodify their product, the 
seed trade continued to draw on the tradition of gift exchange, through 
which seeds had been transferred from person to person, and place to place, 
for generations, or indeed centuries.

Reading vast numbers of these letters on end, I was puzzled by what 
begins to sound like outright bragging—I was reminded of the frequent 
advice of writing manuals, “Never write anything you would blush to see in 
print.”40 But the model of a letter of gratitude to a company, whether for a 
specific gift or the general worth of the product purchased, provided a means 
of subsuming personal pride within the broader context of corporate praise. 
The bestowing of small gifts and the trope of the thank you note employed 
as testimony for the company show the attempts to gain and maintain their 
customers’ trust in an increasingly far-flung business. For the seed trade, the 
period of Reconstruction was a time to forge a national market, by not only 
courting a broad base of consumers but also reflecting it in their promo-
tional materials. The inclusion of testimonial letters in seed catalogues both 
asserted and encouraged the existence of a broad community of consumers, 
and fused their local landscapes into a national one.

Notes

1. Vick’s Illustrated Catalogue and Floral Guide (Rochester, NY: James Vick, 
1866), i.
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“The Ten Year Club”: 
Artificial Limbs 
and Testimonials at 
the Turn of the 
Twentieth Century
Edward Slavishak

The turn of the twentieth century witnessed a massive increase in the 
scope of the American artificial limbs industry. Although a brisk market 
in prostheses emerged in the United States after the Civil War, it was only 
in the late nineteenth century that amputations from mechanical accidents 
occurred with enough frequency to make the dismembered worker, and not 
the injured soldier, the industry’s vision of the common man. Regional and 
national manufacturers competed for urban and rural clientele with prom-
ises of comfort, ability, and rejuvenation. By 1910, artificial limbs were so 
common in the popular marketplace that Sears, Roebuck and Company 
catalogues advertised manufacturers’ sales pamphlets. Such was the nature 
of prosthetic advertising in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; 
one item of marketing literature frequently referred to others. Prospective 
customers were expected to follow a paper trail in order to learn all that they 
could before making an educated purchase. At the heart of this paper trail 
lay the customer testimonial.1

In the 1870s, writer William Rideing noted what he considered to be 
a new trend in the marketing of artificial limbs to Civil War amputees. 
Manufacturers began including testimonial sections in limb catalogues as 
another way to impress upon prospective customers the quality of their 
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products. Rideing defined these testimonials as the “experiences of crip-
pled men whose infirmities have been relieved . . . by the dexterity of artisans 
in human-repair shops.” His description touched upon three of the main 
claims that limb makers hoped to make for their products—the promise 
of physical relief, the positioning of patentees as skilled craftsmen, and the 
argument that prosthetic reconstruction could make one human again. In 
the decades after Rideing’s discovery, manufacturers’ marketing strategies 
ran the gamut from elaborate displays at industrial exhibitions to 500-page 
treatises on the science and artistry of prostheses. Yet a consistent pattern 
also emerged in their advertising ephemera, one that placed the reactions 
and encouragements of satisfied customers center stage. In order to guaran-
tee themselves repeat business and to recruit new customers, limb makers 
sought to establish a community of consumers around the use of artificial 
arms and legs. Rather than simply telling prospective customers that thou-
sands of people in their situation existed in the nation, limb makers used 
the rhetorical strategy of testimonial to reify the supposed bonds forged 
between people who had experienced amputation.2

Most advertising catalogues from artificial limb companies ended with a 
collection of customer commendations that conformed to a standard model 
(figure 4.1). First, testimonial writers provided a brief account of the dis-
membering accident or disease. Second, writers gave a favorable review of 
the prosthesis’ performance, offering specific details of daily function and 
ease of movement. Next, writers affirmed the manufacturer’s supremacy, 
typically claiming that they would not trade the model in question for any 
sum of money. Many letters then ended by welcoming the correspondence 
of prospective customers.

Limb companies solicited such testimonials directly from their clientele. 
Writers frequently began their letters by referring to companies’ requests for 
feedback and expressing their pleasure in honoring them. Some manufactur-
ers even offered direct guidance as to what correspondents should cover. The 
J. F. Rowley company of Chicago asked customers four specific questions to 
get them started: whether they experienced any chafing in the socket of their 
artificial legs, whether their leg stumps slipped when they sweated, whether 
the wax in the prosthetic sockets melted in hot weather, and whether they 
experienced any problems with their mechanical ankle joints. When the 
A. A. Marks company of New York included hundreds of testimonials in its 
1907 catalogue, it explained that it had been “necessary to cut out all irrele-
vant matter in order to give each writer his share of the space allotted to the 
chapter.” Even with such editing, the allotted space—156 pages—allowed 
Marks to present an overwhelming number of opinions from people who 
had experienced artificial arms, legs, hands, and feet. In the logic of this 
strategy, manufacturers did not necessarily expect prospective customers to 



Figure 4.1 Candor and proof. From J. T. and H. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 1910.
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wade through nearly 800 individual testimonials. Instead, the onslaught of 
brief biographical sketches and laudatory claims was meant to impress the 
reader with the scope of the Marks manufacturing and distribution net-
work. Here was a company that offered not only prosthetic products but 
also decades of experience that had forged a seeming community of grateful 
consumers.3

Testimonials buttressed limb makers’ key claims about their products—
especially concerning the successful illusion of covered artificial limbs, the 
exceptional range of motion made possible by their use, and the physical 
comfort experienced when wearing them. For every testimonial writer who 
claimed that “not one-quarter of the inhabitants of this city” knew about 
the presence of the prosthesis, there were dozens who simply chronicled the 
miles they had walked and tasks they had performed with the mechani-
cal aid. That some letters were more outlandish than others only served 
to highlight customers’ enthusiasm for particular models of prostheses. A 
man writing to J. F. Rowley from Kentucky in 1911 illustrated the type of 
hyperbole that exalted limb makers: “Rowley, your limbs are so near perfect 
it is a pity you could not add one thing more—flesh and blood.” Beyond 
the essential function of promoting the use of specific products and the 
patronage of specific manufacturers, testimonials also offered glimpses of 
the purported miracle of prosthetic reconstruction—men (and much less 
frequently, women) who had won an unexpected second chance in life. The 
Connecticut tightrope-walker who rejoiced that his career had been only 
temporarily halted, not destroyed, by the loss of his right leg joined thou-
sands of other Americans in affirming that economic success and personal 
well-being went hand-in-hand after the purchase of an artificial limb.4

Yet the real work done by testimonials—the true advantage of the adver-
tising technique for companies that used it—was the trio of psychological 
cues that such correspondence offered. Manufacturers relied on testimonials 
from satisfied consumers to convey three messages to prospective buyers. 
First, letters written by actual customers were meant to suggest a level of 
candor that was perhaps not expected from the companies themselves. In 
the name of transparency, limb makers stressed that they willingly threw 
open their archives of letters in order to show that they had complete confi-
dence in the quality of their wares. Of course, the fact that such letters were 
solicited, selected, and even edited limited the risks involved in publishing 
their contents. Second, testimonials made tangible the atomized population 
of amputees in the United States and beyond. Emphasizing the devastating 
sense of isolation that amputees were told they should feel, manufactur-
ers presented themselves as leaders of an intimate consumer movement that 
bridged social and geographic chasms. Finally, and perhaps most signifi-
cantly, testimonials signaled membership in a network that promised to be 
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long-lived. When the Rowley company founded its “Ten Year Club” in the 
early twentieth century, it did so in order to reward loyal customers who had 
used a single Rowley leg for a decade or more. Yet the notion of a Ten Year 
Club also epitomized the advertising promises of artificial limbs. Here was 
a techno-medical product meant to reverse the deteriorating physical, eco-
nomic, and social effects of dismemberment by granting amputees the one 
aspect of life that they were coached to miss most—longevity.

This chapter analyzes testimonials printed in the catalogues of five artifi-
cial limb manufacturers from the turn of the twentieth century. A. A. Marks 
of New York City, the oldest company, was established in 1853. By 1905, 
the company owned an office and factory on Broadway and a lumber mill 
in Connecticut. The J. F. Rowley Company began manufacturing artificial 
legs in Chicago in the 1870s. William Feick established Feick Brothers in 
Pittsburgh in 1881. The George Fuller company succeeded Douglas Bly’s 
well-regarded Rochester prosthetics firm in 1877. Finally, John T. Apgar 
formed his company in New York City in 1900. Of the five firms, only Feick 
Brothers sold all manner of surgical instruments and corrective apparatuses. 
Accordingly, artificial limbs comprised a small but significant part of Feick 
Brothers promotional catalogues. The other four firms focused all research 
and investment on devices for amputees—artificial limbs, stump sockets, 
suspenders, hosiery, crutches, and hand-propelled carts. The array of devices 
offered in any given catalogue could overwhelm the reader with technical 
detail and reminders of trauma. The testimonial became the leading advertis-
ing form for turn-of-the-century manufacturers because of its ability to create 
a favorable image of both the products available and the people using them.5

“All one could expect”: Commercial Candor

Testimonials were first used in prosthesis marketing in the mid-nineteenth 
century by Frank Palmer’s American Artificial Limb Company. In addition 
to dozens of reports from American military surgeons, European doctors, 
and the faculty of American medical schools, Palmer’s 1865 catalogue con-
tained twenty-five letters from customers who confirmed the quality and 
comfort of the limbs. The company noted:

The testimony of wearers of the limbs will be, to the mass of the public, the 
best possible evidence of their merit. The Appendix contains letters from per-
sons in every walk of life, who join in the warm expression of their approval 
of these substitutes, arising from personal experience of their use.6

Palmer’s formula, in which testimonials were believable because of their 
aura of “personal experience,” became the standard justification for their 
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use in limb catalogues. Testimonials were common in the 1870s and 1880s 
because, as the St. Louis Globe-Democrat noted, “the Civil War left an 
immense number of stumps.” The volume of printed testimonials increased 
dramatically as the size of prosthesis advertising materials grew. By 1887 
the George R. Fuller company compiled over 500 testimonials and endorse-
ments for its 230-page commercial review.7

When limb makers turned their attention to the industrial worker as 
a typical customer, the use of testimonials and correspondence networks 
became even more prominent. The market was growing. Economist Mark 
Aldrich has shown that while death rates from railroad accidents declined in 
the United States after the 1880s, injury rates from train mishaps more than 
doubled from 1890 to the 1910s. Similarly, injury rates for railroad employ-
ees rose steadily to a peak in the 1910s. The inverse relationship between 
injury and death rates was caused in part by surgical advances systematized 
after the Civil War that enabled physicians to save lives by removing limbs 
and limiting infection. A recent study of all forms of turn-of-the-century 
industrial accidents in the United States concluded that the period was 
marked by “exceptionally acute” injury rates, which only declined after the 
implementation of workers’ compensation programs in the 1910s.8

The most lucrative markets for prostheses by 1910 were urban areas with 
large manufacturing workforces and high railroad traffic. Massive indus-
trial cities like Pittsburgh, according to one contemporary study, produced 
upwards of 500 industrial amputees in a year in the first decade of the cen-
tury. Leg amputations occurred most often when pedestrians, workers, or 
passengers fell beneath moving trains, when miners had legs crushed in par-
tial tunnel collapses, or when industrial workers were caught between heavy 
materials and vehicles. Arm amputations tended to occur more often in 
factory employment that required movement of the hands in and around 
swiftly moving machinery. Industrial clientele and city dwellers in general 
thus became the focus of manufacturers as the Civil War market declined 
in the late nineteenth century. Although manufacturers acknowledged that 
most customers were of limited financial means, they devoted the most space 
in their catalogues to their most innovative products. These were also the 
most expensive, suggesting some incongruity between what manufacturers 
claimed as their public service role and their recognition of what maximized 
profits. The largest catalogues, those published by the A. A. Marks company, 
featured testimonials written by a cross-section of the American workforce: 
36 percent manual workers, 22 percent professionals and business  owners, 
15 percent clerical workers, and 14 percent farmers. Regardless of who was 
most typical within the prosthetic clientele, it was increasingly clear by the 
1890s that the business was changing. The New York City limb maker who 
grumbled in 1896 that business was poor because “veterans are dying off” would 
have to shift his marketing focus in the next decade to remain competitive.9
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Part of the objective of letter-writing was to make consumers believe 
that they had access to every scrap of information available on artificial 
limbs. When state distribution programs offered limbs to Civil War vet-
erans, contracts between states and manufacturers allowed little shopping 
around on the part of amputees. North Carolina and Mississippi led the way 
in purchasing prostheses for Confederate veterans, allocating over $80,000 
and $30,000 respectively, while the federal government allocated funds for 
Union veterans. It was only when accident victims were expected to pay 
for their own limbs, especially in the context of turn-of-the-century indus-
trial cities, that judging between competing products became paramount. 
Companies warned prospective customers that charlatans lurked behind 
every advertisement for the “best” limbs. A railroad worker from Rhode 
Island counseled fellow amputees in 1904 that there was “as much differ-
ence in artificial limbs as there [was] in folks, and sometimes more.” With 
variety came a series of bewildering choices for amputees.10

Feick Brothers of Pittsburgh noted that there had been “entirely too 
much mystery thrown about the making of artificial limbs” by manufac-
turers eager to confuse the public. The company used this claim to argue 
that other manufacturers had inflated prices by alluding to “secret meth-
ods” that made their limbs superior. Limb makers presented testimonials 
simultaneously to discredit rivals’ claims of specialization and to establish 
their own technological proficiency. Equipped with lengthy lists of actual 
amputees who wore artificial limbs, companies stressed, the prospective cus-
tomer could have all questions answered. In 1905, customer G. A. Corbett 
of Wisconsin wrote to the A. A. Marks company of the fundamental role 
that men like himself played: “I consider it my duty, and everyone else that 
wears an artificial limb, to tell the public, especially those that have to wear 
them, their candid opinions of the legs they are wearing.”11

The first step in conveying a sense of utter candor through testimoni-
als was to emphasize the impossibility of fully replacing natural arms and 
legs. Although all limb makers claimed to have perfected the mechanics of 
human motion, they also argued through correspondence that no manufac-
turer should claim too much about prosthetic function. Elmer Brewer, an 
Iowa farmer, wrote that his artificial arm was “all one could expect” from 
a prosthesis company. E. H. Hammond of Sheridan, Wyoming, admitted 
to J. F. Rowley that “the best is bad enough, and the best is what we must 
have.” Realistic expectations, companies suggested, would prepare the cus-
tomer for the difficulties of learning to use the limb and make him pleas-
antly surprised by the eventual result. John Byrne of Connecticut reasoned 
that “we all know” that prostheses could not “be expected to do the same 
amount of work as the natural one,” yet amputees must struggle to make the 
most of them. Comparisons between natural and artificial limbs effectively 
served to blur the lines between the two. By using the trope of prostheses 
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that delivered the “nearest approach to nature,” companies claimed humility 
at the prospect of approximating natural design even as they boasted about 
their mastery of the process. Isaac Collins concluded his 1904 testimonial by 
declaring, “This artificial leg with rubber foot can’t be excelled unless you 
get the blood circulating in it.”12

A recurring element in testimonials stressed the ability of a particular 
limb to eradicate problems associated with other brands. In a similar fash-
ion to the “natural versus artificial” debate, the focus on problems common 
to limbs served as a way of staking out the manufacturer in question as the 
exception to the rule. It was a false type of candor, then, but one meant 
to resonate with amputees who either had not purchased a limb before or 
had done so and had been dissatisfied with the results. Testimonial writers 
often explained the attributes of their limbs in the negative, noting the types 
of inconveniences that their particular limb did not cause. A soldier from 
Venezuela praised the A. A. Marks company’s artificial leg for what it was 
not: “It is not heavy, neither does it tire me, nor pain my stump.” By remind-
ing readers of the potential for excessive weight, fatigue, and pain in daily 
use, Marks posited the existence of a community of sufferers who might 
never find relief if they did not learn about the Marks enterprise.13

Technical or sensitive subjects that might otherwise not appear in adver-
tising material found their way into customers’ letters. William Jessop wrote 
of his initial concern that his Apgar artificial leg would emit the same “dis-
agreeable odor” that he had experienced with other limbs. Adam Ehrlin of 
Ohio rejoiced that his Marks limb had finally freed him from a creaking 
ankle joint that had plagued him while using a competitor’s model. A doctor 
from Iowa referred to non-Marks models of artificial limbs as “rattle-traps,” 
suggesting that only Marks had solved the problem of noisy prostheses. 
Indeed, the “unpleasant squeaking and rattling of joints” appeared often 
in testimonials as an embarrassing fact of life for people wearing inferior 
products. Writers’ emphasis on odor, noise, and the details of their stumps’ 
condition brought the minutiae of prosthetic living to the foreground. This 
was novel for advertising materials that otherwise encouraged the omission 
of any detail that might detract from the successful illusion of able-bodied 
movement. Gone were mid-Victorian concerns with artifice and insincerity 
when dealing with others; limb catalogues instead spread the gospel of social 
manipulation that characterized early twentieth-century business culture as 
a world of appearances. Testimonials dredged up the hidden aspects of pros-
thetic living in order to convince the prospective customer that he was now 
in the know.14

The grim pragmatism offered in such testimonials echoed contem-
porary medical texts that turned attention from the accident and toward 
the assumed recovery. Limb makers and their clients adopted the surgical 
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community’s focus on the usefulness of stumps as the key component of 
dismemberment. By the turn of the century, surgeons stressed that it was 
no longer necessary to save as much of an arm or leg as possible to offer an 
accident victim the best chance of optimal use. Instead, surgeons began 
amputating limbs in a fashion that best adapted them to use with pros-
thetics, even if it meant removing part of the limb that could otherwise be 
saved. This prosthesis-centric approach to amputation complemented limb 
makers’ insistence on revealing customers’ efforts to maintain their stumps. 
Indeed, advertising catalogues ranked care of stumps as one of the most 
pressing issues for prospective customers.15

Manufacturers noted that there was much to be lost in terms of function 
and comfort if amputees attempted to wear artificial limbs without first 
confirming that their limbs were in proper order. The J. T. and H. Apgar 
company of New York, for instance, advertised its course of treatment for 
stumps that, if followed religiously by the customer, would make the use of 
an artificial limb as pleasant as possible. All manufacturers specified stump 
care programs and frequently used testimonials to remind readers that pos-
itive reviews and tales of amazing physical ability were contingent upon 
such hard work. The rewards, they promised, were impressive. Many writ-
ers noted that it took considerable adjustments to become accustomed to 
artificial limbs as a facet of one’s daily life. C. S. Powers of Valley Falls, 
New York, explained that when he first used his new limb, he “experienced 
considerable difficulty and embarrassment in manipulating same.” Powers 
stated, however, that after a brief period of time, he could “perfectly control” 
his motion. Writers used the condition of their stumps, then, to explain the 
comfort experienced with a particular brand of limb and to commend the 
manufacturer further for his quality and care. Correspondents’ assertions of 
sturdiness (“My stumps are hard as nails”) indicated the physical state that 
made prosthetic reconstruction comfortable and implied that it was a par-
ticular limb maker that had delivered them to that state.16

In order to impart a sense of candor in the midst of hard-sell advertis-
ing copy, limb makers turned to the correspondence of happy customers 
who could give an insider’s view of the trials and triumphs of learning to 
live prosthetically. The intended impression for the reader was that people 
outside the company were suddenly giving away the company’s secrets (even 
if they all turned out to be flattering). Writers themselves recognized the 
power of the presumed independent observer, one declaring that “a satis-
fied customer is the best advertisement.” Others shrewdly denigrated their 
own writing skills, distancing their rhetorical powers from the power of the 
prosthesis to convince the amputee through its sheer mechanical achieve-
ment. An Indiana man noted in 1901, “I am not much on commendatory 
letters, but will give you the best I have got and let the readers decide for 
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themselves.” A Rowley customer signed off in 1910, “No use occupying any 
more space—the goods speak for themselves.” In the entrepreneurial spirit 
of plain talking and straight dealing, testimonials from customers attempted 
to remind potential purchasers that reading pages and pages of customers’ 
reactions was ultimately unnecessary.17

“My life was a misery before I got one”: 
An End to Isolation

If correspondents stressed that testimonials could only do so much to aid 
in the selling of a product, there was a more ambitious goal in mind that 
would eventually serve the company just the same. Testimonial sections 
were designed to forge letter-writing networks for the exchange of informa-
tion about the shared experiences of the injured. Amputees were promised a 
useful connection with others across the country who understood the pains 
of dismemberment. Thus, when writers solicited correspondence from those 
who were searching for the best arm or leg, they (through the company) 
encouraged other amputees to bypass the company temporarily. The steam-
boat worker from Kentucky who declared himself “ready and willing to 
give any information . . . to anyone in need” was one of thousands of people 
scattered throughout and beyond the nation who sought each other based 
on their use of artificial limbs. Another man from New Jersey encouraged 
“everybody that has need of a leg” to visit him and observe him in action. 
A. A. Marks encouraged prospective buyers to read through its testimonials 
and provide the company with a list of men with whom they wished to cor-
respond. Marks would subsequently send the list of addresses. With such a 
system in place, testimonial sections essentially allowed the reader to shop 
for pen pals as well as prosthetic goods.18

The viability of “consuming brotherhoods” at the turn of the century 
depended on the availability of both discretionary income and specific types 
of consumption that conformed to prevailing gender roles. Sociologist Mark 
Swiencicki has argued that not only was the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century a period of “enormous” male consumption of goods and ser-
vices, but that even working-class men participated voraciously. Sports, social 
and labor clubs, saloons, variety theaters, and gambling halls all encour-
aged what Swiencicki labeled “organizational consumption”— homosocial 
groupings that revolved around the use of goods and services and for which 
“membership” could be purchased directly or indirectly. Much of this male 
consumption took place in environments of fun and camaraderie, such as 
that enjoyed by the four million American men who claimed membership 
in fraternal organizations in 1900. Yet fraternal organizations had tradition-
ally provided practical functions of reciprocity as well. The group identity 
fostered by limb makers was meant to be equally collegial and expedient. 
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In this way, the loose network of prosthesis customers was a combination 
of new forms of consumption-based fraternity and the traditional form of 
trauma-based fraternity seen prominently after the Civil War. Veterans 
groups promoted commemoration and commiseration, sanctioning mem-
bers’ emotional displays over wounds, lost comrades, and battle experiences. 
Studio photographs of veterans groups in the late nineteenth century often 
featured physical contact and elaborate poses that would be considered 
highly intimate by mid-twentieth-century standards.19

This intimacy was acceptable because it accompanied a narrative of phys-
ical and patriotic sacrifice. Similarly, limb manufacturers made intimacy 
between customers acceptable by couching it in terms of science, shared 
trauma, and capitalism. The pooling of resources that was central to frater-
nal groups in the United States and Europe before 1900 surfaced in customer 
correspondence as the sharing of tips and anecdotes. As scholars in disability 
studies have demonstrated, the historical construction of physical disability 
as an individual problem resulted in the widespread perception of specific 
forms of physical impairment as sui generis. In this framework, dismember-
ment became not only an end to the productive life of wage-earning but 
also to the mundane assumption that others shared one’s experiences. Limb 
catalogues from the early twentieth century are vivid examples of the prac-
tice by which those who had experienced accidental trauma were instructed 
to believe in the overwhelming isolation brought on by their physical state. 
The solution, notes disability scholar Simi Linton, was to think of oneself as 
a “patient, client, and consumer.”20

Limb makers expected amputees to huddle together by writing about 
what worked best in the prosthetics market. Though we cannot gauge the 
volume of correspondence that actually occurred according to the model 
set out by the companies, the model itself tells us much about the decision 
to highlight testimonials as a means to an end. Their vision of a collective 
masculinity contrasts sharply with the traditional notion of rugged inde-
pendence as a prerequisite for active, male citizenship in the United States. 
For example, labor historian John Williams-Searle has shown that late 
 nineteenth-century Midwestern railroad workers changed the way in which 
they viewed bodies damaged on the job. Trainmen initially treated work 
injuries as evidence of valiant, manly effort, but constricting labor markets 
and rising accident rates eventually made them fear both accidents and the 
bodily reminders of risky working lives. If self-determination in a capitalist 
society depended on the economic productivity brought by able-bodiedness, 
then workers without the full use of their limbs complicated a narrative in 
which experience on the job resulted in economic security and a strong char-
acter. Williams-Searle argues that unions adopted images of injured workers 
as useful mobilization tools but failed to implement programs to aid injured 
members who appeared irrevocably pathetic. The artificial limb catalogue 
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and its testimonials posited a different dynamic, in which the pathos gener-
ated by representation was to be swept away by a commercial fix.21

The image of amputees presented by limb makers was one of isolated 
individuals who suffered their condition silently until brought together by 
sympathetic entrepreneurs. The Apgar company explicitly referred to its 
customers as “sufferers,” using therapeutic language as it explained the pro-
cess of ordering and fitting artificial limbs. It was through the process of 
purchasing that sufferers became non-sufferers. Customers themselves used 
bleak terms for their group—“sufferers,” “the afflicted,” “unfortunates,” 
“unfortunate sufferers,” “poor persons,” “poor sufferers,” “fellow  sufferers,” 
and “unfortunate humanity” among them. When Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson writes that “disability is a culturally fabricated narrative of the 
body, similar to what we understand as the fictions of race and gender,” she 
underscores the political process through which such texts as limb cata-
logues have created an either/or system of the fit and the unfit. The disabil-
ity system, notes Garland-Thomson, has equated female, disabled, and dark 
bodies as dependent and incomplete, in need of intervention. Testimonials 
offered a way out (or, a way back). The promised intervention would come 
through both the technical assistance of the manufacturer and the practical 
camaraderie of fellow consumers.22

The depressing nature of the generic groups was the “before” that com-
plemented the post-purchase “after” of ability, movement, and optimism. 
Feick Brothers of Pittsburgh declared in 1896:

In the nature of things the only persons who are at all interested or put any 
thought upon the subject are those who wear the limbs, those who make 
them and the surgeons who prepare the stumps. And thus it usually happens, 
that when the necessity first arises for an artificial limb the patient has no 
friend or acquaintance who has any practical knowledge of the subject, and if 
by chance he has a friend who wears such an appliance, this friend may know 
only the work of a single manufacturer . . . This is not as it should be.23

In much the same way that disabled organizations in Great Britain and 
France encouraged members to forget their losses by immersing themselves 
in the company of other amputees, limb makers suggested that the most 
debilitating aspects of dismemberment were the various forms of isolation 
that accompanied it. An English customer noted to A. A. Marks in 1908: 
“sometimes I almost forget my loss, and that is saying a great deal.” The best 
prosthetic illusion was that which came close to tricking the wearer him-
self. Forgetting loss was a matter of refusing to dwell on the past, and thus 
eliding the moment at which masculine independence became feminized 
vulnerability and destitution.24
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Testimonials printed in catalogues rarely included much detail about the 
accidents that took customers’ arms and legs. Even the exceptional letters 
that provided accident narratives used them as brief stepping stones along 
the path toward recovery:

On August 29, 1906, I left my home, 338 Katon Avenue, Jersey City, to take 
a train on the Central Railroad of New Jersey, at Eighth St. Station, Bayonne, 
New Jersey, and while getting on the car, which I thought had stopped, it 
suddenly moved, I lost my footing, and the train passed over my two legs. 
I was taken to Bayonne Hospital and an operation was performed and both 
legs amputated. After being in the hospital about three months I made up 
my mind to have made artificial legs and gave you the order. After they were 
made by you I walked three blocks on them the same day I left the hospital, 
without feeling the loss of my natural ones. Since that time I am able to walk 
upstairs and do light work without the use of crutches. I am very thankful 
that I am able to work and am perfectly satisfied that you have the best pat-
ented limbs in the world, and would recommend them to all sufferers.
Yours truly,
Antonio Ielardia
277 E. 152nd St., New York25

Testimonials accomplished an act of replacement, training amputees’ atten-
tion away from their lost limbs and toward the buoyant people among whom 
they suddenly found themselves. J. F. Rowley attributed its customers’ suc-
cessful walking both to the personalized treatment they received from the 
company and to the “moral encouragement” gained from seeing and reading 
about other amputees using artificial limbs.

This feeling of belonging was crucial to people who were told to be partic-
ularly sensitive to the situations and crowds in which they stood out. Marks 
detailed the humiliation that amputees confronted in their daily lives, as 
passersby pointed and gossiped about them:

To be frequently asked: “How did it happen?” “Did you lose your arm in 
the war?” “Were you in a railroad collision?” or to have such utterances as: 
“Poor, unfortunate man!” “How he must have suffered!” “What a terrible 
loss!” whispered within your hearing, may, for a while, be accepted in good 
part, but their repetition becomes annoying and odious.26

Testimonial writers contributed to this argument by establishing the dis-
guise of artificial limbs as an antidote to the unwanted attention of strang-
ers. A cattleman from Australia commended Marks’ limbs for making one 
“look as if he had nothing the matter with him.” A Michigan attorney wrote 
of the “mental comfort” that wearing a quality limb gave him, as opposed to 
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the constant self-doubt that came with wearing a problematic (noisy, smelly, 
ungainly) limb. A teacher from Indiana admitted that the greatest mental 
advantage of an artificial limb was its ability to relieve the wearer of “much 
embarrassment” in the course of public life. Once properly disguised, ampu-
tees could forget that which set them apart from others and instead concen-
trate on the connections that they could make with supposedly like-minded 
individuals.27

In the acutely pragmatic discourse of turn-of-the-century catalogues, the 
goal of artificial limbs was to return amputees to active lives. This gener-
ally implied wage-earning, but numerous examples of athletic and leisurely 
pursuits expanded the definition of “active” beyond the workday. The Apgar 
firm declared that a man who wore one of their limbs could not be “classed 
as a cripple,” because movement and function were so thoroughly restored. 
The implication was clear—men worked, while cripples sat idle. The resto-
ration of activity was meant to eliminate the intense social isolation presum-
ably caused by the amputee’s lack of a productive economic role. Rowley 
lamented that without artificial limbs at their disposal, amputees’ “prospects 
for the future present a decidedly gloomy appearance.” Apgar explained that 
in order “to keep his place in the race of human existence,” a man in the 
United States required full use of his arms and legs; otherwise, “the unfor-
tunate cripple” had to give way to “those less unfortunate in this respect.” 
Studies of amputation and prosthetic rehabilitation in Europe have shown 
that physiologists and surgeons measured success in prosthetic rehabilitation 
by the ability of the amputee to perform the same occupational tasks that 
he had performed previously. Rather than mere survival or absence of pain, 
then, the ability of an amputee to earn a wage, ice skate, walk three miles, 
or ride a horse loomed as the desired endpoints of the prosthetic process in 
Europe and the United States.28

These promises defined masculinity across class lines as a standard, 
assumed repertoire of action. Disability studies scholars have stressed that 
gender consists of everyday bodily movements and comportments assembled 
into binary, prescriptive categories. Men whose bodies could not perform 
such activities or adopt such poses could alleviate the pressures of a bodily 
centric, capitalist culture through a consumer transaction. Testimonial writ-
ers echoed the refrain of successful function with the use of an artificial 
limb. More than any other feature, it was the chronicle of resumed work that 
characterized writers’ tales. Charles Chrisley of Virginia divulged, “I never 
thought that I would be restored to my usefulness as I am,” indicating that 
he could still meet the demands of farm work since his accident. Herman 
Hastings of Massachusetts wrote to A. A. Marks in 1904, “From the fact of 
having the artificial limb I obtained several prominent [clerical] positions, 
which otherwise would have never been opened to me.” Railroad workers, 
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grocers, chauffeurs, bakers, longshoremen, and silk weavers all declared 
that their working lives and wages were reclaimed. A ticket collector on the 
Weehawken Ferry in New Jersey wrote to the Apgar company in the spring 
of 1909, noting his ability to work as usual with an artificial limb. In his 
position as a public figure, the collector dealt with large crowds each day. 
Not only did he not stand out as an object of unwelcome attention, but he 
could serve the public as well as any able-bodied employee.29

A Canadian magician who professed to be skilled at the art of illusion 
told this tale to A. A. Marks:

When I appear on stage my steps are elastic and never betray the fact that I 
wear an artificial leg. After having worn your leg about six weeks, I invited 
the surgeon who amputated my limb to witness my performance; he invited 
in turn his medical class. When I was called upon to show my artificial limb, 
you should have seen the expression on those students’ faces—they could 
hardly believe it.30

Extreme examples served the dual purpose of accentuating the illusion of 
able-bodiedness brought by prostheses and highlighting the uplifting trope 
of a man on the job, doing what he had previously done. The fact that 
this man was a magician added a colorful element to the story, but it also 
highlighted the notion that artificial limbs allowed skilled workers to per-
form to the utmost of their abilities.

An end to isolation also meant incorporation into a happier, healthier 
existence. Stock phrases interwoven throughout testimonials—“It seems as 
though I were living in a new world,” “It has done more for me than I ever 
dared hope for”—emphasized rebirth, all the more remarkable because it 
was shared with people in neighboring towns and distant countries. A writer 
from Maine declared: “I only wish all who are thus afflicted might be able 
to call on A. A. Marks, who will add much happiness to their lives.” A 
doctor from Brooklyn agreed: “I am fully conscious that it is a great mis-
fortune for any person to lose a limb and I realize how much that affliction 
is mitigated by you in making limbs to such a high degree of perfection as 
you have attained in that line.” The “affliction” of dismemberment, wrote a 
farmer from Oklahoma, was so mitigated by the replacement that “the ter-
ror [was] removed” physically and psychologically. A farmer from Alabama 
summed up these sentiments for fellow Marks customers, “My life was a 
misery before I got one.”31

And so it came back to the reading of testimonials and the sharing of 
information with other amputees. A. A. Marks explained in 1907:

It was customary in former times to give with each testimonial the full post-
office address of the writer; but the frequency of complaints by the writers 
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as well as the readers, has induced us to locate by counties and states only 
and furnish complete addresses when asked for. Artificial limb wearers move 
about the same as other persons. Among eight hundred, a large proportion 
change their locations every year and cannot be reached by the old addresses. 
For this reason it is better to give up-to-date addresses as they are needed and 
called for. Any person desirous of communicating or conferring with testimo-
nial writers can make a list from this chapter and send it to us. Immediately 
upon its receipt we will send addresses that have been corrected to date.32

The announcement offered numerous cues to suggest the vitality of the 
prosthetic project: a manufacturer that frequently updated its contact list; 
customers so eager to reach each other that they complained when their let-
ters went astray; and the image of a dynamic population constantly on the 
move and hard to constrain.

In the decidedly male world of artificial limb catalogues, Bertha Deily of 
Zion Hill, Pennsylvania, invited any interested parties to visit her home to 
see her artificial leg. Deily represented the less than 10 percent of correspon-
dents appearing in catalogues who were women, and the even smaller per-
centage of female customers who solicited correspondence. As such, Deily 
was welcomed into the fraternity of the prosthetically reconstructed as one 
more instance of the Apgar company’s geographic reach (in this case, turn-
ing her eastern Pennsylvania residence into a virtual showroom). Edward 
Stewart of Bridgeport, Connecticut, told Apgar: “You can use this publicly 
for the benefit of those who are in doubt whose limb to get. You can also 
refer any prospective customer to me privately, and I will answer all letters.” 
Manufacturers’ amateur sales forces grew via the enlistment of individuals 
like Deily and Stewart. William Sparks invited all prospective customers to 
his New York City home, where he would “try to entertain them” by per-
forming tasks both mundane and extraordinary. Although few letters prom-
ised such entertainment directly, the exchange of information was meant to 
offer emotional rewards as well as functional ones. The epitome of the com-
munity ideal stressed in testimonials came in a letter from W. L. Corgan of 
St. Louis to the A. A. Marks company: “Brothers, don’t be discouraged if 
you get a leg or two cut off, for if you are the right kind of stuff, there is lots 
of fun here for you yet.”33

“As long as I live”: The Benefits of Membership

Prosthetic manufacturers pushed amputees to affiliate with each other, to 
create and maintain a series of direct and indirect communications in order 
to counter the lonely experience of dismemberment. An offshoot of this 
effort was an attempt to position the company as the facilitator or medi-
ator of all exchanges. Thus, the final message conveyed in artificial limb 
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testimonials was that loyalty to a particular firm was rewarded through 
symbolic membership in an enduring organization. Customers who perse-
vered with their prosthetic products could enjoy the company’s success by 
proxy. J. F. Rowley led in this respect, establishing a “Ten Year Club” for 
individuals who had worn a Rowley leg for a decade or more and wished 
to correspond with both veterans and newcomers to the world of artificial 
limbs. In its 1911 catalogue, the company supplied one hundred letters from 
customers designated as Ten Year Club members, including their addresses. 
Frank Palmer attempted a similar scheme in 1865, when he announced the 
establishment of a “Roll of Honor” to exchange biographical information on 
the “thousands of soldiers and sailors” who lost limbs during the Civil War. 
Although Palmer’s American Artificial Limbs Company sought a “mass of 
narrations” to exhibit the “heroic fortitude” of those who fought, a related 
goal was to glorify the company that served these men.34

The advertising appeal of the Ten Year Club or the Roll of Honor lay in 
their vision of a venerated company history combined with promises of an 
auspicious future. Writers’ tales of being abandoned by their former limb 
makers revolved around both practical implications (the inability to find 
replacement parts or take advantage of warranties) and emotional wounds 
(losing jobs or giving up all hope of living “normally” again). Brooklyn res-
ident William Broach noted in 1909: “Six years ago I had the misfortune to 
lose my leg; some months after I had an artificial limb made by another firm 
which was absolutely worthless, as it was simply impossible for me to wear it, 
and after he got his money he ignored me entirely.” The aura of loyalty pro-
duced by such gimmicks as the Ten Year Club was designed to counteract 
amputees’ inclination to think myopically about their prospects.35

Testimonials selected for publication often emphasized a lengthy track 
record with a manufacturer’s wares. In 1904 a train dispatcher from New 
York wrote to A. A. Marks that “eight years of constant wear without a cent 
for repairs must appeal with force to wearers of artificial feet.” It was not 
simply longevity that made particular limbs appealing, but the economics 
of longevity—the promise that devices that worked well cost less over the 
course of time than cheaper models that required greater upkeep. A railroad 
clerk from Illinois had even more experience with Marks’ limbs, noting that 
four artificial legs in forty years had allowed him to keep up with men half 
his age. The implications of such statements were that both prosthesis and 
individual survived, even thrived, thanks to the genius of the inventor and 
his company.36

In addition to identifying with other amputees, customers were shown 
that they could also relate closely to their artificial limb. In 1903 Harry 
Dunn of New York wrote, “If I go without it only a few hours I feel out of 
place and miss it nearly as much as I did the original.” An Oregon laborer 
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declared that his artificial leg had become his “best friend; without it my life 
would be miserable.” A teacher from Newfoundland wrote of his joy over the 
replacement limb for “my old friend No. 1” that he had been wearing for six 
years. Companies that reprinted these letters counseled readers to identify 
their own worth with their bodies’ performance. There was no suggestion 
that personhood could be defined by any criteria other than physical func-
tion. Such was the professed ease and comfort of artificial limbs that some 
testimonials featured astounding degrees of hyperbole. Edward Marshall, a 
journalist who lost a leg while covering the Spanish-American War, praised 
his prosthesis in dramatic terms: “I almost wish that it may be necessary to 
amputate the right leg, as I can certainly handle the left one much better 
than I can the one which is still flesh and blood.” By presenting prostheses 
as enjoyable, faithful companions, writers turned the life of an amputee into 
a symbiotic relationship with a company and its merchandise.37

In the same way that manufacturers expected amputees to incorporate 
artificial limbs into their bodies, they also hoped that customers would view 
themselves as being incorporated into the longevity of the company. When 
Apgar customer William Jessop wrote from Brooklyn in 1910, “You deliv-
ered the leg to me in December 1905, and it has been part of me ever since,” 
he captured well the concept of complete prosthetic assimilation. The limb 
became part of the amputee, the amputee became part of the company, and 
the company became part of American technological innovation. A loose 
insert that A. A. Marks included in its 1910 catalogue declared that because 
“A NAME IS EVERYTHING,” the firm had “set a standard of efficiency 
that no other firm in the world has ever equaled.” James Butler wrote to 
Marks that his limb had been “a great help in [his] daily labor” as a fisher-
man. His thoughts on the future were simple: “I hope and believe it will be 
so as long as I live.”38

Constructing testimonial networks was just one of a variety of strat-
egies that limb makers used to make their firms accessible to customers. 
By encouraging prospective customers to see themselves in the company 
and its  clientele—an effort taken to an extreme by the Artificial Limb 
Manufacturing Company of Pittsburgh, which had a staff composed entirely 
of amputees—limb makers packaged and repackaged the community ideal. 
The Chicago Tribune ran a seemingly fictional story in 1900 about a local 
man who had lost both legs when he was hit by a train. When he arrived at 
an unnamed prosthesis dealer in town, he was shocked to see staff members 
climbing, jumping, and working machinery at a rapid pace on the sales floor. 
The amputee tried out his new limbs, only to claim that he would never be 
able to function as a “sound limbed man” again. The owner then had each 
staff member parade by to lift the pant legs and lower the socks that cov-
ered artificial limbs, thereby proving the company’s empathetic relationship 
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with customers. Rowley claimed in 1911 that most of its stockholders were 
amputees who had such confidence in the company’s ability to solve the 
problem of movement after amputation that they invested in the venture. 
An Apgar customer stressed in 1909 that patentee John Apgar, “on account 
of wearing one himself,” exhibited a “fellow feeling” for those who required 
prostheses.39

The intimacy implied by advertising copy survived in the letters of 
correspondents, yet it began in the factory or sales office. Feick Brothers 
boasted that its employees had “successfully fitted many hundreds of arti-
ficial limbs” while maintaining its pledge to “first-class work and honest 
treatment for all.” Such a pledge placed some responsibility on the customer 
to travel to the sales office. Feick Brothers preferred customers to come to 
their establishment on Sixth Street in Pittsburgh when making a purchase. 
Their catalogue noted that if their employees could “examine the stump per-
sonally,” they could then give the best assessment on what type of product 
would work. The company did allow transactions by mail, however, asking 
customers who chose this method to provide a “careful description of the 
amputation and the condition of the stump,” to aid in selection and sizing. 
More information was needed as well; customers had to send measurements 
for the shoulder strap that would secure artificial legs, the exact specifica-
tions of the end of their stump for fitting the socket, and the circumference 
of their thighs at five-inch increments. For all transactions completed by 
mail, Feick provided “printed formulas” for taking measurements and writ-
ten directions for supplying the manufacturer with any details that he might 
need to know.40

A. A. Marks, too, stressed the importance of a precise fitting that could 
be done via the mail but would ideally happen in person. Marks noted that 
there were many limb makers in the world but very few “fitters,” trained 
experts who took time with individual customers to assure comfort. Marks 
promised those customers who dealt directly with the firm “the genuine, 
the best, and the most approved.” The company emphasized the specta-
cle of visiting its Broadway offices and showroom, repeatedly using images 
of a seven-floor building with amputees on the front sidewalk. The com-
pany also printed testimonials that reinforced this notion, like a Wisconsin 
customer’s claim that “no one can help but feel at home” in their show-
room. Customers who ordered Marks limbs through third-party dealers, 
on the other hand, were warned to be vigilant by specifically asking for the 
Marks limb and then checking their delivered model for authentic Marks 
patent stamps. Despite the company’s call for customers to visit an office, 
Marks noted in 1914 that most of the people who supplied testimonials had 
been “supplied without leaving their homes.” Payment could also be made 
through the mail. Marks required a deposit of at least one half of the total 
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cost before making limbs to order. The firm even printed money conversion 
tables for foreign customers who found it more convenient to send “any 
money that may be most available.”41

The Apgar company devised a course of stump treatment that would 
presumably guarantee comfort for those who used an Apgar leg. Customers 
placed under John Apgar’s “personal supervision” were expected to visit the 
sales office for consultation. The company boasted that it kept no inven-
tory but instead made each limb to order after its employees had measured 
all aspects of a customer’s stump. Alternately, Apgar accepted measurement 
sheets sent through the mail (preferably completed by a physician). For 
amputations below the knee, Apgar offered to send a “skilled representative” 
to customers who lived in the New York area in order to measure and make 
a cast of the stump. Apgar’s emphasis on expertise and patent-holding was 
not unique, but it went as far as noting that the measurement sheet used to 
produce artificial legs was itself patented.42

Rowley offered not just the prosthesis but a system of rehabilitation that 
it called an “education in the use of the Rowley Leg.” Customers were to 
mail in measurements taken by a physician or other expert. In the mean-
time, customers had to purchase and wear the company’s patented stump 
protector until the prosthetic leg had been manufactured and customized. 
When the test fitting arrived, amputees were expected to make their way 
to one of the company’s establishments in Chicago, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, 
Kansas City, Omaha, Indianapolis, Cincinnati, or Detroit. Rowley prom-
ised to send an employee to meet customers at the nearest train station and 
transport them to the office. The personal fitting session, according to the 
company’s catalogue, was the time when the customer realized that the 
“only sure way to comfort” was through working one-on-one with experts. 
Finally, the Rowley firm offered “lessons in walking” with a trained “corps of 
instructors” who were themselves amputees. During this fitting and instruc-
tional period, Rowley encouraged customers to have their mail sent to the 
office and enjoy nearby restaurants and theaters. The intimate treatment 
contrasted with what Rowley termed the “businesslike conditions” that gov-
erned the purchase of a limb from competitors. Marks illustrated this idea 
well in a diagram of the interior of its factory (figure 4.2). The building’s sec-
ond story held both a large work floor with nine employees tending to their 
tasks and two private offices in which customers could be seen in consul-
tation with the company’s fitters. Just beyond the closed door of one of the 
offices, a Marks employee stood with his arms folded, watching the progress 
of a man walking toward him with the help of an artificial leg.43

The close links that customers apparently felt between themselves and 
the companies meant that their correspondence often approached the level 
of private letters. A satisfied Apgar customer echoed many writers in the 



115“ T h e  T e n  Y e a r  C l u b ”

use of phrases like “as you know,” a device that rendered the customer and 
company so intimate as to make the staff aware of any individual’s specific 
experiences. Firms’ efforts to individualize their operations in the person-
age of a single inventor found resonance with customers who appreciated 
special treatment. William Walsh of Brooklyn noted: “I cannot find words 
with which to express my thanks to Mr. Apgar for the leg he made for me, 
and I heartily recommend his leg to my fellow men.” A New Jersey writer 
told John Apgar, “I pray God to spare you your health and strength to help 
all those unfortunates whom you come in contact with.” D. W. Tucker of 
Trumbill, Ohio, sent his regards to “all the boys in the shop” at Rowley’s 
Pittsburgh sales office. A soldier addressed A. A. Marks in 1904 as “my good 
friend and benefactor of suffering humanity.” Testimonials counseled pro-
spective customers that they could not only be linked to fellow amputees but 
could also make new friends at the local prosthesis house.44

Figure 4.2 The promise of intimate customer service. Detail from A. A. Marks, Manual of 
Artificial Limbs, 1907.
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J. F. Rowley used a mechanical metaphor to introduce the concept of its 
Ten Year Club in 1911:

As in all other machines an artificial leg consists of parts and the intrinsic 
value of these parts determine the value of the whole leg, which of course 
represents the parts assembled or combined.45

Here was a metaphor for both the Ten Year Club and the prosthetic com-
munity as a whole—a loose collection of people who came together symbol-
ically and perhaps literally in order to commiserate, challenge each other, 
and inspire further purchases from the sponsoring manufacturer. Induction 
into the Ten Year Club brought no material rewards, tangible symbols of 
membership, or discounted merchandise from the company. The club was 
designed to confer a specific type of status upon people who had displayed 
a level of consumer loyalty that could be put to work, transformed into an 
ideal vision of customers working with each other and the manufacturer for 
the happiness of all.

Conclusion

The hyperbole of testimonials raised comment even within the industry. In 
their 1896 catalogue, the owners of the Feick Brothers firm, who positioned 
themselves as both expert craftsmen and industry watchdogs, noted, “As to 
the matter of testimonials, while some are of value, it is a well known fact 
that many are to be had for the asking, and these of the most extravagant and 
laudatory kind.” Feick Brothers’ challenge to the utility of testimonials for 
customers represented a small manufacturer’s defensive swipe at the success 
of its larger competitors. It certainly did not signal a moratorium on the use 
of customer comments in pamphlets and catalogues. Limb makers did not 
expect testimonials to stand alone, instead, they were to work in tandem with 
all that preceded them in advertisements—mechanical diagrams, scientific 
explanations of human motion, price lists, and so on. Rowley appealed to 
prospective customers’ ability to investigate claims and decide for themselves: 
“All we ask is that the reader weigh carefully our array of incontrovertible 
facts herein shown and draw his own conclusions.” Readers were to approach 
testimonials as one of many types of proof. Rowley repeatedly defended the 
veracity of its catalogue images, using photographic authority as a means of 
establishing its superiority. “This cut,” the company’s catalogue noted, “is a 
half-tone from a photograph of a Rowley Leg and is a fairly good picture, and 
is not a drawing made by some artists, but is actual and real.”46

Feick Brothers suggested that testimonials could not be granted a sim-
ilar status of “actual and real.” Yet the veracity of turn-of-the-century 



117“ T h e  T e n  Y e a r  C l u b ”

testimonials was always beside the point. Limb catalogues contained sev-
eral elements that undercut the authority of testimonials—their sheer num-
ber (producing a monotonous reading experience), the writers who begged 
readers to ignore their words as amateurish and poorly expressed, and the 
exaggeration and melodrama pervading many missives. It was the appeal 
of hearing from others, of sharing experiences that could otherwise appear 
to be isolating and peculiar, that made testimonials prominent features in 
limb catalogues. As a sales technique, moreover, the testimonial possessed 
the cunning ability to speak for the manufacturer without directly speaking 
for the manufacturer. By selecting and editing letters, limb makers assem-
bled arguments that they had already created in other sections of their cata-
logues. Testimonials offered a kind of genuine evidence buttressed by their 
genial and seemingly simple quality. Manufacturers insisted that these were 
commendations written by people who were experienced in the life of an 
amputee and entirely uninterested in the tactics of advertising. Testimonial 
writers were ideal spokesmen for artificial limb companies because they rep-
resented the content and optimistic successes that manufacturers believed 
customers wanted to be. Published correspondence served the company by 
prompting amputees to see themselves as among allies.

Notes

1. On the advertising and business history of the artificial limbs industry in 
the United States, see Lisa Herschbach, “Fragmentation and Reunion: 
Medicine, Memory and Body in the American Civil War” (Ph.D. diss. Harvard 
University, 1997); Stephen Mihm, “ ‘A Limb Which Shall Be Presentable 
in Polite Society’: Prosthetic Technologies in the Nineteenth Century,” in 
Artificial Parts, Practical Lives: Modern Histories of Prosthetics, ed. Katherine 
Ott, David Serlin, and Stephen Mihm (New York: New York University 
Press, 2002), 282–299; and Edward Slavishak, “ ‘Artificial Limbs and 
Industrial Workers’ Bodies in Turn-of-the-century Pittsburgh,” Journal of 
Social History 36 (Winter 2003): 365–388.

2. William Rideing, “Patched Up Humanity,” Appletons’ Journal 13 (June 19, 
1875): 784.

3. J. F. Rowley Co., An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs (Chicago, 1911), 126; 
A. A. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (New York, 1907), 257.

4. J. T. and H. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs (New York, 1910), 45; 
Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs, 129; Marks, Manual of 
Artificial Limbs (1907), 326.

5. Amputees could receive free limb catalogues through doctors or by mail-
ing applications that appeared in newspapers and promotional pamphlets. 
The Fuller company distributed a twenty-five-page pamphlet in 1887 that 
excerpted its 230-page catalogue. Marks’ 1893 circular for the World’s Fair 
in Chicago advertised the company’s free 430-page catalogue. Displays at



E d w a r d  S l a v i s h a k118

industrial exhibitions also touted limb makers’ wares. A. A. Marks, for one, 
displayed models of its limbs at exhibitions in Atlanta, Philadelphia, New 
Orleans, and Augusta, Georgia in the 1880s and 1890s.

 6. American Artificial Limb Company, The Palmer Arm and Leg (Philadelphia, 
1865), 5.

 7. St. Louis Globe-Democrat, February 24, 1900; George R. Fuller, Anatomical 
Artificial Limbs (Rochester, 1887).

 8. Mark Aldrich, Death Rode the Rails: American Railroad Accidents and Safety, 
1828–1965 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 323, 327; 
John Fabian Witt, The Accidental Republic: Crippled Workingmen, Destitute 
Widows, and the Remaking of American Law (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004), 26, 187.

 9. Crystal Eastman, Work-Accidents and the Law (New York: Charities 
Publication Committee, 1910), 11–13; Brooklyn Daily Eagle, September 6, 
1896. For more on the nature of industrial accidents between 1890 and 
1915, see Slavishak, “Artificial Limbs and Industrial Workers’ Bodies in 
 Turn-of-the-century Pittsburgh.” The correspondents’ distribution is based 
on the 1914 A. A. Marks catalogue. Of the 638 testimonials printed, 502 
offered occupational information: 182 were from manual workers, including 
skilled craftsmen and common laborers; 112 were from professionals, mostly 
merchants, manufacturers, and teachers; 74 were written by clerical workers, 
mostly in stores, telegraph offices, railroad offices, and banks; 70 were writ-
ten by farmers; only seven testimonials came from military personnel.

10. Ansley Herring Wegner, Phantom Pain: North Carolina’s Artificial-Limbs 
Program for Confederate Veterans (Raleigh: North Carolina Department 
of Cultural Resources, 2004), 32–35; Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs 
(1907), 283. On the emergence of state pension programs after the Civil 
War, see also Laurann Figg and Jane Farrell-Beck, “Amputation in the Civil 
War: Physical and Social Dimensions,” Journal of the History of Medicine and 
Allied Sciences 48 (October 1993): 454–475; and Jennifer Davis McDaid, 
“With Lame Legs and Money: Virginia’s Disabled Confederate Veterans,” 
Virginia Cavalcade 47 (Winter 1998): 14–25.

11. Feick Brothers, Illustrated Catalogue and Price List of Surgical Instruments, 
3rd ed. (Pittsburgh, 1896), 552; Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs 
(1907), 284.

12. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (1907), 269, 273, 283; Rowley, An 
Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs,173.

13. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (1907), 280.
14. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 39; Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs 

(1907), 298, 324, 330; Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: 
A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830–1870 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1982), 208–209. On illusion and bodily management, see 
also John F. Kasson, Rudeness and Civility: Manners in Nineteenth Century 
Urban America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1990), 112–146.

15. Warren Stone Bickham, “Amputations,” in Surgery: Its Principles and 
Practice, ed. William Williams Keen (Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders Co., 



119“ T h e  T e n  Y e a r  C l u b ”

1909), 806. See also Philip Wilson, “Principles of Design and Construction 
of Artificial Legs,” Publications of the Red Cross Institution for Crippled and 
Disabled Men 2 (July 10, 1918): 8.

16. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 10–11, 40; Marks, Manual of Artificial 
Limbs (1907), 397.

17. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 48; Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on 
Artificial Legs, 130, 170. The Apgar catalogue noted: “The testimonials on 
the pages following were written by some of our many patrons in their own 
hand writing fo [sic.] which we have the originals in our office.”

18. A. A. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (New York, 1914), 257. In 1889, 
a writer for the Journal of the Franklin Institute estimated that Marks had 
9,000 limbs in use. See “On Marks’ Artificial Limbs,” Journal of the Franklin 
Institute 127 (May 1889): 336.

19. Mark Swiencicki, “Consuming Brotherhood: Men’s Culture, Style and 
Recreation as Consumer Culture, 1880–1930,” Journal of Social History 31 
(Summer 1998): 781, 791; Mary Ann Clawson, Constructing Brotherhood: 
Class Gender, and Fraternalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1989), 7; John Ibson, Picturing Men: A Century of Male Relationships in 
Everyday American Photography (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 2002), 45. See also David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs 
of Men Together, 1840–1918 (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2001), 118.

20. Clawson, Constructing Brotherhood, 41. Presentation style factored greatly in 
the process of making discussions about products acceptable to men. Brent 
Shannon, “ReFashioning Men: Fashion, Masculinity, and the Cultivation of 
the Male Consumer in Britain, 1860–1914,” Victorian Studies 46 (Summer 
2004): 624, notes that turn-of-the-century advertisements for male corsets 
emphasized athletic and “surgical” features rather than focusing on the abil-
ity of the device to improve one’s figure. All manufacturers surveyed here 
adopted this gendered marketing strategy for artificial limbs. For disability 
studies approaches to forms of disability as “isolable phenomena,” see Simi 
Linton, Claiming Disability: Knowledge and Identity (New York: New York 
University Press, 1998), 134–135.

21. John Williams-Searle, “Cold Charity: Manhood, Brotherhood, and the 
Transformation of Disability, 1870–1900,” in The New Disability History: 
American Perspectives, ed. Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky (New 
York: New York University Press, 2001), 158–159, 179–180.

22. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 34, 38, 40, 42; Marks, Manual of 
Artificial Limbs (1907), 288; Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “Integrating 
Disability, Transforming Feminist Theory,” in Gendering Disability, 
ed. Bonnie G. Smith and Beth Hutchison (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 2004), 77, 79.

23. Feick Brothers, Illustrated Catalogue and Price List of Surgical Instruments, 552.
24. Seth Koven, “Remembering and Dismemberment: Crippled Children, 

Wounded Soldiers, and the Great War in Great Britain,” American Historical 
Review 99 (October 1994): 1195–1196; Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs 
(1914), 262. In the 1910s, the British Disabled Society adopted testimonial 



E d w a r d  S l a v i s h a k120

techniques used by American limb makers for decades, asking for photo-
graphs and autobiographical blurbs from men who used prosthetics.

25. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 50.
26. A. A. Marks (1914), 183. On the emphasis that popular writers placed on the 

conspicuity of amputees in public, see David D. Yuan, “Disfigurement and 
Reconstruction in Oliver Wendell Holmes’s ‘The Human Wheel, Its Spokes 
and Felloes,’ ” in The Body and Physical Difference: Discourses of Disability, 
ed. David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1997), 71–88.

27. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (1907), 333, 353, 366.
28. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 5, 9; Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on 

Artificial Legs, 5. On the work of labor scientist Jules Amar in France, see 
Roxanne Panchasi, “Reconstructions: Prosthetics and Rehabilitation of the 
Male Body in World War I France,” Differences 7 (Fall 1995): 109–164. 
Whereas labor reformers and industrial critics documented the existence of 
thousands of working-class amputees, the variety of stories relayed through 
testimonials was meant to convince the reader that anyone could find hap-
piness with the right artificial limb. An Apgar customer implied that class 
distinctions meant little for the company’s clientele: “In my estimation your 
patent legs are the best that have been put on the market within the reach of 
both rich and poor.” Symbols of class distinction, however, were built into the 
very limbs said to erase hierarchies. Manufacturers could not claim that peg-
legs and hook-arms were on par with expensive models featuring articulated 
joints and the fusion of rubber, wood, metal, and rawhide, except in the vague 
sense that all products enabled users to resume their established social roles.

29. Russell P. Shuttleworth, “Disabled Masculinity: Expanding the Masculine 
Repertoire,” in Gendering Disability, ed. Bonnie G. Smith and Beth Hutchison 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2004), 167; Marks, Manual of 
Artificial Limbs (1907), 280, 315; Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 38.

30. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (1907), 265.
31. Ibid., 259, 312, 394, 404.
32. Ibid., 257.
33. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 38, 39, 48; Marks, Manual of Artificial 

Limbs (1907), 286. Marks catalogues from 1905, 1907, and 1914 reprinted 
similar sets of letters in each edition. Of 758 testimonials printed in the 
1905 catalogue, 62 were from women (8.2 percent). Two of these 62 were 
written by mothers on behalf of their sons.

34. Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs, 123–124; American Artificial 
Limb Company, 44. By 1911, Rowley claimed to have over 2000 members 
in its Ten Year Club, with many more excluded on the technicality that they 
had purchased a new Rowley leg after only eight or nine years of use.

35. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 41.
36. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs, 260, 261.
37. Ibid., 267, 296, 351, 396. Susan Wendell writes of her experience with myal-

gic encephalomyelitis: “I am learning not to identify myself with my body, 
and this helps me to live a good life with a debilitating chronic illness.” 



121“ T h e  T e n  Y e a r  C l u b ”

See Susan Wendell, “The Suffering and Limited Body,” in Gendered Bodies: 
Feminist Perspectives, ed. Judith Lorber and Lisa Jean Moore (Los Angeles: 
Roxbury Publishing Co., 2007), 187.

38. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 39; Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs 
(1907), 274. On prosthetic assimilation and incorporation at the turn of 
the century, see Tim Armstrong, “Prosthetic Modernism,” in Modernism, 
Technology, and the Body: A Cultural Study (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 77–105; and Mark Seltzer, Bodies and Machines (New York: 
Routledge, 1992). On the advertising argument of innovation in prosthet-
ics manufacturing, see Erin O’Connor, “ ‘Fractions of Men’: Engendering 
Amputation in Victorian Culture,” Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 39 (October 1997): 767. O’Connor writes: “Fixed up nearly as good 
as new by the same system that crippled him, the prosthetic man became 
a symbol of all that was possible in the modern world of manufacture, a 
walking advertisement for the personal and social benefits to be had from a 
full-scale embrace of machine culture.”

39. Cities of Pittsburgh and Allegheny: Leading Merchants and Manufacturers 
(New York: Historical Publishing Company, 1886), 193; Chicago Tribune, 
March 2, 1900; Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs, 10; Apgar, 
Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 41.

40. Illustrated Catalogue and Price List of Surgical Instruments, Illustrated 
Catalogue and Price List of Surgical Instruments 552, 554–556, 558.

41. Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs (1907), 284; A. A. Marks, “Highest 
Award for Artificial Limbs at the World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 
1893,” Manual of Artificial Limbs (1893), 2; Marks, Manual of Artificial 
Limbs (1907) (1914), 139, 256–257. Marks, like most artificial limb manu-
facturers, allowed for payment on an installment plan for “those in indigent 
circumstances.” The firm required promissory notes signed by the customer 
and endorsed by a “reliable business person” with a sound credit rating. 
Payments could then be made weekly or monthly. On the economics of 
limb-purchase for industrial workers, see Slavishak, “Artificial Limbs and 
Industrial Workers’ Bodies in Turn-of-the-century Pittsburgh,” 382.

42. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 11, 17.
43. Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs, 10, 44, 74, 77, 84–87. In 

contrast to the prevailing emphasis on direct contact between customer and 
manufacturer, the George Fuller company stressed mail-order transactions 
as the heart of the enterprise, with the slogan, “Limbs made without the 
presence of patient at the factory, and a good fit guaranteed.” For companies 
like Fuller with small sales offices in multiple cities (Boston, Philadelphia, 
and Buffalo by the turn of the century), mail-order business was a relatively 
inexpensive means of reaching amputees beyond the local area.

44. Apgar, Catalogue of Artificial Limbs, 38, 45, 46; Rowley, An Illustrated 
Treatise on Artificial Legs, 126; Marks, Manual of Artificial Limbs, 358.

45. Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs, 123.
46. Feick Brothers, Illustrated Catalogue and Price List of Surgical Instruments 552; 

Rowley, An Illustrated Treatise on Artificial Legs, 6, 48.



C h a p t e r  5

“The Mad Search for 
Beauty”: Actresses, 
Cosmetics, and the 
Middle-Class Market1

Marlis Schweitzer

“Actresses as a rule know no more about making themselves beautiful than 
does the average woman; neither are they naturally more beautiful,” wrote 
actress Margaret Illington Banes in a 1912 article entitled “The Mad Search 
for Beauty.” “The truth of the matter is,” she continued, “that no actress—or 
any woman—can impart the secrets of beauty to another, any more than 
the rich man can impart the secrets of business success to some other man.”2 
Disturbed by recent trends in the theatrical profession that required actresses 
to present themselves as “beauty specialists,” Banes argued that stage stars 
captivated audiences because they had numerous opportunities to appear 
onstage dressed in the height of style; “under the same circumstances,” she 
concluded, most women “would look quite as well.”3

But Banes’ sober argument against the “mad search for beauty” seems 
to have done little to deter women from trying to reproduce themselves in 
the image of their favorite stars. By the 1910s, actresses were both highly 
respected and eagerly sought after for advice on fashion, cosmetics, and 
other beauty issues. Female theatregoers across the United States avidly fol-
lowed stage stars’ offstage lives, exchanged the latest stage gossip as a form of 
cultural capital, and employed a variety of techniques to recreate stage fash-
ions, copying actresses’ hairdos, dress styles, and other accessories. Thanks 
to growing coverage of actresses’ onstage and offstage exploits in newspa-
pers and magazines, many women felt extremely close to actresses they had 
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never met but who represented an appealing vision of modern womanhood. 
For working- and middle-class women, in particular, the actress’s ability to 
achieve social advancement and transform herself into a stylish, respectable 
lady on- and offstage implied that with the right clothes and a few lessons in 
deportment, they could do the same.4

Watching this trend, manufacturers of cosmetics, corsets, and other fash-
ion products realized that an association with stage actresses was the surest 
way to expand into new markets while distinguishing themselves from the 
competition.5 Echoing Banes’ contention that the actress was no more beau-
tiful than the average woman, they emphasized the artificial processes that 
transformed leading ladies from attractive women into exceptional beauties 
and implied that their products could do the same for every woman. Indeed, 
whereas Banes highlighted the artificiality of the actress’s onstage appear-
ances to dissuade women from emulating stage stars, advertisers used the 
revelation that the actress was not “naturally more beautiful” to promote the 
notion that every woman had the right, the capacity, and the obligation to 
make herself as beautiful as possible. Through the figure of the actress, these 
manufacturers promised that every woman would realize her full potential 
if she simply adjusted her daily beauty regime to incorporate a range of new 
products and practices.

This essay explores the various interrelated developments that drew the 
cosmetics industry to use testimonials from Broadway actresses as part of a 
larger strategy to expand its consumer base. Although some companies had 
featured actresses in their advertisements decades prior to the 1910s, lin-
gering associations between female performers and prostitutes, two groups 
of women who “painted” their faces for a living, had limited the actress’s 
appeal to middle-class consumers. It was only in the early twentieth century, 
when stage actresses finally gained a higher degree of social respectability, 
that advertisers could fully exploit their names and images to promote new 
products and encourage new patterns of consumer behavior.

Early Celebrity Testimonials: 
Scandal and Redemption

Celebrity testimonials first attracted widespread attention in the late nine-
teenth century when the craze for collecting celebrity photographs, or 
“cartomania,” was at its height.6 Advertisers capitalized on this consumer 
phenomenon by inviting (and sometimes paying) noted medical profession-
als, military officers, preachers, and performing artists to testify to the qual-
ity and worthiness of their products, inviting consumers to join, through 
consumption, a community of familiar faces.7 Perhaps the most successful 
and long-standing testimonial campaign of this period was that launched 
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by A. and F. Pears Ltd in 1882 featuring British actress Lily Langtry, “the 
world’s most beautiful woman.” In exchange for ₤132 (a somewhat strange 
fee that reportedly reflected her weight at the time), the former mistress 
of Edward VII agreed to let the company publish advertisements with her 
image and the following statement: “Since using Pears’ Soap for the hands 
and complexion I have discarded all others” [emphasis in original].8 Riding 
the wave of her enduring international fame, Pears’ displayed Langtry’s 
statement in its newspaper, magazine, and trade card advertisements for two 
decades.9

Following Pears’ lead, American beauty culturist Harriet Hubbard Ayer 
approached Langtry to endorse her line of Mme. Recamier Preparations, 
offering the actress a furnished apartment in exchange for her statement. 
Ayer also enlisted the services of popular American actresses Lillian Russell, 
Cora Brown Potter, and Fanny Davenport, and the internationally renowned 
French actress Sarah Bernhardt, who each received payment in cash or kind.10 
Yet while Ayer ran advertisements throughout most of the 1880s in reputa-
ble publications such as The New York Times—a testament to her ability to 
attract a respectable clientele—most cosmetics companies struggled to win 
over middle- class consumers in this period. Although undoubtedly intrigued 
by the Pears’ and Mme. Recamier advertisements, most middle-class women 
seem to have shied away from buying beauty products endorsed by stage 
stars, anxious about public perception of cosmetics use in general, not to 
mention the questionable morality of the actresses who endorsed them.11

For their part, actresses happily complied with advertisers’ requests to 
promote their products, lending their names and images to an ever- widening 
range of products that included everything from chocolates, corsets, and 
cigars to dentifrice, pianos, and patent medicine (figure 5.1).12 Australian 
opera diva Adelina Patti, one of the first stars to follow Lily Langtry in 
endorsing Pears’ Soap, was so eager to lend her name for advertising pur-
poses that she earned the nickname “Testimonial Patti.”13 The program for 
her 1904 “farewell performance” in Salt Lake City, for example, includes 
testimonials for Crème Simon, a cold cream; the Apollo Piano Player; 
Steinway and Sons; and Hill’s Pure California Olive Oil.14 But performers’ 
indiscriminate endorsement of anything and everything ultimately under-
mined the value of the testimonial as a marketing tool by raising questions 
about the truthfulness of their statements and suspicions about the products 
they promoted. By the late 1890s, a series of scandals involving the use of 
fake or “tainted” testimonials by patent medicine companies, that is, some 
companies featured made-up testimonials while others included statements 
from individuals who claimed that the advertised product could do things it 
could not, further tarnished the testimonial’s reputation, and many compa-
nies decided to avoid the form altogether.15



Figure 5.1 Images of actress Lily Langtry, the “world’s most beautiful woman,” appeared in 
countless advertisements for goods ranging from beauty products to health tonics. Trade card 
advertising “Brown’s Iron Bitters.”
Source: Author’s collection.
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The testimonial scandal cast a pall over the advertising industry, which 
found itself the subject of theatrical satires and parodies.16 In an effort to 
restore dignity to the profession and refute lingering charges of charlatan-
ism, advertising agents and the agencies they represented reinvented them-
selves as professional businessmen, promoting a scientific, rational approach 
to advertising that suited the needs of major clients such as National Biscuit 
(Nabisco), Domino, Pond’s Extract Company, Unilever, and Libby.17 Yet 
despite turning their backs on testimonials, advertising agents recognized 
the need to maintain a sense of intimacy and personal connection with con-
sumers and explored a range of strategies to achieve such an effect, the most 
notable of which was the introduction of cute, cartoonlike trade charac-
ters. In 1913 advertising agent Charles W. Hurd argued that such recogniz-
able trade characters as “The Campbell Kids, the two grape juice children, 
Phoebe Snow, the Gold Dust Twins, the Dutch Boy Painter and the host 
of them all testify to the value of the product.” Like the testimonial, these 
characters “do not merely identify the product but they identify satisfaction 
with it, which must be regarded as a highly important thing.”18 As Hurd’s 
comments suggest, advertising agents acknowledged the value of testimo-
nial advertising but were wary of relinquishing control to potentially unre-
liable sources. Trade characters promised to do everything the testimonial 
could, without raising troubling questions about the truthfulness of their 
claims or their fidelity to a particular product; such characters belonged to 
the company they represented and (unlike performers like Adelina Patti who 
appears to have seized every advertising opportunity that came her way) did 
not diminish the value of the product by promoting a range of other goods, 
including those of the competition.19 For manufacturers eager to control 
the kinds of messages associated with their products, trade characters repre-
sented the ideal solution to the problematic testimonial.

But advertising agents soon recognized that despite their appealing mal-
leability, trade characters, along with other “pretty picture” illustrations, 
were failing to have the desired effect on consumers because they lacked 
“real human interest and sincerity.”20 Drawing on new research in consumer 
psychology, agents instead proposed using photographs of “living models” 
to promote brand-name products, trusting that consumers would more 
readily identify with images of real men and women than with cartoonlike 
trade characters. “It is my opinion that the real has a much greater appeal to 
a large majority of the public than the work of an artist, which cannot carry 
the same personal element, could ever have,” explained Edward A. Olds of 
the Packer’s Tar Soap Company in 1910. “The effect of the use of actual peo-
ple, whether in photographs or some other medium that preserves the human 
characteristics of the model, is sure to carry a certain amount of personal-
ity to the reader.” Alan C. Reilly of the Remington Typewriter Company 
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agreed that advertisements with photographs of real people “stand out dis-
tinguished from the herd of illustrations by their own individuality.”21

Celebrity testimonials, often accompanied by photographs, gave adver-
tisers another way to infuse their products with “human interest,” and the 
testimonial’s return after a decade of relative obscurity can be read as a logi-
cal response to the perceived need for advertisers to connect with consumers 
on a more personal, emotional level. As Richard Fox and Elspeth Brown 
have shown, advertisers increasingly shifted focus from a rational “reason-
why” approach to advertising copy to a “soft sell” approach that played more 
directly to the emotions.22 In 1911, advertising trade journal Printers’ Ink 
ran a five-part series on the testimonial, in which it presented case studies of 
successful campaigns and outlined important rules for advertisers interested 
in starting one of their own. While acknowledging that several prominent 
advertising agents continued to condemn testimonials “lock, stock, and bar-
rel,” the journal concluded that testimonials could encourage consumer loy-
alty if advertisers chose respected, knowledgeable sources, and took steps to 
ensure that their products lived up to the claims being made.23 Ironically, 
the very strategy the advertising industry had rejected for over a decade as 
unable to confer distinction on advertised goods and win consumer trust 
was now being hailed as a way to achieve these goals. Despite the public’s 
continuing skepticism, what made the testimonial such an effective advertis-
ing strategy was its ability to make a direct appeal to consumers through its 
association with people they could (supposedly) trust. Within such a shift-
ing environment, advertisers once again turned to the actress for support.

Testifying Actresses

By the 1910s, actresses had graduated from social pariahs to fashionable 
trendsetters, thanks to a series of related factors that included growing 
efforts to professionalize the actor’s craft; increased social, including roman-
tic, interactions between Broadway stars and elite society; the promotional 
efforts of press agents and “star-making” producers; and perhaps most 
importantly, the emergence of a modern culture oriented toward display 
and show.24 As historian Kathy Peiss observes, “In a society in which appear-
ances were fluid and social rank unstable, the question of how to repre-
sent oneself was a pressing one. Strategies of appearance . . . became even 
more important.”25 Middle-class women, once wary of an association with 
the stage, now looked upon actresses as role models who could help them 
acquire the necessary skills to survive in modern society. Broadway actresses 
(or their press agents) responded to and encouraged this emulative behav-
ior by sharing advice on matters of fashion and beauty in public lectures 
and articles published in major urban dailies and leading magazines ranging 
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from Harper’s Bazar [sic] and Cosmopolitan to The Ladies’ Home Journal and 
The Saturday Evening Post.26

Observing the degree to which “women read and absorb with emulative 
eagerness all information relative to the mysteries of their [the actresses’] 
 toilets,” advertisers returned to the testimonial as a viable marketing strat-
egy, with some notable changes.27 Indeed, what most distinguished the 
celebrity testimonials of the 1910s from similar advertisements in the late 
nineteenth century was the type and quality of the advertised products. 
Whereas advertisers in the 1890s focused primarily on the selling power of 
the name and image regardless of the actual commodity being promoted 
(i.e., railways, cigarettes, patent medicine, corsets, etc.), advertisers in the 
1910s acknowledged the need to present consumers with a strong argument 
for using the advertised product, and therefore relied on the actress’s status 
as an expert in matters of fashion and beauty. Although some companies 
continued to question the value of using an actress’s testimonial over that 
of a more “respectable” woman—for example, a society lady or a business 
 professional—others preferred to trade upon the actress’s expertise and celeb-
rity to fulfill the female consumer’s perceived desire to learn from women 
who embodied modern success, adventure, and beauty.28

Yet while middle-class anxieties about immoral actresses had consider-
ably eased by the 1910s, beauty product manufacturers took great pains to 
select appropriate performers to endorse their products, carefully negotiating 
issues of race, class, and morality. Not surprisingly, the most desirable testi-
monials came from respectable, white performers with obvious aspirations 
for class mobility: opera singers, ballerinas, and leading ladies of the “legiti-
mate” stage, many of whom had elite social connections. By contrast, chorus 
girls, burlesque dancers, vaudeville comics, coon singers, and other perform-
ers associated with “lowbrow” entertainment rarely appeared in advertise-
ments for fashion goods, cosmetics, or other beauty products; instead, many 
of these performers posed suggestively for cigarette cards, the pocket-sized 
photographs that many tobacco companies offered as premiums, and other 
advertisements targeted at men.29 Black, Asian, and Latina performers were 
likewise absent from most mainstream advertising pages in this period, 
although advertisements featuring black artists, most notably dancer and 
musical comedy star Aida Overton Walker, did appear in African-American 
publications.30

Concerns over race and class help to explain why manufacturers tended to 
privilege stage actresses over film actresses throughout this period. Indeed, 
while cinema had become one of the most popular forms of entertainment in 
the United States by 1910, film actresses rarely appeared in advertisements 
before 1916, the year Mary Pickford began endorsing Pompeian Beauty 
products.31 Growing concerns among middle-class critics about the cinema’s 
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potentially disastrous effect on American youth and the medium’s lingering 
association with working-class audiences offer two reasons for this apparent 
absence.32 Another factor in advertisers’ perceived preference for stage stars 
was the development of the motion picture star system itself. Although film 
actors became known to the public by name as early as 1909, these “picture 
personalities”—as film historian Richard de Cordova describes them—were 
not yet full-fledged “stars.” “Knowledge about the picture personality was 
restricted to the player’s professional existence—,” de Cordova explains, 
“either to his/her representation in films or to his/her previous work in film 
and theater.” It was only in 1914, the year when magazines and newspapers 
began to include information on film stars’ private lives, that film actors 
became stars in their own right and therefore desirable testimonial subjects 
for manufacturers looking to appeal to a large national market.33

In addition to observing great care when selecting women to endorse 
their products, beauty product manufacturers emphasized the actresses’ sta-
tus as experts in the related fields of art and beauty, occasionally going so 
far as to name their products after popular performers. Such an association 
could be extremely risky, however, unless advertisers selected a star with 
broad appeal. In 1914, Printers’ Ink surveyed leading advertisers on the rel-
ative merits of using a star’s name for advertising purposes. Although sev-
eral respondents worried that “the value to sales of the name of an actress 
or prominent person is only of a temporary nature,” others expressed their 
preference for the practice. For “Parisian perfumer” V. Rigaud, the decision 
to name its new perfume after popular American opera singer Mary Garden 
proved to be a highly effective strategy for breaking into the American mar-
ket. Playing into the public’s perception of Garden as a stylish and respectable 
yet undeniably modern woman, Rigaud launched a multimedia campaign 
that included advertisements in Vogue, Vanity Fair, and The Criterion of 
Fashion, and window displays with a full-length photograph of Garden as 
Salome, along with booklets, folders, envelope inserts, counter-cards, and 
window-cards “to aid dealers in selling.”34 “As it is,” explained Printers’ Ink, 
“Mary Garden isn’t so classical that she appeals only to the ‘high-brows,’ 
and still she isn’t of the musical comedy sort whose followers may desert her 
in a season.” The Rigaud example illustrates the extreme care with which 
advertisers selected performers to represent their brands. As an attractive, 
stylish, and, perhaps most importantly, American opera star, Garden repre-
sented a classy yet accessible image. Her dual status as a star and an artist 
distinguished her from other, lesser players and musical comedy performers, 
thereby reaffirming her social position and opera’s superiority over commer-
cial Broadway theatre.35

American beauty manufacturer Swift & Co. enjoyed similar success 
with the launch of Maxine Elliott Toilet Soap in 1912, emphasizing Elliott’s 
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distinctive beauty, acting abilities, and business acumen as the owner and 
manager of the Maxine Elliott Theatre in print ads and displays (figure 5.2). 
One of the company’s most memorable window displays was a miniature 
reproduction of the front of the Maxine Elliott Theatre, complete with elec-
tric lights, depicting several scenes from the actress’s most recent play.36 The 
company further highlighted its close relationship with Elliott by distribut-
ing product samples in the theatres where she appeared on tour. Swift & Co. 
was nevertheless careful to “[avoid] a too strong featuring of the actress to 
the detriment of the Swift product.” While the company sent dealers pho-
tographs of Elliott for display purposes, the newspaper cuts simply showed 
boxes of the soap without a picture of the actress. Printers’ Ink reported that 
many dealers preferred these cuts, believing that her picture would distract 
consumers from the actual product. In thus privileging the product over 
the actress, Swift & Co. demonstrated how a company could successfully 
use a celebrity’s name and image while maintaining some distance from the 
actual celebrity.37 Although Swift & Co. obviously retained their association 

Figure 5.2 This advertisement for Maxine Elliott Toilet Soap includes Elliott’s image, 
although some dealers apparently preferred versions of the ads without her image.
Source: The Theatre Magazine (December 1912): xxxi.
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with Maxine Elliot the person, they clearly hoped that Maxine Elliott Toilet 
Soap would soon be able to exist as a brand unto itself.

For stage actresses, an association with brand-name goods was a simple, 
profitable, and effective promotional strategy, especially when advertise-
ments featuring their testimonials appeared in the pages of such leading 
magazines as Vogue or Harper’s Bazar. Moreover, for those whose careers 
were often circumscribed by male producers, managers, and directors, testi-
monial advertising represented one area where they assume a greater degree 
of creative control over their professional lives. Acting independently or 
through an agent, these women made arrangements with advertisers that 
allowed them to profit from their own success, enhance their public profile, 
and promote themselves as fashion and beauty experts.

Yet while actresses may have been free to make business arrangements 
with advertisers as they saw fit, not all advertisers or store managers were will-
ing to pay to use a performer’s name or image.38 While touring the United 
States in 1907, Australian opera diva Nellie Melba learned that store man-
agers were profiting from the “Melba madness” sweeping the country by 
naming countless goods after her without requesting permission to do so. 
When she confronted one shop owner about this practice, he unapologeti-
cally asserted his right to use her name, explaining, “Melba’s name is not her 
own. I am as much entitled to use it as she is.”39 The shop owner’s proprie-
tary stance is consistent with contemporary attitudes toward public figures. 
Theatre historian Benjamin McArthur notes that by 1907, the courts had 
made a clear distinction between the rights of public and private individu-
als. “A private individual had the right to prohibit reproduction of his pic-
ture,” he explains, “[b]ut public characters . . . surrendered the right to keep 
their pictures out of the press. They belonged to the public.”40 Viewed as 
public property—and therefore readily accessible commodities, objects to be 
purchased and consumed as one would an item from a department store or 
mail-order catalogue—celebrity performers found it increasingly difficult to 
control and shape their public personae. Melba, however, was unwilling to let 
others benefit unfairly from her success and promptly patented her name.41

Melba’s assertive action offers one of the more extreme examples of the 
efforts undertaken by actresses to control the circulation of their names and 
images. Other actresses took similar steps to ensure that they had the right to 
approve all photographs used for advertising purposes. “[W]hen [an actress] 
goes to have her photograph taken,” Margaret Illington Banes explained 
to the readers of The Green Book Album, “[she] takes a whole day for the 
ordeal, and the operator, instead of snapping at most a dozen negatives, take 
hundreds of these, all are discarded except those few which show the sitter 
at her best.”42 Maxine Elliott was notorious for her exacting approach with 
photographers. Before every portrait session, she would insist on looking 
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through the camera to ensure that the background was to her liking. Despite 
photographers’ requests, she rarely smiled or altered her rather somber facial 
expression, insisting that she knew what worked best.43

“American Beauty” Lillian Russell also took matters into her own hands 
when she launched a line of beauty products in 1914. Both the company 
name, “Lillian Russell’s Own Toilet Preparations,” and the advertising copy 
strongly emphasized Russell’s personal involvement with the company’s 
 day-to-day business operations. “My Own Toilet Preparations made by my 
own chemist, in my own laboratory, are the only toilet preparations which 
are authorized to use my name or likeness, and have my endorsement,” 
Russell announced to the readers of Vanity Fair in a January 1914 adver-
tisement.44 In April 1915 she responded to charges from competitors that 
her products were “not of my own manufacture and that I only permitted 
the use of my name and portrait to fool the public,” by reiterating her dedi-
cation to the company. “I am in my laboratory every day,” she explained in 
an ad published in Vogue, Vanity Fair, and Harper’s Bazar, “and personally 
inspect all materials and preparations and supervise all details of produc-
tion and distribution.” To further refute her critics, she offered to donate 
$10,000 to charity if anyone could prove “that Lillian Russell’s Own Toilet 
Preparations are not solely and exclusively my own,” and invited women to 
“call at my laboratory any day between three and five o’clock.”45 Despite 
her best efforts, however, sales for Lillian Russell’s Own Toilet Preparations 
were disappointing, and plans to distribute the products in beauty salons 
proved to be more of a liability than a profit-making endeavor. With busi-
ness failing, Russell’s partners refused to pay her monthly royalty payments, 
and she was forced to sue them for the $5,000 they owed her. The company 
folded in 1917, leaving Russell with only $10,000 out of the $25,000 in stock 
that had originally been allocated to her.46

Ironically, perhaps, while actresses struggled to control the messages 
associated with their names and images, advertisers struggled to ensure that 
the actresses who provided testimonials for their products remained loyal to 
them. Without a binding contract, they could do little to prevent actresses 
from giving testimonials to other products or abandoning their business 
obligations altogether. Although it is unclear whether most advertisers in 
this period paid actresses for their statements or simply solicited statements 
from them in exchange for free products, what is clear is that the process of 
acquiring and using testimonials from actresses (and other public figures) 
presented a number of unique challenges. Unlike the satisfied average con-
sumer, that is, an amputee happy about his prosthetic leg or a farmer ecstatic 
about his latest crop, actresses seem to have treated the practice of giving 
testimonials as more of a business interaction than an act of generosity.47 As 
noted in the Introduction, the issue of payment is often what distinguishes a 
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“testimonial” from an “endorsement.” However, in the early twentieth cen-
tury, the line between a testimonial and an endorsement seems to have been 
much less distinct, particularly as so few legal regulations were in place; and 
this blurriness often worked in the actresses’ favor.

In 1914 Printers’ Ink addressed the issue of attracting and retaining celeb-
rities for testimonial purposes and concluded that “[w]hen it comes right 
down to the point, it is all up to the manufacturer.” For those dealing with 
temperamental actresses, the journal advocated an approach strikingly sim-
ilar to that of a suitor, characterizing the relationship between the actress 
and advertiser as that of a haughty woman and her desperate lover. Actresses 
“must have flowers in her dressing-room every now and then,” the article 
advised, in addition to free samples of the product for themselves and their 
friends. Playing up to the actress’s whims was a necessary strategy to prevent 
her from “desert[ing] the manufacturer whose distribution she often con-
trols to a greater or less degree.”48 Although this admittedly sexist approach 
may have worked for some, other manufacturers adopted a much less concil-
iatory approach to securing celebrity commitments. According to Printers’ 
Ink, one trademark lawyer was advising his clients to get celebrities to sign a 
contract permitting the use of their names for a lengthy period of time and 
then copyright the names before the contract expired.49 The manufacturer 
would then “own” the celebrities, or rather their names, which would effec-
tively prevent them from endorsing any other products.

Still, despite advertisers’ efforts to buy endorsers’ names, the absence of 
any formal contractual law meant that they were ill-equipped to prevent 
actresses from making other business arrangements. In fact, some celebri-
ties seem to have enlisted the assistance of agents for the express purpose 
of securing multiple endorsement deals, as the 1917 court case of British 
fashion designer, Lucile, Lady Duff Gordon reveals. In April 1915, while 
living and working in New York, Lucile signed a contract with American 
agent Otis F. Wood stipulating that for one year he had “the exclusive right, 
subject always to her approval, to place her indorsements [sic] on the designs 
of others.” The contract also guaranteed Wood “the exclusive right to place 
her own designs on sale, or to license others to market them,” for which he 
would take out any patents, copyrights, or trademarks deemed necessary to 
protect his client’s name and designs. Lucile, in return, was to receive “half 
of ‘all profits and revenues’ derived from any contracts he might make.”50 
Perhaps impatient for money, Lucile disregarded her contract with Wood 
and endorsed a variety of fashion products and accessories including an 
exclusive arrangement with Sears, Roebuck and Company to design gowns 
for their catalogue.51

In 1917 Wood sued Lucile for damages. The designer defended her 
actions by pointing out that Wood was not bound to do anything; he did 
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not promise to make “reasonable efforts to place [her] indorsements [sic] and 
market her designs,” and in her view, the contract was invalid. Following a 
series of appeals and counter-appeals by both defendant and plaintiff, Judge 
Cardozo of the New York Court of Appeals delivered a verdict in favor of 
the plaintiff, explaining:

The law has outgrown its primitive stage of formalism when the precise word 
was the sovereign talisman, and every slip was fatal. It takes a broader view 
to-day. A promise may be lacking, and yet the whole writing may be “instinct 
with an obligation,” imperfectly expressed. If that is so, there is a contract.52

Wood vs. Lucy, Lady Duff-Gordon [sic] codified the relationship between 
celebrities and the advertising agents working on their behalf and remains a 
landmark case in contract law. It did little, however, to stop celebrities from 
blatantly endorsing multiple products simultaneously. These abuses would 
continue largely unheeded until 1927 when Printers’ Ink, the Better Business 
Bureau, the Association of National Advertisers, and other consumer advo-
cacy groups began to agitate for change. That year film actress Constance 
Talmadge appeared in advertisements for eight different products, ranging 
from alarm clocks to inner tubes, in a single issue of Liberty magazine. Her 
multiple appearances provoked reactions ranging from laughter to outrage, 
posing serious questions about the use and misuse of celebrity endorsements 
and prompting calls for tighter regulations on the practice of soliciting and 
paying for testimonial statements.53

The relative freedom that actresses enjoyed with testimonial advertising 
thus presented a major challenge for companies wishing to convey a spe-
cific message to consumers. Still, for certain companies, especially those in 
the cosmetics industry, the benefits associated with the celebrity testimonial 
and/or endorsement more than outweighed the risks.

The Democratization of Beauty

The cosmetics industry was one of the most active and innovative expo-
nents of testimonial advertising in the 1910s, as a survey of the leading 
women’s magazines suggests. Broadway actresses appeared in the pages of 
elite fashion and society magazines as well as more mainstream, middle-
class publications promoting everything from soap and perfume to rouge 
and depilatories.54 The operative question is “why?” Why were cosmetics 
manufacturers, more than other manufacturers, so eager to use actresses’ 
testimonials? One possible explanation lies in the products themselves. As 
“invisible” aids to beauty, cosmetics could not be advertised onstage as read-
ily as a hat, gown, or other items in an actress’s stage wardrobe. Testimonial 
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advertisements, however, allowed cosmetics manufacturers to highlight the 
extent to which their products enhanced the actress’s appearance onstage 
and offstage, thereby attracting female fans looking to emulate their favorite 
stage stars. Indeed, as the following analysis suggests, actresses’ testimonials 
played an integral role in the industry’s attempt to break into new markets 
by reworking perceptions of “natural” and “artificial” beauty.

By the 1910s, hostile attitudes toward cosmetics, predominant through-
out most of the nineteenth century, were subsiding. Most women, from 
working girls to society ladies, used some form of facial cream or powder, 
and more adventurous women were also beginning to apply color to their 
cheeks and lips. Despite this growing acceptance, however, a number of 
men and women (most of whom were middle class) continued to have res-
ervations about the morality of “making up.” It was one thing to apply cold 
cream to protect the skin; quite another to transform the face by apply-
ing color to the eyes, lips, and cheeks.55 Most leading women’s magazines 
reflected this generally cautious attitude toward makeup. While offering 
information on beauty culture in general, they avoided advocating cosmetics 
as a beautifying practice. Typical editorials instead urged women to cultivate 
their inner beauty through a healthy diet, regular exercise, and a positive 
attitude; others encouraged women to make their own beauty products at 
home. Not surprisingly, given this editorial position, few cosmetics com-
panies advertised their products in magazines, relying instead on more tra-
ditional practices such as trade cards, posters, and word of mouth.56

But from approximately 1911 onward, beauty product manufacturers 
began to adopt a much more aggressive promotional strategy. Where once 
ads for cosmetics and other beauty products had been relegated to the back 
pages of questionable periodicals, they increasingly appeared in the nation’s 
most authoritative fashion magazines, occupying half- and full-pages in the 
front sections.57 Advertisers also took steps to challenge the traditional equa-
tion between goodness, morality, and physical appearance by insisting that 
beauty was something that could be acquired, not through good works, but 
through good purchases. Advocating the “democratization of beauty,” they 
preached that it was not only possible for all women to be beautiful, but 
that it was also every woman’s responsibility to be beautiful.58 In this new 
equation, physical appearance was no longer a direct reflection of a woman’s 
interior life, but rather was something that a woman could alter to express 
her individuality.59

Although potentially liberating for some women, this democratic rhe-
toric had disastrous consequences for others, most notably nonwhite women 
already excluded from other forms of social and economic democracy. As 
numerous historians have shown, advertisements for skin whiteners and 
other skin bleaching products exploited black women’s desires for social 
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acceptance by promising to transform or “erase” their “problematic” black 
skin, leaving them with a light complexion that would facilitate, at least 
theoretically, their assimilation into mainstream white society. Rather than 
allowing for a more expansive definition of beauty, such advertisements 
insisted that being beautiful meant being white.60 Ads featuring success-
ful, attractive, and undeniably white stage actresses did little to disrupt this 
racist ideology despite the emphasis on “democracy,” making whiteness a 
necessary condition of social advancement and personal success.

Ironically, however, advertisers looking to promote their new consumer-
ist doctrine of beauty first had to contend with actresses’ own anxieties 
about admitting to using cosmetics. Although well-skilled in the art of stage 
makeup, many female performers hesitated to speak openly about their 
beauty practices prior to the 1910s, fearful of conveying the wrong impres-
sion or associating themselves with lowbrow performers. In a series of beauty 
articles published in The Delineator between February and October 1911, 
prominent Broadway actresses, including none other than Lillian Russell, 
Maxine Elliott, and Mary Garden, denied using commercial beauty prod-
ucts and instead emphasized the importance of cultivating inner beauty. 
“Keep your mind cheerful and your body clean, inside and out,” advised 
vaudeville star Elsie Janis, “and then, being an American, with the American 
girl’s natural endowment of attractiveness, you can’t be very homely.”61 Other 
actresses likewise advocated a healthy diet, regular exercise, adequate sleep, 
and a positive attitude, instead of cosmetics. Although some performers 
admitted to using cold cream, most disavowed using cosmetics offstage.62

Younger actresses, representatives of a new generation more interested in 
experimenting with physical appearance, were more willing to discuss their 
beautifying practices in public, although they too took care to distinguish 
between the techniques they used onstage and offstage. In 1913, The New 
York World ran a series of articles describing the steps taken by emerging 
Broadway actresses as they “made up” for the stage.63 Ostensibly lessons in 
stage makeup, these articles by reporter Eleanor Schorer offered highly spe-
cific information on the application of such products as cold cream, face pow-
der, eyeliner, and rouge, and made a point of acknowledging any unusual or 
innovative application techniques, for example, Jane Cowl’s use of an “Alice 
Blue” eye pencil or Laurette Taylor’s use of rouge on her cheeks, lips, and eye-
brows.64 Accompanied by a series of sketches illustrating the different stages 
in the makeup process, the World articles seem to have served as practical 
guides for female readers looking to experiment with makeup.65 It is worth 
noting, however, that none of the actresses interviewed by Schorer admitted 
to using cosmetics offstage, nor did Schorer ask them to discuss their pri-
vate beautifying practices. This careful omission suggests that the context of 
the articles—that is, interviews with professional artists about the skills they 
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have developed through years of careful study and practice—may have been 
a factor in the actresses’ willingness to discuss their makeup techniques.

As beauty product manufacturers continued to redefine notions of natural 
beauty and adopt an aggressive advertising strategy, more and more actresses 
emerged as advocates of cosmetics, so much so that by 1915 many of the 
stars who had initially expressed reservations about such products in The 
Delineator were suddenly promoting them.66 Others went so far as to echo 
industry rhetoric around the “democratization of beauty” in interviews and 
promotional articles. For example, in 1916, musical comedy star Anna Held, 
the former wife of producer Florenz Ziegfeld, argued that it was a woman’s 
duty “to yourself and to the world to appear as attractive as arts and artifices 
will permit,” and further suggested that those who refused to help themselves 
by “eschew[ing] make-up” were “vulgar.”67 A year later, theatre columnist 
Anne Archbald concurred, stressing that women who failed to care for their 
physical appearance were irresponsible not only to themselves, but to those 
around them. For the betterment of society, she argued, women were obliged 
to make themselves as beautiful as possible.68 The means to achieving this 
perfection was, of course, through consumption. This emphasis on beautifi-
cation as a social responsibility and the subsequent condemnation of those 
who “eschewed” cosmetics as “vulgar” indicates the degree to which issues 
of class were interwoven with the democratization of beauty. By encouraging 
middle-class women to incorporate a range of creams and other products 
into their daily beauty regime, actresses not only redefined “natural beauty” 
but also legitimated their own beautifying practices, thereby bolstering their 
emergent middle-class status. As the following section shows, beauty product 
manufacturers joined actresses in inverting the age-old prejudice that only 
disreputable women used cosmetics by insisting that the actresses who used 
cosmetics onstage and off did so out of a personal and professional obligation 
to maintain a natural, healthy appearance at all times.

Artificially Natural, Naturally Artificial

In October 1911, Brooklyn-based beauty specialist Forrest D. Pullen launched 
a major campaign to introduce Créme Nerol [sic], a new cold cream. The first 
full-page ad, which appeared in the October 15 issue of Vogue, displayed tes-
timonials, photographs, and signatures from Broadway’s most admired and 
respectable stars: actresses Margaret Anglin, Julia Marlowe, Billie Burke, 
Maxine Elliott, Mrs. Fiske, Frances Starr, and Julie Opp; and opera divas 
Luisa Tetrazzini, Geraldine Farrar, and Mabel Taliaferro (figure 5.3). The 
performers’ statements characterize Créme Nerol as “an unsurpassed prepa-
ration,” “a most agreeable cleanser and food for the skin,” and “exceptional 
both as to quality and results.” As the ad copy suggests, Pullen knew that 
consumers were more likely to believe statements from respected, fashionable 
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actresses than the words of an unknown, faceless male beauty specialist (or 
from morally questionable chorus girls). “The efficacy of Créme Nerol does 
not depend on what I say Créme Nerol is,” he explains, “but on what Créme 
Nerol actually does for those who use it.” His comments further imply that 

Figure 5.3 Forrest D. Pullen’s Créme Nerol with testimonials from esteemed stars including 
Maxine Elliott, Julie Opp, Billie Burke, and Julia Marlowe.
Source: Vogue (October 15, 1911): 69.
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Créme Nerol is responsible for restoring and maintaining the natural beauty 
of stage favorites such as Billie Burke and Julia Marlowe. Significantly, while 
Pullen promotes the “efficacious” properties of Créme Nerol, his emphasis is 
on restoration, not transformation. His cold cream “softens, whitens, refines 
and beautifies . . . the sallow, rough or impaired complexion,” returning it to 
its former (presumably more natural) state.69

Pullen’s use of a constellation of well-known actresses and performing 
artists to promote his new cold cream represents a significant departure 
from Rigaud’s decision to build its new perfume around the identity of 
opera singer Mary Garden. Rather than relying exclusively on the pulling 
power of one star’s name and image, Pullen seems to have opted to impress 
potential consumers with the sheer number of stars using his product, a 
strategy that gave him greater control over the messages suggested by the 
individual performers’ statements and photographs. If one actress chose to 
endorse a competitor’s product, his cold cream would nevertheless maintain 
its integrity and reputation.

Perhaps sparked by Pullen’s success, other beauty businesses also began 
soliciting actresses’ testimonials.70 These advertisements, especially those for 
rouge and other forms of “makeup” are notable for the way they combine 
testimonials with democratic rhetoric.71 “If women who are not born beauties 
would give as much care to their appearance as those who are, this would be 
a world of beautiful women,” declares the 1912 advertisement for Le Secret 
Gaby Deslys, a line of products named after the fashionable French musical 
comedy actress. Playing up to the idea that every woman could and should be 
beautiful, the Importers Company, manufacturers of Le Secret, advertise their 
products as “the means of acquiring beauty as well as the best method of pre-
serving and accentuating it [emphasis added].” Although the ad promotes the 
notion that women who are not naturally beautiful can become beautiful by 
using Le Secret (consistent with the rhetoric of the “makeover”), the empha-
sis here is on preservation and accentuation, over transformation. Women who 
use Le Secret are not “making up” as much as they are highlighting their 
natural physical assets, just like Gaby Deslys. The ad alludes to Deslys’ artful 
performance of beauty by pointing out that “even on close view and under 
glaring lights,” the beauty products “absolutely defy detection.” Furthermore, 
as the name Le Secret implies, women who purchase the beauty products 
(which include “a whitener for the neck and arms, a tint for the face, a silk 
sponge for its proper application, and a rouge [sic] for the lips, cheeks, and 
nails”) will share a trade secret with the French star. Like Gaby, they will be 
able to enhance their “natural” beauty without being caught in the act.72

This emphasis on the actress’s skillful employment of artificial means 
to achieve natural beauty is perhaps most noticeable in the advertisements 
created for Pond’s Vanishing Cream in the mid-to-late 1910s. In 1914, the 
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Pond’s Extract Company became one of the first major cosmetics compa-
nies to launch a national campaign directed at a predominantly middle-class 
market. Under the guidance of the J. Walter Thompson Company, its long-
time advertising agency, Pond’s stopped advertising its signature product, 
Pond’s Extract, and focused instead on promoting Pond’s Vanishing Cream 
and Pond’s Cold Cream. Between 1914 and 1916, Pond’s advertised these 
products separately until Thompson copywriter Helen Landsdowne Resor 
developed an innovative strategy to encourage women to incorporate both 
creams into their daily beauty regimen. Ads bearing the slogan, “Every nor-
mal skin needs these two creams,” appeared in major newspapers and maga-
zines throughout the country, including both Vogue and The Ladies’ Home 
Journal. The campaign was an undisputed success; by 1920, sales for both 
creams had tripled, firmly establishing Pond’s as one of the leading beauty 
businesses in the United States.73

Most accounts of the “two creams” campaign focus on Resor’s brilliant 
marketing tactics and her persuasive copy, and overlook the extent to which 
actresses’ testimonials played an integral role in Pond’s strategy to win over 
middle-class consumers.74 In 1914, the J. Walter Thompson Company 
incorporated celebrity testimonials into the ads for Pond’s Vanishing 
Cream, enlisting the aid of popular performers such as vaudeville singer 
and impressionist Elsie Janis, legitimate stage star Frances Starr, and bal-
lerina Anna Pavlova. Photographs of these and other prominent stage stars 
(most ads featured two or three performers) appeared in half- and full-page 
magazine advertisements, often embedded in the copy beneath a larger illus-
tration.75 The decision to feature performers from different artistic fields, 
including vaudeville, musical comedy, drama, and ballet, suggests that (like 
Pullen) the J. Walter Thompson Company wished to appeal to a variety of 
diverse tastes rather than rely on a single performer’s ability to attract con-
sumers. Women could chose to identify with one or all of the performers fea-
tured in the ads, depending upon their personal and artistic preferences. At 
the same time, the actresses’ collective testimony leant an air of distinction 
to the advertised product and served as an authoritative proof of its quality.

While it is impossible to state conclusively that actresses’ testimonials 
were responsible for the success of Pond’s Vanishing Cream, the J. Walter 
Thompson Company’s continued use of actresses in the campaign offers 
strong evidence that it believed this to be the case. By 1916, sales for Pond’s 
Vanishing Cream had increased by as much as 60 percent, more than double 
the 27 percent growth experienced by Pond’s Cold Cream. It is therefore 
likely that the J. Walter Thompson Company’s decision to link the two 
creams was motivated by a desire to boost sales for the Cold Cream.76

As other historians have noted, the success of the “two creams” campaign 
depended on Pond’s ability to convince middle-class women, including those 



M a r l i s  S c h w e i t z e r142

who had never used cosmetics, to try new products and adopt new beautify-
ing practices.77 What these historians fail to observe, however, is the J. Walter 
Thompson’s strategic deployment of actresses’ testimonials to demonstrate 
how Pond’s Vanishing Cream enhanced rather than transformed the women 
who used it. Actresses’ testimonials and the copy surrounding their images 
suggested that women could improve their complexions and achieve a “nat-
ural” glow without compromising themselves or dramatically altering their 
appearance. The underlying message was that women wishing to disasso-
ciate themselves from more questionable beauty products like rouge had 
nothing to fear from vanishing cream.

The continued use of testimonials suggests that actresses played a cru-
cial role in promoting the Vanishing Cream as an unthreatening, essential 
beauty product. Numerous ads emphasized the actress’s professional respon-
sibility to maintain a healthy, glowing complexion, and characterized her 
as a knowledgeable and skillful consumer. “Actresses and dancers, whose 
skin must always be at its loveliest . . . get from Pond’s Vanishing Cream just 
the effect they have always wanted,” explained one ad from 1915.78 Another 
praised Pond’s Vanishing Cream for helping actresses to maintain a “fresh, 
clear and brilliant” complexion despite the “demanding” and “exhaustive” 
nature of their work.79 Women were invited to discover for themselves “why 
it is used by more women on the stage than any other cream,” with the prom-
ise that they too would “obtain just the effect so marvelously attained on the 
stage.”80 Every woman, the ad promises, can have beautiful, “natural” skin if 
they use Pond’s Vanishing Cream. Without explicitly stating that the women 
who use Pond’s Vanishing Cream will look like the actresses endorsing the 
product, the use of the word “effect” nevertheless implies that their skin (if 
nothing else) will look similar. The word “effect” also alludes to the invisibil-
ity of the product and its attendant magical qualities. Women who use Pond’s 
Vanishing Cream do not look like they are wearing cosmetics (the product 
“immediately sinks in—vanishes”), yet the “effect” of the cream, its ability to 
enhance and restore the skin to achieve a natural appearance, is apparent.

Conclusion

Upon returning to New York from Paris in 1916, actress Anna Held 
observed that attitudes toward the use of artificial beauty products had 
changed dramatically: “No woman of to-day sees a fresh-blown complex-
ion but what she asks her self, ‘I wonder where she buys it,’ or says, ‘How 
well she puts it on!’ ” Cosmetics were now considered a necessary part of a 
woman’s daily life, and beauty was something found in a bottle rather than 
within.81 Ironically, Margaret Illington Banes’ revelation that actresses were 
“made up” rather than natural beauties played right into the hands of beauty 
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product manufacturers. These companies promoted the democratization 
of beauty through the authentication of the artificially beautiful actress. 
Actresses’ testimonials implied that any woman could, should, and would 
achieve a similarly elegant appearance if she purchased the right products. 
Perhaps more importantly, actresses’ testimonials helped to underscore the 
relationship between wearing cosmetics and maintaining a natural look, a 
key point for cosmetics companies hoping to win over reluctant middle-class 
consumers. Actresses’ photographs and testimonials implied that women 
who did not use cosmetics were somehow less attractive and less “natural” 
than those who did. A “natural” beauty was no longer the woman who 
eschewed cosmetics, but rather the woman who embraced them.
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“I am Kay and I Prefer 
Modern”: Bridal 
Testimonials and 
the Rise of Consumer 
Rites, 1920s–1950s
Vicki Howard

Between the 1920s and the 1950s, the bride emerged as a central advertis-
ing figure, paralleling the rise of the American wedding industry.1 Pictured 
in her long white gown and veil or as a newlywed, she appeared in promo-
tions for products associated with women’s roles and feminine identity, as 
well as in advertisements for goods that had little connection to weddings 
or marriage. Brides also featured in testimonial advertisements during the 
1920s and 1930s. A woman about to marry or newly married provided a 
credible voice for the advertiser.2 Indeed, bridal status itself brought a degree 
of authenticity to producers’ claims. With the bride’s combination of youth, 
innocence, and beauty, she offered the perfect psychological sell. As a future 
Mrs. Consumer, the bride was an ideal candidate for this type of advertis-
ing, able to share expertise in beauty products and household goods with 
readers who identified with her role as wife and future mother.

Like other testimonials, these ads employed elite women, drawing on 
their class status to sell the goods.3 But by the early postwar period, with 
the rise of bridal magazines and a national wedding industry, the testifying 
bride took on a new form. Testimonials became a part of editorial advertis-
ing in bridal magazines, embedded in features that masked their ties to the 
producer. Unlike the debutantes of earlier testimonial campaigns examined 
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here, later testimonial-type ads employing brides constructed a middle-class 
image. Accompanied by photographs and other identifying information, 
these “real women” invited consumers to follow them in a more subtle way 
than earlier testimonials had, simply by lauding bridal goods and services, 
rather than pushing a particular brand. These testimonials from ordinary 
women projected an image of modernity in which identity was the prod-
uct of one’s taste and consumer choices. Bridal testimonials contributed to 
the transformation of American wedding culture, helping to set a higher 
standard of consumption and promote new consumer rites, such as the gift 
registry and department store bridal salon. The changing bridal testimonial 
form, moreover, exemplified a major shift in the relationship between adver-
tisers and consumers in the first half of the twentieth century as commercial 
culture permeated all avenues of American life.

Building the Business of Brides

Although the bride today seems the perfect marketing tool, and has been 
so for more than half a century in the United States, in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries it was not necessarily common sense to associate 
the woman in white with consumption and the world of goods. While some 
businesses, such as caterers and jewelers, had a wedding trade, weddings 
themselves were generally not widespread consumer rites. Before the twenti-
eth century, most ordinary women did not marry in white, and many wore 
their wedding dress—their best dress—more than once after exchanging 
vows. Church ceremonies, which were generally considered to be more costly 
than civil ceremonies or home weddings, became increasingly popular over 
the course of the nineteenth century, but the ideal middle-class wedding 
reception was still supposed to be a private affair, celebrated among family 
and close friends in the bride’s home. Single ring ceremonies, in which the 
bride alone received a ring, were the norm, and the bride’s ring itself was not 
the brand-name, matching diamond engagement ring and wedding band set 
that spread in the 1930s and 1940s. Weddings were changing, however, as 
evinced by the writers, reformers, ministers, and even some businesses that 
expressed deep cultural ambivalence about consumer rites and the spending 
bride. In the decades after the Civil War, criticisms of wedding excesses fit 
into the growing concern over what historian Daniel Horowitz has called 
“the morality of spending.” As the nation became increasingly industrial, 
urban, and immigrant, new commercial leisure practices came under attack 
by those who believed a simpler, more traditional way of life was slipping 
away. Proponents of Victorian genteel culture felt threatened in the face 
of an expanding world of goods and an emerging mass culture.4 To elites, 
wedding rituals were supposed to be an immutable mark of civilization, 
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something that, according to Edith Wharton, “belong[ed] to the dawn of 
history.”5

At the turn of the century, a few merchants still felt the incongruity of 
the business of brides. Some expressed ambivalence about linking sentiment 
and commerce in advertisements directed specifically at brides. The depart-
ment store trade journal, Dry Goods Economist, self-consciously noted the 
appropriateness of a bridal market: “Just now it may not be strictly within 
correct form to seek business from the prospectives.” As if department 
stores were reluctant to make June brides, in their words, “a fair mark,” 
trade writers encouraged them to target those about to marry. Merchants 
were  concerned with being “dignified” when selling to brides. Trade writers 
warned them not to be too squeamish about marketing specifically to brides: 
“A little sentiment, however, ‘is a dangerous thing’ in business, and one must 
up to a certain point shut their eyes and take chances.” They exhibited a 
similar concern for middle-class propriety and good form, advising “the 
merchant of refinement” to contact brides unobtrusively through letters. 
Retailers seemed to be aware that tracking brides by following engagement 
lists and writing personal appeals to obtain their business crossed some fine 
line of respectability.6 At the same time, other trade articles suggested that 
businesses saw no conflict between commerce and romance. For example, 
one 1901 trade writer addressing the marketing of wedding silver to the 
June bride advised New York stores rather cynically not to get “behind in 
the race,” but to “put out their grappling-irons in the shape of windows 
or ads, for this trade.”7 Others worked to reconcile the profit motive with 
the sentiments surrounding a wedding. Advice in the late 1920s on how 
to write letters soliciting bridal trade recommended that jewelers hide the 
“cold commercialism of the appeal.” According to one 1929 trade article in 
The Jewelers’ Circular, weddings were “sentiment and emotion and romance 
personified,” and thus a sales pitch directed at brides could have “a most 
discordant sound.”8

Brides needed a wide range of goods to establish a new household, and 
imagery that appealed to this need made sense. A bride hawking sewing 
machines or silverware might have seemed incongruous earlier in the nine-
teenth century, when women’s proper sphere was believed to be in the home, 
not out in the public world of commerce and certainly not in the role as 
“saleswoman.” By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however, 
she began to appear in such advertisements.9 As a future wife and household 
consumer, the advertising bride reconciled this earlier conflict between pub-
lic and private spheres. Increasingly, advertisers believed that women in gen-
eral were well-suited to selling goods that fit their domestic role.10

In the 1920s, ambivalence about the bride/consumer faded and most 
critiques of the big wedding dissipated, and the commercialization of the 
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wedding ceremony intensified as retailers and others discovered, or invented, 
the bridal market.11 Although etiquette writers continued to warn prospec-
tive brides against wedding consumption that was out of proportion with 
their means, they too demonstrated an increased acceptance of consumer 
rites by including advice on choosing professional services, such as cater-
ers, florists, and eventually, bridal consultants.12 Even the religious aspect 
of a wedding—the church ceremony—became commercialized as jewelers 
began self-consciously including images of “famous churches” in their ads in 
order to “boost the sales of wedding rings.”13 As the formal white wedding 
with all the trimmings became a cultural ideal promoted by a wide range 
of businesses, the bride became a suitable spokeswoman for a consumer age. 
Getting her business meant getting the business of a new household and all 
the lifelong expenditures associated with it, as she formed brand loyalties 
and ties with particular merchants. According to one jewelers’ trade article, 
“Beginning with the engagement ring, there is a constant string of events 
taking place that calls for his merchandise that does not end until the last 
anniversary of the wedding is celebrated.”14

Advertising and merchandising campaigns that targeted brides were part 
of this larger shift toward marketing to women in the 1920s. Advertising 
trade articles in Printer’s Ink and influential books, such as Christine 
Frederick’s Selling Mrs. Consumer (1929) and Carl Naether’s Advertising 
to Women (1928), gathered statistics on women’s “buying power” and 
attempted to convince the industry that “selling meant selling to women.”15 
With this new emphasis on marketing to women specifically, it is no wonder 
that the advertising bride became more prevalent as weddings were widely 
understood to be women’s work.16 Advertisers believed that women were 
“naturally” interested in luxury and beauty.17 And typically women, not 
men, loved weddings. Bridal advertising imagery fit this interest and further 
encouraged the gendering of wedding consumption.

In addition to being the product of new ideas in marketing, the adver-
tising bride also reflected contemporary gender ideology. Bridal imagery in 
advertising certainly conveyed a conservative cultural message—one that 
idealized female virginity and understood women’s primary role as wife and 
potential mother. Demographics seemed to support this ideology; indeed, 
from the 1870s through the 1920s only 10 percent of all American women 
did not marry. The image of the bride was a deeply traditional one, signaling 
a connection with the past. She embodied values that resonated with many 
others besides those women about to marry. Weddings were shorthand for 
beliefs about marriage, beliefs that linked nationhood with heterosexuality, 
monogamy, and the nuclear family.18

Increasingly, however, other options including college, social work, and 
professional careers presented themselves to women; from the 1870s through 
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the 1920s, between 40 and 60 percent of female college graduates did not 
marry.19 Perhaps as white middle-class women took on a more public and 
seemingly emancipated modern role in society—driving automobiles, cut-
ting their hair short, wearing new boyish fashions, divorcing more easily, 
experimenting sexually, and of course, voting—social prescriptions about 
the virgin bride seemed old-fashioned. The new bride-as-consumer fit these 
changing gender expectations and ideals. Though still traditional on the 
surface, the advertising bride also captured women’s broader social role as 
a consumer—as someone who “voted” with her pocketbook. By the 1920s, 
bridal imagery was deemed suitable to advertise a broader range of goods, 
from such things as soap and beauty cream to cigarettes. In these ads, the 
bride’s traditional, and historically noncommercial, image helped wash away 
any remaining ambivalence about advertising and the rise of a consumer 
culture.

Testifying Brides

Given these developments, it is hardly surprising that the woman in white 
appeared specifically as a testimonial figure during this period. Such ads fea-
tured testimonials from women appearing at the point of marriage, or those 
recalling wedding memories and bridal images from the past. For example, a 
1925 ad for Pond’s Extract Co., included the Lady Diana Manners’ wedding 
portrait in a testimonial that attributed her beauty to her use of the company’s 
two-cream cleansing system. Part of a very successful J. Walter Thompson 
testimonial campaign using the endorsements of famous women, the Lady 
Manners ad ranked highest among a young readership, suggesting that 
bridal appeal worked well with an audience thinking about marriage in their 
future.20 A portrait of a woman in her white bridal gown implicitly testified 
to the product’s ability to keep a woman’s skin youthful, as it supposedly was 
on her wedding day. A similar ad featuring the Duchess of Marlborough, 
formerly Gladys Deacon of Boston, used a portrait of “her Grace in the 
priceless gown of ivory lace she wore at her wedding.”21 Following a failed 
testimonial campaign that highlighted women of accomplishment, Pond’s 
advertising agency, J. Walter Thompson, turned to American socialites or 
aristocrats such as Lady Manners or the Duchess of Marlborough to be their 
product spokeswomen. Endorsements by such elite and beautiful women 
helped Pond’s compete with more expensive beauty treatments.22 In a sim-
ilar way, a Lux testimonial from the same year attested to the gentleness of 
the soap, with an image of an antique wedding veil and portrait of a bride: 
the “Princess Giambatistta Rospigliosi” testified that she used Lux to wash 
her great grandmother’s rare lace wedding veil.23 In each case, a noncom-
mercial figure—the bride—was used for commercial purposes.
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Generally, the women testifying that they successfully used such prod-
ucts were in fact not paid to do so. J. Walter Thompson’s Women’s Editorial 
Department did offer small sums to the college students they surveyed 
for a Woodbury’s endorsement campaign, but they did so irregardless of 
whether the women used the product, suggesting an attempt at authentic-
ity.24 Surveys, however, revealed that consumers doubted the veracity of 
testimonials. Testimonial-style advertising needed to seem heartfelt and 
honest to work—a paid endorsement contradicted the idea that an individ-
ual truly used the product and found it effective. Perhaps advertisers instinc-
tively turned the bride into a selling tool because references to a wedding 
or images of the product endorser in her wedding gown and veil added an 
element of reality to these ads. Readers who were married themselves, or 
who simply wanted to marry someday, would have been able to identify with 
the featured woman’s experience and thus perhaps believe her claims about 
cream or soap. Still, the question of why an elite or wealthy figure would 
offer their services to an advertising agency must have hovered over such 
ads. One wealthy suffragist and feminist, Alva Belmont, endorsed Pond’s 
Cold Cream in the mid-1920s for a $1000 donation to a feminist cause 
(though the donation was not mentioned in the testimonial ad produced by 
the Women’s Editorial Department at the J. Walter Thompson’s agency). 
Others responded to private beauty contests run by the ad agency, as in a 
Woodbury contest in the late 1920s that drew on Junior League branches 
to find the ideal Woodbury beauty in a variety of categories, such as bride, 
wife, or business girl.25

Bridal testimonials changed over the next two decades, perhaps signaling 
a shift in advertisers’ understanding of their audience. One example from 
the 1930s suggests that the advertising form took itself less seriously by this 
time, or at least advertisers knew that readers were more sophisticated and 
able to read different levels of meaning in an ad. A 1939 testimonial for Ivory 
Soap titled “Matron-of-Honor Shocks Bride!” noted that marriage was “not 
all moonlight and roses,” something the bride would find out when she got 
rough hands from dishwashing. The matron-of-honor’s playful observation 
about marriage suggested that a decline in romance was routine as women’s 
everyday responsibilities wore away the glamour of the wedding and the 
wedding night. The accompanying image of a bride with her mouth gap-
ing open in disbelief and one soft hand (before they were ruined by wifely 
duties) held up to her face in horror was certainly meant to have a humorous 
appeal, as was perhaps the idea that Ivory Soap could save a marriage. Not 
all bridal testimonial figures in the 1930s worked this way; others stuck 
to basics, as in the assertion by one “lovely Toronto Bride” that she has 
“always used Palmolive.”26 In the 1940s, one bridal testimonial campaign 
for Woodbury soap worked in both ways, making a traditional class appeal 



157“ I  a m  K a y  a n d  I  P r e f e r  M o d e r n ”

but also including some humor and sexually suggestive language that pro-
vided a more modern tone. These Woodbury facial soap ads in magazines 
such as Ladies’ Home Journal and McCall’s used title copy such as “Another 
Woodbury Deb Marries,” and “She’s Another Woodbury Marrying Deb!” 
Ad copy subtly linked the product with sexual fulfillment, as well as the 
more overt goal of finding a husband, asserting in no uncertain terms that 
“Woodbury helps you score, girls” (emphasis in original: see figure 6.2).27 
A Woodbury campaign in the early 1950s, however, used wedding night 
sexuality more subtly. In a large photo format, instead of the storyboard 
style of the 1940s, one 1953 bride testified to the product’s ability to pro-
duce beautiful skin: “ ‘Let your own mirror show you’ says Mrs. William 
P. Helburn, another lovely Woodbury bride.” The way this bride posed with 
her mirror in a lacy peignoir, her wedding ring in the foreground, conveys 
the bride’s sexuality and her feeling of satisfaction; whether this satisfaction 
derives from the soap or her married state is left for the individual reader to 
decide (see figure 6.1).

Testimonial ads during all three decades drew on prescribed ideals of 
class, gender, and race. Ads for soaps or creams used the cultural ideal that 
all brides are beautiful, suggesting that their product maintained the youth 
and beauty of a woman on her wedding day. And most brides, if these ads 
were to be believed, were wealthy and white. Ads for household products thus 
worked by erasing the more mundane reality of most women’s lives—the 
fact of endless loads of laundry and dishes—by having privileged upper-class 
brides provide the product testimonial, women who likely did not do their 
own household chores. Women in Woodbury soap testimonial ads from the 
late 1940s, for example, were southern belles, with nicknames like “Kappy” 
or “Calise.” One “Woodbury deb” descended from a “proud Virginia family.” 
The grooms and male members of the bride’s family always held prominent 
positions, such as the grandfather of Caroline Louise Chauvenet (Calise), 
allegedly called the “father of United States Naval Academy.” The women’s 
status in these testimonials came not only from their class position, but from 
their ability “to score” or capture the right man, one who would guarantee 
them continued socioeconomic success. And of course, ads emphasized that 
this ability came from the women’s use of the advertised product.28

The 1940s Woodbury testimonial campaign also featured white women 
with very pale skin, linking their whiteness with the cleanliness and purity 
of soap. As if to highlight their product’s properties and the whiteness of 
the women using the soap, one Woodbury ad used photo insets of African 
Americans in stereotypical roles. The 1949 testimonial of southern bride, 
Katherine Ellison, pictured her and her groom in a photo inset with a black 
child, seemingly gratuitously speaking in “dialect” and posed as a waiter in 
a chef ’s hat (see figure 6.2). The 1949 testimonial of southern bride, Calise, 
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featured a photo inset taken at the plantation where the bride was born. 
Accompanying the couple is “Aunt Cloe,” an elderly African-American 
woman in a kerchief who had looked after the bride and had helped her 
“bloom,” along with Woodbury soap. Presented as a black mammy, she 
worked as “the other,” signifying the racial and class superiority of the 

Figure 6.1 “New way to beautiful skin!” 1953. A bride‘s testimonial allowed advertisers to 
use sex to sell their product within the safe context of marriage.
Source: Author’s collection.
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white figures in the photo. The Woodbury bride engaged in leisure activ-
ities and appeared as a consumer, not as a worker like the black woman in 
the ad. Such a leisurely image elevated the status of the testifying bride, a 
status that consumers were supposed to emulate by purchasing Woodbury 
soap. The close association between whiteness and weddings also worked 

Figure 6.2 “Another Woodbury Deb Marries,” 1949. Woodbury testimonial advertisements 
linked the whiteness and purity of the youthful bride with their soap product.
Source: Author’s collection.
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in these bridal testimonials. Woodbury bride Kappy, or Katherine Ellison, 
appeared in her gown surrounded by her white bridesmaids. The ad copy 
described how the “admiring attendants arrange[d] her soft, white veil . . . her 
soft white skin has been cared for with mild Woodbury soap since Kappy’s 
kindergarten days.”29 By pairing the whiteness of her wedding veil with the 
description of her skin, the ad linked the product with the purity and youth 
associated with the virgin bride—and her privileged racial status.30

Bridal Magazine Testimonials

Bridal testimonials, such as those found in the Pond’s and Woodbury Soap 
campaigns, were not targeted specifically at women about to marry, but 
were instead intended to have a broad appeal among women who “naturally” 
were interested in weddings and everything surrounding them. With the 
rise of a wedding industry, the bridal testimonial became part of a more nar-
rowly defined market segment in publications such as Bride’s, which started 
in 1934 as a free-controlled circulation magazine, and Modern Bride, which 
first appeared on the newsstands in 1949. As advertising publications first 
and foremost, they consolidated and expanded the wedding-related advice, 
information, and advertising that had long been a staple of women’s maga-
zines. Part of a general shift toward market segmentation and advertising-
driven publications, bridal magazines gave advertisers a “must-buy” market 
unlike any before. Testimonials published here would be read by that highly 
lucrative market—women about to marry and set up a new household.

Bride’s magazine in particular helped centralize and professionalize the 
wedding industry, conducting market research, participating in national 
advertising, and establishing networks with mass and specialty retailers. 
Bride’s became the linchpin for a growing industry by hosting bridal clinics 
for department stores, which in turn helped spread wedding salons and gift 
registries across the country.31 Advertisements, which were responsible for 
the magazine’s heft, promoted department store salons and gift registries, 
household goods, and, of course, wedding gown designs. Although advertis-
ing dominated their pages, these magazines also sought to project an image 
of service. They presented themselves as sources of information and advice 
for women about to marry.

To cover their stark commercial orientation, bridal magazines, like other 
women’s magazines, employed editorial advertising. Editorial advertising 
was a form of covert advertising in which regular articles, columns, or fea-
ture pieces promoted a variety of professional wedding services and goods 
for setting up a new household. This was something like the advertising 
trade’s use of “editorial copy” or “puffing” in the 1920s. Roland Marchand 
and Ellen Gruber Garvey have shown how ads employing this trick tried to 
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compete with popular features in magazines and newspapers by imitating 
their layout and pictures. These ads were often camouflaged as editorial 
features. In the Ladies’ Home Journal, for example, ads and editorial mat-
ter were scarcely distinguishable, as in the Crisco ad that featured copious 
text and separate headlines, such as “Every Woman is Interested in This,” 
or “A Scientific Discovery Which will Affect Every Kitchen in America.” 
As Jennifer Scanlon has argued in her book on the Ladies’ Home Journal, 
through the “integration of advertising into the magazine’s text and hence 
into the magazine’s message,” advertisers “effectively merged women’s roles 
as magazine readers and primary consumers.”32

Testimonial advertising worked well in this form, emerging in a new way 
as editorial advertisements through a series of Modern Bride articles in the 
mid-1950s featuring a “real life bride.” In these so-called articles, the bride 
herself became a sophisticated marketing tool. In turn, she gained the status 
of having her nuptials and household planning upheld as a model for women 
to follow. (It is unknown whether the women in these articles received dis-
counts, kickbacks, or any sort of payment for their story, or even if they were 
real women, though from the photographs and background information on 
the women included in the articles it appears that they were.) Unlike the 
earlier bridal testimonials that employed elite women, these real-life brides 
were not society women or celebrities. Women in these ads were young and 
attractive, nevertheless, with the sort of everyday glamour idealized in 1950s 
consumer culture. Posed smiling in their fashionable New Look outfits with 
gloves and hat, these well-coifed real-life brides represented a femininity 
that was at once idealized and yet accessible. In magazines with the pri-
mary function of selling goods and services to those about to marry, these 
women’s stories helped mask the stark commercial goals of the publications. 
Other magazines, such as True Story, generated reader interest through the 
“real life” account, and perhaps bridal magazines sought to have that appeal 
as well. In any event, such articles helped the publishers disguise the fact 
that what was being purchased when a bride bought a magazine was simply 
a bunch of ads intended to make her spend more money on her wedding.

“Real life” bridal testimonials promoted the commercial goals of differ-
ent areas of the wedding industry, such as department stores. These features 
took the reader through a woman’s wedding story and plans for her future 
home by way of promoting a particular retailer. In keeping with bridal mag-
azines’ efforts to develop the department store wedding business and form 
networks with particular businesses, engaged women in testimonial-style 
articles praised a major retailer in the city where they lived. Each of these 
articles began their photograph series with an image of the engaged woman 
posed in front of the store’s sign or logo. However, unlike earlier testimo-
nial ads that tried to connect the brand with the woman promoting it, these 
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testimonial-style articles incorporated their promotions very gracefully and 
naturally so that it appeared to the reader that they were simply looking at 
an informational article.33 When Brooklyn’s Abraham and Straus received 
a lengthy hidden testimonial from Margaret Regan in 1955, for example, 
she and her husband were described as coming from “old Brooklyn fami-
lies.” Since the bride was already a regular customer at the department store, 
according to the article, “it was logical” for her to register at their bridal 
salon and use the store’s consultant for help with the wedding plans, bridal 
apparel, and reception.34 Photos accompanying the article allowed the reader 
to shop alongside the couple as they visited the store’s luggage, carpet, drap-
eries, hardware, and silverware departments. The reader learned that “the 
silverware department at Abraham & Straus was full of temptations.” The 
bride was transformed into a future Mrs. Consumer before the reader’s eyes 
when a photo depicted Margaret “absorbed in china, pots, pans and hollow 
ware . . . items she had been only marginally interested in before.”35 Similarly, 
another “real life bride” testimonial-style article followed a Minneapolis 
bride, Virginia Ecklund, through Dayton’s department store, photograph-
ing her as she surveyed glassware, tried on a wedding gown in the store’s 
bridal salon, and examined lamps, lingerie, and small appliances.36

Bridal testimonial-style articles also promoted brand-name goods, though 
unlike traditional testimonials, these editorial advertisements detailed a wide 
selection of house wares needed by the bride. An early version of the “real 
life bride” series ran in the first issue of Modern Bride in 1949. Presenting 
itself as a gift guide, this article featured a number of brides with varying 
tastes and different married futures, largely indicated by their future hus-
band’s professional status. Each of the profiled brides introduced herself and 
described her situation. Her brief statement was followed by detailed infor-
mation, prices, and store location for brand-name goods that would fit her 
future home. Instead of pushing one brand or one type of item, this adver-
tising article gave the reader the plush material outlines of different levels 
of well-appointed homes, with images of Wedgwood china, International 
silver-plated coffee services, folding gin rummy tables, French Provincial 
lamps, maple coffee tables, and mahogany tea wagons. In these covert adver-
tisements, the bride was likely not a “real life” person, as suggested by the 
sketchy photograph of a partial face that accompanied each promotion and 
lack of a last name. The article, moreover, slotted each women into a type 
that would likely appeal to different segments of the magazine’s readership. 
Thus, readers were told that “I am Kay and I prefer modern,” or that “I am 
Ann and I’ll be a campus wife until John gets his degree in engineering.”37

Modern Bride magazine defined these testifying brides in a way that 
allowed them to become target markets, each with their own styles and 
product needs. Bridal testimonial-style features thus promoted specific 
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brands or designers associated with or available at the department store. The 
“real life bride” series would do the same thing as this earlier 1949 version, 
only in a more subtle, sophisticated way. Reading about Virginia Ecklund, 
for example, we learn that she loved modeling her new clothes at Dayton’s, 
and we are told that she purchased a “handmade Regina Brenner silk pei-
gnoir.” Other goods she purchased at Dayton’s are fit into the narrative by 
name, such as the Dorothy Gray “Wedgwood” cosmetic kit she bought as a 
gift for each of her seven bridal attendants.38 Similarly, the “real life bride” 
shopping at Brooklyn’s Abraham and Straus testified for a host of fashions, 
from her Maurer design wedding dress to her trousseau clothes by “Junior 
Sophisticates.”39

Such editorial ads did more than just promote particular stores and 
brands: they also naturalized the use of professional bridal services, contrib-
uting to the commercialization of American weddings. Not surprisingly, the 
women who told their story all had “a big formal wedding.”40 These arti-
cles were covert ads for the department store bridal business overall. They 
played on the idea that an approaching wedding date set off an exhausting 
department store shopping frenzy as a couple searched for things for their 
new home. Through these stories, the bridal magazine helped department 
stores expand the goods “needed” to set up a new home. “Real life brides” 
appeared using gift registries and preprinted forms that told them what they 
needed to register for, or buy for, their future home. Real-life brides like 
Virginia Ecklund testified to the usefulness of Dayton’s bridal services. As 
“no tyro in the kitchen,” when appliance shopping Ecklund stated that she 
needed the guidance from the “will need, must buy” list that Dayton’s pro-
vided.41 She felt she needed the help the store provided, as, according to the 
article, Dayton’s “understood” the different problems that newlyweds faced 
when setting up their home. Her particular problem was that she and her 
husband, Harry, were going to have to live in temporary quarters for awhile 
after their marriage until he finished graduate school. Dayton’s bridal con-
sultant advised her to focus on lamps, pictures, and linens that would make 
the transition to her permanent home. As she traveled from the store’s “first 
floor to the seventh floor and back down to the third floor and then up 
to the sixth” she was able to complete everything she needed to do before 
the wedding.42 In another “real life bride” installment from a later issue of 
Modern Bride, professional bridal services appeared in the background for 
each woman featured.43 Such articles spread the idea that a wedding would 
simply not be a wedding without the gown and all the new household goods 
provided by the department store—conveniently all under one roof.

Editorial advertisements like the “real life bride” series highlighted 
the prominent role that department stores played in the rise of a wedding 
industry. Stores like Dayton’s allowed a bride to complete all her shopping 
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efficiently, registering for gifts, purchasing household items, selecting a wed-
ding gown, and even making wedding and honeymoon plans. When maga-
zines like Modern Bride agreed to run articles like these, which were really 
masked advertisements for particular stores, they furthered the important 
networks forged between mass retailers and bridal magazines in the 1930s. 
From its inception in 1934, Bride’s magazine had developed a relationship 
with mass retailers behind the scenes beyond selling advertising space to 
different stores. Various campaigns promoted department store bridal mer-
chandising, sponsoring store promotions and providing tie-in advertising 
articles on the events across the country. In 1939, for example, it first ran a 
contest for its readers that tied into department store promotions for house-
hold goods. “The Home for Two” contest, advertised in Bride’s, took place 
at Altman’s and at Carson Pirie Scott and Company. Each department store 
tagged merchandise for the contest, and supplied each contestant with a 
floor plan, sketches of furniture, and instructed the contestant to choose 
furnishings for their ideal home. The winners, who were written up in the 
magazine, had their choices displayed in a special apartment constructed at 
the store.44 Such contests fostered store loyalty among new couples at the 
same time as they linked marriage to a consumer ethic. Bridal testimonials 
promoted stores in much the same way, showing the loyalty of individual 
women to their town’s or city’s major retailers. Assuming that the brides and 
their stories were “real,” these articles made a credible case for the impor-
tance of department stores in the business of getting married.

Marketing Bridal Types

Testimonial-style editorial advertisements tried to capture a larger reader-
ship and market by featuring the different “types” of women who marry. 
By the 1950s, a range of prefabricated bridal identities emerged in edito-
rial advertising articles in both Bride’s and Modern Bride. Such testimonials 
offered readers a range of consumer types with which women could iden-
tify or emulate: from the small-town girl to the campus wife to the career 
woman. On some level, editors must have been responding to what they 
perceived as consumer demand in that they devised a range of female types 
that might cover a broad spectrum of the readership. Usually delineated by 
the budget available to the bride, they reflected class identities, while cau-
tiously avoiding the use of the term. Types ranged from the society bride to 
the solidly middle-class bride to the bride on a budget. All were white, and 
none were working-class, likely reflecting the publication’s primary function 
of selling advertising space and its need to deliver a readership with attrac-
tive purchasing power. Editorial advertising articles like “Trousseau for 
Audrey” and “Trousseau for Ricki” in Bride’s magazine, and “I am Joyce” 
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and “I am Kay” in Modern Bride, for example, presented women with dif-
ferent budgets, tastes, and needs. Pictured with the furniture, home décor, 
china, and silver they bought or requested as wedding gifts, these white 
women and their testimonials appeared as ordinary brides—types that were 
supposed to represent the range of individuals that made up the magazine’s 
readership. They emphasized women’s role as consumer, in keeping with the 
magazine’s function as an advertising publication. Although other personal 
details emerged, the women’s interests focused on entertaining and decorat-
ing, not surprising in an article that ultimately intended to sell china, sil-
ver, glassware, and furniture. For example, Kay, who was married to “Phil,” 
worked outside the home and “love[d] city life.” The feature did not dis-
cuss her career in more detail, however, but instead emphasized traditionally 
feminine concerns: because she worked, she needed her “apartment to be as 
streamlined as possible for causal and easy entertaining.”45 In “I Am Susan,” 
readers were briefly introduced to a “small-town girl,” who married an attor-
ney and lived in a Cape Cod house in a new suburb. The piece emphasized 
her domestic focus and signaled that children were going to be in her future. 
On the surface, such details were seemingly provided for general interest of 
the reader, but in fact were meant to plug the goods pictured below Susan’s 
photograph and biographical blurb. For example, Susan liked the Early 
American style and such things as hooked rugs, maple pieces, and copper 
pans, because “children are more comfortable with that.”46 Ultimately, each 
of these women mirrored the limited gender roles prescribed for women in 
the postwar era. Thinly veiled advertisements, articles such as these defined 
the parameters of women’s identity in as much as they offered up ideals 
against which readers could evaluate their own consumer realities.47

While at a distance it is clear that these covert testimonials from “real 
life brides” served the commercial goals of the industry and its advertisers, 
the question remains whether readers at the time were influenced by the 
consumer information in these articles. Were readers also white and middle 
and upper-middle class, like the brides depicted in the magazines? Did read-
ers identify with these brides and have bigger, more expensive weddings 
as a result? Did they turn to department stores and their experts to help 
them emulate the elaborate material world outlined in bridal magazines? 
According to the market research sponsored by the bridal magazine indus-
try, the advertisements in these publications worked. Many readers were 
convinced by “real life brides” to frequent particular stores or follow the 
dictates of the wedding industry. In the late 1950s, for the first time bridal 
magazines conducted national market research that provided advertisers 
with basic demographic information about their readership. In 1958, Bride’s 
sponsored the first representative study using random sampling methods. 
The study sampled 3,800 brides from marriage license registrations in fifty 
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sample counties that covered both rural and urban areas. To eliminate bias 
due to nonrespondents, a certain number of nonresponding brides were 
interviewed in person or by telephone.48 This early study helped advertisers 
and bridal magazines define their target audience more precisely than ever 
before in order to reach them more effectively. In the process of research-
ing this bridal market, publications like Bride’s and Modern Bride rational-
ized and standardized the wedding process, turning the men and women 
who married and set up house into consumers for increasing numbers of 
markets.

The consumer message of Bride’s magazine reached a relatively well-off 
group, which as a whole had a higher percentage of participation in the 
industry and conformity with the white wedding ideal—much like the “real 
life brides” depicted in Modern Bride’s testimonial-style series. The market 
analysis from 1958 found that of the 1,254 marriage licensees interviewed 
for the study, 349, or 28 percent, identified themselves as buyers of Bride’s 
magazine. These readers were mainly middle-class women employed in 
white-collar, professional, and technical fields and had a higher medium 
annual income when combined with their future husbands’ than the general 
population. A dual-income family meant increased purchasing power, but 
it could also mean that the bride had more control over the couple’s future 
consumer decisions, something good for advertisers in Bride’s. Readers of the 
magazine also used gift registries at a higher rate than the rest of the bridal 
market in the United States, suggesting that perhaps editorial advertisements 
promoting the new service worked. They also received a higher percent-
age of certain wedding gifts, such as silver, fine china, crystal, earthenware, 
glass stemware, and plastic dinnerware, indicating that their participation 
in gift registry or their reading of Bride’s resulted in a standardization of 
gifts. Readers also spent more on honeymoons than other American brides. 
Such statistics would have helped Bride’s magazine sell advertising space in 
the late 1950s, as the figures suggest that businesses would reach a relatively 
well-to-do market, one where there was the potential to gain the consumer 
loyalty of brides as they furnished their home and began establishing brand 
preferences. In addition, advertisers were able to reach others as the maga-
zine passed to the bride’s family members and friends.49

White “real life brides” mirrored the mainstream image of women in 
postwar popular culture. Well-heeled, domestically oriented, and consumer-
ist, the advertising bride promoted a limited gender identity rooted in mate-
rialism. Other identities were not visible. Even though the readership of 
bridal magazines reflected some of the diversity of the nation, it did not 
appear in the testimonial-style articles or advertisements. The racial identity 
of the “types” or of the “real life brides,” and of women in bridal maga-
zines as a whole, was consistently white through the 1950s. Even though the 
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publications had readers of color, and brides and grooms from a variety of 
racial backgrounds had weddings with all the trimmings, attitudes changed 
slowly in these publications. With very few exceptions, the couples featured 
were white, though one 1962 Modern Bride issue featured an interracial 
marriage of a white American lieutenant and a Japanese-American woman. 
Until the late 1960s, African-American brides were completely absent, with 
blacks only appearing as servant figures in advertisements, and then too, 
rarely.50 Through this absence, bridal advertisements, the “real life bride” 
series, and other features like it racialized the “white wedding” tradition.51 
Such cultural texts provided an ideal against which readers would judge 
their own celebrations and plans for married life, and this ideal had a gen-
dered, race, and class component.

Conclusion

In keeping with the larger commercial goals of bridal magazines and the 
wedding industry as a whole, the ideal advertising bride could well afford to 
have the lucrative formal white wedding with all the trimmings. Spending 
big on a wedding also became more culturally acceptable. Bridal testimoni-
als in the 1920s and 1930s and later editorial testimonial-style advertise-
ments clearly linked marriage and commerce. While the older style of bridal 
testimonial ad in which a prominent woman gave her name to products like 
Pond’s or Lux did not survive, bridal testimonial-style editorial ads heralded 
a new level of commercialization in the American wedding and a cultural 
celebration of Mrs. Consumer. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
more people than ever before choose to have a big wedding. In 2005, the 
average cost of a wedding passed $30,000. With numbers like these, it is 
not surprising that weddings today are a 70 billion dollar industry and an 
important part of the economy.52 By telling her story and promoting differ-
ent goods and services, the advertising bride contributed to this transforma-
tion, legitimizing the alliance of romance and commerce.
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“Dear Friend”: 
Charles Atlas, 
American Masculinity, 
and the Bodybuilding 
Testimonial, 
1894–1944
Dominique Padurano

“Dear Friend: Just a line to let you know I am enjoying the best of health,” 
Charles Atlas wrote to his bodybuilding mentor, Earle Liederman, in 1920. 
“I often think back of [sic] the days when this was not the case,” he contin-
ued. Readers of Physical Culture magazine, where the letter was published 
in an advertisement for Liederman’s strength-building course, were likely as 
familiar with the tale of transformation described in the text as was Atlas 
himself. The testimonial—of which a photograph of Atlas’ nude body played 
an integral part—followed the well-worn patterns of a genre that had been 
established during the nineteenth century, and yet was offered as proof that 
Liederman’s exercise system worked. By the time Atlas cofounded his own 
mail-order fitness lessons company, Charles Atlas, Ltd. in 1929, testimoni-
als of transformation had become a staple of bodybuilding advertising. Atlas 
and his business partner, Charles Roman, actively solicited their customers’ 
personal stories of physical metamorphoses and regularly featured them in 
the company’s own advertisements during the 1930s and 1940s.

For the advertiser, the potential benefit of testimonial advertisements was 
clear. Relying on young men’s claims that Dynamic Tension (DT), Atlas’ 
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twelve-week course, was effective, Charles Atlas, Ltd. hoped to lure more 
customers into the fold. DT was an exercise program based on isometric 
contractions in which the user would use the weight and force of his own 
body in order to build muscle tone. Consisting entirely of explanatory words 
and images, DT could be marketed more inexpensively than the courses of 
Atlas’ competitors because no weights, pulleys, or other gadgets needed to 
be sent through the mail. By late 1929, the fact that DT consisted of a few 
sheets of paper was a crucial component in its success, but potential clients 
still needed to be courted to send away for the program in the first place. As 
the United States entered the Great Depression, the virtue of the “common 
man” began to be hailed from all corners of American cultural life; advertis-
ing was no exception.1 But what was it that motivated the young consumers 
of DT to document their metamorphoses in words and images, and then to 
send such intimate information about their bodies to Atlas? Some, it seems, 
longed for a personal connection with Atlas, whose avuncular tone through-
out the pages of DT may have convinced them that such a relationship was 
possible. Other, perhaps more savvy, customers recognized their testimonials 
as potentially remunerative for their teacher and hoped for a piece of the pie. 
Having witnessed Atlas’ own start as an unknown but well-built amateur 
in Liederman’s 1920 ad and elsewhere in the physical culture press between 
1914 and 1929, Atlas’ students during the 1930s and 1940s hoped to capi-
talize similarly upon their physical transformations. Several even offered to 
trade words and images of their bodies for an appearance in DT ads and a 
recommendation of their bodies from Atlas himself—a testimonial quid pro 
quo of sorts—just as Liederman had done for Atlas in 1920. While most of 
the authors of bodybuilding testimonials were not as explicit about their 
wishes for future fame and fortune, such letters lay bare the core of all such 
narratives of physical metamorphosis. Implicit in the bodybuilding testimo-
nial was a concomitant social transformation that was at least as significant 
(if not more so) to the writer as the changing contours of his body.

The narrative of social transformation that marked the testimonies of 
Charles Atlas’ students was hardly new. As a budding fitness entrepreneur 
in the 1920s, Atlas himself frequently framed his own evolution into a suc-
cessful American businessman against the backdrop of his increasing health 
and strength. This model, pioneered by the first modern bodybuilder, the 
European Eugen Sandow, quickly took root at the turn of the twentieth 
century in the United States, where narratives of social transformation had 
long held sway over the American imagination. John Bunyan, Benjamin 
Franklin, and Horatio Alger, for example, narrated real and fictional sto-
ries of change in works that would become staples of the American canon.2 
While the peregrination of Christian, the hero of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, 
might, at first, seem at odds with the ascent of Alger’s Ragged Dick through 
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the bourgeois world of industrializing New York City, their ultimate des-
tination was, in fact, identical. Their voyages facilitated a metamorphosis 
of the self into an exemplar of manhood for their respective times. One of 
the lessons that Benjamin Franklin learned as a boy from Pilgrim’s Progress 
was that the seventeenth-century path to ideal manhood lay in a spiritual 
rebirth. By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Franklin’s 
own Autobiography documented his adult attempts to “arriv[e] at moral 
Perfection,” a process that he hoped would help cultivate in others “virtu-
ous and manly minds” [my emphasis].3 A century after Franklin’s death, the 
tenacity and upward social mobility of Alger’s Ragged Dick would serve as 
a model of self-improvement for boys hoping to become men during the 
Gilded Age. For centuries, then, transformation narratives occupied a sem-
inal place in the American imagination, often illustrating the path to ideal 
manhood according to the dominant values of the time.

By the early twentieth century, that path had begun to acquire a phys-
ical component. The Christian piety of Pilgrim’s Progress had long since 
ceased to function as an essential marker of American masculinity.4 Even 
the secular virtue and “moral Perfection” described by Franklin—along 
with such related attributes as “duty,” “honor,” and “integrity”—were less 
and less culturally relevant to Americans’ notions of “manhood” by the 
twentieth century. As cultural historian Warren Susman noted, around the 
end of the nineteenth century, Americans began to value “personality” over 
“character.”5 Though Susman’s seminal article did not treat these as specif-
ically gendered terms, I would argue that the shift he described in fact cor-
responded to an evolution in Americans’ masculine ideal. In Manliness and 
Civilization, historian Gail Bederman built upon Susman’s work by defin-
ing the nineteenth-century ideal as encapsulated in the term “manhood,” 
and the twentieth-century standard as “masculinity.”6 The turn away from 
manliness and character was gradual and never wholly complete—indeed, 
remnants of the discourse of character as a distinguishing characteristic of 
manhood remain extant even today. Nevertheless, around the turn of the 
twentieth century a distinct shift took place. Americans—especially men—
strove to become, as Susman has written, “attractive,” “stunning,” “ glowing,” 
and “forceful”—characteristics that conjure up a distinct corporeal quality. 
The field of bodybuilding, which emerged at the same moment as “person-
ality” began to usurp the place of “character” in Americans’ definition of the 
ideal man, both manifested and responded to this new embrace of the body 
as a vital signifier of masculine identity.

Likewise, the bodybuilding testimonial, comprised of text and photo-
graph, both extended and departed from the long tradition of the American 
transformation narrative. On the one hand, it borrowed from (and greatly 
simplified) the “before-and-after” format characteristic of the older stories. 
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Moreover, its authors were often upwardly socially mobile young men who 
staked claims upon an ideal masculine identity through their bodies and 
their narratives. In the case of Charles Atlas and many of his students, body-
building testimonials provided a format in which immigrant and ethnic 
men could assert their masculinity and their American identity at the same 
time. On the other hand, testimonial advertisements used by Charles Atlas, 
Ltd. turned men’s narratives of physical and social metamorphoses into sell-
ing tools, commodifying the stories, men’s bodies, and the men themselves. 
In the world of “personality,” the bodybuilding testimonial showcased the 
authors’ attainment of ideal masculinity while implicitly acknowledging 
that twentieth-century “success” would be possible only within the market-
place and with the help of other men.

The first section of this essay will trace the inception and evolution of 
the genre of the bodybuilding testimonial, from its founding by Eugen 
Sandow to its development in Bernarr Macfadden’s Physical Culture mag-
azine. By presenting the “body beautiful” as obtainable by anyone, early 
bodybuilders implicitly defined the activity as a meritocracy. Within this 
meritocratic community, testimonials functioned in two ways. First, the 
texts and photographs, consciously constructed as “before-and-after” sto-
ries, placed bodybuilders’ consumer products squarely within the American 
tradition of transformation narratives. This rhetorical move endeavored to 
make bodybuilding more palatable to a public unfamiliar, and often uncom-
fortable, with the sexualization and commodification of men’s bodies that 
bodybuilding promoted. Moreover, framing testimonials in the template of 
American transformation narratives allowed immigrant and ethnic men a 
mode of assimilation during a time when educational and other professional 
doors often were closed to them.

The life and career of Charles Atlas—born Angelo Siciliano in Calabria, 
Italy, in 1892—illustrates how one immigrant bodybuilder used the narra-
tive framework established by his predecessors to construct his own biogra-
phy and public persona. The second section of this essay investigates how 
Atlas used the genre to present his own life story and, through it, to sell his 
body to the American public during the early 1920s. From 1920 through 
1922, Atlas experimented with the transformation narrative in a variety 
of formats. He offered his own testimonial to others’ fitness products, and 
published his autobiography in Physical Culture after winning its editor’s 
“Most Handsome Man” contest. A master of the bodybuilding testimonial, 
Atlas then utilized the genre extensively to sell his mail-order fitness course, 
Dynamic Tension, during the 1930s and 1940s.

The last section of this essay will analyze how, why, and to what 
effect Charles Atlas, Ltd. used testimonials during the 1930s and 1940s. 
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The ubiquity of men with surnames from Southern and Eastern Europe 
in Dynamic Tension ads during the Great Depression and World War II 
suggests that the company’s techniques were successful in drawing other 
immigrants and ethnics into its fold. During these decades, a number of 
advertisers across the country stopped relying on expert advice to sell prod-
ucts and instead extolled the opinion of the common man. Testimonial 
advertising thus was an important technique among all marketers during 
the Great Depression and World War II. Having already been defined as a 
meritocracy, bodybuilding during this period continued to showcase trans-
formation narratives by the common man through testimonial ads. During 
years when many doubted the viability of the American dream, Atlas’ testi-
monial advertisements helped convince some consumers that transforming 
oneself into a newer, improved version was not only still possible but also 
available to them all, if only they were prepared to sweat for it.

“I was a puny lad”: Eugen Sandow, Bernarr Macfadden, 
and the Establishment of the Bodybuilding 

Testimonial Genre, 1894–1920

Three years after his first appearance before American audiences at the 1893 
World Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the Prussian strongman Eugen 
Sandow established the basic framework of the bodybuilding testimonial in 
an interview in The New York Times. “I was a puny lad,” Sandow recalled, 
“and my desire to improve myself physically was inspired by a view of the 
grand works of sculpture that I saw when my father took me through the art 
galleries of Rome.”7 Whether such an Italian sojourn actually took place is 
subject to question; so, too, are the “facts” of much of the performer’s life. 
Born Friedrich Wilhelm Müller in Königsberg on April 2, 1867, by the time 
he reached the United States twenty-six years later, this fruit peddler’s son 
frequently told the tale of his childhood frailty. A biography published in 
1894, for example, claimed, “Up to his fifteenth year, indeed, young Eugen 
was of slight build and rather delicate constitution.”8 The pictures that made 
his adult body famous, though, contradicted that inauspicious start, thus 
rendering his alleged physical transformation all the more remarkable. Later 
amateur and professional bodybuilders, including Charles Atlas, would reit-
erate tales of their own youthful debility, so that it soon became the standard 
introduction of the emerging genre of the bodybuilding testimonial.

The genre’s second chapter, the transformation itself, highlighted the mer-
itocratic nature of the metamorphosis in order to best convince the reader 
that he, too, could perform similar feats. Once again, Eugen Sandow’s own 
biography established the testimonial’s template. By 1919, after spending 
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more than three decades traveling throughout Europe and the United States 
as a strongman and the epitome of the body beautiful, Sandow emphasized 
the meritocratic nature of his youthful physical transformation:

I had not obtained my own health and strength by accident. I was, indeed, on 
the other hand, a delicate child. But I had proved in my own body that if the 
attainment and maintenance of health was not an exact science, it was gov-
erned by natural, and therefore, exact laws, and was, consequently, obtain-
able by all.9

Asserting that the acquisition of a body such as his was not limited to an 
elite few allowed Sandow to more effectively hawk various exercise courses 
and equipment. After all, if his body were the result only of superior genes, 
who would buy Sandow’s products, let alone spend time trying to repli-
cate his success?10 Testifying to his own youthful physical frailty, Sandow 
helped convince the consuming public that a well-conditioned body was 
in the reach of everybody, an essential step in the formation of the fitness 
industry.

In his careful use of photography, though, Eugen Sandow ensured 
that the bodybuilding testimonial would become a tribute to the  teller’s 
social evolution as much as his corporeal transformation. The title of 
Sandow’s 1904 book, Body-building, or Man in the Making (which was 
the first  published appearance of the term), perfectly expressed the goal 
of  bodybuilding—the self-conscious and joint re-creation of one’s physical 
and social selves.11 As historians Roberta Park, John Kasson, and  others 
have noted, nineteenth-century athletes such as boxers often posed for the 
camera surrounded by props that conjured up Greco-Roman antiquity 
in the hopes that the association with “high culture” would mitigate the 
questionable practice of appearing unclothed in photographs.12 Likewise, 
bodybuilders from Sandow to Atlas often cited their first glimpse of clas-
sical statuary as the catalyst that inspired them to transform their own 
immature bodies into those of muscular men. Often, the same bodybuild-
ers made a handsome income from the sale of images of their nude bod-
ies as the Farnese Hercules, Polyclitus’ Spear Bearer, Mercury, the Dying 
Slave, or, simply, the Atlas of Greek myth.13

As important as such photographs were in the process of legitimizing the 
field of early bodybuilding, however, pictures of the men dressed to the nines 
were equally vital in establishing the individuals’ reputations as respectable. 
Sandow, for instance, often had himself photographed as a “gentleman” and 
even arrived in the United States boasting an aristocratic family line, call-
ing himself “Count” in the American press.14 In what would soon become 
standard practice in the field of bodybuilding, Sandow also changed his 
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name from Müller to an Anglicized version of his mother’s Russian sur-
name, Sandov.15 The adoption of a name that had a less ethnic ring to it and, 
often, an association with strength and/or classicism, would be replicated by 
several professional bodybuilders during the first three decades of the twen-
tieth century: Siciliano became Atlas, for example, and Max Unger became 
Lionel Strongfort. Choosing English-sounding names often comprised the 
final step in the bodybuilder’s social transformation, serving as the public 
testament to his changed self.

While Eugen Sandow forged the template of the bodybuilding testi-
monial during the 1890s, Bernarr Macfadden’s Physical Culture provided 
one important venue in which the testimonial would evolve into a genre 
over the course of the following two decades. Born Bernard Adolphus 
MacFadden, the publisher’s early life (or, at least, his accounts of it) fol-
lowed a similar path as that laid out by Sandow, only one year his elder: 
sickly childhood, classical epiphany, physical metamorphosis followed by 
name change. (According to his biographer, Robert Ernst, he changed the 
spelling of his surname to be more memorable, and that of his first name 
to more closely echo a tiger’s roar.16) After a peripatetic youth during which 
he saw Sandow perform in Chicago in 1893, Macfadden followed the steps 
of his European idol by touring the stages of Great Britain as a strength 
performer and classical model.17 In 1899, Macfadden settled in New York 
and began publishing the monthly magazine, Physical Culture, in which he 
edited a column entitled, “The Virtues of Our Methods Proven.” A glorified 
“Letters to the Editor” forum, “Virtues” showcased letters and photographs 
from male and female readers who followed the advice in Physical Culture 
and gained health, strength, or beauty. Readers’ autobiographies of physical 
rejuvenation echoed the “before-and-after” narrative established by Sandow 
at the turn of the century. J. C. Olden, for example, wrote to Macfadden in 
1909, “Your exercises have been of inestimable value to me. When I started 
taking your course I had been a constant sufferer from nervous dyspepsia 
for five months. . . . But a few days after taking your exercises I was entirely 
relieved.”18 Other letters regaled fellow readers with stories of how a new diet 
had also changed the authors’ bodies and lives.

Readers’ testimonies of the benefits of the physical culture life also took 
photographic form, especially when their transformations were primar-
ily muscular. Mirroring the poses of Macfadden himself, which he—like 
Sandow before him—sold for profit in postcard form, some readers, like 
fifteen-year-old Robert Snyder, sent to the editor snapshots of their “well-
developed physique” along with their written testimonies of muscular meta-
morphoses. “Enclosed are photographs of myself,” Snyder’s letter of 1912 
began, “showing the development I have attained by practicing the methods 
advocated in your magazine.”19 Month after month, year after year, physical 
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culture enthusiasts and budding bodybuilders imbibed the visual and tex-
tual formulae of testimonials published in Physical Culture.

Some of those aspiring bodybuilders went on to comprise a cadre of fit-
ness entrepreneurs during the 1920s, a decade that historians have dubbed 
the Golden Age of Sports in the United States.20 For example, physical 
culture entrepreneur Antone Matysek, who sold a variety of bodybuilding 
products during the 1920s, from photographs of his own physique to a mail-
order fitness course, was a reader of Physical Culture during the 1910s. While 
still an amateur bodybuilder, Matysek wrote to Macfadden, “It is now about 
four years ago since I first bought Physical Culture magazine. I was then in 
pretty bad physical condition.” Published in the November 1913 “Virtues of 
Our Methods Proven” column, Matysek’s letter continued, “After reading 
your magazine over, I started to exercise and in about two months I built 
myself up to normal weight.” As if to prove his own assessment that, “I have 
developed myself into a strong man,” Matysek concluded his letter promis-
ing, “Enclosed you will find my latest photograph.”21 Clearly, amateur fit-
ness enthusiasts during the 1910s read and learned from the narratives of 
transformation that Sandow, Macfadden, and others used to legitimate their 
“methods” and, thus, to sell future issues of Physical Culture. Some ama-
teurs, like Matysek, went on in the 1920s to become professionals, utilizing 
the genre to which they had contributed in order to market their own fitness 
products.

Though Charles Atlas never sent Macfadden the story of his own phys-
ical transformation, he certainly was familiar with Physical Culture maga-
zine during the 1910s, and thus he most likely understood the ubiquitous 
role of the testimonial within it. He appeared as a model in the magazine 
at least twice before 1920. In November 1914, a young Atlas epitomized 
“man” in the illustration for the front cover’s question, “Are you a Man or 
a Weakling?” He also demonstrated the proper way to massage one’s own 
body for the article, “Massage at Home.” As in the case of his contemporary 
Matysek, young Atlas used Macfadden’s Physical Culture as a primer not 
only for learning useful exercises but also for understanding how to narrate 
his metamorphosis after successfully performing those exercises and chang-
ing his body.22

By the 1920s, many of the young amateurs who modeled for and wrote 
into Physical Culture during their teens had formed physical culture busi-
nesses of their own. They continued their relationships with the magazine, 
but during this decade they used it instead as an important venue in which 
to cultivate their own customer bases. Antone Matysek, for example, regu-
larly advertised as a physical culture “director” in Physical Culture during 
the 1920s. The decade that witnessed enormous growth and maturation 
in the field of modern advertising also gave birth to the proliferation of 
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professional physical culturists. In this highly competitive environment, 
bodybuilding testimonials helped fitness entrepreneurs assert the superi-
ority of their pro ducts. Since consumption of bodybuilding products was 
predicated upon the ability of anybody to change his physical form, testi-
monials were essential to prove the meritocratic nature of the field in order 
to convince young men to spend their money. Entrepreneurs thus increas-
ingly looked to their clients to provide them with narratives of their physical 
progress in order to sell courses. In the process, some customers recognized 
the potential value of their own words and photographs. Rather than simply 
help a magazine editor hawk more magazines, a gifted student’s story and 
pictures might aid his teacher in selling more courses or barbells in a field 
now rife with competition. In return, the testimonial giver could use the 
national exposure he garnered by appearing in a Physical Culture advertise-
ment as a springboard to a potentially lucrative career in the business.

Charles Atlas’ appearance in Earle Liederman’s 1920 advertisement, 
“The Most Powerful Back in the World,” functioned in precisely this man-
ner. An industry leader during the 1920s, Liederman boasted, “my files are 
crowded with photographs and letters of commendation from my thousands 
of satisfied pupils.” Beneath that sentence, a photograph of Atlas, nude and 
reclining, appeared above the caption, “READ WHAT ONE OF OUR 
LEADING STRONG MEN SAYS.” “It was by following your guidance 
and the course which you laid out for me,” Atlas wrote, “that I have acquired 
the wonderful physique which I now enjoy.” In the same published letter, 
then twenty-seven-year-old Atlas wrote that he was “devoting [his] entire 
time to this profession [strong man].” As a relative newcomer to the intensely 
competitive—and visual—world of fitness entrepreneurship, Atlas needed 
to acquaint consumers with the aesthetic merits of his body if he ever hoped 
to build his own clientele in the future. The large nude photograph of Atlas 
in the bottom left-hand corner of the advertisement did just that. Combined 
with his written testimonial, the image of Atlas’ trim, muscular body helped 
Liederman sell courses at the same time that it enabled Atlas to present him-
self in the tradition of successful bodybuilders since Sandow.23

In 1920, Charles Atlas was poised to embark on a lifelong career in 
bodybuilding that would soon eclipse that of his mentor, Liederman. By 
the  mid-1930s, he had nearly cleared the once-competitive field of rivals. 
Though his mastery and creative interpretation of the testimonial genre was 
not the only technique that enabled Charles Atlas, Ltd. to achieve industry 
dominance, it was certainly one important weapon in the fledging com-
pany’s advertising arsenal. The next section will examine closely Charles 
Atlas’ autobiographical transformation narratives, published both in article 
and advertisement form during the 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s. Subtle 
changes in these narratives document how Atlas incorporated the template 
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first established by Sandow in order to frame his own metamorphosis as a 
feat of social and physical change. At the same time, he was careful to paint 
that change as not so remarkable as to be impossible to be replicated by 
others. Highlighting the meritocratic nature of his transformation, Atlas 
opened the door to imitators and, of course, to thousands of consumers of 
his Dynamic Tension course.

“My real name is Angelo Siciliano, but I am best 
known as Charlie Atlas”: Charles Atlas and 

the Bodybuilding Testimonial, 1921–1942

In November and December 1921, Charles Atlas had the perfect opportu-
nity to acquaint potential consumers with his body and with his life story, 
which he crafted to resemble the autobiography of Eugen Sandow in sev-
eral respects. Physical Culture published the two-part story, “Building the 
Physique of a ‘Greek God,’ ” after Atlas took first prize in the magazine’s 
“World’s Most Handsome Man” contest earlier that year. Given the article’s 
title and its author’s stage name, it is unsurprising that antiquity took center 
stage in Atlas’ autobiography. Photographs depicted him as Polyclitus’ Spear 
Bearer and in a pose reminiscent of the Laocoön. More importantly, he set 
the site of his conversion to physical culture in the ancient sculpture galleries 
of the Brooklyn Museum. During a school field trip to the museum when 
he was sixteen years old, Atlas alleged, “[w]hile the other boys were wan-
dering about looking at other things, I remained studying the magnificent 
bodies of Hercules, the Dying Gladiator, the Wrestlers, the Discus Thrower, 
the Boxer and the rest of the splendid specimens of manhood.” Claiming 
that he “couldn’t believe that such men had ever really existed,” Atlas asked 
his teacher whether mere mortals could ever hope to achieve such “physical 
perfection.” Mr. Davenport, the teacher at the Italian Settlement School, 
responded, “Most anybody can be strong. . . . Anyone who is willing to work 
for it can obtain the same muscular development.”24

With the sport of bodybuilding framed as a meritocracy of muscle, Atlas 
continued to craft his autobiography as a self-made journey to strength. 
Mr. Davenport supposedly sent young Atlas to the YMCA to learn the 
rudiments of physical culture, and although the teenager was “amazed 
and delighted with what [he] saw,” Atlas claimed that he “was too poor 
to join. . . . ” With tenacity recalling Ben Franklin or Ragged Dick, Atlas 
claimed that he “was too much in earnest to be turned from [his] pur-
pose on that account,” so he “went home and made [him]self a bar bell 
with a stick and two stones. . . . ” Using the homemade barbell and practic-
ing “faithfully” other exercises that he had learned at the YMCA, Atlas 
“felt [him]self growing stronger perceptibly . . . [a]nd . . . the admiration [his] 



183“ D e a r  F r i e n d ”

strength excited spurred [him] on to greater efforts.” Physical transforma-
tion complete, Atlas then described the social and economic benefits that 
he derived from his newly developed strength. He helped move a stalled 
automobile; performed as a strong man on Coney Island; and posed as an 
artist’s model, claiming, “I am known among artists as the Greek God; and 
I don’t know of anything that gives me more pleasure, for I think the Greek 
God as shown in the old sculptures is so splendid to look at that to be lik-
ened to one is the highest compliment that could be paid me.”25 Indeed, 
Atlas had come full circle: little Angelo had turned himself into the ancient 
sculpture that had inspired his metamorphosis in the first place.

While “Building the Physique of a ‘Greek God’ ” functions on the sur-
face as a story documenting Atlas’s journey from child to strong man, its 
subtexts describe parallel transformations and offer insights into the appeal 
of the genre to future customers of Dynamic Tension. Most importantly, 
in the hands of Atlas, the autobiographical bodybuilding narrative also 
became the tale of his transformation from immigrant to American. He first 
described his birth “in beautiful Calabria,” and his life as a boy, “healthy and 
happy, with no thought but of eating, sleeping and playing.” Atlas recalled 
that, “[i]n 1905, when I was eleven years old, my father brought his family 
to this country,” and he stated, “[t]hat is when my life really began.” Despite 
his allegedly happy childhood in southern Italy, Atlas chose to designate 
the start of his “real” life as the moment he arrived in the United States. He 
enrolled in the Italian Settlement School in downtown Brooklyn “to learn 
English and to be set in the way of becoming an American citizen.” The 
next scene in the narrative focused upon the school trip to the Brooklyn 
Museum, and since Atlas never returned to the theme of his immigrant 
origins in the article, the reader might infer that his conversion to physical 
culture in the ancient sculpture gallery also marked his transformation into 
an American.

The article’s silences, however, testify even more strongly to that cul-
tural metamorphosis. The changes that Atlas made to the actual facts of 
his early life also bear witness to his growing awareness that in the cul-
ture of the marketplace, one’s image counted more than truth. For example, 
Atlas transformed significantly the circumstances of his own childhood in 
“Building the Physique.” Since the late nineteenth century, Americans had 
come to expect that childhood would be a time of life distinct from adult-
hood, unblemished by work in the market. Angelo Siciliano, however, had 
been apprenticed to a shoemaker at age six; his early experiences were so 
traumatic—and so far from the “happy” and carefree life he strove to depict 
in Physical Culture—that his adult son recalled that Atlas had held a life-
long contempt for Italy, and chose to never return to the land of his birth.26 
Moreover, while an intact, nuclear family might have been emerging as the 



D o m i n i q u e  P a d u r a n o184

American ideal, young Angelo emigrated from Italy with his mother only, 
and lived for his first couple of years in the United States with his mother’s 
brother, not with his own father. In fact, his mother’s distinct surname—
Fiorelli, not Siciliano—suggests that his parents may have been estranged or 
perhaps had never married at all.27 By contrast, Atlas bolstered the altered 
story of his own childhood with a photograph of himself with his wife and 
young son in the December installment of the article. Though the majority 
of the photographs accompanying the text depict Atlas in poses mimicking 
ancient sculptures or illustrating various exercises, the top photograph on 
the first page of the November installment showed Atlas, looking directly 
at the camera in a three-quarters pose, dressed in a three-piece suit and tie. 
Both photographs, underscoring his status as a respectable American, com-
plemented the “transformation” of the facts of his early life, helping to shape 
him into an ideal American as much as did his stated goals of “learn[ing] 
English” and “becoming an American citizen.”

These accomplishments notwithstanding, in 1921, Atlas’ social transfor-
mation was still incomplete. The most remarkable evidence of the unfin-
ished nature of Atlas’ evolution into an American was the article’s byline: 
“Angelo Siciliano (Chas. Atlas).” Indeed, during the following year, Atlas 
continued to be known in Physical Culture by both his Italian surname and 
his American stage names. In the magazine’s “Body Beautiful” feature from 
May 1922, for example, an artistic rendering of Atlas was accompanied by 
a caption identifying the model as “Charles Siciliano (Atlas).” This version 
of Atlas’ name was repeated in captions describing photographs of Atlas 
in the June, July, and September issues of the same year. While the vari-
ety of names by which Atlas appeared in Physical Culture could have been 
the result of poor fact-checking, it seems more likely that, at the very least, 
Atlas regularly went by both sets of names during the early 1920s. In fact, 
Atlas himself stated on the first page of the November 1921 installment of 
“Building the Physique”: “My real name is Angelo Siciliano, but I am best 
known as Charlie Atlas, which is my professional name.”28 Such duality 
suggests that while he had incorporated some aspects of the bodybuilding 
testimonial genre to describe his physical and social transformations, the 
process of Atlas’ Americanization might not have kept pace with his remark-
able metamorphosis in muscle.

The unfinished nature of Angelo Siciliano’s journey to becoming Charles 
Atlas in 1921–1922 becomes even more apparent in light of biographical nar-
ratives published about him two decades later. In 1942, both The Saturday 
Evening Post and The New Yorker ran feature articles on Atlas, who, by this 
time, was widely recognized as the undisputed leader in the field of physical 
fitness. Both pieces tweak the account of his life that he had given to Physical 
Culture in 1921; not surprisingly, the new versions fit more comfortably 
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within the bodybuilding testimonial genre than had the old. For example, 
in 1921, Atlas had written, “I was never sickly but on the contrary was rather 
strong” as a child. In, “You, Too, Can Be a New Man,” the Post article of 
February 1942, however, Atlas claimed, “Up till the age of seventeen . . . I was 
a ninety-seven-pound-runt. I was skinny, pale, nervous and weak.” The 
author, Maurice Zolotow, went on to chronicle how thin Angelo “was 
attacked by one of the neighborhood bullies” and then physically punished 
by his uncle “for getting into fights.” At that moment, Atlas recalled that 
he had promised himself, “that I would never allow any man on this earth 
to hurt me again.” Long gone was the conversion to physical culture in the 
antiquities gallery of the Brooklyn Museum—not to mention his 1921 char-
acterization of his boyhood health as strong. Instead, the Zolotow article 
dramatized the change by painting Atlas as a weak, helpless boy, much as 
Eugen Sandow had done in his own autobiography fifty years earlier.

Robert Taylor’s piece in the New Yorker the previous month—titled, “I Was 
Once a 97-Pound Weakling”—painted a similar picture of young Angelo’s 
“spindly” body, “wan face,” and “attitude of listless dejection.” Nevertheless, 
this magazine, aimed at a sophisticated, urbane audience, retained the 
Brooklyn Museum story as the site of Angelo’s adoption of physical culture. 
Taylor’s portrait blamed Brooklyn itself for the boy’s debility: “Up to the 
time the family came to this country, Angelo had been a normally husky 
child, thriving on the spaghetti-and-citrus diet of his homeland, but once in 
Brooklyn he began to sicken.” Taylor alleged that it was this weakness that 
caused young Angelo to stop in the classical sculpture galleries: “exhausted 
by the trip” to the museum, he “subsided on a stone bench” which offered 
a prime view of “an object that changed the whole course of his life . . . a 
gigantic statue of Hercules. . . . ” Dramatizing his eventual physical meta-
morphosis in both the Post and New Yorker pieces by claiming childhood 
frailty, Atlas crafted a life story that fitted more neatly into the bodybuilding 
testimonial genre than had the 1921 version in Physical Culture.

Nevertheless, the journey that Atlas took during the twenty years since 
the first publication of his autobiography went beyond fudging the details 
of his early health. The differences between the accounts of Atlas’ early life 
published in The New Yorker in January 1942, and those that appeared a 
month later in The Saturday Evening Post, suggest that Atlas’ shifts had less 
to do with the vagaries of memory than with a conscious intent to shape his 
public persona to capture the attention of distinct audiences. Atlas may have 
gambled that readers of the highbrow New Yorker might have been moved 
by a story of Greco-Roman culture influencing the course of a young, immi-
grant boy’s life, while The Saturday Evening Post’s working-class audience 
might have identified more strongly with a tale recounting an underdog’s 
comeback from routine beatings by neighborhood bullies.29 In this explicit 
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re-crafting of his own autobiography, Charles Atlas showed in 1942 that 
his metamorphosis into an American businessman was complete. The 1921 
deviation from Atlas’ Italian childhood might have been intended to obscure 
details of his life that did not fit squarely into the American ideal during a 
period of intense nativism. Yet, the misrepresentation of several incidents in 
Atlas’ life that he condoned in the 1942 articles is perhaps even more striking 
because the facts contradict not only the narrative of two decades earlier but 
also each other. It is therefore plausible to infer that Atlas intended to con-
sciously strike a chord within the distinct audiences reading each account.30 
The poor, (possibly) scrawny Italian boy had not only changed the contours 
of his body but also become a savvy American entrepreneur.

But what happened in the meantime, or at least in between the 1921 
and 1942 articles, and what role did the bodybuilding testimonial play in 
that journey? Atlas announced his didactic intent in the first paragraph of 
“Building the Physique of a ‘Greek God,’ ”: “if the telling of my story will 
induce others to make the best of themselves I can at least feel that I have been 
of some use in the world.”31 Like Benjamin Franklin more than a century 
earlier, Atlas hoped that the story of his own metamorphosis might inspire 
young men to model their own journeys of transformation after his own. It 
was not until the 1930s, however, that Atlas, with the help of his business 
partner, Charles Roman, understood the latent commercial power in such 
tales, and used testimonials of transformation to attract new customers.

During the 1920s, Charles Atlas struggled in business,  experimenting 
with a variety of commercial ventures and continuing to profit from appear-
ing in testimonials for others’ products. “Building the Physique” was pub-
lished on the heels of Atlas’ first victory in the “Most Handsome Man” 
contest sponsored by Bernarr Macfadden in 1921. Along with the $1000 
prize money from that competition, Atlas used another $1000 he won the 
next year in Physical Culture’s “Most Perfectly Developed Man” contest 
to found his first mail-order fitness lessons company late in 1922.32 Atlas’ 
advertisements for his first course strongly resembled those of other phys-
ical culture entrepreneurs of the time. Usually occupying a single, narrow 
column, they featured a small image of Atlas at the top of the vertical band, 
followed by copious text in a tiny font. During the mid-1920s, Atlas also 
opened and operated a gym in midtown Manhattan, and a summer camp 
for children in the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York.33 It was per-
haps the financial strain caused by his multiple business ventures (not to 
mention his own shortcomings as a businessman) that prompted him to 
continue offering endorsements of various fitness products during these 
years, such as his 1926 endorsement of the Battle Creek “Health Builder” in 
Physical Culture. Though such appearances for other companies’ products 
were infrequent, they kept Atlas’ name current in the physical culture press 
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during the competitive 1920s. Unfortunately, they were neither frequent nor 
remunerative enough to keep Atlas himself out of bankruptcy court several 
times between 1926 and 1929.34

Nevertheless, Charles Atlas’ appearances in testimonial advertisements 
did increase his familiarity with a genre that he would exploit fully with the 
advent of his second mail-order fitness company, Charles Atlas, Ltd., which 
he cofounded with advertising executive Charles P. Roman in 1929. The 
following section traces how Atlas put to use for his own company in the 
1930s and 1940s the knowledge of testimonials that he had garnered during 
the 1920s by offering his own endorsements for a variety of fitness entre-
preneurs and products. During these two decades, Roman transformed the 
alleged story of Atlas’ own metamorphosis from 97-pound weakling into the 
longest-running advertisement in American history, “The Insult that Made 
a Man Out of ‘Mac.’ ”35 “The Insult” not only mastered the crucial elements 
of the bodybuilding testimonial, erasing any evidence of the protagonist’s 
healthy childhood, it also translated the testimonial genre into visual form. 
“Continuity copy”—or advertisements in comic strip form—appeared dur-
ing the 1930s, the same decade during which visual culture, such as mov-
ies, fan magazines, and comic books, began to occupy a more prominent 
place in American popular culture than ever before.36 Converting the tale 
of Atlas’ life from article to comic strip also enabled Charles Atlas, Ltd. to 
capture the attention and desire of a new generation of younger consumers, 
who were particularly drawn to the intensely visual story that so closely mir-
rored their own experiences during puberty and adolescence. The company 
then tapped these boys and young men for their own tales of transformation 
to build the Dynamic Tension dynasty.

“You Can Have a Body Like Mine!”: Charles Atlas, Ltd. 
and the Bodybuilding Testimonial, 1932–1944

The August 1932 issue of Physical Culture featured “The Insult That Made a 
Man Out of ‘Mac’ ” for the first time. Its protagonist wore a sleeveless beach 
shirt and Grace, the girl he tried to impress, donned a one-piece bathing 
suit instead of a bikini, but the main elements of the ad differ little from 
its more famous, postwar descendants on the back covers of comic books. 
“Mac,” a “sickly,” “97-pound,” “scare-crow,” sits peacefully on a beach blan-
ket with the alluring brunette, while the “beach bully” kicks sand in their 
faces. Though Mac tries to protest, the bully threatens that he would “smash 
[Mac’s] face—only [he was] so skinny [that he] might [have] dr[ied] up and 
blow[n] away.” Though Grace assuages Mac’s emasculated ego two panels 
later, her body language—arms raised and head turned submissively toward 
the bully—suggest that her true feelings lay with his nemesis. Indeed, when 
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Mac attempts to call on Grace at her home in the following panel, she rebuffs 
him. “[S]ick and tired of being a scarecrow,” Mac sends for Charles Atlas’ 
exercises and in the next panel, admires himself in the mirror, marveling, 
“It didn’t take Atlas long to do this for me! Look at those muscles bulge out 
NOW!” Physically transformed, Mac heads to the beach for revenge, and 
punches the bully, who had been showing off to Grace and Mac’s “crowd.” 
In the final panel of the ad, the girls clasp their hands in wonder, and Grace 
returns her affection to Mac, gushing, “Oh Mac! You ARE a real man after 
all!” In keeping with the template of the bodybuilding testimonial, Mac’s 
story culminates with his rise in social status as a result of his improved 
physique.

Charles Atlas, Ltd. associated its namesake with “Mac” in a variety of 
ways, implying that the fictional metamorphosis of the comic strip figure 
was true, and therefore able to be replicated. At the bottom left-hand corner, 
a photograph of Atlas, shown from head-to-chest, bulging biceps crossed 
over prominent pectorals, anchored visually the entire advertisement. 
Next to Atlas’ head, words in bold print explained his connection to Mac: 
“The 97-lb. Weakling Who Became ‘The World’s Most Perfectly Developed 
Man.’ ” The text—greatly reduced in quantity relative to Atlas’ ads of the 
1920s—echoed the testimonial of transformation in the visual story of Mac 
above: “They used to think there wasn’t much hope for me. . . . Then I dis-
covered Dynamic-Tension. It gave me the body that twice won the title, ‘The 
World’s Most Perfectly Developed Man.’ ” Just as he had done for Earle 
Liederman in 1920, Atlas used his own narrative and photograph—now 
accompanied by a comic strip—to entice potential customers to send for 
his course. “Now I make you this amazing offer. At my own risk I’ll give you 
PROOF in just 7 days that my same method can make you over into a NEW 
MAN of giant power and energy” [emphasis in original]. In even smaller 
font beneath this offer, Atlas boasted the social benefits that clients could 
expect as a result of their new bodies. “[T]he prettiest girls, the best jobs,” 
would suddenly be within reach of the “confident, powerful HE-M[E]N” 
who practiced Dynamic Tension.

While it is impossible to discover exactly how effective such advertise-
ments and testimonials were in garnering the attention of Charles Atlas, Ltd.’s 
intended audience, several pieces of evidence suggest that Atlas’ newest tes-
timonial may have at least played a part in his ascending fortunes during 
the 1930s. First, the fact that Atlas stopped appearing in bankruptcy court 
during the 1930s, after having made several appearances there during the 
previous decade, suggests that, despite the onset of the Great Depression, 
Charles Atlas, Ltd. was, at the very least, surviving the tough times. Indeed, 
when other bodybuilders’ advertisements petered off during the early 1930s 
and eventually stopped altogether by the middle of the decade, Atlas’ 
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advertisements continued to appear more frequently and larger than ever 
before. Earle Liederman, Atlas’ erstwhile mentor, for example, attributed his 
own business’ collapse to the economic climate of the Depression.37 Second, 
the attention paid by the Federal Trade Commission to Charles Atlas, Ltd. 
throughout the 1930s also implies Atlas’ growing stature in the field (and 
the widespread perception of his unethical marketing techniques).38 There 
would have been little need to investigate an advertiser whose product was 
not being bought. The increased attention paid to Atlas in the press outside 
the bodybuilding community during the 1930s—in publications ranging 
from the national men’s magazine, Esquire, to syndicated pieces in local 
newspapers like the Ashtabula, Ohio Star-Beacon—also suggests that Atlas’ 
courses were being sold in large quantities and with a broad geographical 
reach. Soon, Charles Atlas became a celebrity, appearing with comedian 
Lew Lehr in a movie sketch, visiting Jack Dempsey’s radio program as a 
featured guest, and performing for President Franklin D. Roosevelt at his 
Waldorf Astoria 1936 birthday bash. While testimonial advertisements cer-
tainly did not account for Atlas’ meteoric rise during the early years of the 
Great Depression, neither can they be discounted entirely from the formula 
for his success.39

Perhaps the most convincing piece of evidence pointing to the efficacy 
of Charles Atlas, Ltd.’s testimonial advertisements, in particular, during the 
1930s, is the frequency with which students of Dynamic Tension offered 
their own testimonials of transformation to their teacher. Though some stu-
dents clearly expected a professional endorsement of their bodies to boost 
their own fledging careers in show business, many students wrote to Atlas 
to affirm their new selves. Like the writers to Macfadden’s “Virtues of Our 
Methods Proven,” column in Physical Culture during the 1910s, many DT 
users expected to remain amateur bodybuilders but simply enjoyed the 
opportunity of identifying with Atlas by likening their own lives to his. 
Charles Atlas, Ltd. clearly encouraged this process of identification, solicit-
ing students’ letters several times throughout the text of the twelve-week 
Dynamic Tension course. For example, Lesson Two from the 1931 course 
opens with the paragraph, “Dear Student: How was that first week of exer-
cise? I have already received letters from some fellows who enrolled with you 
saying that they see the muscles of their chest ‘standing out.’ Keep up the 
good work.”40 Seven years later, Atlas modified this paragraph to actively 
encourage students to send him their testimonies: “Dear Friend: How was 
that first week of exercise? I usually receive letters by this time telling me 
that the chest muscles are already beginning to ‘stand out.’ Let me hear from 
you.”41 Having premised the entire worth of his course upon the dream of 
self-transformation, Atlas encouraged students to look for evidence of that 
metamorphosis in the contours of their bodies.
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One way that Charles Atlas, Ltd. was able to convince young men to 
reveal intimate details about their bodies to a corporate entity was by shift-
ing the overall tone of the course and its advertisements to a more familiar 
one than had been employed during the 1920s. As historian of American 
advertising Roland Marchand has pointed out, many other advertisers dur-
ing the Great Depression sought to convey sympathy with the “common 
man,” rather than to maintain its aura of expertise and technical know-
how that had held resonance during the tail end of the Progressive Era, 
with its emphasis on scientific expertise.42 In the field of physical culture, 
entrepreneurs such as Charles Atlas routinely prefaced their names with the 
title “Prof[essor].” throughout the 1910s and 1920s.43 However, by the early 
1930s, Atlas had dropped the prefix “Professor,” and changed his lessons’ sal-
utation from “Dear Student” to “Dear Friend.” Gone, too, were photographs 
of Atlas dressed up as Greco-Roman statuary, a potential association with 
highbrow culture that may have contradicted the company’s new empha-
sis on the common man. Instead, photographs from the 1930s show Atlas 
on the beach or removed from any background at all, the latter technique 
also handy for highlighting the contours of his muscles against the white 
page. All of these subtle shifts helped to construct Atlas as a “regular Joe,” 
an avuncular persona only slightly more knowledgeable than the students 
whose testimonials he sought in the 1930s, and to reiterate the meritocratic 
nature of their shared undertaking.

Atlas’ folksy appeal to his students to send them written and photo-
graphic testimonials of their muscular metamorphoses worked. Young men 
from around the world sent their teacher heartfelt notes of thanks and metic-
ulous records of their growing bodies throughout the 1930s and 1940s, 
often expecting that they would be used as testimonials. As early as 1923, 
C. Mutschler wrote, “Dear Mr. Atlas: . . . You may depend on me to highly 
recommend your Course to all my friends. . . . I am sending you some pictures 
of myself, which you are at liberty to use in any way you may desire. . . .”44

Another student from the 1920s, Andrew Gioseffi, wrote:

Dear Mr. Atlas
After completing your course in physical culter [sic] I am sending you a few 
of my photographs to show you the wonderfull [sic] results that I have have 
received thre threw [sic] faithfully following you intructions [sic] you may use 
any of my photographs in your literatures if you which [sic].
Your [sic] Very Truly
Andrew Gioseffi45

In 1937, Albino Anzolut reported from the Bronx that he was “afraid of 
nobody I fell [sic] 100 pro [sic] cent A Million tanks [sic] to you best Wishes 
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your freind [sic] Albino.” Lenn Otto described his transformation to Atlas 
in 1939: “ . . . I feel quite a different man [as] from Mars full of pep, courage, 
vitality and strength.”46 In 1942, John P. Foy recalled, “I completed your 
P.C. course back in the year 1930, twelve years ago, and am still exercising 
every day, and my abdominal muscles now have that familiar ‘washboard’ 
appearance and am feeling strong and vigorous at the age of 45.”47 Students 
of all ages responded heartily to Atlas’ request for their written testimonials 
from the 1920s through the 1940s.

No one responded with more vigor to Atlas’ solicitation of student let-
ters, perhaps, than Patrick J. Rohan, an English customer who wrote to 
Atlas no fewer than five times in 1937 and 1938. His first letter was pep-
pered with health and dietary questions, and reports on his progress. “I am 
more than delighted to inform you that after a short month of exercise on 
your splendid course, I have achieved remarkable results. . . . In one month 
I gained 30 lbs . . . in weight, four and a half inches . . . on my normal chest 
measurement, 1 ¾ inches around neck.” After signing the letter only with 
the initials, “P.J.R.,” Rohan included the postscript, “Thanks Mr. Atlas. 
I hope to join the Police now.” Ordering Atlas’ course sometimes elicited 
embarrassment among DT students; this may have been the reason Rohan 
signed off with his initials only.48 Rohan’s next letter, signed “P.J. Rohan,” 
reported on his professional progress, and perhaps his concomitant lessened 
sense of shame over having had to enroll in Dynamic Tension. “The Chief 
of Police of Norfolk has agreed to take me on as a Police Officer for the new 
Year. . . . Never had such a happy time before in life.” Rohan implicitly attrib-
uted his new social and economic success to his physical transformation: 
“Thank you for helping me to develop my body into a master piece. . . . I can 
now . . . face the day with confidence and can look the world in the face. . . . ” 
The closing of Rohan’s fourth letter—“P.J. Rohan, Constable”—underscores 
the extent to which his sense of self was tied to his professional standing, 
an achievement he attributed to his changed body. This 1938 letter also 
demonstrates that Rohan had begun to consider his body and his word an 
endorsement of Dynamic Tension:

I think I told you before that I took up your course privately. I told no one 
about it. As months, very short months passed, I joined the Police, and still I 
clung to your advice and am doing so and shall for so for ever [sic]. I got too 
big for my collar and tunic. My officers and Sergeant were interested in the 
cause, and I told them out of love for you Mr. Atlas, that you were the good 
man that helped to build me into a masterpiece.

Rohan’s final letter, written to Atlas later the same year, opened, “While 
I look back on the three months I have spent following your instructions, 
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I now realize that they have been the happiest of my life.” Rohan then went 
on to recount a story recalling Mac’s winning back Grace’s affection in “The 
Insult That Made a Man Out of ‘Mac’ ”:

I am ever so happy and no wonder as I am blessed with health, strength, hap-
piness, a good job as a Police Officer and the company of a very nice young 
lady. I was taking particulars from her a month ago about an offence [sic], 
which I intended to report her for. I asked her what was the date, as I was 
not quite sure. “Oh,” she said, “we shall make the date for next Monday the 
third.” We smiled. I cautioned her and she is very friendly with me now. She 
says I’m her best. With Thanks, From P. J. Rohan.

Rohan’s letters from 1937 and 1938 indicate that some students of DT 
took their teacher’s request for letters of their progress quite seriously, and 
that many internalized the links that Atlas and his predecessors had forged 
between a man’s body and his place in the world. Charting his physical 
metamorphosis alongside his acquisition of a “prett[y] girl” and a “[good] 
job” promised by Atlas in advertisements like “The Insult,” Rohan’s letters 
testify to the ability of others to do the same.49

Notwithstanding Rohan’s “very nice young lady,” the subtext of his let-
ters suggests that Charles Atlas, Ltd.’s testimonial advertisements may have 
also elicited homoerotic feelings within the potential customer, encour-
aging him to purchase Dynamic Tension as a way to enter a homosocial 
community, or even as a pornographic pleasure. Before Rohan told his 
superiors about Dynamic Tension “out of love” for Atlas, for example, he 
also inquired about intimate details of his teacher’s life, perhaps inspired 
by the course’s newly familiar tone. “Could I call in, see and speak to you 
in your London home whenever I visit the Metropolis?” the officer from 
Norfolk asked Atlas. “Will you permit me to regard you as one of my best 
friend [sic] May I ask are you married?”50 While the admiration for Atlas’ 
body that Rohan expressed may or may not have been an expression of 
homoerotic desire, some men during the interwar period clearly purchased 
physical culture products—replete, as they were, with photographs of 
scantily-clad or nude, muscular men—as pornography. “R.S.,” wrote to 
Atlas on January 13, 1934, complaining that his order of photographs did 
not reveal enough of Atlas’ body:

Dear. Ser. I. Don’t. Like. None. of. the. pose Thees, are. no. nude. pose I. 
want. [naked] pose. no. clothe. full. front. view. [private] expose. I. see. such. 
pose. as_ you. send. in. the. phicical. culture. every. month. i. want. no. 
clothe. around. [private] full. front. view. if. not. send. money. back. and. 
take. out. postage.51
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Though R. S.’s letter is highly atypical, the homoerotic sentiments that it 
expressed may not have been. As George Chauncey has shown, homosex-
uality was developing into an identity distinct from heterosexuality during 
this time. Chauncey estimates that by 1940, homosexual acts were no longer 
compatible with a masculine identity (which was, by its very nature, hetero-
sexual), and they were effectively “closeted.”52 Courses such as DT may have 
provided men who sexually desired other men with a means of arousal as 
well as a virtual community when older venues, such as saloons and parks, 
were increasingly surveilled as homosexuality became criminalized and 
pathologized. Charles Atlas, Ltd. may have captured the “gay  market” with 
its frequent use of testimonials, which depended so heavily on the photo-
graphs of its young, svelte consumers.53

The letters of other students from the 1930s and 1940s suggest that many 
testimonial writers recognized the potential appeal of their stories to other 
young men seeking similar transformations in their bodies and in their 
lives. Letters that accompanied their photographic narratives of transfor-
mation suggest that such students offered their stories in an implicit quid 
pro quo for a shot at fame and fortune. For instance, William Goldstein 
wrote to Atlas in 1936, “. . . During a recent visit at your office, I gave you 
a group of snapshots. . . . In equivalence to money, I would like you to use 
one or two of these poses and, give me a good write up, as your prize pupil 
of 1936. . . .” Recognizing that his photographs might “bring [Atlas] many 
pupils,” Goldstein hoped that Atlas’ “write up” would help propel him 
further “on the road to great success, stage or movies, perhaps. . . .”54 Like 
Goldstein, Herman Weinsoff, a soldier in World War II, also recognized 
and highlighted the supposed advantages that his teacher’s company would 
accrue by publishing his photographic testimonial:

Dear Mr. Roman,
 . . . I wish you would give me some action on the proposed pictures of Chas. 
Atlas and myself. An article on the muscle building game, showing photo-
graphs of the movement’s foremost instructor and chief pupil would be mag-
niloquent for a magazine of the “PIC” or “PEEK” variety. Most people read 
the advertisements and say BUNK. Here is your chance to put forth an eluci-
dating article showing the SOME wonderful results that have been obtained. 
The photo’s [sic] would create interest. Or, a picture story for “Physical 
Culture” publication showing C. Atlas and pupil in a series of poses and at 
play. . . . I am getting in excellent condition, and also acquiring a heavy tan.
Expecting a return reply, I remain,
Impetuously yours,
Herman Weinsoff
BEST BUILDT [sic] MAN IN AFRICA55
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DT students who potentially had seen Charles Atlas appearing in testimoni-
als for Earle Liederman and others during the early 1920s in Physical Culture 
attempted to copy their teacher’s methods and, hopefully, replicate his suc-
cess throughout the later 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.

Like Angelo Siciliano, many of these students were ethnic or immigrant 
Americans. Names like Gioseffi, Anzolut, Goldstein, and Weinsoff were 
common among the ranks of Dynamic Tension students during the inter-
war years. Potentially barred from attaining material success through profes-
sions like law, medicine, or business due to their limited educations, lack of 
social networking opportunities, and religious or ethnic discrimination, such 
young men may have been drawn to careers such as bodybuilding or acting 
in which bodies counted more than bank accounts and hustle amounted 
to more than Harvard. Thus, as Charles Atlas’ own notoriety grew during 
the 1930s, the insistence with which students pursued him for their own 
chances for similar success increased in frequency and intensity. Many surely 
hoped to replicate the transformation that their teacher had effectuated dur-
ing the 1910s—from alleged 97-pound weakling to “the world’s most hand-
some man,” and implicitly, from reviled Italian immigrant Angelo Siciliano 
to powerful, successful, American man of personality, Charles Atlas.

Some of the testimonial writers did eventually get their wish. A Carl 
Mutchler (probably the same author of the 1923 letter to Atlas signed, 
“C. Mutschler”), appeared in a two-paged promotional brochure from 
1931 entitled, “Everlasting Strength and Health.” Mut[s]chler’s photograph 
appeared along with those of fourteen other muscular men, flexing and pos-
ing for the camera in boxing trunks, “g-strings,” or nothing at all. Above 
the photographs of (German-American?) Mut[s]chler, (Jewish-American?) 
Leo Becker, and (Italian-American?) David Bonaco, loomed the title, 
“ ‘Glorify God In Your Bodies’ Says the Bible,” while the plea “Let Me Train 
You As I Did This Group of Huskies” hovered atop pictures of men from 
around the world on the following page. Men’s countries of origin were 
listed in parentheses beneath their names; men like “Luis Garnica (Brazil),” 
“Cheng Liang Sing (China),” and “M. Tia (Siam)” were presented along-
side Americans with names both foreign-sounding (e.g., “Clevio Massimo 
(New York)” and “F. G. Diorio (Massachusetts)”) and potentially native-
born (e.g., “J. W. Livingston (Georgia)”). One dark-skinned man, the famous 
Indian bodybuilder, K. V. Iyer, was given special prominence on page 33 by 
being the only figure represented outside a picture frame, the contours of his 
muscular body highlighted against the blank white background of the page. 
Like most of Atlas’ testimonial advertisements, this spread portrays Dynamic 
Tension enthusiasts—regardless of race, ethnicity, or nationality—as equals. 
All appear more or less in the nude, without the traditional indicators of 
wealth and status that clothing, jewelry, and other accessories might connote. 
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Though some men face the camera and others’ backs are toward it, and some 
look directly into the lens while others’ faces point away from it, such poses 
were most likely chosen to highlight the most muscular part of each student’s 
body, not to efface any particular student’s individuality. Like Atlas’ embrace 
of continuity copy and his rejection of the title, “Professor,” “This Group of 
Huskies” embraces the virtues of the common man.

In the process, Atlas and his students helped change Americans’ notions 
of who or what the “common man” might be or look like. Benjamin Franklin 
had written his autobiography to guide other young men like him: white, 
Protestant fellows most likely born in the British North American colonies 
(or later, the United States). Written before the late nineteenth-century wave 
of immigration, Horatio Alger’s tales were also likely intended for native-
born, young white men. After Congress had closed the door to virtually all 
Southern and Eastern Europeans with the 1924 National Origins Act, how-
ever, young men who looked like Atlas or who had names like Massimo were 
slightly less threatening to old stock Americans, who had earlier feared that 
the influence of their own kind would dwindle when faced with the fecun-
dity of the immigrant population. By the onset of the Great Depression, 
ethnic and old stock Americans shared together the pain and fear of eco-
nomic chaos. Certainly, ethnic heroes during this period did not supplant 
Anglo-Saxons—one need only recall the popularity of John Steinbeck’s Joad 
family, or Margaret Mitchell’s Scarlett O’Hara, to understand the enduring 
appeal of native-born underdogs.

Nevertheless, American culture made way for an increasingly diverse 
cast of characters to find its place among the ranks of the “common man.” 
Indeed, Scarlett’s father was Irish-born, and Pietro DiDonato’s Christ in 
Concrete shared Book-of-the-Month Club status with Steinbeck’s The 
Grapes of Wrath in 1939. And though Henry Ford brought Steinbeck’s clas-
sic to the silver screen the following year, it was Sicilian-born Frank Capra 
who memorialized the “common man” for Depression-era Americans in 
classics like Mr. Smith Goes To Washington (1939). The enormous allure of 
the gangster picture during these years perhaps best epitomizes the extent 
to which Americans of the 1930s embraced immigrant and ethnic men 
as “common man” archetypes. As Scarface and Little Caesar flaunted 
their disobedience to traditional authority figures and lived the good life, 
Depression-era audiences cheered. Real-life ethnics like Charles Atlas and 
his students needed to operate within the boundaries of the law, but nev-
ertheless benefited from this larger cultural acceptance of immigrants and 
ethnics, especially as bearers of the “common man” mantle. The “Glorify 
God”/“This Group of Huskies” illustration demonstrates the extent to 
which ethnics—brown-, yellow-, olive-, or white-skinned, might be united 
with all others by his meritocratic metamorphosis to the brotherhood of 



D o m i n i q u e  P a d u r a n o196

muscles. Their photographs, which Atlas most likely had solicited while 
they were students enrolled in the Dynamic Tension course, stood as testa-
ments to the feasibility of a similar transformation among the uninitiated 
viewer contemplating buying the course.

The undated promotional pamphlet, “Here’s Living Proof That I Build 
Power-Muscled He-Man Bodies,” (figures 7.1 and 7.2) likewise showcases a 

Figure 7.1 “Here’s Living Proof That I Build Power-Muscled He-Man Bodies” advertisement.
Source: Author’s collection.
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pan-ethnic collection of muscular men attesting to the transformative pow-
ers of Dynamic Tension. Hector Romero, Sidney Loev, Charles Kraus, and, 
on the reverse side, J. Chiovitti, Phil Santillo, Paul Krolok, Louis Garbarini, 
T. Kelczewski, and W. Goldstein, flex and pose for the camera, all under 
the watchful gaze of Atlas himself. Like Atlas, dressed in his trademark 
leopard-skin briefs, the students’ bodies are almost bare, shorn even of their 
body hair. Their written comments add textual confirmation to the stories 
that their muscular physiques imply. “I thought you would be interested in 
results at the end of a WEEK,” C. S. Withrow from West Virginia wrote. 
“Arm relaxed, 1½” more. Forearm 7/8 “, wrist ½”, chest normal 2 ½”, weight 
4 pounds increase.” Marine Michael S. Worch testified, “I am enclosing a 
picture showing what your Dynamic Tension course has done for me. I’ve 
been asked hundreds of times how I came to be built so well. I was proud to 
say the answer is Charles Atlas!” Hawaiian Jacob Man perhaps epitomized 
the men’s comments, relating, “I am very well pleased with your wonderful 
course of body building. I have a great number of friends now. I feel like a 
real man, as compared to a few years ago.” In this pan-ethnic community 
in which status was built on the accumulation of muscle rather than capital, 

Figure 7.2 “Here’s LIVING PROOF,” advertisement (verso).
Source: Author’s collection.
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the authors of these testimonials appeared to revel in the social transforma-
tions that their physical metamorphoses helped accomplish.

Or, at least, this is one potential reading of the advertisements, “Here’s 
Living Proof,” “Group of Huskies,” and the scores of testimonial ads that 
Charles Atlas, Ltd. ran during the 1930s and 1940s. Seen collectively and 
from afar, however, each man’s individuality was less important than the 
sum to which his muscles added a part. Indeed, in these and other testimo-
nial advertisements, the men who offered their written and photographic 
narratives of transformation ultimately bolstered the celebrity of the only 
man who appeared in the ads again and again and again. Ever after his 
death in 1972, Charles Atlas’ image continued to serve as a symbol of eter-
nal youth and vigor, exuding the concept of personality that was so essen-
tial for masculine success in the twentieth century. Meanwhile, who would 
ever hear again from Carl Mutchler, Leo Becker, David Bonaco, or William 
Goldstein? By appearing alongside Atlas in an advertisement, the students 
had reasoned that their own abilities to win friends would be enhanced, thus 
cultivating their personalities and their status as “real he-men.” Nevertheless, 
by treating their bodies as commodities, exchanging them—or at least, 
images of and statements about their bodies—“[i]n equivalence to money,” 
these men helped to promote standards of ideal masculinity that would have 
been unrecognizable to paragons of masculine success of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. While Benjamin Franklin and Ragged Dick may 
have used charm as a way to influence the actions of others, their ultimate 
goal was control over their “selves”—and over others. Herman Weinsoff 
and William Goldstein, emulating Eugen Sandow and Charles Atlas before 
them, however, quickly packaged the muscular shells of their selves in pho-
tographic form, and shipped them off to Charles Atlas, Ltd. hoping for a 
shot at future fame and fortune. While they may have received the prover-
bial fifteen minutes’ worth of the former when they appeared in advertise-
ments for Dynamic Tension, it is doubtful whether they ever reaped any of 
the latter—at least through their testimonials. By the time they appeared 
in the DT ads, Charles Atlas, Ltd. commanded so firm a lead in the field 
of mail-order fitness lessons, that a spin-off of the type that Atlas had engi-
neered from Liederman in 1920 was highly unlikely.

Indeed, Atlas’ luster did not really begin to fade until the 1960s, when no 
amount of testimony could counteract the influence of larger cultural and 
structural forces that denigrated the muscular yet naturalistic aesthetic that 
Atlas’ body had always represented. The androgynous body of the hippy 
began to steal his spotlight, while professional bodybuilders like Arnold 
Schwarzenegger adopted a chemically enhanced, hyper-muscular physique 
that left the margins and entered the mainstream of the sport in the late 
1960s and 1970s. Nevertheless, the legacy of Charles Atlas remains a vital 
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part of American culture. First, Atlas played an important role in linking 
men’s bodies to their social status. Though he was hardly the only physi-
cal culture entrepreneur to do so, the ubiquity of Dynamic Tension in the 
American market of the 1930s and 1940s ensured that his was a dominant 
voice encouraging that development. Second, Charles Atlas, Ltd.’s frequent 
use of testimonials in its advertisements of these years helped establish a 
practice that is now standard in the industry. Moreover, by narrating his 
own autobiography as a testimonial of physical and cultural transformation, 
Atlas modeled new ways of becoming an American man to thousands of 
ethnics and immigrants during the interwar period. His company provided 
a cultural space for young men to lay claim to their own American mas-
culine identity when it published their testimonials. Though they allowed 
their bodies, thoughts, and words to become useful commodities in the pro-
cess, these young men also seem to have profited emotionally, physically, 
and socially, at least according to the journeys they describe in their letters 
and photographs. During a period in which a steady job was often difficult 
to obtain, Atlas’ course—and the testimonials that helped sell it—provided 
many men with alternatives for making themselves into American men.
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“For Us, By Us”: 
Hip-Hop Fashion, 
Commodity Blackness 
and the Culture of 
Emulation
Mary Rizzo

Clothing is arguably the primary method by which individuals and groups 
publicly construct their identities. On a daily basis, we must decide what to 
wear and most of us are savvy, to some degree, about the symbolic meaning 
of the clothes we choose. We often seek, subconsciously or purposefully, to 
emulate an image, a person, or a way of life through the way we dress. While 
fashion, with its associations of excess, aesthetics and decoration, has long 
been seen as a concern for women, it is obvious that men—as designers, 
as consumers, and as endorsers—are part of the fashion industry as well. 
Although the menswear market is highly differentiated, ranging from cou-
ture tuxedos to sportswear, its most spectacular success in the late twentieth 
century has been in the niche known as “urban wear.” A loose term, urban 
wear can be generally defined as those styles derived from the hip-hop sub-
culture of the 1980s and 1990s and which have, since that time, become 
popular across age, race and geography.

One of the most successful and long-standing companies producing 
urban wear is FUBU, whose targeted marketing campaigns use African-
American celebrities, primarily rapper LL Cool J, as endorsers. Begun in 
1992 by four African-American men living in Queens, New York, FUBU 
distinguished itself from other companies producing urban wear because 
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the founders were themselves part of the hip-hop subculture and were pro-
ducing mainly for other participants in that subculture. As Daymond John, 
FUBU’s CEO, explained in 1999, he and his friends started FUBU because 
“major companies really were not selling to the African-American market,”1 
suggesting a desire to address the perceived historic disinterest fashion com-
panies have exhibited in appealing specifically to African Americans.

Yet, in the space of a few years FUBU shifted from explicitly focusing on a 
particular niche to arguing that its brand should not necessarily be associated 
with the African-American market. In 2002 FUBU’s President of Marketing 
Leslie Short complained, “I don’t understand when clothing became a color 
issue . . . What we do and what we’ve always done is young men’s clothing, 
and if FUBU is urban, then what is DKNY, Nautica, Diesel?”2 Her assertion 
suggests two movements. On one hand, it positions FUBU as the equal of 
these more established companies. On the other, it obfuscates clothing’s sym-
bolic role. Racial associations had no more disappeared from the young men’s 
clothing market in the late 1990s than had class. But what happened in the 
period between FUBU’s founding and Short’s quote was the spread of hip-
hop out of its original urban context and into the global marketplace. While 
business writers, such as Leon Wynter, interpreted hip-hop’s increasing popu-
larity with white, Asian, and Latino youth as a sign that racial difference had 
become less important in contemporary America, this essay argues that race 
is only obscured in the global popularization of hip-hop fashion. Instead, in 
order to understand the distinction between the two statements it is neces-
sary to examine how hip-hop fashion producers, including FUBU, as well as 
larger companies like Tommy Hilfiger, used their marketing, especially testi-
monials and endorsements, to produce visual representations that connected 
upper-class white culture to urban black culture through fashion advertising. 
Hip-hop fashion ads do not sell baseball caps and baggy jeans, but com-
modified racial and gender identities. Using celebrity endorsements and 
iconic visual imagery, these ads attest to the possibility of  self-transformation 
through emulation.

The culture of emulation created through hip-hop fashion begins with the 
striking remixing of clothing items associated with economically divergent 
lifestyles. For example, a typical hip-hop men’s outfit might pair an expen-
sive ski jacket with hiking boots, oversized jeans, and a bandanna.3 While 
the ski jacket and hiking boots are items designed for use in outdoors envi-
ronments usually connected with leisure, privilege, and whiteness, oversized 
jeans and bandannas are common elements of urban fashion, particularly 
worn by youth of color. These combinations are not merely comprehensible 
through the lens of class or race or gender, but all three, simultaneously. 
While scholars have argued that marginalized groups have utilized brico-
lage as a means of parodying the powerful, in the case of hip-hop fashion 
parody is not the goal. Instead, urban youth creatively combined items that 
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were available to them as well as those that had been given meaning through 
 popular culture. Through such bricolage the producers of hip-hop style 
(which, in its earliest days were youth involved in the subculture and which 
now include fashion companies designing for this market) created a hybrid 
style that is, in Eric Lott’s words, a “racial fantasy” of both urban, lower-
class black masculinity and white, upper-class culture. In this essay, I chart 
the development of hip-hop fashion through the 1980s and 1990s, show-
ing the dialectic relationship between the hip-hop subculture and the wider 
fashion culture. In particular, I analyze a Tommy Hilfiger advertisement as 
representative of the use of images of upper-class America by mass fashion 
producers to sell commodified elite whiteness to the hip-hop market.

I then turn to FUBU, a company founded to produce for the urban hip-
hop market. FUBU’s marketing campaigns utilize both celebrity endorse-
ments to assert the brand’s connection with a confrontational, urban 
masculinity and the founders’ success story as a testimonial for the reality 
of the American Dream. In addition to examining FUBU’s advertising and 
marketing campaigns, I interviewed FUBU CEO Daymond John in 2005 
about the issue of emulation. What becomes clear is that hip-hop fashion, 
even more than its music, offers consumers the choice of which identities 
they would like to embody. Although by the early 2000s, FUBU asserted 
the lack of a clear racial identity for its clothing, it was ignoring the compli-
cated racial politics of hip-hop fashion. Not simply a vision of black mascu-
linity, FUBU, like DKNY, Nautica, and Diesel, was also selling a vision of 
white masculinity, identities that are only given meaning in relation to each 
other. Hip-hop fashion is a lens into this mutual construction during a his-
toric moment of consumer capitalism and identity-play.

Hip-Hop Fashion: Remix

Hip-hop was born in New York City’s South Bronx in the mid-1970s. This 
subculture, which included music, dance, art, and fashion, was funda-
mentally shaped by the hegemonic crises of this era, which included the 
Watergate scandal, U.S. defeat in Vietnam, the oil crisis, the Iran hostage 
crisis, and, especially, “stagflation.” Cities, especially New York, were par-
ticularly hard hit by the urban riots of the late 1960s and white flight to 
the suburbs, and nearly suffered complete economic collapse. These intense 
difficulties accounted for the deep frustrations many Americans—people of 
color and white ethnics, progressives, and conservatives—felt about the state 
of the American nation both abroad and at home and fed the conservative 
political victories of the 1970s and 1980s.

Unsurprisingly, urban people of color, geographically isolated in inner 
cities, had few resources to contend with macro economic shifts.4 Yet while 
the two major subcultures affecting mainstream popular culture in this 
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era—punk and disco—tended to either reject society or focus on glamorous 
surfaces,5 youth of color in New York created hip-hop as an aesthetic practice 
that incorporated the cultural practices of the African diaspora, especially 
the Caribbean, into African-American popular music such as funk and soul 
music. In this way hip-hop spoke back “to the realities of displacement, 
disillusion, and despair created by the austerity economy of post-industrial 
capitalism.”6 Hip-hoppers ultimately established a subculture that both crit-
icized and fantasized about the larger culture it differentiated itself from. 
These parallel emotions—critique and fantasy—suggest the contradictory 
impulses of “love and theft” that characterized blackface minstrelsy in the 
nineteenth century. As Eric Lott has written, “It appears that during this 
stretch of American cultural history the intercourse between racial cultures 
was at once so attractive and so threatening as to require a cultural marker 
or visible sign of cultural interaction.”7More than one hundred years later, a 
similar visible sign was required as the Civil Rights Movement slowed and a 
globalized youth culture began. Hip-hop fashion came to be a “visible sign 
of cultural interaction,” as clothing identified with hip-hop became popular 
with white and suburban youth.

Like other spectacular subcultures,8 hip-hoppers adopted a recognizable 
style by adapting common fashion items and remixing them to create new, 
often jarring combinations. For example, beginning in the mid 1980s, hip-
hoppers wore their jeans in extra-large sizes and paired these with sneakers 
with untied laces, two styles unacceptable to middle-class models of proper 
dress. As hip-hop, especially rap music, became more popular outside of its 
original geographic context, its fashions spread as well. Two events, in par-
ticular, helped to bring rap fully into the larger youth culture, with critical 
effects on the development of hip-hop fashion.

In 1985, rap group Run DMC made hip-hop history with “Walk This 
Way,” their cover of a song by rock group Aerosmith proving that rap could 
be widely popular. They were also important figures in the spread of an ath-
leticized hip-hop style focused on brand names. While early hip-hop fashion 
of the late 1970s and early 1980s was similar to the popular styles of the era 
(tight, dark blue jeans and leather jackets), the popularity of break danc-
ing shifted the style to include more athletically inspired clothing such as 
brand name tracksuits, sweatshirts, and sneakers. Rappers, like Run DMC, 
became some of the first hip-hop fashion endorsers as many utilized specific 
brand names, especially haute couture labels like Louis Vuitton and Gucci, 
as well as more accessible brands like Tommy Hilfiger, in their songs.9 
Perhaps the most influential moment of brand-naming came when producer 
Russell Simmons, the head of Run DMC’s label Def Jam Records and the 
brother of Reverend Run, a member of the group, invited representatives of 
the Adidas athletic shoe company to a Run DMC concert. The group began 
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their song, “My Adidas,” which included lines such as: “I wear my Adidas 
when I rock the beat/on stage, front page every show I go/it’s Adidas on my 
feet high top or low/My Adidas.” Throughout the audience, fans held up 
their Adidas sneakers, preferably shell-toes, waving them in unison with the 
song. With no urging from corporations, rappers had voluntarily positioned 
themselves as brand endorsers. Fashion executives simply had to find ways 
to seize on the burgeoning popularity of hip-hop to promote their brands 
without alienating their consumer base.

The second event spread rap music worldwide. In 1989 MTV debuted 
Yo! MTV Raps, a program on the popular cable television network solely 
devoted to rap music. This legitimated rap as a form of music that, while 
still subcultural, could have resonance far afield from its original urban con-
text. Furthermore, it distributed rap in a visual format, creating a recogniz-
able and increasingly standardized style to accompany the music. This style 
extended from clothing into body language as well, as rappers tended to 
displays of aggressive masculinity such as scowling, hostile hand gestures, 
and physical violence or the threat of it in videos that emphasized the ghetto 
environment that spawned hip-hop.

Aggressive masculinity and inner-city life were central to rap’s most con-
troversial subgenre, gangsta rap. Gangsta rap burst into general knowledge 
with the release of Los Angeles group NWA’s (Niggaz with Attitude) 1991 
album Straight Outta Compton, and it became immediately controversial. 
Public outcry included concern about lyrics as well as the spread of gangsta 
fashions, both of which were cited as encouraging gang violence.10 Gangsta 
rappers such as Ice Cube argued that gangsta rappers were merely “under-
ground street reporters” telling it “how we see it, nothing more, nothing 
less,” suggesting that the gangsta rapper’s authenticity was proven by his per-
sonal experiences with ghetto life.11 While some gangsta rappers had been 
involved in gang activity, Ice Cube’s words dismiss the cultural precedents 
that informed gangsta rap as well as the creation of fictional persona by rap-
pers. As Robin D. G. Kelley shows, gangsta rap follows in a long tradition of 
black outlaw characters derived from the blues, 1970s pimp narratives, and 
blaxploitation films. At the same time, gangsta rappers were also influenced 
by white cultural forms like mafia movies such as The Godfather and Scarface, 
suggesting that the personal experiences of gangsta rappers were reimagined 
through the lenses available in popular culture. Portrayed as authentic slices 
of ghetto life, the first-person narratives of gangsta rap utilized the combi-
nation of personal experience and generic familiarity to create a highly prof-
itable music that came to be particularly, though not exclusively, popular 
with young suburban men looking to emulate a lifestyle of danger. Perhaps 
surprisingly, it was with the popularity of gangsta rap that “preppy,” or elite, 
white styles fully entered into the hip-hop fashion lexicon.
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The aggregate effect of the gangsta look was to distinguish the hip-
hop subculture and to emphasize the authority of the wearer through the 
construction of a particular body type that was clearly stylized, though 
not according to accepted rules. This places hip-hop fashion within the 
long tradition of black men utilizing clothing and style to construct eye-
catching public identities. Once as extravagant as women’s clothes, men’s 
clothing became increasingly standardized in the nineteenth century with 
the rise of industrial capitalism and its need for sober, rational manag-
ers. Instead, as Thorstein Veblen argues, wives became the locus of con-
spicuous consumption. White men who were interested in clothing were, 
therefore, emasculated and likely to be seen as effeminate or homosexual. 
However, African-American men since slavery have used style and a con-
cern with bodily presentation as a means of constructing a positive mas-
culine identity and to express resistance to white society. As Shane White 
and Graham White show, when slaves were brought to the United States 
they were “quickly clothed in European garb and made to conform to 
European concepts of decency.”12 Yet while slaves were heavily policed they 
found ways, such as by wearing bright, clashing colors or by combining 
the cast-off finery of their masters with daily homespun clothing, to alter 
their dress to demonstrate their disaffiliation from Euro-American soci-
ety. Understanding the challenge that these actions posed, those in power 
reacted in a variety of ways, from violence at the recognition that slaves 
were dressing above their station to head-shaking at African-American 
obsession with clothing.

Nineteenth-century African-American dandies used clothing similarly. 
As Richard J. Powell argues “the black dandy’s striking, audacious appear-
ance on America’s street corners disrupted the white majority’s false notions 
of social order, racial homogeneity, and cultural superiority.”13 Additionally, 
famous black abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass dressed in a dandy 
style as well, critiquing the precepts and ideology of slavery through both 
their words and their personae. While these styles may have had counter-
parts among white America, they were particularly meaningful within a 
black community that had been defined as uncivilized. Furthermore, they 
had specific gender connotations. Through slavery and reconstruction, 
black men had been systematically robbed of the markers of masculinity. 
Through style the black male reclaimed his body as aesthetically pleas-
ing, the defining characteristic of the dandy, rather than merely suited for 
laboring.

Later black activists married the dandy’s interest in clothing with a pow-
erful black masculinity. Male members of the Black Panther Party for Self 
Defense, for example, dressed in nearly identical fitted leather jackets, dark 
trousers, and berets, giving them a uniform and contained appearance that 
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suggested a high level of interest in clothing and style. Through their cloth-
ing, their ever-present weapons, and their refusal to back down in conflicts 
with the police, the Black Panthers linked attention to fashion to a powerful 
black urban masculinity connected to, but distinct from, the earlier Civil 
Rights Movement.

Unlike the Black Panthers, hip-hoppers wore their clothes oversized in 
order to construct a different, though related, defiant style. Oversized jeans, 
for example, were worn pulled down far enough to show the wearer’s under-
wear. This style was said to have derived from badly fitted prison uniforms, 
which were baggy and dropped below the waist, giving rise to the term “sag-
gin’ and baggin’ ” to describe someone wearing these styles. Hugely baggy 
pants have to be pulled up often and are antithetical to middle-class mod-
els of proper dress, suggesting the wearer has removed himself, or accepted 
his removal, from the legitimate economy as well as the rules of middle-
class success. At the same time that these styles demonstrate an aversion to 
 middle-class ideals, they also construct a larger-than-life male body. Each 
element in the gangsta wardrobe added physical bulk to the wearer. Swathed 
in yards of denim and padded in ski jackets, the bodies of these young men 
were made to seem large and physically intimidating as they claimed more 
space in public areas.14 These clothes also necessitated certain kinds of bodily 
movements. It is difficult to run while wearing oversized pants, causing the 
wearer to adopt a slower gait that suggested a sense of ownership over the 
streets. Physical intimidation was reinforced by the logos on these clothes, 
which included sports teams with names that suggested violence, such as the 
Raiders, a kind of endorsement unplanned for by those teams.

Surprisingly, black men’s long-standing interest in fashion had not 
resulted in the larger fashion industry seeking them as consumers. Instead, 
most corporate fashion designers have been wary of linking their brands 
with black culture for fear of alienating white buyers, whose patronage 
is considered necessary for profitability. Carl Jones, a founder of Cross 
Colours, argued that large fashion companies ignored the ethnic market, 
especially in the realm of advertising: “They never used Black male fit mod-
els or Black male models in their advertisements, yet their customer was the 
Black male . . . It wasn’t even discussed or even important until they saw it 
could be profitable.”15 What has occurred with hip-hop fashion, however, 
is that clothing that was seen as connoting urban black culture began to be 
sold by small and large companies to the black market and was then success-
fully mass marketed to both blacks and whites, becoming, essentially, main-
stream fashion.16 Rather than embracing these roots, hip-hop fashion is sold 
as “urban wear” or “urban fashion.” Hip-hop producer and fashion designer 
Russell Simmons has decried the use of this term, recognizing that “urban” 
is a code word for “black” that also slyly evokes the aura of the “urban” as 
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an exoticized lower-class realm of danger. Simmons, looking for more main-
stream acceptance, calls the clothing he designs simply “classic.”17

Simmons’ description of hip-hop clothing as classic is more than rhetoric. 
Hip-hop fashion has often been inspired by what is best described as preppy 
style—khaki pants, hiking boots, ski jackets, and logos. While hip-hoppers, 
as I have argued, reinterpret them in innovative ways, the fact that they are 
emulating styles that most clearly connote a version of upper-class whiteness 
suggests that a particular sort of racial fantasy is being expressed in hip-hop 
style. Before fashion companies began producing specifically for the hip-
hop market, hip-hoppers tended to buy clothing by companies such as Polo 
Ralph Lauren and Tommy Hilfiger, both of which utilized imagery that 
referenced highly idealized visions of an elite America. For example, this 
advertisement (see figure 8.1) for Hilfiger’s fragrance “Tommy” appeared 
several times in The Source: The Magazine of Hip Hop, Politics and Culture, 
the major hip-hop–oriented magazine, in the late 1990s. While this is not 
an advertisement for clothing, specifically, it is exemplary of Hilfiger’s larger 
advertising campaigns. The ad depicts a group of two white men and a white 
woman lounging with two black men and a black woman in front of an idyl-
lic looking barn that is a less-than-subtle reference to the Kennedy residence 
in Hyannisport.

With an equal mix of black and white models, the American flag wav-
ing in the background and the words “real american” beneath, the image is 
clearly meant to evoke a fantasy multicultural nation where there is diver-
sity without conflict. As Lisa Lowe suggests, an image like this unifies “the 
diversity of the United States through the integration of differences as cul-
tural equivalents abstracted from the histories of racial inequality unresolved 
in the economic and political domains.”18 Particularly important is the sense 
of intimacy conveyed in the ad, suggesting that the nation is constructed 
through a horizontal comradeship that is best expressed through personal 
relationships. The models in this ad lounge together, touch each other 
casually, and laugh and smile with ease, suggesting security and privilege. 
They have no need to fight for a place in society, it is assumed. Hilfiger has 
explained that his clothing is supposed to reference “a more New England, 
outdoorsy, and classic campus look that I knew would last.”19 The preppy 
New England that is pictured is far removed from the reality of most youth 
of color. As a fantasy, however, it suggests a world of secure privilege, which 
may explain its popularity. Yet its placement in The Source suggests that 
Hilfiger is directly appealing to the hip-hop subculture even though the 
ad’s imagery seems out of place in a magazine devoted to hip-hop and urban 
America. However, knowing how hip-hop fashion remixed Hilfiger’s cloth-
ing in new combinations, the ad begins to make sense: it is the explicit 
visualization of the upscale lifestyle that had been borrowed in developing a 
recognizable hip-hop style.
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FUBU: For Us, By Us—Emulation 
and Lifestyle Marketing

A very different kind of ad appeared in the February 1996 issue of the same 
magazine (figure 8.2). Unlike the Hilfiger ad, this early FUBU print ad does 
not attempt to create a narrative or encourage the viewer to place himself 

Figure 8.1 Advertisement for Tommy, Tommy Hilfiger’s fragrance.
Source: The Source: The Magazine for Hip Hop, Culture and Politics (November 1998).
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within the ad’s implied story. Instead, it focuses the viewer’s complete atten-
tion on popular rapper LL Cool J, who would be well known to the readers 
of The Source. Cool J, wearing a FUBU hat and jacket, is posed to emphasize 
the FUBU logo, which appears four times. With no discernible background 

Figure 8.2 FUBU advertisement featuring LL Cool J.
Source: The Source: The Magazine for Hip Hop, Culture and Politics (February 1996).
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and little further detail, this advertisement trades on Cool J’s notoriety and 
persona as a respected, noncontroversial rapper. As CEO Daymond John 
explains, “We had just started to do shirts, and we decided we needed LL to 
wear one in a magazine, to get some more exposure and to seem more legit 
than we were.”20 Cool J’s endorsement would increase the visibility of the 
brand without losing the connection with the music and culture that had 
originally inspired the founders. Having this image appear in a magazine 
would further give the fledgling company legitimacy, as magazine advertising 
continues to be a primary method of marketing clothing. This advertisement 
utilizes the aura of LL Cool J as a representative of hip-hop authenticity and 
black masculinity to create an implicit testimonial for the product and dem-
onstrates the main marketing method utilized by FUBU, which has relied on 
celebrity endorsements as well as the testimonials of the founders.

Where other hip-hop fashion companies have perished, FUBU has 
thrived, garnering a number of awards for the founders, including an Essence 
Award (1999) and an Ernst and Young New York Entrepreneur of the Year 
Award (2003). Perhaps most interesting, and a major clue to FUBU’s suc-
cess, is the award the company received in 1999: Brandweek’s Marketer of 
the Year. Yet at the outset, the four friends started FUBU with no experience 
in the fashion industry. Their main goal was to appeal to the hip-hop sub-
culture while also reinterpreting upscale clothing elements common to the 
style. Daymond John explained that he “was looking to create a line that had 
all the elements of design but was interpreted for the purpose of wearing it in 
the street.” While Gortex ski jackets were popular with urban hip-hoppers, 
they were also extremely expensive—generally costing several hundred 
dollars. John argued that hip-hoppers “didn’t need to really be spending 
$800 because we weren’t going skiing in it most likely. But we liked the 
design aspect of it so I wanted to make something like that for about one-
third the cost with the same amount of flair and style in it.”21 With the goal 
of combining upscale designs with an urban flair, the four partners created 
FUBU, an acronym meaning “for us, by us.” Since its inception, FUBU 
has been one of the success stories of the hip-hop fashion industry and has 
recently moved beyond menswear, producing boys’ and women’s clothes, 
footwear, bags, and accessories.22 In addition to being sold in most major 
department stores in the United States, FUBU also has freestanding stores 
in Australia, England, France, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, and so on. In fact, 
some of its fastest growth has been in France, Korea, and Japan.

FUBU’s marketing strategy has been to position the brand as a lifestyle 
that is linked with a version of hip-hop authenticity that a cross section 
of young consumers can emulate. As John has explained, “We’re a com-
pany . . . we’re expanding into a lifestyle. It’s hard enough to be a brand but 
it’s even ten times harder to be a lifestyle.”23 Clothing brands, according to 
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marketing researchers Lan Nguyen Chaplin and Deborah Roedder John, are 
seen by young people as more meaningful in expressing their self-image than 
most other types of commodities. As they mature, youth become increas-
ingly sophisticated in describing the character of all brands and, especially, 
clothing. For example, in Chaplin and Roedder’s research, a seventh-grade 
girl did not see FUBU as representing her since “it’s really for urban boys—
you know the type that wear real baggy pants and talk slang.”24 While 
FUBU may try to extend their brand with tuxedoes and suits, they are still 
strongly associated with hip-hop street style. As John speculated, “I’m not 
certain now, but I believe we have the number two best rented and sold tux-
edo in the country. I can say that all I want, but people will still think of 
FUBU as just baggy jeans.”25 However, seeing FUBU as “just baggy jeans” 
may be critical in giving it the stamp of authenticity that has become a criti-
cal concept in hip-hop since its commercialization in the early 1980s.

FUBU long eschewed traditional advertising, using a targeted approach 
that emphasized its street credibility through links with the urban hip-hop 
community. Even in 1998, FUBU was only spending $400,000 on adver-
tising (which represented an increase of $150,000 over the previous year), 
and all its advertisements were produced in-house.26 While FUBU has uti-
lized a variety of marketing techniques, the most long-standing and suc-
cessful has been its use of testimonials and celebrity endorsements to create 
an aspirational lifestyle brand.27 As marketer Bernd H. Schmitt notes, the 
distinction between the marketing of the past and today is that currently 
“marketers . . . need to be sensitive to lifestyle trends—or even better, become 
drivers of lifestyle trends—and make sure that our brands are associated, in 
fact, form part of the lifestyle.”28 For hip-hop fashion, these lifestyles are 
linked with aspirational brands, or high-priced, easily identified items that 
represent a lifestyle that is above the status of the purchaser.29 Consumption, 
especially of fashion items, becomes a public method of compensating for a 
lack of economic and social power.30 This is part of a long history of subcul-
tures using “ ‘flashy’ clothes . . . in the art of impression management” which 
defies “the assumption that to be poor one necessarily has to ‘show’ it.”31

However, FUBU works as an aspirational brand on two different levels, 
which gives it the power to be widely marketed. First, FUBU connects itself 
to hip-hop as the source of its credibility through celebrity endorsements 
and marketing. In this way, FUBU makes “hip hop” a lifestyle to be aspired 
to. Consumers are asked to emulate celebrity endorsers through a brand that 
becomes the gateway to hip-hop authenticity. A critical aspect of FUBU’s 
long-standing success is the fact that it has not utilized marginal or hardcore 
rappers as endorsers, instead focusing on celebrities who are both associ-
ated with hip-hop, but also widely acceptable and recognizable, such as the 
brand’s main spokesperson LL Cool J, who was an early rap celebrity but 
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who widened his appeal through starring in a television show and in a num-
ber of movies. Second, FUBU uses the “rags to riches” story of the founders 
to mark the brand as the quintessential American success story of upward 
mobility. These parallel strategies not only define FUBU’s marketing plan, 
but that of most of the hip-hop fashion industry, which blithely combines 
images of scowling rappers with status items and American imagery. While 
wealthy rappers have likely left the urban ghetto behind, they must contin-
ually demonstrate their connections to it to prove their authenticity. The 
FUBU founders and other hip-hop fashion designers, such as Sean Combs, 
do the same, while other mainstream fashion designers are able to remain 
successful on the merits of their designs. Combs, who gained notoriety as a 
producer and rapper, has changed his name several times (from “Puff Daddy” 
to “P. Diddy,” and most recently to a more straightforward “Diddy”) to con-
struct multiple identities that are differentiated but still connected to each 
other and to hip-hop. He has utilized this name recognition, like numerous 
other rappers, to launch a clothing brand, Sean John, in 1998. While Sean 
John is a FUBU competitor, Combs has tended to focus his attention on 
a more upscale market. In fact, Combs was named Menswear Designer of 
the Year by the Council of Fashion Designers of America in 2004.32 While 
distinct in this way, both Combs and the FUBU founders express a central 
quality of hip-hop—a desire for success married to a need to prove connec-
tion with the urban black community.

Linking these two strategies for FUBU is its name and ubiquitous logo. 
Logos have been a long-standing aspect of hip-hop style since the early 
1980s. For FUBU CEO Daymond John, logos are signals that the consumer 
is being asked to emulate another person or lifestyle. As he said, “emulation 
is most of the reason why any successful high-end or mid-tier fashion line 
works. Other than that we could all just wear T-shirts and basic jeans with 
no logos on them. But once you see a logo, they’re trying to emulate some-
thing to an extent.”33 For John the logo is the differentiation between a basic 
clothing item and one with the possibility of being used in terms of emula-
tion, as the logo is laden with the brand’s meaning that the consumer will 
hopefully want to embody. In this case, the brand’s endorser becomes criti-
cal in constructing the logo as something that can be emulated and embod-
ied by a consumer. Additionally, the logo is also a means of developing and 
maintaining subcultural boundaries, as “insiders” know which logos to wear 
and which to eschew. For example, FUBU’s acronym stands for “for us, by 
us,” yet it is often misinterpreted as “for you, by you,” demonstrating igno-
rance of the subculture’s symbols.

“For us, by us,” however, is also key to the success of the brand as repre-
sentative of hip-hop credibility. Daymond John explained in our interview 
that he created FUBU in part to develop less expensive versions of popular 
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street styles. These styles were defined as “hip hop” through being worn 
by neighborhood youth involved in hip-hop culture. However, this stylistic 
appropriation was often at odds with the image that the companies produc-
ing the clothing wanted to portray, as hip-hoppers practiced bricolage with 
items familiar to them. When asked to explain the derivation of the FUBU 
name, John began by expressing frustration with most clothing companies 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Timberland, which manufactures hiking 
boots, earned particular critique when its president said in 1993, “One of the 
things that young inner city kids are telling us right now is that Timberland 
and the ‘gangster’ look, the street kid look, are compatible visions. Okay, 
you’re welcome to that, but it’s not what we intended the product for.”34 
More than a decade later, John placed this issue at the heart of FUBU’s 
creation:

The acronym came to be . . . when the reports came out of Timberland that they 
didn’t make boots for drug dealers and I was a hard-working gentleman who 
was not a drug dealer and I used to support Timberland extensively—I used to 
buy three or four pairs of Timberlands a month—I was insulted at that state-
ment. And I felt that everybody else applying to the market had no idea of the 
market. It wasn’t necessarily a color thing . . . but it was Versace, an Italian gentle-
man from Italy, it was Timberland guys who live in the woods in Vermont . . . it 
wasn’t people who understood this new uprising culture, whether it be hip hop, 
R&B or just Generation Y. For us by us, was in the sense of we were designing 
for ourselves now.35

As John suggests, FUBU’s goal was to emphasize its unique connection to 
the hip-hop subculture through the knowledge and cultural affiliations of 
the founders. While others could profit from the hip-hop market without 
truly comprehending it, FUBU was tied to it, as represented in the acro-
nym. “We represent hip-hop,” says Daymond John, “And the people who 
buy our clothes know that we’re ‘down,’ they know that we don’t just make 
clothes, we wear the clothes and we are part of the culture.”36 While the “for 
us” is mutable, depending on the consumer, the “by us” always remains the 
founders, who represent hip-hop through their urban roots in the subcul-
ture. In this way, the name FUBU helps to call a specific community into 
being, allowing it to be closely associated with a hip-hop lifestyle. While the 
name was the first part of FUBU’s marketing strategy, it was given localized 
meaning through other techniques, including painting the logo on New 
York stores’ metal security doors, offering FUBU wearers in New York tick-
ets to events, producing hip-hop CDs, and, especially, getting FUBU cloth-
ing worn by celebrities.

A list of FUBU’s endorsers includes the Wayans Brothers, Will Smith, 
Brandy, and Lennox Lewis.37 FUBU’s press kit further notes that “the music 
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industry’s hottest directors, such as Hype Williams, David LaChapelle, 
and Chris Robertson have featured the collection in their videos” and that 
a number of musicians, such as “50 Cent, Queen Latifah, Janet Jackson, 
Will Smith, Busta Rhymes, Sean Puffy Combs, Christina Aguilera . . . and 
N’SYNC,” wear FUBU.38 More than simply building ad campaigns around 
celebrities, FUBU’s tactic has been to encourage important members of the 
music industry to wear the brand, knowing that having these people seen in 
the clothing is critical to FUBU’s image. As the list above shows, FUBU has 
associated itself with a variety of celebrities, some of whom are involved in 
hip-hop, such as 50 Cent and Queen Latifah, some of whom are pop musi-
cians, like Christina Aguilera and N’SYNC, and some of whom are athletes, 
like Lennox Lewis. This suggests that FUBU is trying to maintain its con-
nections with hip-hop while also broadening its appeal. As John claims, 
“we feel that we’re the Levis of the current age.” It is extremely difficult to 
tread this line. Even John admits that “there were times when we became 
too mainstream and it’s just something you face.”39 In the hypercompetitive 
youth fashion market, hip-hop clothing companies have a great deal to lose 
if they are perceived as conventional.

Celebrity endorsers also become guides to self-transformation for the 
consumer. A celebrity wearing the clothing in an advertisement or music 
video suggests that the product is part of that celebrity’s persona, which 
implies that the consumer who buys this product is also purchasing a means 
of recreating that persona. The celebrity occupies a contradictory position in 
such an ad as he becomes both a recognizable individual and the represen-
tative of a lifestyle that can be emulated by millions. The product mirrors 
this contradiction as it becomes a marker of a singular, authentic identity 
and the gateway to a community of users/believers who are imbued with the 
reflected glory of the celebrity as endorser. As Walter Benjamin has made 
clear, mass production has loosened objects from the context of production. 
Since authenticity, defined by Benjamin as the original object’s essence, 
cannot be found with a mass produced good, it must be stamped with a 
new “aura,” which is accomplished in most cases through marketing and 
advertising that creates identifiable brands. Celebrities give the product their 
aura, helping to create a brand identity. The choice of celebrity also demon-
strates who the consumers of the brand should be. The endorsement must 
be aligned with the brand’s image or there is a strong possibility that the 
product’s associations will become too loose and, therefore, meaningless as 
a method of creating specific identities. In deciding who to use as celebrity 
endorsements for FUBU, John explained that their focus was on:

whoever was a hot artist or sports player or stuff like that, who lived that 
life that we were talking about . . . we would align ourselves with [them] by 
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putting the product on them in the videos or using them in our advertis-
ing campaigns . . . Those artists and sports figures . . . who felt that they fit 
the FUBU model would come to us also. We would all thrive off of each 
other.40

This mutually beneficial association demonstrates how the founders posi-
tioned FUBU as a lifestyle. The celebrities do not necessarily have to be 
involved in hip-hop, but they must be “hot” and representative of a cer-
tain lifestyle defined by fame, wealth, and a particular sense of style. While 
John’s description seems to suggest an extremely broad view of the right 
celebrity for FUBU endorsements, the celebrities that FUBU uses help the 
company toe the line between the hip-hop market and the mass market, as 
none are particularly controversial.

FUBU’s most prominent endorser has been longtime rapper LL Cool J, 
who grew up in the same neighborhood as the FUBU founders. In the 
world of hip-hop, there are few rappers who have the longevity of LL Cool J. 
Becoming a sensation in 1984 at the age of sixteen with his song “I Got A 
Beat,” Cool J has managed to bounce back from a string of poor-selling 
albums to craft an image as a hip-hop sex symbol and mainstream celeb-
rity who has appeared in movies and his own TV show. As I noted earlier, 
the relationship between Cool J and FUBU began in the mid-1990s, but it 
has continued consistently since then. Cool J has been featured not only in 
FUBU print advertisements but also has been photographed wearing FUBU 
at numerous public events. Even more interesting is the fact that Cool J con-
tinued to wear FUBU even when appearing in a 1997 television commercial 
for the Gap, a mainstream clothing brand. In the ad, Cool J wore Gap jeans 
and a FUBU logo hat while rapping “the Gap is for us, by us.”41 In this 
less-than-subtle ploy, Gap attempted to draw from FUBU’s street credibility 
while FUBU was given free television advertising that distributed its image 
more widely than ever.42

While FUBU’s association with LL Cool J accords it a certain hip-hop 
authenticity, this is further linked with a tough masculinity, an image that 
is repeated throughout most FUBU and other hip-hop fashion advertising. 
Young men are asked to emulate a confrontational, authoritative mascu-
linity, demonstrated primarily through muscularity and the adoption of a 
“cool pose.”43 While the first advertisement that featured Cool J (figure 8.2) 
 photographed him in a way that did not call particular attention to mas-
culine authority, in later advertisements this becomes a central theme. 
For example, in an ad that appeared in the September 1997 issue of The 
Source, the viewer sees Cool J from the waist up, with his head tilted down 
and to the right, almost completely hiding his face with a FUBU hat. One 
hand reaches over to pull up the sleeve of his shirt, revealing the other arm, 
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which is heavily muscled and emblazoned with a tattoo of a microphone 
topped with a crown, which stretches from shoulder to wrist. On the bicep 
appear the words “Mr. Smith.” The tattoo emphasizes his muscularity and 
links him with a cultural style that, until very recently, was seen as lower 
class. Again, this ad trades on hip-hop insider knowledge. The only abso-
lute method of knowing that this is LL Cool J is through knowledge of 
this tattoo and the fact that he is a FUBU endorser. While the earlier ad 
focused solely on Cool J’s face, suggesting a desire for viewers to connect 
with the endorser, this image draws all the attention to the muscularity of 
the arms in hopes of imbuing the product with the association of tough 
hip-hop masculinity. This connection is further underscored with the use of 
other celebrities, such as boxer Lennox Lewis, who appeared in FUBU ads in 
1999. Even when FUBU ads do not feature tough hip-hop celebrities, they 
utilize well-muscled male models who pose in similar ways. This is in direct 
contrast to the male models that appeared in the Tommy Hilfiger advertise-
ment described earlier (figure 8.1). FUBU’s hip-hop world is constructed as 
a dangerous one where black men must be constantly on guard and ready 
for potential confrontation, while Hilfiger’s upper-class America is a realm 
of security and comfort.

Yet this hip-hop masculinity is only one part of the story. As I have argued 
FUBU has been successful due to its ability to create an aspirational hybrid 
that brings together urban hip-hop masculinity with the upwardly mobile 
image of the founders, who have come to be celebrities in their own right, 
and, as such, endorsers of the brand. While Hilfiger, Polo Ralph Lauren, 
and Nautica reiterate images of American flags and multicultural gather-
ings, FUBU references American mythology through the FUBU creation 
story. While John has repeatedly emphasized that the FUBU founders did 
not try to capitalize on their “hip-hop Horatio Alger”44 story, their mar-
keting campaigns suggest otherwise. Since 1999 the FUBU Web site has 
contained a biography of each of the founders that details their adolescence 
in New York and subsequent economic success. The Web site further stresses 
that even with their success the four men have remained tied to their com-
munity. As one of the founders said on The Montel Williams Show “Growing 
up we didn’t have a lot of . . . business role models to let us know there were 
other ways to get out of the community in a positive manner, so we go back 
to the churches and the schools and we feel that its only right to give back 
where you came from.”45 The founders, therefore, become an important 
source for FUBU’s credibility. As John noted, “we put ourselves out there 
so there was a face behind the brand, so let’s say in case our celebrity didn’t 
do as well or he changed, some people would like the rags to riches story, 
some people would like just to see who they’re getting the product from.”46 
The idea of a face behind the brand is critical. While the fortunes of various 
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celebrity endorsers can shift, the founders’ identity is stable. They are the 
ultimate endorsers of the brand.

Allowing consumers to see “who they’re getting the product from” is the 
goal of certain FUBU advertisements (figure 8.3). The image in figure 8.3 

Figure 8.3 FUBU advertisement featuring founders.
Source: The Source: The Magazine of Hip Hop, Culture and Politics (October 1998).
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shows the four founders looking directly at the viewer with the same uncom-
promising attitude and tough masculinity as LL Cool J and Lennox Lewis. 
The personal styles of the founders emphasize their connection with hip-
hop culture: through their dress, the backward-turned baseball cap on Keith 
Perrin, and Daymond John’s cornrowed hair. The racialized and classed 
meaning of the founders’ image is underscored in a story told by Daymond 
John. He recounted how one “major department store” wanted FUBU to 
remove their hang tags, which featured this image. The store representative’s 
rationale was “we want to sell to forty-year-old white people, and they won’t 
buy it if they see those guys on there.”47 This department store recognized 
that the founders’ image connoted hip-hop and a lower-class confrontational 
black masculinity that could potentially repel the wealthiest customers.

However, FUBU’s 2005 press kit contained a new image of the found-
ers. The founders (figure 8.4) are posed similarly to the earlier photograph, 
but are wearing suits from FUBU: The Collection. While the confronta-
tional facial expressions remain, both John’s and Perrin’s hands are clasped 
making them less ready for physical confrontation and suggesting a con-
trolled masculine body emphasized by the suits. Most important, however, 
is the upward mobility suggested in these two images. The ideal consumer, 
prepped through media stories about FUBU and their earlier advertise-
ments, recognizes that this current image represents change over time. 
While the original goal of the brand was to reinterpret aspirational cloth-
ing items for street use, here we see the founders posing in expensive suits. 
Emulation moves from being directed toward a hip-hop celebrity or ath-
lete who represents street authenticity and hypermasculinity (though also 
a wealthy lifestyle) to upward mobility through business. While this image 
personalizes American mythology, it follows logically from the development 
and marketing of hip-hop fashion, which has often utilized Americana as 
a selling point. For example, a series of FUBU ads showed a male model 
wearing work clothes posed in front of a stylized American flag. This dual 
approach, which is undergirded by the founders’ ability to successfully argue 
that they are highly knowledgeable about hip-hop, has allowed FUBU to 
be mass marketed while remaining popular within the hip-hop subculture. 
In fact, FUBU was the first black-owned fashion company to have its own 
window in Macy’s flagship department store in New York. While this was 
seen as a coup for the black business community, it could have suggested the 
movement of the brand away from its street roots. FUBU has been generally 
able to navigate around these shoals. As I have argued, this is directly related 
to FUBU’s use of celebrity endorsements to create a fashion brand that is 
an aspirational hybrid, fusing hip-hop authenticity to American imagery, in 
the same way that the development of hip-hop style in the early years paired 
upscale and more common clothing items.
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Conclusion

The development of hip-hop fashion into a major sector of the fashion indus-
try demonstrates a shift in consumer culture toward a conception of iden-
tity as a matter of commodity choice. While hip-hop began as a localized 
subculture that sampled the culture of mainstream America to speak to the 

Figure 8.4 FUBU advertisement featuring founders. 2005 FUBU press kit.
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concerns of urban youth of color, within twenty years it has become main-
stream American youth culture, sold to a wide crosssection of youth. Yet, as 
I have shown, the development and marketing of hip-hop fashion through 
the 1980s and 1990s has been undergirded by a “love and theft” relationship 
between the subculture and mainstream popular culture. Hip-hop fashion 
began as a bricolage of upscale and common clothing items. As it became an 
industry, the images that marketed the clothing further underscored these 
seemingly contradictory pairings, as fantasy images of elite whiteness were 
paired with fantasy images of ghetto blackness.

FUBU’s early marketing efforts branded it as part of a localized, histori-
cized black community, intimately tied to an urban hip-hop milieu. At this 
time, the “for us” of the acronym seemed to mainly include those consumers 
who were heavily involved in hip-hop. In hopes of widening its popularity, 
the company created ads that utilized celebrity testimonials. By using these 
celebrities, FUBU implicitly asked its potential consumers: do you belong 
with “us” or are you part of “them”? In asking this question, FUBU was 
emphasizing the critical importance of identifying a subcultural commu-
nity. This community was defined, on one hand, by the celebrities them-
selves, who represented urban hip-hop and an aggressive masculinity and 
who the consumers were told to emulate. The community was also defined, 
however, by images of the four founders and their story of upward mobil-
ity. The site specific politics that accompanied early hip-hop and which 
still inform much of hip-hop music, especially that of underground musi-
cians, have been removed for a universalized presentation of possible iden-
tities. Race and class identities are decontextualized, presented instead as 
commodities through the use of lifestyle marketing techniques. While the 
spread of hip-hop fashion, especially gangsta style, brought controversy in 
the early 1990s for its potentially counterhegemonic mixing of racial and 
class identities, by the early twenty-first century it is clear that a new identity 
can be bought off the rack.
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