


“True, our pictures are many of them for the soap manufacturer, the insurance com-
panies, and the patent medicine man; but we try in our way to be educators of the people,
and to give them good drawings and harmonious coloring. These business operators of ours
who use pictures for advertising purposes know that the public have become fastidious;
hence, they will only accept good designs. It is not so very long ago that advertising pictures
invariably had hard, glaring backgrounds and crude, contrasting colors...but that type of
work would find no sale now except in the back woods.” —

Anonymous lithographer, New York, 1894!

At first glance, the images on cigar labels seem simple; they are beautifully em-
bossed and the illustration- whether an attractive woman or a famous writer- jumps out at the
viewer. However, cigar labels of the late 19" and early 20™ centuries are also rich in allegory
and symbolism, subtly illustrating themes like commerce, trade, or U.S. foreign relations.
Label themes “reflect the tobacco industry’s important influence on the economic, social,
and political climate of Cuba and Florida cities like Key West and Tampa,” becoming
“windows to the past,” depicting contemporary events, political leaders, celebrities, and so-
cial life. A look at cigar labels also reveals quite a bit about America in the Gilded Age, from
roughly 1870 to 1920. Cigar labels are among the earliest forms of popular advertising, illus-
trating the country’s shift from industrial economy to consumer economy, from life on the
farm to life in the city.

Crossroads: Transportation, printing, revolution, and the consumer economy

Initially, the selling of hand-rolled cigars was a cottage industry. Prior to the Civil
War, cigars were only a small part of overall tobacco consumption, easily outpaced by snuff
and hand-r« ed cigarettes. Farmers sold their product in small bundles, tied together with a
cloth )n, to local traders and dry goods stores in and around their local community.
There were no standardized bundle sizes, no need to label the cigars individually, and no
need for competitive advertising. After the Civil War, several developments aided the rise of
the cigar ind ry d the colorful labels that helped sell them.

1 1865 Congress passed the Tax Revenue Act, requiring standardized packaging and
tax identificationnu t s for all tobacco products. All cigars were now boxed and stamped
with a factory number to identify the manufacturer, a “tax district number” identifying the
city of origin, and e quantity contained in the box.’ Standardized packaging and label
actually aid  sales and worked well in the emerging consumer economy.

In 1869 workers completed the transcontinental railroad. By 1889, 161,272 miles of
rail lines connected the continent," revolutionizing the flow of people and goods throughout
the country. Mil e in the South tripled as Henry Plant completed his rail line in 1884,

Goc i could now be shipped thousands of miles away from the factories that pro-
duced them to be displayed in shop windows in dozens of American cities. And, as the
Twentieth century approached, the population of American cities was growing.









An English immigrant, William Sharp, printed the first American chromolithograph
in Boston in 1840. From Boston, chromolithography houses opened in Philadelphia, New
Yo Buffalo, and Cincinnati. New York became what many consider the center of chromo-
lithography in the 19™ century. New York was the hub for shipping lithog ¢ supplies like
limestone, ink, and presses from Germany and, by 1890, the New York City directory listed
130 lithographic printing houses.

Many of those li »graphers were educated or influenced by Germany’s Dusseldorf
Academy, founded in 1826. The school’s influence, known for its attention to line and pre-
cise detail, is evident in the meticulous lithographs of streetscapes and nature landscapes
popular in the 1880’s and 1890’s. Today the Academy is little more than a footnote of art
history. However, “the style of Dusseldorf art lent itself to the technique of chromolithogra-
phy: all the artists worked in the Dusseldorf manner, from line to color.” The political up-
heavals of 1848, the unification of Germany in 1870, and the flow of supplies from Germany
through I;Iew York City ports, furthered the influence of German immigrants in the printing
industry.

Lithography and chromolithography became one of the most popular art forms of the
19" century. Companies like Currier and Ives and Louis Prang are synonymous with the in-
dustry, chronicling the people and cities of 19th century America. Called the “Democratic
Art,” lithography made it possible for middle class Americans to buy li aphed reproduc-
tions of famous works of art. “Fine Art was reproduced, packaged, and ed to the
masses. ..it was the :mocratic art of the Post- Civil War.”"

Chromolithography’s ability to inject vibrant color into everyday scenes and images
made it ide for ertising. P.T. Barnum used colorful posters to dramatize his traveling
circus and the era saw a boom in poster advertising. Color labels were affixed to everything
from peach crates to cigar boxes. According to one historian, “cigar advertising made up 80
percent of all lithographic printing in the U.S.” People had gone, in the words of one lithog-
rapher, “picture crazy.” Without a doubt, chromolithography became “the principle color
medium for advertising” in America, coinciding perfectly with the development of mass-
produced consumer goods."

The Need for Advertising

ne railroad connected America like never before. People and goods traveled quicker
and with more frequency to seemingly distant places within the Am'  :an landsc: . More
people were living in cities with more products and more choices than were av  able in rural
communities. Productivity was on the rise as well. Goods were made cheaply and more effi-
ciently, pre-packaged, and shipped to new, far-away markets. These rapid and complex
changes in the American marketplace required manufacturers develop a1 v strategy to en-
tice consumers into buying their products. Advertising was the answer.
























Textual labels could be quite simple, stating the manufacturer and price of the cigar
or, they could make outlandish claims about the health benefits of smoking their product.
Many embossed and gilded labels are strikingly ornate and intricate using coins, crests, offi-
cial seals and the like. Smaller manufacturers and buckeye shops employing only a few cigar
rollers used simpler textual labels rather than the elaborate and expensive labels used by lar-
ger firms.

Collecting

Because they were mass-produced, cigar labels are ignored by much of the art com-
munity. “The general stereotype in much of the art world is that this is not a true art form.
The consequence bei  that some of our finest artwork produced by stone lithography has,
until recently, been completely overlooked.”” This attitude is beginning to change. Several
e ibits and books have catalogued and studied the use of cigar labels and advertising art in
general. Among collectors, cigar labels are bought and sold at conventions and through on-
line auction houses like E-Bay. Some very rare labels could garner several thousand dollars.
Original lithographs of street scenes and historic battles like those produced by Currier and
Ives or Louis Prang, are now quite collectible and are researched and studied by art histori-
ans. So are the vivid chromolithograph circus posters of P.T. Barnum and the vaudeville ad-
vertisements of Toulouse Lautrec. Cigar labels are only now beginning to see this kind of
serious attention.
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