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The impact exercised by outdoor information transfer bears a close resemblance to the above-
mentioned functions by having a message impact as well as an aesthetic impact, each of which may

have social, economic or ecological consequences.

3.1.  HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE FUNCTION AND IMPACT OF
OUTDOOR INFORMATION TRANSFER

This section will cover the above topic from the period of antiquity until the beginning of the twentieth
century. Regarding the impact of outdoor information transfer it will concentrate mainly on the

aesthetic impact of advertisements and signs.

Outdoor information transfer harks back to the beginning of human history. Outdoor advertising can
be seen as the earliest and most enduring form of commercial advertising. It has survived since the
earliest civilisations and has been continuously adapted in accordance with economic development,

technological changes and the needs and ingenuity of man.
3.1.1 PERIOD OF ANTIQUITY (2000 BC - 600 BC)

Babylonian merchants employed barkers or criers who advertised their masters’ wares by shouting
out their qualities to passers-by. They also hung over their doors the symbols of their trade, which
indicated the nature of their business. Written signs or messages could not be used widely owing to
the illiteracy of the populace (Presbrey, 1968, p. 3). As long as the majority of the population
remained illiterate the wandering or static crier, for both public and commercial announcements, and

the trade symbol remained the most important means of outdoor information transfer.

Inscriptions by Egyptian kings on monuments to bolster their prestige can be seen as an early form of
outdoor information transfer. According to Presbrey (1968, p.4), the only form of commercial
advertising known to the people of early Egypt was the crier, and his announcements were confined

to the arrival of ships and the offering of items from their cargoes. The owner of a shipload of wine,



70

spices or metals, or any assortment of goods, would send out his announcer to sing or chant his story
and attest to the desirability of articles just received. He would give further interest to his
announcement by describing in florid and very colourful language the regions from which the articles
came and the difficulties under which they were obtained. Egyptian shops only rarely made use of
signs containing inscriptions or emblems (Larwood & Hotten, 1951, p.1). Henderson and Landau
(1981, p.9) mention Egyptian merchants carving sales messages into stelae or stone tablets placed

by the roadside.
3.1.2 CLASSICAL WESTERN PERIOD (450 BC - 450 AD)

Although signboards outside shop doors are known to have been a form of advertising in ancient
Athens, the crier was still the most common medium used for commercial advertising in this Greek
city. While his main task was to advertise auction sales of slaves and animals, he also acted as
auctioneer by doing the actual selling. The Greeks' love for beauty and perfection was reflected by
the public crier. They demanded art from their public criers. He was selected for his pleasing voice

and elocutionary ability, and was often accompanied by a musician (Presbrey, 1968, p. 5).

Roman tradesmen also made use of barkers at the door as an important advertising medium
(Presbrey, 1968, p. 14). The signboard was another common method used by the shop-keeper to
draw the attention of passers-by. Symbols used included a bush of evergreens to mark the wine shop
or to indicate the sale of wine at an inn, a cow for the dairyman, and a mule tuming a mill as a sign for
the bakery (Presbrey, 1968, p. 5; Larwood & Hotten, 1951, p.2). According to Larwood and Hotten
(1951, p.1), some shop signs were painted, but as a rule these signs appear to have been made in
relief using stone or terra-cotta, and were fitted into the walls at the sides of the open shop-fronts. A
smooth space or album was also provided alongside the door of the Roman house for displaying the
name and profession or trade of the occupant. Various picture signs or symbols were tastefully
incorporated into a written album format while sculptors applied their trade by making house tablets of

terra-cotta or stone with lettering and illustrations in relief to be set into the album (Presbrey, 1968, p.

6)
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The importance of the sign as an instrument of orientation is reflected by the fact that some streets in

Rome derived their names from signs (Larwood & Hotten, 1951, p.1).

Wiritten advertising became more common after the spread of literacy throughout the Roman Empire,
only to disappear with the decline in the ability to read during the Dark Ages. Advertising walls were
used in Roman cities to carry a variety of crudely painted messages in black or red at places were
crowds gathered, or at central points were people passed in great numbers. These messages mostly
advertised theatrical performances, sports and baths, houses to let, and gladiatorial exhibitions.
According to Presbrey (1968, pp. 6-7), such walls, which showed signs of advertising psychology and
which might have been controlled by advertising contractors, can be seen as the first advertising that
comes within the twentieth century meaning of the term. Advertising walls excavated in Pompeii
showed an untidy graffiti-like appearance, which reveals a strong similarity to the more extensive
problems to be created by large-scale billposting in England during the 1840s and 1850s. The habit of
creating new advertising space on such walls by simply whitewashing over older messages
contributed to the untidy appearance. Crudely painted messages were also used on or alongside
house doors to indicate that a house was for rent. These untidy messages on advertising walls and
house doors contrasted sharply with the more artistic house tablets or shop signs. It can be seen as
the first false note that crept into outdoor information transfer — the first tendency to abuse and pollute

the visual environment by means of commercial advertising.
3.1.3 THE MIDDLE AGES (500 - 1550)

With the decline in literacy and trade the more advanced advertising methods of Roman times were
lost. Town criers and barkers again became the most common medium for outdoor information
transfer, and they continued to be used for centuries in many European countries. Town-wide crying,
however, was in most cases restricted to official use, announcing a new war, or peace, or an
execution. Especially in England the merchant mostly had to be satisfied with the barker at the door
who reached only those who passed that way. At a later stage public auction sales were included in
the wandering crier's announcements, as well as wine shops and a few other commodities. In France

tavern keepers had an ingenious way of touting their fine wines: They would have the town crier blow
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a horn in the street, gather a group — and offer samples! (Russell & Lane, 1993, p.4). Striking

processions were used as an effective way to announce theatrical shows.

For the largest part of the Middle Ages the English tavern made use of signs of a rather austere
nature containing only generic symbols such as the bush, indicating the availability of wine, and a
long pole or ale stake, indicating the availability of ale. It was only by the twelfth century that the
naming of taverns, inns and alehouses became common practice and these establishments began to
display more interesting designs based on coats of arms or other heraldic elements and religious
symbols (BLRA, online; Lamb, 1976, pp.4-5; Rotheroe, 1990, pp.4-7). The development of the inn
sign was given momentum in 1393 when King Richard Il of England decreed that alehouses had to
have signs so that the official examiner or tester of ales would be able to locate all alehouses (Peter's
Official Pub & Inn Sign Page, online). When a new brew was to be offered for sale the innkeeper had
to hang an ale-garland outside his inn. This usually took the form of a wreath or ball of flowers, and it
was a common practice of innkeepers to use the symbol of their house as a central figure within the
wreath (Delderfield, 1972, p.14).

According to Presbrey (1968, p.14), signs appear to have been almost entirely confined to the tavern
or inn until the twelfth or thirteenth century when shopkeepers and tradesmen started using generic
signs such as the red-and-white-striped barber’s pole. Later on signs reflecting specific wares in a
more imaginative way, such as a gloved-hand for the glove-maker and a frying pan for the brazier,
found its place outside shops. The competition between generic signs soon became rife. The custom
of confining specific trades to particular streets played a major role in this regard.

The advantages of the system [of generic signs] quickly became obvious and as the

signs multiplied, each tradesman vied with the other for a bigger and better and more

colourful mark of his trade (Delderfield, 1972, p.14).

The public poster made its appearance in England at the end of the fifteenth century. These
announcements were originally hand-written by scribes and were called Siquis or If anybody because
they usually began with the Latin words for If anybody desires or If anybody knows of. The first siquis
printed from type in the English language appeared at about 1480. As the name indicates, most

siquis were of the personal or want-ad type aimed at advertising services, vacant posts or lost
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articles. However, some siquis were also used to advertise luxuries such as tobacco, perfume or
coffee. Siquis were posted on church doors or other places where crowds gathered (Presbrey, 1968,

p. 15).
3.1.4 THE PICTORIAL SIGNBOARD PERIOD IN ENGLAND (1600 - 1780)

Out of the heraldic sign of the Middle Ages developed a tavern sign displaying painted animals that
were not taken out of anybody’s coat of arms but were just animals — the sign of the bull, the bear, the
cock or the lion. Various other emblems were added and the variety of emblems and tavern signs
grew throughout the Renaissance and throughout the eighteenth century as each new tavermn-keeper
sought something distinctive to differentiate him from his competitors. Signboards were either
projected from building facades or hung from poles fixed onto the sidewalk. The development of the
pictorial tavern or inn sign culminated in pictorial signs of a more intricate nature which could be seen
as paintings of true artistic quality. The Spectator of 8 January 1743 made the following comment in
this regard:

The other day, going down Ludgate St., several people were gaping at a very splendid

sign of Queen Elizabeth, which by far exceeded all the other signs in the street, the

painter having shown a masterly judgment and the carver and gilder much pomp and

splendour. It looked rather like a capital picture in a gallery than a sign in the street.
Many coach-painters, who transformed the coaches and sedans of the wealthy classes into moving
picture galleries, also became sign-painters. High prices were paid for the painting of such artistic inn
signs and some of the men who did this type of work had a high standing in the art world. Among
them were even members of the Royal Academy. Sign-painting made an important contribution to the
development of art in England. Several well-known painters were apprenticed to sign and coach-
painters and there are even indications that the English School of Painting derived from the primitive
craft of sign-painting (Larwood & Hotten, 1951, pp.21-22) (cf. Presbrey, 1968, p. 19 - 20).

Outdoor signs became the decorative art of European inns in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Since this was still an age of widespread illiteracy, inns vied with one another in creating
attractive signs that could be recognised by all. Together with distinctive names these signs lent a

certain charm to inns, especially in England (Russel & Lane, 1993, p. 5).
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Tradesmen and shopkeepers were slower in following the example of taverns. Out of the generic and
representative symbols of trade grew a need for lending individuality and identity to particular shops.
In order to obtain a more distinctive identification the medieval heraldic sign of the tavern was copied
by adding to the trade symbol a coat of arms, usually that of a noble family which the tradesman
served (Presbrey, 1968, p. 22). According to Delderfield (1972, p.15), the tendency of providing
individualistic signs already started in the fourteenth century due to the competition between the

same generic trade signs congregating together in specific streets.

The absence of street numbers up to the latter half of the eighteenth century in England can be seen
as one reason for the importance of shop and tavern signs. A shop or tavern would be known as
being in a certain street, near some well-known structure, such as a specific church, and by its sign -
the sign of the lion, the anvil or the boot. The sign was used as a landmark and not only became the
address of the tradesman, shopkeeper or innkeeper, but the signs of more prominent enterprises also
served a more general orienting function. When the naming of streets became general, such names
were often taken from the principal or most popular tavern or inn in that street as represented and
reflected by the sign of that inn. This practice was taken even further much later, for when the
Croydon railway was opened in 1839 many a station took its name from popular inns in the vicinity or
along the route (Delderfield, 1972, p.17).

Signboards became progressively larger, more elaborate and more colourful throughout the
seventeenth and the first half of the eighteenth centuries, while also showing a greater excellence in
workmanship. This tendency made an important contribution to local character and aesthetics.

Many of them were carved in relief on wood and gilded. Sculptured heads of royalty, of

Shakespeare and of pretty maidens were numerous and vied for attention with the red

and golden lions, green dragons and other subjects from the animal world. The streets

of London looked like a picture gallery (Presbrey, 1968, p.25).
Of special interest were the so-called gallows or beam signs used for inns. Such gallows signs started
with ordinary signs fixed on bars that projected from building facades. However, competition soon
urged each innkeeper to project his sign a few centimetres further across the street, until the gallows
sign came into being which spanned the whole width of the street (Delderfield, 1972, p.15). Some of
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