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Vibrant tidings from a century and a half ago
whilesomeofusmaybe

sendinge-cardsfortheholi-
days,theprintedChristmas
cardisfarfromdead.About1.3
billion such cards are sent each
year,accordingtoHallmark.

Such cards were introduced
inEnglandinthe184os,butit
tookthreedecadesbeforethey
arrivedintheU.S.,publishedin
BostonbyaPrussianimmi-
grant.Thoseearlycardsarestill
amongthemostvisuallystrik-
ingandcolorfuleverproduced."The Father of the American
ChristmasCard:LoriisPrang,"
anexhibitioncomprisingthree
tightlypackedglasscasesanda
few framed works at the Book
Clubofcalifomia,isatantaliz-
ingsampleroftherangeof early
designs.Itisonviewthrough
Jam. 9.

ManyofthefirstAmerican
Christmascardsweregeneric
images-countrylanes,sprigs
of flowers and the like - that
could'beimprintedwiththe
messageofanyseason.Butif
theyseemincongruoustous
today,wemustrememberthat
theimagetraditionswenowso
reverewereonlybeingformed
then.Apictorialmessageof
springmightbejustthetonica
winter-boundrecipientwould
haveappreciatedonacold
Christmasmoming.

From the evidence of this
show,rdigiousthemeswere
onlyasmallpartofthearrayof
designsavailable.Morecom-
mom were crimson-cheeked
childrenandanthropomorphic
animals,symbolsofirmocence
andplayfulness.

Sentiment and humor were
preferredtopietybyourgreat-
grandparents - though some
ofwhattheypresumablyfound
hilarious is lost on us now.
What are we to make of an
imageofaroosterbitingthetall
ofaturtle,withichintumis
chompingontheneckofa
duck?Thecard'slegendislittle
help."AHeartyChristmasto
you all!" it says. " `May good
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Above: Some cards may have
seemed funnier - or made
more sense - to our great-
grandparents than to us. The
text reads "A Hearty Christmas
to you au!/ `May good digestion
walt on appetite.' "

Left: Rdigious themes were
much less popular than now.
Louis Prang was the foremost
publf sher of
chromolithography.

digestionwaitonappetite.'"
LouisPrangwasthecentury'ls

foremostpublisheranddeveloper
ofchromolithography,aprinting
processcapableofbothsublime
subtletyandvividdepthofcolor.
Heappliedthemethodtoframed
reproductionsoffineartandto
popularholidaycardsalike.Em-
ployingaseparatelithographic
stonetoprinteachcolorofasin-
91epicture,upto4oinkimpres-
sionsblendedtogetherintoex-
traordinaryimages.

Bringalongastore-bought

The Father ®f the American
Christmas Card: L®uis Prong
From the C®tlectieh ®f Keith
S. Ctark: 10 a.in.-5 p.in. Mon-
days-Fridays; closed Dec. 23-
26 and Jan. 2. Through Jan. 9.
Free. Book Club of California,
312 Sutter St., Suite 500, S.F.
(415) 781-7532. www.bcc
books.org

cardoftodayandcompare:
You will be stunned at the
difference in richness and
detail.Alargecardadvertis-
ing"Prang'sChristmas
Cards"-probablyastore
display-isatourdeforceOf
thetechnique,inperfectcon-
dition.

The Book Club of california
is one of those treasured
anachronisms of old cities like
SanFranciscothatmany
pcopleneversee.Thevisitor
must take an elevator to the
fifth floor of a downtown
building,thendaretoopenan
opaquewoodendoortoenter
ahushedspacelinedwith
books.

But don't hesitate: The
small staff could not be more
charmingandwillgreetyou
aseagerlyasanoldffiend.
Theyactasthoughitistheir
pleasantdutytomakeyou
comfortable and to answer
yourquestions.

Althoughthesmallshow
maynotmeritaspecialtripto
thecitycenteratthemost
traffickedtimeoftheyear,it
willprovideadelightfulhalf-
hourbreakfrombusinessor
holidayshopping.Andyou
willleaveknowingmuch
moreaboutthevisualhistory
ofourcountlysbiggestholi-
day,andofagreatcitytradi-
tion.
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