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Advertiaing Among, the Ancients
By LYNN BOAL MITCHELL
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I N forming a conception of advertising among an ient
peoples, it will be necessary to picture in our mi' d a

world which lacked newspapers, illuminated billboards, ~lec-
tric signs, the radio, and sky-writing. : '
, Even before the art of writing was known, the h~an
voice was available and was used for advertising pur~ses.
The public crier, an institution not yet ,entirely ex~~n~t,
existed among the Greeks and the Romans,. and doub~ess,

among other ancient peoples. Plautus in his Menaebhmi
ends the comedy with instructions that an auction sate be
cried. ~ .. ~~' . t (

In Athens the hawkIng· of wares was confined b:Y[i law
to the Agora (Market Place}~ A writer states that: the
crying· of those hawking rares sounded as if all the detnons
had been gathered into Qne place. Thus the word "p~hde-
monium" came to birth. ' I . . /'.'

Trade .signs were ra~l1er common. Shops in po~,peii
used terra cotta signs, e.g~, a goat. signified a milk ~pot.

> •
Such picture advertisements were common down th ough
the Middle Ages and even into mod~rn times, so tha per",:
sons, unable to read, might be'able to find the requireql dis-' .

~ensary. The diminution of illiteracy has largely sounded
the passing of such picture signs, but we still hav~ the ,
s~riped bar~er pole, and, ·unti.l rece~tlY, d;ug ~tor~s in- '
dIcated theIr nature by the dIsplay II;l theJr wIndo s of .
large flasks filled with liquids of various colors.

The trademark, not protected then by law. but res
by common consent, was in common use. Such mar s are·
seen, not only oft objets d'art, but als~ on loaves of br ad in
Fompeii, on bricks from the kilns of Marcus Aureliu , and
qn ancient lead plumbing in Rome. THe Romans s~em to
llave developed a loyalty to "nationally adve~ised g ds."·

Another u.se of the trademark is that which ap
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on coins. Athelii.n corns showed an O~l, Tarentine coins,
a dolphin, and Carthaginian coins, a !J.orse with 'braided
mane. Coins str~k in~ honor of "the SciPio family bore an
'elephant, because the most famous mentber of that family
learn~d how to. deal su~cessfully' withth~ elephants used in
the Carthaginian :armYl. . The ancient ~ind associated ele-

.phants with the Scip~os or dolphins ~ith Tarentum ,aso.
readily as moderll Americans associate) .codfish with Bos-
ton or smoke with PittSburgh. ~

! ' ~ I(

There has lat~ly b~en a revival of interest in he trade...
marks of localities. State highway &~gnS •. Nebraska,'
Kansas, and New, MexIco display, resPePtiv; ly, the covered
wagon, the sunflower, 4nd the Zia sun s~ni 01.

The advent of wrilting naturally g~ve great impetus' ,
to advertising. The oldest written advertisement belongs
to Egypt, and is,! per~ps', 3000 years' bl!l.- It descri1:)es a
run-away slave: !. . . . . J' • .. ,

The billboard was known to the Rozpans in the form of
letters; two ~o twelve inches high, on a whitewashed wall.
Signwriting became a;nestablished 'p~ofession, and such

. writers had. a guild ofltheir own. In P~mpeii the company .!
of Infantio, Floros, Fr~ctus,'et Sabinu~ signed 'their work '\-, i
and added "They do this kind of worK here, there, and .i

• i· I

everywhere." ~ .
About 1500 political notices have ~een found on Pom:

peian walls, constituting appeals to support; or reject, va
rious candidates. for o~ce. A typical aJilpeal states that~~
and-So has the sqPporj; of the farmers, ~akers, fullers, fish
mongers, .dyers, barbers, porters, ball players, and even of
the· priests of Isis. .A; program· of eco~omy in government
was promised in the words "He guards ~he treasury." Mud-'
slinging wa~ ,:esorted !to ?¥ the opposi~l~n, takin~ the form
of such derISIve statements as "CerriDIUS VattIa has the
support of thieves and! heavy dr\inke~s.'!: " .

Advertiseme~~s #,; contests ill. tht .a~phitheatr~s are
also found" prOm1SIng: twenty or thl~pairs of ,gladIators,
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:fights to the finish between the champi~n~ of Thrac~a~d of
;Gaul, and for the com.fort of the spectators perfume water
was to be sprayed upon them. The champions are s oken of
~s puellarum suspirium (The man for whom the aidens
~igh) and dominus ptiparum (The master, or swe theaIt,
of the dolls). Incidentally, we see here a little of he lan
guage of lovers~' "He's my. dominus (or suspiriu ) now"
~nd "She's my pupa (doil baby) now~" Our recently opu}ar
song, "Yes, Sir, She's My Baby," would have bee recog
nized by Pompeians under 'such titie a~ Yeruni Tamen,
Jlla Nunc Est Mea Pupa.

Scribonius Largus, a Roman physician, has left a large
h'umber o~ prescriptions, among them one for a d tifrice
which he advertises thus: Dentifricium. quod sp endidos
faci-t dentes et confirmat. Hoc Octavig Augusti 8 or usa ~

""est. (A dentifrice which whitens and strengthens t eteeth."
Octavia, the Emperor's sister, has been' using it). T e mod
ern incarnation of Scribonius pays for whole pag adver
tisements in the Ladies' Home Journal featuring th,een
dorsement of a commodity bya prominent society man or _
I _ ~ "

Hollywood -actress accompanied by her photograp What .
bboon the radio would have been to Scribonius!.,

..
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