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The Museum of London holds a collection of almost 1800 Victorian valentine cards. Some are 

romantic, some sentimental and some are comic or even insulting. Most of the cards were made 

and sold in London from 1840-1880, and their subject matter illustrates the blossoming 

commercial symbolism of love. The museum is undertaking an ambitious digitisation project, 

Collections Online, which will see tens of thousands of its objects digitised and published online. 

This short article will discuss both the original making of the valentine card collection and 

subsequent re-making of the collection online.  

 

Most of the cards come from the collection of North London stationer, Jonathan King. His 

collection shows the range and development of the valentine cards and its symbols: the earlier 

cards build on inherited valentine association with birds and gloves, and later feature the Victorian 

figure of cupid. They provide a material record of how symbols are adopted, adapted and either 

flourish or whither. King also collected spiteful cards, featuring cruel rhymes and caricatures, 

mocking the recipient. These would probably not have been treasured by their addressees, but 

King collected samples from his shop. 

 

In making his collection, King overlapped his personal and professional life. He collected samples 

of the cards he sent to his sweetheart before and after their marriage, named his valentine shop 

after her and gave one of their children the middle name of ‘Valentine’. His shop-stock supplied his 

collection, which soon took over parts of his home. The activity of collecting linked his personal 

and professional existence: the cards were stored on the basement of his home, which was next 

to his workshop and business. King collected groups of cards in albums, where he ordered and 

annotated his selections. The cards at King’s home were measured by the ton, and the scale of 

his collection reflects the extraordinary popularity of the cards. The collection was so unwieldy that 

it was broken up after his death, and the London Museum (which would go on to form the Museum 

of London) agreed to acquire parts of the collection. 

 

The professional work of collecting contradicted the personal manner of managing the collection. 

The process of becoming part of museum’s collection changed the objects again, as they were re-

annotated, captioned and numbered, in line with professional collections management processes. 

mailto:elliemilesemail@gmail.com
http://elliemiles.wordpress.com/
http://cargocollective.com/theedgarwindsociety/The-Edgar-Wind-Journal
http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/Collections-Research/Collections-online/


To preserve the delicate papers the museum removed objects from albums. In preserving the 

objects, there was an innate contextual cost and details about album position have been 

preserved, transcribed onto new paper mounts.  

 

The cards are interesting and evocative but the collection remains difficult to display at the 

museum. Exhibiting an extensive collection like this is a demanding undertaking, requiring 

considerable gallery space and conservation resources. Given the breadth of subjects for a city 

museum, at the moment only selections of cards are displayed, when they relate to other topics. 

As the majority of the collection is not currently physically exhibited, the valentine card collection 

seemed a good candidate for digitisation. One challenge of publishing information online is how to 

decide what to capture about an object. For Collections Online the cards were measured, 

captioned and photographed, and information about acquisition, museum section, production 

place, collector and maker was also recorded.  

 

Being part of such a large collection affects how the cards are encountered and understood, both 

physically and digitally. The size of the collection gives further information about taste and social 

trends. Whilst this adds interest to the cards, the scale of the collection can also makes them dull: 

there are many similar cards and sometimes it is more pleasant to see a selection, as with the 

recent exhibition put together by the Bodleian. The collection recalls the mass of cards made and 

sent: recollections of shops such as King’s emphasize the spectacle of shops festooned with a 

mass of cards. Cards were made, sold, sent and collected in remarkable volume, despite 

individually pleading the singularity of affection and individual meaning.  

 

Collections online creates a new context for the collected cards, and one with new parameters.  

Presenting the collection as a ‘curated group’ means that there is continuity in the notion of 

collection. However a collection produced professionally and accessed digitally will not replicate 

encounters with the collection in the museum store, or in King’s basement. The museum has 

continued to add to King’s collection, supplementing his with individual valentine cards and a 

smaller collection from John George Joicey. The collection is not static: it was always being added 

to, managed and moved. Collecting is an active process, and personal and professional collectors 

each affect the context in different ways, adding to the story of the collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Links and further reading: 

 

Collections Online 

http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/Collections-Research/Collections-online/ 

 

The collection at Museum of London’s Collections Online: 

http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/Collections-Research/Collections-online/group.aspx?g=group-

18638 

 

The Museum of London’s Collections Online Blog: 

http://www.mymuseumoflondon.org.uk/blogs/blog/category/collections-online/ 

 

Information about the Bodleian Library’s collection and exhibition: 

http://www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/news/2010_feb_03 
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