




 

 
ictorians had a mixed view of Valentine’s Day cards.  The prevailing view seemed to be that eventually such 
cards would completely go out of style and vanish forever.  Since this view was expressed in an article dating 
from 1877, and another dating from 1895, I think we can confidently state that it was a rather inaccurate 

prediction—though I doubt anyone in the 19th century could have predicted the extent to which Valentines would be 
commercialized today! 
 Despite the fact that Valentine cards were clearly firmly entrenched in Victorian culture by as early as the 1850’s, 
I rarely come across them in Victorian scrap albums or collections of loose ephemera.  I suspect the reason is that, 
unlike Christmas cards, Valentines were never intended to be sent out en masse. While you might send a Christmas 
card to everyone in your circle of family, friends, business associates and distant acquaintances, Valentines were 
generally reserved for “someone special.”  By definition, they were intended for sweethearts and spouses.  One 
didn’t, typically, send a Valentine to one’s third cousin or maiden aunt, and certainly not to one’s employer or 
coworkers.  For that same reason, a person who might gather greeting cards into a scrap album could surely expect 
to receive dozens of Christmas cards, but wouldn’t be likely to receive dozens of Valentines. And, quite possibly, 
those that were received might have been kept more as a treasure than as something to paste into a scrapbook. 
 By the early 20th century, of course, matters were already evolving into the Valentine frenzy we see today.  
Valentine postcards from the early 1900’s aren’t quite a dime a dozen, but they’re close—and you can easily obtain 
a scrap album that contains dozens of them.  When I was in school (not in the early 1900’s), it was the rule that every 
student had to give a Valentine to every classmate, so that no one would feel “left out.”  This rule no doubt filled the 
greeting card industry with delirious joy, though I doubt parents felt quite so gleeful about having to purchase those 
packages of 30 or more cards every year. As for the students themselves, since we all knew that these flimsy little 
cards proclaiming abiding friendship meant absolutely nothing, I suspect that’s exactly what we felt about them. 
 Getting back to that article from 1877, though, the author was certainly prescient in other ways, even if he did 
fancy that Valentines would soon be a thing of the past.  He writes, “…there is no telling how soon, through the 
abuse of a custom which is beginning to be an infliction on many people, society may discard valentines altogether.  
Already we have Christmas cards, and New Year’s wishes are scarcely exhausted before St. Valentine steps in, and 
February’s wooing days are scarcely over when Easter cards come on the counter.  Whitsuntide, Michaelmas, and 
Martinmas may have, in time, their peculiar blessings, to be proclaimed by the makers of cards and sachets.”   
 Being British, our writer failed to predict the addition of Halloween cards, Thanksgiving cards, and St. Patrick’s 
Day cards—which I suspect have always been far more an American phenomenon than an Irish one.  But it’s clear 
that, like so many things that we take for granted in our daily lives today, the proliferation of holiday greeting cards 
has its roots firmly in the Victorian era! 
 As for Valentines, New Year’s greetings, Thanksgiving cards and the like, I confess that I’ve become a bit of a 
Scrooge.  I’ve decided that I don’t need to enrich the greeting card industry by sending cards telling people what they 
already know—e.g., that I hope they have a happy whatever-day-it-is.  Since a nice greeting card today often costs 
as much as a paperback novel, I’d rather have the novel—and my family would rather have a phone call.   
 Find out more about Victorian Valentines at www.victorianvoices.net/topics/holidays/Valentines.shtml! 
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