
Excerpts from Websites re Signs 
 
 
https://www.bartush.com/history/a-brief-history-of-modern-signage/ 
 

• Signs have been around much longer than you think. Before the development of 
technology, signs were merely etchings in stone. These signs were the first tool used by 
man to fully express their ideas. 
 
• We first see the establishment of signage during the Greeks and Romans times. 
Originally made of stone or terra cotta, these signs focused on using attractive imagery 
as opposed to text. This is because most of the population was still illiterate at the time. 
The purpose of these signs was to identify local business, such as taverns and 
workshops. Original signmakers used specific symbols to draw attention to these 
establishments. Materials used in the making of these early signs included stone, wood, 
and leather. 
 
• In the end of the 14th century, King Richard III of England gave order that any 
operation that sold ale must have a sign positioned outside of the establishment. 
Starting out, these signs were very basic, only telling pedestrians essential information, 
however, signs began showing up with logos that included trendy symbols of the day. 
These included dragons and shields. It was during this time that businesses began to 
understand that their signage needed to stand out against competitors.  
 
• The 18th century saw more advancement in the signage industry. Advancement such 
as gas lighting began to shape the modern idea of signage that we see today.   
By the 1940s, business owners found it easy to print larger quantities of signs at an 
affordable cost. The invention of changeable signs gave businesses the opportunity to 
change their message quickly and easily.  
During the the 1960s, Neon lighting quickly became a popular fixture in signage. It’s 
attention grabbing glow quickly spread throughout the United States. Diners and motels 
were now using neon signs almost exclusively and neon lit up the highways across 
America. Due to its growing popularity, neon signs become much more accessible and 
affordable for small business throughout the country. 

 
https://medium.com/@flaviu.mirc/signage-through-the-ages-9e5e8bc06d25 

• Humans have used proto-signage tools and devices for hundreds of thousands of years, 
even before the invention of writing or record keeping. Symbolic advertising, as experts 
call it, was rudimentary — tribesmen scribbled or drew symbols that indicated to others 
that they had certain products to exchange or sell. Although scarce and not exactly 
reliable (at least from an archaeological standpoint), some tablets, dating back 40,000 
years, were found in the Nile delta area, suggesting artisans and craftsmen frequently 
advertised their products (bows, arrows, pots and other everyday utensils). 



As the tribal economies grew, craftsmen and tradesmen started to advertise their 
products and services on a more regular basis. Trade fairs and merchant towns were 
created as places to exchange, sell or buy various goods produced by different tribes. As 
trade further developed, tradesmen had a fixed location and needed to advertise their 
products and services by hanging or installing an identifying insignia. The oldest reliable 
advertising insignia dates back to 3000 BC and was found near the ancient city of Ur, 
located in the Middle East. 
 
• During Antiquity, from 3000 BC to 500 AD, signage evolved tremendously. They were 
widespread in Ancient Egypt, Rome and across the Greek city states. Often the only 
advertising medium employed by craftsmen, tradesmen and artisans, the signs were 
made of simple materials — wood, brick or stone, and had simple designs. Some services 
that were catered for the affluent, like bathhouses or luxury merchants, were made of 
expensive materials, like marble, alabaster, bronze or copper, and employed intricate 
designs and drawings. Almost all stores and workshops had some sort of sign and many 
of them have been unearthed in the ruins of Pompeii and other cities in an almost 
perfect condition. 
 
• After the fall of the Roman Empire, Europe slumped into the Dark Ages, a period mired 
with economic hardships, a decline in trade and widespread destruction of cultural 
symbols. During this period, the signs were minimal, featuring crude designs and basic 
symbols. After the 11th and 12th centuries, the new trade expeditions created a period 
of both economic and cultural revival. Rich merchants, renowned craftsmen and 
workshops had their own signs which often featured sophisticated designs and symbols. 
Most of them also featured elaborate carvings, paints, gilt and expensive materials. The 
most prestigious craftsmen and workshops had a symbol of their own, easily identifiable 
among customers (some experts may call it an early type of logo). 
 
• During this period, advertising was done strictly as an outdoor medium, mainly to 
designate the point of sale or the types of products or services sold. Some products 
manufactured by famous artisans and workshops, like the Murano glass, were advertised 
through word of mouth. Branding, as we understand it today, was during its early stages 
and, even though some artisans were particularly popular and admired for their work, 
their products were never advertised and basically unknown outside their towns or 
cities. 
 
• By the 17th century, English laws required that every craftsman or tradesman exhibit a 
sign that presented the products and services provided. The symbols employed varied 
greatly, but were effective nonetheless: a Bible symbolized a bookseller, a key 
symbolized a locksmith, a shoe was the symbol for shoemakers, while apothecaries were 
easily identified by their mortar and pestle sign. These signs were made of common, 
everyday materials: wood, wrought iron and other metals, but also porcelain and textiles. 
Many of them were quite artistic, the drawings were complex, the colors were vibrant 



and some even featured humorous situations. Names and letters were rarely used 
though, as few people knew how to read, even in major cities like London or Liverpool. 
 
• The 18th century and the beginning of sign regulation 
During the early 1700s outdoor signs were getting more elaborate and heavier than ever. 
Many weighed up to 100 pounds and were dangling dangerously above the streets. After 
a series of tragic accidents, Charles II decreed that no outdoor sign should hang across 
streets or pedestrian walkways. Other regulations across Europe were enforced to limit 
the size, weight and extension of these signs. This stage, although limiting, was 
instrumental in the development of outdoor signs as we know them today. 
 
• The 19th century brought new technology that changed outdoor signage at its roots. In 
1840, the first gas illuminated sign was created for P.T. Barnum’s Museum in Chicago, 
Illinois. The display could work for more than 5 hours straight, mesmerizing passer-byes. 
Gas lighting was further used for other signs across North America and Europe. They 
were particularly popular for theater marquees, retail and drug stores, as well as banks 
and public institutions. 
 
• The first incandescent light bulbs were launched in 1880 and, by 1882, the first 
electrical sign was built in London. It featured tens of incandescent light bulbs and it 
spelled the word “EDISON”. Further on, the Americans created the famous night sign 
(display type), starting the era of illuminated signs. By the 1900s, light bulb signs were 
extremely popular in the United States, many stores using signs that featured thousands 
of lights and covered hundreds of square feet. 
 
• During the early 1900s, Georges Claude and other physicists worked with neon, a 
recently discovered rare gas, to create light. The new invention, called a neon tube, 
quickly became a phenomenon. By the mid 1920s, almost every city in the United States 
had at least one neon tube outdoor sign. 
 
• Neon tubes, although extremely versatile and impressive, had a limited color range. A 
new invention further improved the signage industry in the mid-1930s, when the 
fluorescent tube was launched. The new colors were powerful and fresh, and the tubes 
could be modeled into any shape imaginable. By the end of the 1940s, the development 
of the electric sign industry changed outdoor advertising completely. The industry grew 
enormously: in only five years, from 1924 to 1929, the industry grew from $50,000 to 
more than $18 million annually. 
 
• After World War II, the sign market wanted something new, both in terms of design 
and materials. The 1940s and 1950s was a time of economic boom and a new material 
was quickly becoming ubiquitous — plastic. The major plastics manufacturers vastly 
improved their technologies and were able to produce quality plastics that could be 
easily malleable, versatile and durable. 



The use of plastics in signage was quickly embraced by the public because they were 
cheap, easy to create, extremely versatile and required little to no maintenance. Also, 
plastic signs could be combined with neon and fluorescent tubes, as well as light bulbs, to 
create a complex outdoor sign. By the early 1960s, plastics signs, especially acrylic ones 
were everywhere. Virtually every small store or public institution had a personalized 
plastic sign. Various other signs, banners, A-frames, flags as well as inflatable signs were 
also developed. The availability and success of the plastic signs spawned the creation of 
thousands of companies that designed and manufactured signs across the country. 
Now, more than 95% of outdoor signage is made of plastics, but the technology has 
vastly improved over the last two decades. New modern printing technology allows 
designers to create cutting edge designs, employing fresh, powerful colors on any type of 
medium. Many signs are made of composite materials (reinforced plastics, fiber-
polymers), modern plastics (polyuretane, polyetilene, PVC) but also a huge variety of 
metals, ceramics and textiles. 
 

UV-resisting paints and new laminated printing technology allows designers to create signs that 
can withstand extreme weather, extending the lifetime of outdoor advertising elements. Thanks 
to these new technologies, the colors remain strikingly fresh for decades without any additional 
maintenance. 3D printing, although only in its early stages, is expected to have a powerful 
impact on outdoor advertising. Previously extremely expensive and difficult to manufacture, 3D 
silhouettes, complex outdoor figurines and sculptures are now easier to create and are 
becoming increasingly popular for select clients. 
 
https://www.rolanddga.com/blog/2021/05/26/history-of-signs-infographic 
See  history of signs.pdf 
 
 
https://www.degemmill.com/history-traffic-signs/ 

In one form or another, traffic signs have been in use since the time of the Roman Empire. 
Roads can be traced back to the Bronze Age, but the Romans took the idea and ran with it. By 
building a system of roads, tunnels and bridges from Portugal to Constantinople, the Romans 
were able to move armies faster and bring in more people and goods. In other words, a strong 
road system helped Rome thrive. 

The first road was the Via Appia, or the Appian Way, built in 312 B.C. Milestones were placed at 
regular intervals and often stated who was in charge of maintaining that portion of the road as 
well as the completed repairs. The Romans also erected mile markers at intersections specifying 
the distance to Rome. — so you might say the Romans made the first road sign. 

In ancient Rome, people traveled by horseback, in carts pulled by oxen or by walking — there 
wasn’t yet a need for complex highway systems to accommodate heavy traffic or the everyday 
person rushing to work or to pick up the kids at school. That comes later. 
 



During the Middle Ages, which is the period describing Europe from the fall of Rome in 476 A.D. 
to the 14th century, Roman road systems were still in use. During this time, various sign types 
were placed at crossroads to direct or point people toward different towns. However, when 
Rome fell, the roads were no longer maintained, and transportation was becoming more 
difficult. But, the discovery of the New World soon helped Europe improve transportation 
systems. 
 
Everyone, despite social status, began to leave their comfort zones and travel, either in a 
covered wagon, on horseback or by foot. However, transporting goods in wagon slowed down 
horses and made travel a slow process. It wasn’t until travel became faster, with the invention 
of the bicycle and the automobile, that a need for better road signs developed 
 
One of the earliest organized signing systems was developed by the Italian Touring Club in or 
about 1895. By the early 1900s in Paris, the Congress of International Touring Organizations 
began considering standards for road signage. In 1909, nine European governments chose four 
pictorial symbol signs to be used as a standard in those areas. 
 

n the United States, the 1900s also came with a call for signs to meet automobile industry 
growth. Drivers were easily getting lost without signs. The signs that did exist at the time were 
often damaged or broken. As a result, Americans were becoming aware of a need for signs. 

As early as 1899, the beginning group of the American Automobile Association was formed, 
partially to place signs on busy roads and help guide travelers to their destination. In 1905, the 
Buffalo Automobile Club installed a signed network in New York State, and the Automotive Club 
of California soon followed by placing signs on the most important highways around San 
Francisco. Sometimes colored bands were wrapped around utility poles as signs.  

Although most middle-class families couldn’t afford cars until the 1920s when cars were being 
manufactured more efficiently on assembly lines, signs were still in demand by wealthy car 
owners. Signs were becoming so important, that auto clubs actually competed to be in charge 
of adding them to popular routes — so much so that there’d be multiple signs in one area. Talk 
about confusing!  

Early signs, like those made by the American Automobile Association, were composed of wood 
and placed on iron columns. Many old signs were eventually used to supply metal for World 
War II. In 1915, Detroit installed the first stop sign, which was a two-by-two-foot sheet of metal, 
with black lettering on a white background.  

At this point in history, the signs were not reflective and did not have any standardization 
between various government agencies. Vehicles operated at low speeds, and drivers were 
expected to watch out for other vehicles and obstacles for themselves. 



When automobile traffic began to increase in the 1920s, however, people were traveling on 
roads they were not familiar with, and they were not being warned about potential hazards. It 
was time for a uniform look.  

With people getting lost, auto clubs fighting over who gets to place a sign and complete traffic 
chaos, an urgent need for standard signs arose. Next time you notice a stop sign or construction 
sign, you’ll feel grateful it’s there. Travelers in the early days probably spent more time getting 
lost than enjoying the trip. 

Standardization began in 1922 when W. F. Rosenwald of Minnesota, J. T. Donaghey of 
Wisconsin and A. H. Hinkle of Indiana traveled through several states trying to come up with 
some standardization or uniformity to mark and sign roadways. They reported their findings at 
the 1923 annual meeting of the Mississippi Valley Association of State Highway Departments 
(MVASHD). After some debate, the organization agreed on some distinct shapes to be used for 
various situations. The shapes were as follows: 

• Round: Railroad crossing warning 
• Octagon: To stop 
• Diamond: To show that precautions need to the be taken in a specific area 
• Square: To show some care needs to be taken occasionally 
• Rectangular: For directional or regulation information 
• Star-Shaped: A unique shape used to mark highways 

All signs were to have white backgrounds with black letters or symbols. Instead of being hand-
painted as in the past, the border and the lettering or symbols would be embossed — or 
pushed into the metal. The sign was dipped into paint, and the lettering, symbol and border 
were painted black. This process allowed signs to be made in larger quantities. The machinery, 
however, could only make signs a size of 24 inches, so the MVASHD used this as their standard 
sized sign. 

Shortly after the MVASHD meeting, the state of Minnesota published a Manual of Markers and 
Signs. This is what many consider to be the first manual for traffic signs. Soon, other 
publications were created to meet the needs of motorists, and important changes were taking 
place. As you’ll see below, road signs were being taken a lot more seriously than the good old 
days. Here’s a timeline of traffic sign publications to demonstrate the progress from mile-
markers to sign requirements: 

• Between 1923 and 1927: Both the American Association of State Highway and 
Transportation Officials (AASHTO) and the National Conference on Street and Highway 
Safety (NCSHS) published manuals for standard signs and traffic control devices. 

• In 1924: At their annual meeting, the AASHTO recommended that all warning signs be 
black on yellow background. They also created a Joint Board on Interstate Highways to 
create numbering systems for roadways. 



• In 1925: The Secretary of Agriculture accepted the Joint Board’s recommendations 
which led to the first publication of the National Signing Manual. This manual was for 
rural highways only. 

• In 1929: The second edition was published and contained information on the use of 
reflecting elements and of luminous elements mounted below a standard sign or on a 
separate post. 

• In 1930: The NCSHS adopted the Manual on Street Traffic Signs, Signals and Markings. 
This manual was for urban areas. Some of the differences between the urban and rural 
manuals were colors for some signs, size of the signs and the difference between 
railroad signs. 

• In 1935: The first edition of the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) 
was published. This helped to resolve some of the differences between the rural and 
urban manuals. The signs in this manual were classified as regulatory, warning or guide 
signs. All signs still used block lettering, which had been standard for many years. This 
edition also recommended that certain signs, such as stop signs, be illuminated at night. 
The illumination could be accomplished by the use of glass spheres or “cats eyes” placed 
around the border or by using floodlights for the signs. The minimum size for signs in 
this manual was 24 inches and increased in size in six-inch increments. Only 40 signs 
were illustrated in this addition. 

• In 1939: The MUTCD was revised. The highlights of this revision focused on sign 
illumination. Illumination for route markers, destination and one-way signs was also 
recommended but not required. White reflectors were used for all signs except for stop 
signs which could use red reflectors. 

• In 1942: A war edition of the MUTCD was published. This edition addressed blackout 
conditions, the conservation of materials and the need to limit placement to locations 
for public safety and the efficient movement of essential traffic. Because metal and 
chromium were needed for the war effort, signs made of wood and composite material 
became more common. 

Blackout conditions created many problems and difficulties for vehicle operators. Only vehicles 
equipped with approved blackout lights could move during such blackout conditions. An 
approved vehicle could only have one headlight with very low candlepower and would only 
illuminate the roadway between 20 and 100 feet ahead of the vehicle. This made seeing traffic 
signs mounted at normal heights nearly impossible to see. This wartime edition required 
blackout signs to be mounted no more than 24 inches above the crown of the road, and only 
the message could be reflected. The blackout sign would be placed on the same post, just at 
ground level. This edition mainly addressed the difficulties relating to traffic control devices 
created by war. 

• In 1948: After World War II, a new MUTCD edition was published. This edition had some 
important changes relating to traffic signage. Some of these changes included the 
adoption of the round letter alphabet, and sign legends were simplified by eliminating 
unnecessary words. Illumination was required for all warning and regulatory signs, and 
sign sizes were emphasized.  



• In 1954: In this revised edition of the MUTCD, a couple of significant sign changes were 
made. The most notable was the change in the color of the stop sign. The color changed 
from black on yellow to white on red. This edition also prohibited the use of secondary 
messages on stop signs. The yield sign was introduced in this edition as well. The sign 
was a yellow triangle with the black wording “Yield Right of Way.”  

• In 1961: This edition of the MUTCD brought additional changes to traffic signs. This 
edition recognized the desirability of using symbols. Sign sizes were also increased in 
this edition, and the yield sign was shortened by deleting the words “Right of Way.” This 
edition also addressed the need for traffic control devices for highway construction 
projects for improved safety. Construction warning signs were specified to be black on 
yellow.  

• In 1971: The MUTCD expanded the use of symbols on signs increasing international 
uniformity. The public was educated of these changes by educational plaques below the 
signs. This edition also allowed the color red to be used for several additional regulatory 
signs. The colors white on green were made the standard color for guide signs. The color 
orange was introduced for construction signs and work zone devices. This is also the 
first time school areas were addressed, and the pentagon-shaped school sign was 
introduced. 

• In 1978: The MUTCD added several new symbols for signs, as an alternative to words. 
Symbols for flaggers and workers were added to the construction sign section. 

• In 1988: The MUTCD added a new sign section on recreational and cultural interest 
signs. 

• In 1992: The U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) and Related Agencies 
Appropriations Act enacted legislation requiring the MUTCD to include a minimum level 
of retro-reflectivity. This new standard had to be maintained for all signs that applied to 
roads open to public travel. 

Although the manual is always being revised to improve the safety and efficiency of travel, one 
thing stays the same — it appreciates order! 

Now, you can expect the following road sign colors for instant communication, as color 
indicates the message contained. Here are present-day sign color meanings: 

• Red: Used to stop, yield and prohibition 
• White background: regulatory sign 
• Yellow: general warning message 
• Green: permitted traffic movement and directional guidance 
• Fluorescent yellow or green: School or pedestrian crossings 
• Orange: Warnings and guidance in construction zones 
• Blue: Road service, tourist information or evacuation routes 
• Brown: Guidance to recreational or cultural interest sites 

The United States is not the only place to need a constant revision of road sign standards. 
Another example is Britain.  



In Britain, before the 1950s, road signs were a disaster. It took graphic designers Jock Kinneir 
and Margaret Calvert to create standard and easy-to-read road signs. After testing different 
versions, they created new signs based on the European standard that triangular signs warn, 
circles command and rectangles provide information. They used drawings or pictograms more 
than words.  

A picture can convey a message a lot quicker than words sometimes, and that’s exactly what 
British drivers needed. 

https://www.signs.org/signs-101/identification-of-sign-types 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Signage 

There are four types of signs most commonly used which help navigate users and give them 
appropriate information. They are: 

• Informational: These provide useful information on the place where the users 
are, such as free wifi, opening hours, etc. 
 
• Directional: As the name indicates, these direct users with arrows saying which 
way to go for whichever purpose. These most often at junctions when the user must 
make a decision about the route. 
 
• Identification: To help users recognise where they currently are, identification 
signs can be placed at the entrances of buildings, parks, etc. They symbolise the arrival 
to a destination. 
 
• Regulatory: These let people know what they can and cannot do in a given area 
and are most frequently phrased negatively with the aim of creating a safe 
environment. Examples include “no smoking” or “restricted area”. 

 
Some common signage shape conventions are as follows: 

• Rectangular signs are often used to portray general information to an audience. 
 

• Circular signs often represent an instruction that must be followed, either 
mandatory or prohibitive. 
 

• Triangular signs are often warning signs, used to convey danger or caution. 
 
 
In general, signs perform the following roles or functions: 

• Information-provision: signs conveying information about services and facilities, 
such as maps, directories, instructional signs or interpretive signage used in 
museums, galleries, zoos, parks and gardens, exhibitions, tourist and cultural 
attractions that enhance the customer's experience. Retail signage state product 



names or simply the prices. Highway signs, Billboards, digital displays of stock 
market quotes, etc. 
 

• Persuasion: promotional signage designed to persuade users of the relative merits 
of a company, product or brand. 
 

• Direction/ Navigation: signs showing the location of services, facilities, functional 
spaces and key areas, such as sign posts or directional arrows. 
 

• Identification: signs indicating services and facilities, such as room names and 
numbers, restroom signs, or floor designations. 
 

• Safety and Regulatory: signs giving warning or safety instructions, such as warning 
signs, traffic signs, exit signs, signs indicating what to do in an emergency or natural 
disaster or signs conveying rules and regulations. 
 

• Navigation – may be exterior or interior (e.g. with interactive screens in the floor as 
with "informational footsteps" found in some tourist attractions, museums, and the 
like or with other means of "dynamic wayfinding". 

 
 
Some of the earliest signs were used informally to denote the membership of specific groups. 
Early Christians used the sign or a cross or the Ichthys (i.e. fish) to denote their religious 
affiliations, whereas the sign of the sun or the moon would serve the same purpose for pagans. 

  
The use of commercial signage has a very ancient history. Retail signage and promotional signs 
appear to have developed independently in the East and the West. In antiquity, the ancient 
Egyptians, Romans and Greeks were known to use signage. In ancient Rome, signboards were 
used for shop fronts as well as to announce public events. Roman signboards were usually 
made from stone or terracotta. Alternatively, they were whitened areas, known as albums on 
the outer walls of shops, forums and marketplaces. Many Roman examples have been 
preserved; among them the widely recognized bush to indicate a tavern, from which is derived 
the proverb, "A good wine needs no bush". Apart from the bush, certain identifiable trade signs 
that survive into modern times include the three balls of pawnbrokers and the red and 
white barber's pole. Of the signs identified with specific trades, some of these later evolved into 
trademarks. This suggests that the early history of commercial signage is intimately tied up with 
the history of branding and labelling. 

  
Recent research suggests that China exhibited a rich history of early retail signage 
systems.[11] One well-documented, early example of a highly developed brand associated with 
retail signage is that of the White Rabbit brand of sewing needles, from China's Song Dynasty 
period (960-1127 CE). A copper printing plate used to print posters contained message, which 
roughly translates as: "Jinan Liu's Fine Needle Shop: We buy high quality steel rods and make 
fine quality needles, to be ready for use at home in no time." The plate also includes a 



trademark in the form of a white rabbit which signified good luck and was particularly relevant 
to the primary purchasers, women with limited literacy. Details in the image show a white 
rabbit crushing herbs, and included advice to shoppers to look for the stone white rabbit in 
front of the maker's shop. Thus, the image served as an early form of brand 
recognition. Eckhart and Bengtsson have argued that during the Song Dynasty, Chinese society 
developed a consumerist culture, where a high level of consumption was attainable for a wide 
variety of ordinary consumers rather than just the elite. The rise of a consumer 
culture prompted the commercial investment in carefully managed company image, retail 
signage, symbolic brands, trademark protection and sophisticated brand concepts.[13] 
During the Medieval period, the use of signboards was generally optional for traders. However, 
publicans were on a different footing. As early as the 14th century, English law compelled 
innkeepers and landlords to exhibit signs. In 1389, King Richard II of England compelled 
landlords to erect signs outside their premises. The legislation stated "Whosoever shall brew 
ale in the town with intention of selling it must hang out a sign, otherwise he shall forfeit 
his ale." Legislation was intended to make public houses easily visible to passing inspectors of 
the quality of the ale they provided (during this period, drinking water was not always good to 
drink and ale was the usual replacement). In 1393 a publican was prosecuted for failing to 
display signs. The practice of using signs spread to other types of commercial establishments 
throughout the Middle Ages.[17] Similar legislation was enacted in Europe. For instance, in 
France edicts were issued 1567 and 1577, compelling innkeepers and tavern-keepers to erect 
signs. 
  
Large towns, where many premises practiced the same trade, and especially, where these 
congregated in the same street, a simple trade sign was insufficient to distinguish one house 
from another. Thus, traders began to employ a variety of devices to differentiate themselves. 
Sometimes the trader used a rebus on his own name (e.g. two cocks for the name of Cox); 
sometimes he adopted a figure of an animal or other object, or portrait of a well-known person, 
which he considered likely to attract attention. Other signs used the common association of 
two heterogeneous objects, which (apart from those representing a rebus) were in some cases 
merely a whimsical combination, but in others arose from a popular misconception of the sign 
itself (e.g. the combination of the leg and star may have originated in a representation of the 
insignia of the garter), or from corruption in popular speech (e.g. the combination goat and 
compasses is said by some to be a corruption of God encompasses). 
 
Around this time, some manufacturers began to adapt the coats of arms or badges of noble 
families as a type of endorsement. These would be described by the people without 
consideration of the language of heraldry, and thus such signs as the Red Lion, the Green 
Dragon, etc., have become familiar, especially as pub signs. By the 17th and 18th centuries, the 
number of commercial houses actively displaying the royal arms on their premises, packaging 
and labelling had increased, but many claims of royal endorsement were fraudulent. By 1840, 
the rules surrounding the display of royal arms were tightened to prevent false claims. By the 
early 19th century, the number of Royal Warrants granted rose rapidly when Queen Victoria 
granted some 2,000 royal warrants during her reign of 64 years. 

  



Since the object of signboards was to attract the public, they were often of an elaborate 
character. Not only were the signs themselves large and sometimes of great artistic merit 
(especially in the 16th and 17th centuries, when they reached their greatest vogue) but the 
posts or metal supports protruding from the houses over the street, from which the signs were 
swung, were often elaborately worked, and many beautiful examples of wrought-iron supports 
survive both in England and continental Europe. 
 
Exterior signs were a prominent feature of the streets of London from the 16th century. Large 
overhanging signs became a danger and a nuisance in the narrow ways as the city streets 
became more congested with vehicular traffic. Over time, authorities were forced to regulate 
the size and placement of exterior signage. In 1669, a French royal order prohibited the 
excessive size of sign boards and their projection too far over the streets. In Paris in 1761, and 
in London, about 1762–1773, laws were introduced which gradually compelled sign boards to 
be removed or fixed flat against the wall. 
 
For the most part, signs only survived in connection with inns, for which some of the greatest 
artists of the time painted sign boards, usually representing the name of the inn. With the 
gradual abolition of sign boards, the numbering of houses began to be introduced in the early 
18th century in London. It had been attempted in Paris as early as 1512, and had become 
almost universal by the close of the 18th century, though not enforced until 1805. Another 
important factor was that during the Middle Ages a large percentage of the population 
was illiterate and so pictures were more useful as a means of identifying a public house. For this 
reason there was often no reason to write the establishment's name on the sign and inns 
opened without a formal written name—the name being derived later from the illustration on 
the public house's sign. In this sense, a pub sign can be thought of as an early example of visual 
branding. 

  
During the 19th century, some artists specialized in the painting of signboards, such as 
the Austro-Hungarian artist Demeter Laccataris. Pending this development, houses which 
carried on trade at night (e.g. coffee houses, brothels, etc.) had various specific arrangements 
of lights, and these still survive to some extent, as in the case of doctors' surgeries, and 
chemists' dispensaries. 
 
Several developments in the early 20th century provided the impetus for widespread 
commercial adoption of exterior signage. The first, spectaculars, erected in Manhattan in 1892, 
became commonplace in the first decade of the 20th century and by 1913, "the skies were 
awash with a blaze of illuminated, animated signs."[21]In the 1920s, the newly developed neon 
sign was introduced to the United States. Its flexibility and visibility led to widespread 
commercial adoption and by the 1930s, neon signs were a standard feature of modern building 
around the world.[22] Privilege signs, which employed the manufacturer's brand as a form of 
retail endorsement, were common on retail stores during the 20th century, but their use has 
waned as retailers gained increasing power in the late 20th century. A small number of privilege 
signs are still present, but most have become abandoned ghost signs. 



https://connecticuthistory.org/tavern-signs-mark-changes-in-travel-innkeeping-and-artistic-
practice/ 
http://emuseum.chs.org/emuseum/collections/245/tavern-and-inn-signs 
 
What is a tavern sign? The term designates a popular category of early American folk art, 
typically consisting of a wooden signboard painted on both sides with a combination of images 
and words and equipped with hand-forged, often decorative, iron hardware for hanging. Tavern 
signs originated from the practical need to identify dwellings licensed to provide entertainment 
to travelers–entertainment being the period term for essential services, including food, drink, 
and lodging, as well as feed and stabling for horses. 
 
https://elitesignsandgraphics.com/the-history-of-signs 
Signage can be defined as any kind of visual graphics created to display information to a 
particular audience. Signs have been around, since, the Paleolithic Era a.k.a the cave man era, 
which dates back to 18,000 B.C. The history of signs began with symbolic expression through 
paintings on cave walls that told a story (as shown below). These are primarily thought to be 
ritualistic in nature, but, they illustrate how early symbolism became important not only for 
artistic expression, but, for human communication. 

Modern visual signs, as we know of today, started around the time of the Greek, Roman and 
Egyptian cities, dating from about 3000 B.C. and beyond. Most of these signs were made of 
stone or terra cotta with the use of imagery more than text, since, many people were illiterate, 
during, that time. Most of the signs were made through carvings or paintings on the interior 
and exterior walls of buildings. 

Fast-forwarding through history, after the Dark Ages, the increase in trade, commerce and 
wealth encouraged increasingly elaborate and artistic forms of trade signs. The use of carvings, 
bright paint, ornamental iron and even gilding encouraged competition between merchants to 
see who could create the most elaborate signs. 

Did You Know?  In the early 1700’s the very first sign regulations were put in place to protect 
the public from large signs hanging too far into the narrow streets. Going into the mid-1800’s, 
there could be seen, the use of gas lighted signs, then the invention of the electric bulb, created 
a whole new technology in signage (as shown below).The invention of the neon tube, followed 
the invention of the light bulb. This neon tube technology could bend into countless shapes and 
came in many colors. Electronic illuminated signs have been in the American industry ever 
since, going into the early 1900s and beyond. The improvement of plastics, before and after 
World War II, expanded its usage for advertising signs, making it easy to create both unique and 
mass-produced products. Changeable copy signs were another useful advertising and 
marketing creation that has expanded into the use of LED’s and programmable messages used 
widely today. One thing is clear. The use of symbols in daily human life is as strong now as it 
was so many generations ago. Symbolism transcends cultural boundaries, encourages 
communication and cooperation, and will continue to evolve along with us. 


