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INTRODUCTION
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Early 1950s’ artwork by Bamforth’s Douglas Tempest, typifying the seaside tradition of saucy postcards.
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Even postcards created purely for advertising purposes were vetted for decency. This one was approved by the Isle of Man Postcard Censorship Committee in 1949.

The tradition of saucy postcards is central to British popular culture of the last century. Randy nurses, henpecked husbands and nagging wives were all part of the postcard artists’ repertoire long before the Carry On films began. Such archetypes were brought to exaggerated life with suggestive jokes and lurid illustrations that are synonymous with the seaside resorts where they were sold.

“I think these cards represent two weeks of the year when people went on holiday to a different place that had different rules,” says Dr Nick Hiley, head of the British Cartoon Archive. “That holiday promised all sorts of things – more and better food, more drink, more sun and more sex. And it promised more self expression and freedom. The cards help to define that whole liberty.”
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Fat ladies were a favourite theme of Bamforth’s seaside designs for decades.

Arguably the most successful publisher of such postcards is Bamforth & Co, a company that thrived for well over 100 years. This book presents a selection of Bamforth’s funniest cards and reveals the background to their publication.

The story begins in Holmfirth, a small town six miles south of Huddersfield in West Yorkshire. Holmfirth is best remembered as the picturesque location for the BBC sitcom Last of the Summer Wine, but the town had a comic claim to fame long before that programme started production in 1972.

The original Bamforth company was a photography business established at Holmfirth’s Station Road in 1870. Thirteen years later the founder, James Bamforth (born 1842), diversified into the production of magic lantern slides based on his own pictures. The Station Road premises became a factory with a photographic studio on the top floor. The Victorians’ fascination with this early form of mass entertainment led to increasingly sophisticated projectors becoming available by the 1880s. Bamforth responded with a wide variety of hand-coloured photographic slides that proved so popular that in 1898 an extension was built to the Station Road factory to facilitate increased output. An estimated 1,400 sets of slides, comprising 20,000 images, were made available between 1883 and the beginning of the First World War. Bamforth advertising declared the company to be ‘The Largest Producer in the World’, although contemporary descriptions of the studio suggest a cottage industry frugality. “He chose homely themes, due to his use of neighbours as models and sitters,” said the February 1899 issue of Photogram magazine. “Thus it came about, to his lasting credit, that the simple characters of his stories combined with the naturalness of the leading figures in them, has endeared his life model sets to millions of children and adults.”
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The card below reproduces Sandy Powell’s 1930s’ radio catchphrase, “Can you hear me, Mother?” The above two examples date from 1963.
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The exterior of Bamforth’s premises at 12 Station Road, Holmfirth, in 1903.
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James Bamforth, the photographer who started the Bamforth company in 1870.
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The photography for postcards and magic lantern slides took place in the top floor studio at Station Road.
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A selection of hand-coloured magic lantern slides produced by Bamforth. From left to right, slides from: Mary Stubbs’ Dream: or, Christmas Eve at the Blue Boar (1897), Harry’s Pint, or Threepence a Day (1898) and The Lifeboat (1899). The latter two feature James Bamforth in key roles.

James understood his market – many of the life model sets were presented in religious narratives for projection at Sunday Schools, or with a moralistic message that was ideal for Temperance Society lectures. Newspapers dubbed him ‘King of the Lantern Slides’ and by the end of the 19th century the company was best known for its ‘Illustrated Song Series’. The 1912 set commemorating the sinking of the Titanic presented the unfolding tragedy in a vividly coloured series of photographs and illustrations. These included images of the ship striking the iceberg, passengers clambering aboard lifeboats, a radio operator frantically signalling for help and the captain, Edward Smith, with waves lapping around his knees. During screenings of the slides audiences were encouraged to sing ‘Be British’, the song composed as part of the huge charity drive to help families of the deceased.

With a studio, his own painted backcloths and a repertory company of local models prepared to sit for little or no money, it is perhaps unsurprising that James took a keen interest in the burgeoning art of filmmaking. In 1896 Bradford’s Riley Brothers commissioned Bamforth to make films with the initial aim of demonstrating their newly bought kinematograph camera for customers. James’ son Frank (born 1872) would act as director, his daughter ‘Miss Jane’ (born 1878) became an all-round production assistant and another son Edwin (born 1877) had small acting roles. James’ oldest son Harry (born 1867) projected the films in public halls, using a phonograph to provide a musical soundtrack. At least 15 ‘RAB’ films were produced by James between 1898 and 1900. “My grandfather was a genius,” recalled Derek Bamforth in 2006. “Not only was he a great artist, he was a great entrepreneur and to have that history in the family is wonderful.”
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