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Little did Mary and Stuart Manley, the owners of Barter Books – 
a second-hand bookstore in northeastern England – know that 
a poster they discovered in a box of old books would become a 
global phenomenon. 

Iconic poster

T oday, Keep Calm And Carry On is one of 
the most widely recognised posters of the 
21st century. You will have, doubtlessly, seen 
it before. In the poster, the royal Tudor crown 

sits atop a message written in all-capital letters against 
a bold red background. Its iconic design embodies the 
British spirit during the years when restraint and a stiff 
upper lip were a matter of life and death. The story 
behind the poster is simply too beautiful not to share. 
 On the eve of the Second World War, with an armed 
conflict against Germany looking increasingly likely, 
the British Ministry of Information was tasked by 
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the government to design a number of motivational 
propaganda posters. The aim was to boost the public’s 
morale in the troubled years that lay ahead. Posters 
like Your Courage, Your Cheerfulness, Your Resolution Will 
Bring Us Victory and Freedom Is In Peril, Defend It With All 
Your Might were publicly displayed on notice boards, 
shop windows and railway stations.
 However, over 2.5 million posters bearing the Keep 
Calm And Carry On message remained in storage 
throughout the war, as they were to be released only 
in the event of a German invasion. The invasion never 
occurred and so the message lay forgotten in the mists 
of time, until 2000, when second-hand bookstore owner 
Stuart Manley accidentally discovered a poster in a box 
of dusty old books. Stuart showed it to his wife Mary, 
who liked it so much that she had it framed and placed 
over the shop till at the couple’s Northumberland store. 
 Thanks to a Guardian article in December of 2005, 
requests for copies of the poster skyrocketed. “We sold 
over 4,000 posters alone that month,” says Stuart. 

 Today, the poster has attained iconic status. It has 
been imitated, parodied and reproduced on T-shirts, 
mugs, shopping bags, cushions, cufflinks and items 
of everyday use. It has also spread to other aspects 
of popular culture, ranging from Prince William’s 
recent royal wedding to popular music and games.  
 “To date, we have sold over 100,000 posters, 
not to mention mugs, T-shirts, aprons and other 
items,” Stuart explains. “If you add in the hundreds 
of others who jumped in as the requests gained 
momentum, many millions of Keep Calm products 
and their derivations have been sold over 
the years.”  BO

The posTer has been imiTaTed, 
parodied and reproduced 
exTensively


