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Preparing for the Worst 
‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ was a poster meant for use in 
response to widespread bombing or gas attacks on major 
cities. It was designed by the Ministry of Information in late 
June or early July, 1939, and the design was approved on 
August 4th – just under a month before WWII started. 

Little happened at first: the ‘Phoney War’ lasted over eight 
months, with no major military operations on the Western 
Front. In April 1940, stocks of the “Keep Calm” poster were 
pulped as part of a paper recycling campaign.
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Background 

“Keep Calm” was one of a set 
of three morale-boosting 
posters produced shortly 
before the outbreak of 
hostilities in 1939, each 
featuring the ‘Tudor Crown’, 
that represented the British 
state. Below, you can see 
another: 

The Poster 
Campaign that  
Never Was 

2,450,000 copies of “Keep 
Calm” were produced, but 
they were held in reserve for 
use after an emergency such 
as a major air raid. Very few of 
them were put on public 
display during the war.

KEEP CALM… 
How an obscure wartime poster became a 21st century meme
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In the bombing attacks on British cities between September 
7th 1940 and May 21st 1941 (what the British press called the 
Blitz) more than 40,000 civilians were killed, but it was 
decided that no posters of this kind were needed: people did 
remain calm; they did carry on, and there was no need to 
patronise them with a motivational poster.  An October 1940 
edition of the Yorkshire Post reports that the poster was 
displayed in a shop in Leeds but after that, it disappeared into 
obscurity.

The Poster Surfaces Again 
In 2000, Stuart and Mary Manley of Barter Books Ltd. in 
Alnwick, Northumberland, found an original “Keep Calm” 
poster in a box of second-hand books that they had bought at 
auction. They had it framed and displayed it in the shop, 
where it attracted so much interest that they began to sell 
reproductions.

It was thought that very few copies of the original poster 
survived, until a collection of fifteen or more were taken to 
The Antiques Roadshow by Moragh Turnbull in 2012. Her father 
had been tasked with putting up the posters in the event of an 
invasion, but the invasion never came and the posters were 
stored at home.

A monopoly: The moment Moragh Turnbull is told that she 
is “probably sitting on the world’s stock of original ‘Keep 
Calm and Carry On’ posters.”
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A 21st Century 
Industry  

The bold, distinctive graphics of 
the “Keep Calm” poster fitted 
well with contemporary design 
thinking of the early 21st century, 
and the message seemed 
particularly appropriate in a new 
era of stock market crashes, 
terror attacks and the like. 

Stuart Manley of Barter Books

New products 

Reproduction posters were just 
the start: soon there were bags, 
teeshirts, aprons, tea towels, 
foodstuffs, greetings cards, 
mouse mats and more – some of 
them adapting the slogan.
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Whose Intellectual Property is it, Anyway? 
The copyright for the original artwork expired after fifty years, so the poster artwork is now in the 
public domain – which ought to mean that anybody can reproduce or adapt it as they wish. Barter 
Books had sold 100,000 reproductions of the poster by 2011, and they freely granted permission to 
many people who asked to use the design. They would provide them with a copy of the artwork, 
asking only for an acknowledgement on their products in return.

A different interpretation of the public domain nature of the 
poster comes from Mr Mark Coop, who started a business in 
2007 selling mugs, aprons and other souvenirs bearing the 
distinctive design. In 2011, his UK-based company, Keep Calm 
and Carry On Ltd registered the slogan as a community trade 
mark in the European Union, (CTM No: 009455619) and 
also in the United States. They have since enforced their 
trademark through eBay, which blocks the sale of items 
bearing the slogan, unless produced by Mr Coop.

Keep Calm and Carry On Ltd dominate the online retail 
space by another means, too: at www.keepcalmandcarryon.com 
customers can order a wide range of products, with the chance to change the 
wording, change the Tudor crown to a different icon, and alter the colour of the text and the 
background: thus, customers can create something unique, with a stated production time of as little as 
three days. 

Study Questions 
The slogan “Keep Calm…” was already reasonably well-known before trademark registration, and it is 
questionable whether Keep Calm and Carry On Ltd have a strong claim to it. (Mr Coop failed to 
secure trademark status in the United Kingdom, and also in Canada.) Looking to the future, what is 
likely to happen, and how should interested parties act?

Contrast the situation with the “Keep Calm and Carry On” trademark and 
the “I ❤ NY”® logo. What lessons can be learned from the two cases?

Should Mr Stuart Manley of Barter Books have acted differently, when he 
sold reproduction posters but didn’t didn’t attempt to restrict the use of 
the artwork for other purposes?

Patents expire relatively quickly (twenty years in Europe or the USA, for 
example). Modern copyright law recognises the right of author/creator and their 

descendants for life, plus seventy years, whereas the copyright on the original “Keep Calm” poster 
lasted for fifty years. But now that the phrase itself is protected as a trademark, how long will the 
protection remain in place? (And does this state of affairs seem reasonable?)

How important is the short lead time, if Keep Calm and Carry On Ltd are to win business online?

How ‘different’ from the original “Keep Calm” slogan is different enough, for trademark purposes?
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