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LA A—T> ‘Pears’ Soap in the Soudan’, Pears’ Soap advertisement, 7he Graphic, 30 July 1887

PEARS' SOAF’ IN THE SOUDAN.,

L & Nt 1 Tiaae
. Exven if aur invasion of the sey as done m hing else it has at any rate left the Arab some-
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Pears” Soap in the Soudan.

Even if our invasion of the Soudan has done nothing else it has at any rate left the Arab some-
thing to puzzle his fuzzy head over, for the legend
Pears’ Soap is the Best,
inscribed in huge white characters on the rock which marks the farthest point of our advance towards Berber,

will tax all the wits of the Dervishes* of the Desert to translate”—Phil Robinson, War Correspondent
(in the Soudan) of the Daily Telegraph in London, 1884.

*dervishe: A A 7 — AFPHE g8 DIEITE FEdkfa
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This advertisement for Pears' Soap in the Sudan, if newspapers of the time are to be believed, represents an actual episode which took
place. In May 1885, articles in the Pall Mall Gazette, Lite, Printing Times, Birmingham Daily Fost, Bristol Mercury, Firesidle News and
British and Colonial Druggist all describe how a huge advertisement for Pears' Soap could be found on a rock in the Sudan. As The Paff
Mall Gazette described:

At Otao, about twenty miles from Suakin, on the Suakin and Berber Railway, stands a huge bunch of rocks about one hundred feet
high, of somewhat conical form. Advantage is taken of the eminence of this rock for posting sentries; hence it is known as the
Tower Rock'. On the face of this rock a huge advertisement, two hundred and fifty [sic] square, in letters of four and a half feet
high, indicates that 'Pears Soap is the Best',

Soldiers in the field apparently painted this message. The spreading of commodity culture, and the symbol of Pears as civiliser and
cleanser, had moved beyond passive representation, Although Pears cannot be seen as playing an active role in the field, the fetishised
product had begun to represent the ideals of British fighters to the extent that the name of Pears is used like the flag as a mark of
conquest. On 22 August 1885, Hustrated London News even depicted an engraving of the scene. It is interesting that a suggestion for
an advertisement on the subject was actually made at this time by a soldier named W. C. Burnett who served in Africa. He sent a sketch
of the scene with his [etter to Pears, although he wrote on the day after the engraving appeared in the Mustrated London News, from
which he could easily have copied it.

In spite of what appears like journalistic jubilation at the event, it is hard to believe that this episode actually took place. It would have
taken a lot of paint and a lot of organisation on the part of a group of soldiers to carry out such an act, which is presented as entirely
spontaneous. All the newspapers also borrow their description of the scene from the Paff Mall Gazette — in some instances word for
word. Yet was the whole episode, whether mythical or actual, constructed by Pears? If so, it was a marvellous publicity stunt and must
have been set up for the press coverage it would elicit. The comments in the Mustrated London News suggest that it was an agent of
Pears who carried out the action:

As for the lllustration, copied from a photograph, it is proof that certain departments of English private enterprise, in the ubiguitous
exercise of modem advertising ingenuity, continue to make their mark on the remotest scenes of warfare, and with character perhaps
more enduring than the traces of our public policy in the Soudan.
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