
 

 

Rare Chinese Advertising Posters 

 

 

  The early 20th Century in China was a period of extensive political change and 

economic expansion.   Much as they do today, the world’s industrial powers saw China 

as a boundless market for their goods.   By 1918, there were nearly 7,000 offices and 

branches of foreign firms in China, doing business in many sectors of the Chinese 

economy, such as shipping, textiles, tobacco, chemicals, insurance and pharmaceuticals.      

 

 As the consumer market grew, so did the use by Chinese and foreign companies 

of what had been a typically Western advertising technique -- the poster.  By the late 

1930's, Chinese customers were the target of the West's most famous corporate names -- 

British-American Tobacco, Standard Oil of New York (Mobil), Colgate Palmolive, and 

Eveready Batteries, among others -- all of whom used posters extensively to promote 

their products.   Even though posters were for the most part giveaways to distributors and 

retailers, they became so popular that Chinese consumers bought them to use 

decoratively in their homes.  In Shanghai, there were dealers whose sole stock consisted 

of advertising calendars and posters.     

 

To create the advertisements, ad agencies, printing companies and manufacturers 

– the huge British American Tobacco Company had its own design and print studio -- 

engaged artists to paint a picture.  Typically, the painting would be of a beautiful woman 

or a scene from a popular legend or tale.  The painting would then be reproduced by color 

lithography, and would become the central part of the poster, often framed by a colorful 

border.  On the sides or the bottom (sometimes on the reverse) were lunar and solar 

calendars.  The name of the company, together with the advertised product, was printed 

prominently at the top or bottom, and depictions of the product appeared on the poster.   

 

Designs were sometimes commissioned by clients for their exclusive use, or 

prepared by the ad agency and shared by a number of clients.  Often, identical or slightly 

altered images were used to advertise different brands. 

 

Early calendar posters from the 1910's echoed traditional New Year pictures 

(“nianhua”), depicting the idealized sedate and feminine woman surrounded by her 

healthy children, and scenes from folk tales and classic stories.   While the posters of the 

1920s and 30s made some use of such tales and stories, the most pervasive images were 

of glamorous women in modern dress and surroundings.  These, with their portrayal of 

revealingly attired and smoking beauties, reflected the changing and increasingly 

independent role of urban women in Chinese society.  The barely-glimpsed bound foot of 

the earliest ads had given way to ankles and feet clad in fashionable Western-style shoes. 

 

Just as the traditional New Year pictures used imagery symbolizing the good 

things in life, the advertising posters depicted the modern ideal of prosperity and fortune -

- luxurious home furnishings, gardens, radios, telephones, golf courses and, of course, the 

plethora of products meant to help consumers attain their prosperous state.   

 



After 1938, and China’s declaration of the War of Resistance Against Japan, and 

the Chinese civil war, China's economy went into decline and so too did the art of the 

advertising poster. 

 

Half a century after these materials achieved widespread popularity, Chinese 

collectors have been unfurling posters long stashed away in closets and boxes.  Over the 

past five years, these posters have found their way into the collections of individuals and 

major museums, including the Hong Kong Museum of History, the National Gallery of 

Australia and the Powerhouse Museum of Sydney, Australia.   

   

The survival of these materials -- through the overthrow of the Qing dynasty, the 

Japanese occupation, the 1949 Revolution, the upheavals of famine in the 50’s and finally 

the catastrophic Cultural Revolution -- is testimony to the power of these images and 

their importance in documenting the social, economic and artistic history of an era. 
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