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A Study of Posters Created in China during the Pre-World War II Period:
The Characteristics of Chinese Posters Created Between the 1880s and the mid-1920s

Abstract : This paper will investigate Chinese posters created between the 1880s and the mid-
1920s - the dawn of Chinese poster history - to examine their characteristics. The few such
posters that survive today have posed a barrier to studies on this subject for a long time. Over

the years since 2017, however, the author benefited from the opportunity to scrutinize and study
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many of the pre-World War II posters owned by the Hong Kong Heritage Museum and a private
collector in Macau, Xiao Chun Yuan, in collaboration with the Chinese researcher Wu Yong Mei,

which led to many new discoveries.

The history of posters in China began with those created between 1889 and 1890 upon the
request of the British trading company Barlow & Company. Until the late 1920s when the
printmaking method used was drawing, and poster creation required an enormous amount of
time and money, four industrial sectors consisting of foreign damage insurance companies,
trading companies, marine transportation companies, and energy companies in Hong Kong and
Shanghai led the poster industry in China. These companies created many posters, thereby
contributing to the development and establishment of basic Chinese poster specifications, for
example, using 788 X 545mm art paper, writing the company name horizontally in a ribbon-
shaped section in the upper part, and inserting a calendar in the lower part, that were passed

on from generation to generation.

There was a strong tendency among foreign companies to choose Chinese classics and historical
events as the main themes that were printed in the middle part. In this respect, the posters
resemble Suzhou woodblock prints produced and distributed during the Qing era. Yet, after the
mid-1910s, companies with Chinese capital that ordered the creation of posters preferred modern

genre paintings over classical themes.

Initially, printing companies in the British Concession in Shanghai were believed to have served
as a contact for ordering such posters and created them at the factories in London. Nevertheless,
this study found that printing company in Hong Kong also took part in the creation of these

posters from an early stage.
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