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Scenery in the old Cigarette Cards

Li Desheng

Cigarette cards go under many names in Chinese: such as “Yanghua” (foreign picture), “Maopian”,
“xiangyan paizi” (cigarette cards” and “Huazhi” (flowery paper), etc. The appellation varies in
different areas. A Cigarette card is a kind of small advertisement attached to the old-time cigarette
pack as a gift. Its size ranges from 4.5x3.2 cm to 5.3x6.4 cm. It was deeply loved by people at that
time for its exquisite pattern and rich content. In the first half of the 20th century, it was all the
rage and regarded as one of the three major collection items in the world; the other two were
stamps and coins

The cigarette card was invented in America. In 1875, Allen & Ginter Company in Richmond,
America, began to produce packs of cigarettes. A pack might have five or ten cigarettes. To solve
the problem of loose packaging, Mr. Ginter put cards printed with coloured patterns into the
packs so that the packs became stiff and neat and cigarettes inside wouldn’t break. Besides, the
small cards could also be regarded as gifts given by the cigarette manufacturers to the customers
in return. It was a great pleasure to smoke and at the same time, appreciate beautiful pictures
when printed matter was not widespread.

In 1886, the cigarette was introduced into China and quickly spread. Driven by profit, Britain,
America and Japan strove to be the first to build factories in Shanghai to produce cigarettes. In
order to promote the sales of products, they printed large numbers of various kinds of exquisite
publicity materials to ensnare smokers and grab the market. They racked their brains in designing
the cigarette cards. The Japanese business people took the lead in printing the “beauties of
China” and “Chinese landscape”, breaking a path for the "sinification" of the cigarette cards.
American Tobacco Company and The Imperial Tobacco Company of Britain merged to become
the international monopoly British-American Tobacco Company Limited in 1902. With the rising
of the national tobacco industry of China, Guangdong Nanyang Brothers Tobacco Company was
also set up in 1905. Moreover, about one hundred small tobacco factories also joined hands with
it to launch a time consuming tobacco war. As the publicity pioneer in the trade war, cigarette
cards shouldered the important task of seizing the market. At that time, famous painters created
numerous fancy cigarette cards. In the first half of the 20th century, a series of beautiful landscape
cigarette pictures were produced, such as the large sets of coloured cards titled “Tourist Attractions
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of China”, “Scenery of Taishan Mountain”, “Scenery of South China” and “Scenes of West Lake”.
The author is fortunate to have collected over 10,000 cigarette cards, with those of landscape and
tourist attractions occupying a fairly large proportion. Coincidently, Academy Press of China
is about to publish a set of “Memories of Hometown through Paintings” series, with a view to
presenting the old appearance of the hometown. After Ms. Yang Lei, editor-in-charge, and the
author consulted by letter several times, they decided to compile the picture album together.
They used such influential cigarette cards as “Ancient Tower” published by Murai Brothers Co.,
Ltd. of Japan in 1904, “Ancient Bridges”, “Tourist Attractions of China” and “Scenery of Taishan
Mountain” issued by British-American Tobacco Company Limited in 1920 and 1925 respectively.
In addition, the author also picked the super large coloured cigarette picture titled “Tourist
Attractions of China” published by Qidong Tobacco Company in 1934, measuring 140*222 mm.
This kind of cigarette picture was originally placed in the large cigarette packaging as gifts, so its
circulation was small and few such pictures can be found now.

Most of these works are printed by means of lithography, using the methods of artificial color
separation plate making and artificial toning. The works look ordinary at first sight, but when you
put it under a magnifier to look, you will be amazed because the picture is comprised of thickly
dotted diversified color spots and pieces, obviously a work of Pointillism. It features a unique and
vivid effect, blending light and color. It is the charm of the cigarette picture printed by means of
lithography. Another attraction of the series is that some of the scenic spots and buildings which
were represented as famous historic sites on the cigarette cards have disappeared without a trace.
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The White Pagoda at Beihai Park
Location: Beihai Park, Xicheng Distict,Beijing
City

Formally named Qionghua Pagoda, it was

originally built in 1651. It is a building made of
brick, wood and stone.
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The Tianningsi Tower

Location: The Tianning Temple, Fuxingmen-
wai, Xicheng District, Beijing City
This tower was built of brick and stone.



