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The Rise and Fall of Posters for
Publicity as Well as Their Evolution

Chen Lyu-sheng

Posters for publicity evolve from advertisements, posters and placards, a product of

the 20th centuty.

Advertisements, posters and placards have some commercial meaning and their artistry
serves the commercial needs. However, posters for publicity are not characteristic of the

commercial demand, but of political purpose, and their artistry serves the social needs.

Posters for publicity rose from the needs of China’s revolutionary movements and
wars in the 20th century and also played such an important role as the new-typed Chinese
New-year painting did. With the end of the wars, fewer and fewer social and political
movements, the transformation of propaganda in social life and in addition the tise of new

media, posters for publicity began to decline in the 1980s.

Posters for publicity occupied a special social position in their prime time and attracted

many famous painters, so they were full of artistic meaning and pursuit, thus becoming an

important and necessary kind of art in the creation and exhibition. With the fall of posters

for publicity in the social life, people still examine them in an artistic demand, but fewer
famous painters pay attention to their existence and development. In the new century,
posters for publicity have functioned as advertisements and posters or have an equal
position like advertisements and posters. They have begun to break away from the painting
area and gone into the big scope of fine arts. In the field of design, posters for publicity are

often seen now.

The Rise of Posters for Publicity and the Influence of the
Soviet Union

Posters for publicity began to appear in the 1930s and reflected the social requirements
against the Japanese invaders. In the War of Resistance against Japan, posters for publicity

represented a special social meaning, inspired the anti-Japanese morale and encouraged

11



people’s anti-Japanese spirit. Many successful painters painted posters for publicity in that
petiod, and their posters for publicity were full of enthusiasm and became representative

examples in the Chinese history of fine arts.

In the course of the CPC’s revolution, posters for publicity had been valued much
and played an important role in the revolutionary wars. The early posters for publicity

were restricted by objective conditions, so they were mainly in woodcut and regarded the

- expression of fighting as the value criterion. Usually, they had exaggerated images, high

_spirits and stronger themes, but did not value much of artistry. The images full of crying,

waking, inspiring, exciting as well as slogans, became another kind of force in addition to
guns.

After 1949, posters for publicity like the Chinese New-year painting and picture books
were valued much by the governments of the CPC. “And political posters for publicity
also appeared, which had great influence among the people as a popular art. The posters
developed rapidly because they could reflect the movements of peace, democratic reform
and productive reform. By 1954, only in Beijing more than 11 million copies had been
distributed to encourage people to struggle for peace, work, freedom and happiness.” “The
large number of distribution” showed the position of posters for publicity in the political
life and social development of New China. If we were in the streets or factories, we could
see that the colorful political posters for publicity “had become ornaments in the shop
windows, workshops and workers clubs.” Thus, posters for publicity also had become one

of the most important marks in “the great development of fine arts”.

In his report made at the Enlarged Meeting of the National Committee of the Chinese
Artists Association, Jiang Feng listed some excellent and innovative posters in the artistic
style and form, of which he especially mentioned the political poster for publicity of
Learning the Advanced Experience from the Soviet Union by Li Zong-jin. This showed
that posters for publicity occupied a position in the creation of fine arts. However, like
“Learning the Advanced Experience from the Soviet Union.” with the founding of
the People’s Republic of China, everything in the past went away. China began to learn
everything from the Soviet Union including the political system, social life and so on.

On April 3, 1951, the Exhibition of Posters for Publicity and Caricatures from the
Soviet Union was held in Beijing, This was the early introduction to the exhibition of fine
arts of the Soviet Union, which not only showed the importance of posters for publicity
in the society, but also provided the direct opportunity of acquiring experience from the

Soviet Union. Many important theorists wrote articles to express their feelings or make



summaries. On March 25, 1951, People’s Daily published Zhong Dian-fei’s article of
Learning from the Artists of the Soviet Union: Feelings after Visiting the Posters for
Publicity of the Soviet Union as well as two posters for publicity and of the Soviet Union.
and published Ivanov’s Drink the Dnieper River Water, and will Prink Putra River Niemen
River and Bougner River, Clearing away the Caricatures Fascists from Soviet Land and
Bilevski’s Vote to All Zhong Dian-fei wrote, “This exhibition will push China’s fine art
ahead, and especially many posters for publicity rarely seen will be of great significance to
strengthening the work of posters for publicity in the field of resisting the U. S. aggtression
and aiding Korea.” On April 9, 1951, Cai Ruo-hong’s The Miniature of Two Worlds:
Introduction to the Exhibition of Posters for Publicity and Caricatures from the Soviet
Union, Yuan Shui-pai’s Seeming to See Our Close Ally: Visiting the Exhibition of Posters
for Publicity and Caricatures from the Soviet Union, Huan Jun-wu’s Posters for Publicity
and Caricatures from the Soviet Union and Yan Meng’s Something about the Exhibition
ot Posters for Publicity and Caricatures from the Soviet Union were published in People’s
Daily. In addition, People’s Daily published some selected works from this exhibition in full
pages. From this time on, the experience and model of the Soviet Union set an example in
China, and especially the simple and distinctive style of posters for publicity in the period
of Yan’an turned into a model full of fighting spirit and delicate artistry with the Western
painting style as the background.

Posters for publicity in the Soviet Union were regarded as an artistic form valued much
by the governments and also as “a brave and advanced art, and integral part of the universal
cause.” In the late 1940s, Publication Resolutions on the Shortcomings and Improvements
of Political Posters for Publicity issued by the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist
Party demanded that “all circles should regard posters for publicity” as an important
instrument of communist education and political encouragement. In this resolution,
newspaper editorial offices of the Central, Republics, Border Areas and Provinces and
editors from the journals of Arts and Sparks were asked to comment on the published
posters for publicity. In 1949, a large scale of “exhibition of posters for publicity was
held in the Soviet Union” and the roving exhibition went into many constituent republics,
so Director of the Soviet Artists Association wrote an article of The Soviet Posters for
Publicity: an Important Instrument of Encouragement by Bolsheviks and pointed out,
“The sublime role of the Soviet posters for publicity and the increasing requirements of
the masses, with the development of socialist culture, demand that the people in charge

of organization and propaganda of the Party, namely, painters, editors, publishers and
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theorists, should shoulder the responsibilities of improving the quality of political ideas
and contents in the future and work tirelessly for artistry and printing quality.” In addition
to the Soviet influences, there were some influences from some Eastern European socialist
countries, and especially the film posters for publicity from Poland had a great influence
on China’s creation of posters for publicity in the 1950s. In April 1957, “the Exhibition
of Poland Posters for Publicity and Illustrations” was held in Beijing, of which the film

posters for publicity was characteristic of distinctive image, intense style and national

form, thus becoming the reference of many painters. This reference shows the course of
China’s posters for publicity and also a shortcut of improving artistry in a short time. In
1954, Talking about Political Posters for Publicity by the Soviet theorists was published in
Zhaohua Publishing House of Fine Arts, which had a deep theoretical influence on the
development of China’s posters for publicity.

The Prosperity of Posters for Publicity and Its Social Function

After the 1950s, China’s posters for publicity promoted by political movements and
influenced by the Soviet arts were beginning to take shape and played an important role in
the social life. The reasons for this are, in the one hand, that the new regime needed to be
consolidated and new society to be constructed, and in the other hand, continuous political
movements needed posters for publicity because propaganda and agitation had become the
first mission in the social political movements. Through various propagandas, the masses
were educated in time, their awareness was raised, everyone’s will was unified, everyone’s
strength was organized so that political movements may be guided to go to the direction
that policy-makers indicated. At that time most people were illiterate, and in addition there
was vast land and poor media, so full use of the plastic arts in the form of propaganda and
agitation had become the fittest selection of propaganda at that time. In the atmosphere of
reality, a public art closely related with the society should have its base among the masses
in the propaganda of themes, various wall papers, propaganda columns, mural paintings in
urban and rural areas as well as parade and assembly place, leaving the marks or traces of
this age. It’s doubtless that posters for publicity of plastic arts are the most agitating and
popular among the people. Catering to the needs of the times, this kind of art reflects the

value in a special age and also records the process and history of movements.

Posters for publicity in the 1950s always walked in the forefront of plastic arts in the

propaganda of national policies and political movements. In the field of form, it broke



away from the simple style in the period of Yan’an and began to turn to artistry. As a kind
of art, posters for publicity were visited at any national exhibition and became one of the
symbols that popular art went into the ivory tower at that time. The artistic level of posters

for publicity as a whole was raised for many painters participated in them.

In 1954, Jiang Feng made a summary of fine arts in the past 5 years. As for posters
for publicity, he thought that “they had had great influences among the masses. ” In
the past five years, over 11 million copies spread to the masses only in Beijing, inspiring
strongly people to struggle for peace work, freedom and happiness At the Second National
Exhibition of Fine Arts in 1955, the representative works of Five-star Red Flags in All
Over Taiwan by Ha Qiong-wen, I'm Willing to Be a Dove of Peace by Fang Jing and others
were well known in China. In this period, People’s Fine Arts Publishing House published
180 varieties and distributed copies reached over 126 million, of which We Love Peace
reached 2.4335 million.

In 1955, a group of articles about posters for publicity was published in No. 8 Issue
of Fine Arts, which made a better summary of achievements and existing problems in this
period. It can be seen that posters for publicity attracted the attention of the academic
circle instead of its use in the reality. In his article of Badly Needing to Improving Posters
for Publicity Further, Zou Ya pointed out some problems in the creation of posters for

publicity:

Firstly, the number of posters for publicity can not satisfy the increasing needs because -

some painters have wrong ideas; the leading organs have not promoted or valued much of

this kind of art in the past few years; organizational work is poor.

Secondly, the quality of posters for publicity was poor compared with the increasing
requirements of the masses. Some posters for publicity have serious shortcomings of
conceptualization in dealing with subject matter and themes. In addition, there exists a

serious formulated problem in-its painting technique.

Thirdly, there exists an inclination of stereotype in the artistic style. In his article of
Strengthening the Agitating Force of Posters for Publicity, Shen Peng wrote, “To make
posters for publicity better and fully play its role in public education, agitating function
must be researched completely.”” He pointed out, “In the one hand, posters for publicity
and paintings can not be separated to prevent the loss of their common points, and in the
other hand, what’s more important is that the special nature of posters for publicity should
be understood, namely, the intense agitating function.” After making a deep investigation,

Ma Ke wrote an article of Valuing the Opinions of the Masses and Improving the Creation



