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A Last Look

By Ming Deng

Calendars in China were commercial
products widely distributed by
companies before the 1970. These
calendars, produced in Shanghai, gained
their reputation and popularity because of
the artworks featured in them. Chinese
folk custom for New Year celebrations
included pasting calendars of the
upcoming year on walls, as a symbol for
good luck. Capitalizing on this tradition,
companies gave away free calendars that
contained advertisements of their
products. These monthly calendars
provided an invaluable publicity
opportunity for companies and that was

the reason why for a long time, monthly
calendars were given away for free.

Compared with the traditional calendars on wooden boards, the
monthly calendars have three main features. First, the monthly
calendars contain both dates from the lunar and the solar
calendars, which was a characteristic carried over from the
wooden calendars. Second, the monthly calendars were
designed to be aesthetically pleasing, which was a feature
previous calendars had overlooked. The monthly calendars
were produced using the newest lithograph and printing
technologies, and the artworks presented were lifelike and
three-dimensional which surpassed the simple line drawings of
the former calendars. Third, the monthly calendars contained
advertisements of commercial products, which was an
innovation and the reason why these calendars were created
and produced. The widespread popularity of these calendars
followed the footsteps of the infiltration of commercial products
throughout China.Combined with the decreased popularity of
Chinese lunar calendars and the increased emphasis on
aesthetics and advertising, by the 1920's, monthly calendars
dominated the New Year paintings market.




The artworks in the traditional calendars
used a combination of Western-style
sketching and water-color techniques.
The artists first drew the outlines of the.
subjects,then laid a light layer of
translucent water colors, used dried color
to create texture, and applied a final coat
of water color over the entire painting,
which gave the painting its final lifelike
results. This water-color technique was
first used by Man-tuo Zheng, an artist in
Anhui province, in 1914. This method
yielded results similar to that of a
photograph, which compared with
previous techniques produced brighter
and more lifelike pictures. Based on the
popular reaction to the new painting style,
the new style of painting quickly replaced
the old painting system used in the old
calendars.

The range of subjects portrayed in the monthly calendars was
not broad. There were mainly five categories: traditional
Chinese paintings of beautiful women, dolls, historical legends,
characters from operas, and historical sites. Pictures of
beautiful women in modern and historical dress and of dolls
dominated the calendars. Although novelties like cars and
airplanes appeared in the calendars, there was almost no
depiction of men in any of the calendar paintings. The
calendars were printed on two types of paper: cardboard paper
or copper paper. In the earlier days, most of the calendars
were printed on smaller-sized cardboard papers with the dates
printed on the back. The larger-sized calendars printed on
copper paper became the prototype later. Publishers reinforced
the top of the calendars with foil and used thicker cardboard
paper to make it easier to hang up these calendars. This style
of assembling calendars continued to be popular even to the
1980's. The people and scenery depicted in the calendars were
directly draw on with water colors, which created bright-toned
and realistic images. Each image in the calendar is surrounded
by a border, which could be simplistic or complex in design or
even featuring slogans or product names. In the corner of the
picture, there usually was a picture of the featured product. The
product was usually drawn small but tastefully and with great
accuracy and details, since the product was the true main
character of the calendar. Various types of products were
advertised in the calendars, ranging from cigarettes, kerosene,
soap, mosquito-repellent incense, textiles, cosmetics,
household products, alcohol, medicine to even fertilizer.




Since Shanghai was the place where the calendars were
created and produced, a group of professional calendar artists
gathered there. Notable artists included Man-tuo Zheng, Mu-
giao Zhou, Yong-ging Xu, Yun-xian Ding, Bai-sheng Zhou,
Geng-ye Ni, Ding-ming Liang, Zhi-ying Hang, Mei-sheng Jin,
Xue-chen Jin, and Mu-bai Li. These artists worked for not only
Chinese and foreign companies but also started their own
studios where they provided commercial services and trained
apprentices. Numerous works were produced by these artists
and workshops. The Chinese and foreign companies that
valued the marketing potential of the monthly calendars were
predominantly British and American cigarette companies,
Nanyang Brothers Cigarette Company, Commercial Publishers,
and Xinyi Medicine Company. Some of these companies also
created their own market department which created different
calendars for various products.

Entering the 1950’s era of planned
economy, the monthly calendars quickly
lost their value as marketing tools.
However, because people still enjoyed the
aesthetic appeal of the calendars and
because the government supported and
promoted the production of these monthly
calendars, they continued to thrive. The
new monthly calendars used not only new
techniques of production but also had new
contents. They evolved into purely
artwork, where the sale of the most
popular works numbered several million
copies. In our subsequent book, we will
closely examine the calendars of the

planned economy era.
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and historical landmarks in the 1920's
Shanghai to a livingroom, then the girls
depicted in calendars would be the
centerpiece of that room. These so-
called calendar girls with their ethereal
appearance and coy smiles bring back
sweet memories of the past for Shanghai
residents. These girls played an
important role in the development of
Shanghai into a cosmopolitan city.

Through the yellowed pages of the
monthly calendars, what they remember
most - aside from the bright eyes and the
smiles of the calendar girls - were the
figure-hugging, flattering dresses on the
women. The clothing on the women
displayed the style of the time, while the
women themselves were the epitome of
beauty. Clothing and person not only
complemented each other but were also
in harmony with each other. Therefore,
let us lead you to a closer examination of
these calendar beauties in their
resplendent dress and back to their
halcyon days of youth.
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