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Henry George Gawthorn designed a number of classic travel posters for the LNER in the 1920s and 1930s, including this one of the Forth Rail Bridge. Swann Auction Galleries in New York, who specialize in auctions of printed material, sold an original Clacton-on-Sea Gawthorn poster for $5,000 in 2014.




Introduction

We can’t say definitively who hung the first poster, or when. Was it an ancient Roman entrepreneur announcing the attractions at the local amphitheatre? Or an ancient Greek democrat appealing for your vote? One thing is certain: they were trying to draw eyes to their message.

In a world with myriad media through which to attract attention, the poster has always had distinct advantages. It can be placed exactly where its intended audience will see it. Newspapers and television, for example, reach a public defined by the reputation of the publication or the programme which the TV channel is broadcasting – not necessarily the same demographic or even the same geographical area in which you want to sell your product. A poster for a touring circus, however, will only be put up in the town to which the Big Top is coming. A health campaign announcement can be displayed where it needs to be seen; so abstinence posters were placed outside bars, and anti-drug campaigns were promoted in senior schools and colleges. Posters can hit their intended targets.
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Haddon Sundblom’s jolly, rubescent Santa Claus in his traditional red robe enjoying, “The pause that refreshes” in the 1950s. Many believe it was Coca-Cola who gave Santa his red attire for its advertising campaigns, but a quick look at the cover of Puck magazine from 1896 quickly dispels that myth.



“LOOK AT ME!”

Every poster’s principle message is “Look at me!” Until it has caught your eye, nothing else matters. Only once it has grabbed attention can it proceed to sell you whatever it is selling – ideas or goods, magazines or bicycles, a plea for morality or a temptation to sin. Communist poet, playwright and poster designer Vladimir Mayakovsky said that if a poster could not bring a running man to a halt it had not done its job.

Just as the invention of printing meant you didn’t have to draw every poster by hand, so the arrival of lithography transformed the art and ushered in the Golden Age of the Poster. From 1880 to 1940, poster designers were liberated by the new possibilities of full colour reproduction to create the most beautiful combinations of art and commerce.

The period coincided with the Art Nouveau and Art Deco movements when first the forms of nature and then those of engineering were applied to design on all fronts – architecture, household objects, even forms of transport. Posters reflected these cultural trends and in some cases, for example the world of French cabaret clubs, led them. Art Nouveau gave us sinuous curves, evocative of absinthe-induced dreams and spinning Parisian dancers. Art Deco gave us streamlining, and the travel posters of the 1920s and 1930s offered a world of unparalleled glamour and speed by trans-European train or transatlantic liner.

Posters have always sold ideas as well as the goods and services they advertise. Those early bicycle posters weren’t only offering you an expensive contraption; buy a bicycle and you would be buying modernity – the future, as Paul Newman briefly believed in the film Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid before returning to his slower but more dependable horse. Bicycles were the latest craze as the real Cassidy launched his crime spree.
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Posters regularly appeared to advertise American journals, such as the debut of the short-lived Weekly Innocent Owl in 1867. However the market took a quantum leap forward when Harpers magazine used a colour poster by Edward Penfield to promote their edition for April 1893. The approach was quickly copied by rival publishers and the monthly promotional poster quickly became collectors’ items.
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Two very different poster messages from World War II. In Nazi-occupied France the German propagandists were keen to persuade the French population to work in armament factories both at home and in Germany. The poster reads: “They give their blood. Give your work.”
After victories in Europe and Japan, and with millions of men celebrating the fact that they’d got through the war unscathed, the US Navy were keen that their returning sailors didn’t bring home unwelcome souvenirs. The Army and Navy produced many different VD posters to combat the upsurge in cases.
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Uncle Sam had been a popular character in the US for over a century, but he was defined once and for all by James Montgomery Flagg’s recruitment poster for World War I. Imitating the pose struck by Lord Kitchener in 1914, Flagg’s portrait of Uncle Sam first appeared on the cover of Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine in 1916, asking what the US was doing to prepare for conflict. Like many classic posters it has been subverted to portray a whole range of different messages since, such as helping to re-elect Franklin D. Roosevelt, or to draw attention to the war in Vietnam.



KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON

Sometimes, however, the idea is everything. Ideology comes to the fore in times of war; and if truth is the first casualty of war, propaganda is the first lie. George Washington’s recruitment poster for the Continental Army promised the opportunity to travel across the country, but did not mention the high risk of death in the process. Propaganda posters are a vital weapon of war. Governments use them to justify the conflict to their citizens; to reassure them that the home side is winning; and to enlist the country’s civilians in the war effort. You could do your bit by saving materials and growing your own food, even if you were too young or too old for military action.

The first job in war is to make your enemy the faceless villain of the piece. It’s not always an easy thing to do. Before both World Wars, Britain and Germany had close ties and the countries were connected by many individual friendships. Adolf Hitler planned to put the abdicated King Edward VIII, who admired him, back on the British throne. After Pearl Harbor, the demonization of Japanese people was scaled down in Hawaii, where they made up a third of the population. Nevertheless soldiers must be taught to hate, and propaganda posters routinely depict the enemy as a monster ravaging daughters and murdering your sons.

A second strand of posters is directed at maintaining morale back home. In the face of privations caused by food shortages and bombing raids, governments put a lot of effort into reassuring its people that life is normal. “Keep calm and carry on,” as the most famous wartime propaganda poster never to have been used in wartime put it. Posters carry the message that nothing has been disrupted, minimizing setbacks and maximizing successes.

“I WANT YOU!”

The third job is to procure the resources to fight. War is an expensive business, it needs men, machines and materials to conduct. One of the odder wartime shortages, experienced in the United States during World War I, was the lack of binoculars, as all the lenses were supplied by Zeiss of Germany. Donations of binoculars and spyglasses were sought from the public in several poster appeals. The authorities didn’t learn from the experience. When Germany declared war on the United States in December 1941, the posters had to be issued all over again.

What an army (and navy and airforce) really needs is people. Peacetime armies are rarely maintained at full strength. Britain’s entry into World War I and America’s into World War II, triggered an early rush of volunteers to fight for the cause. But it is a fact of war that men die and have to be replaced. Posters from the seventeenth century onward have always led the recruitment drive.
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Some posters have familiar elements. For theatrical productions of Shakepeare’s Hamlet, the poster is most often based on the court jester Yorick’s skull. Tom Stoppard’s play takes two characters from Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Gildenstern, who spend most of the play tossing a coin, of which the outcome is always heads. So what better way to illustrate it than Yorick’s skull made up from coins. All tails.
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Many of Steven Spielberg’s films have memorable movie posters, none more so than Jaws. But the idea of the menacing shark approaching the lone swimmer from below came from the cover of Peter Benchley’s original book. For the movie, the shark got considerably more teeth.
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Rosie the Riveter first appeared in a popular song from 1942: “All day long, rain or shine, she’s part of the assembly line. She’s making history, working for victory, Rosie, brrrr, the riveter.” During World War II many American women worked on aircraft production lines, such as above right, at the Douglas Aircraft Company in Long Beach, California. Artist Howard J. Miller was commissioned by Westinghouse to create a series of posters for their factories and his ‘We Can Do It’ was displayed for a two-week period in 1943. Like the ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ poster it was put into a drawer and forgotten for many years. When it re-emerged, it became known as Rosie the Riveter.



Most famous of all recruitment advertisements, perhaps the most famous poster of all, is the pointing finger of Britain’s Lord Kitchener telling you – yes YOU! – that he “wants you” to join the army. The poster inspired Uncle Sam’s similar appeal, and hundreds of parodies. Kitchener is a controversial military figure, responsible for some very brutal campaigns. Princess Elizabeth Bibesco, daughter of Britain’s wartime Prime Minister Herbert Asquith, summed Kitchener up thus: “if Kitchener was not a great man, he was, at least, a great poster.”

After World War II the world was a very different place, although ideological conflicts continued in the Cold War and in battles for hearts and minds within countries like Vietnam and China. After the privations of war, materialism acquired new followers seeking a brave new world where prosperity and peace ruled and which one might travel far and wide in the name of friendship.

The transition from paintings and drawings to photography in advertising happened gradually in the two decades after World War II. Airlines, for example, were still using graphic illustrations at the dawn of the 1960s, perhaps because the reality of some of their less developed destinations was not well served by photography. David Klein’s 1960s posters for TWA, recently repurposed for an online travel company, still evoke the exotic excitement of travel as Howard Hughes’ new fleet of Boeing 707s came into service.

With photography came new ways of presenting and enhancing reality. Some of the most effective photographic poster campaigns have used the camera to shock the viewer. Issue-based posters about animal welfare for example, or the results of drug abuse, speeding or drink-driving, pull no punches. We still instinctively believe that the camera cannot lie, even in the Photoshop age. Posters of every period have at the very least exaggerated or distorted images for the purpose of convincing us. At best they have done so with style and artistry in the spirit of their age. Long may they continue to persuade us to LOOK!
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Mao Zedong took his ideological lead from Soviet communism. He also used their graphics. Many posters of Mao emulate the Cult of Stalin from the 1930s, 40s and 50s, including the famous painting by A. Kossov (1953) featuring the founders of communism, titled Long Live the Great Invincible Banner of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin. After the death of Stalin in 1953 Mao forged his own poster identity appearing in deified form, with the rays of a golden sun emanating from behind his portrait.




Early Wanted Posters

(1651–1881)

Thanks to countless Western movies with lantern-jawed cowboys riding into the sunset, Wanted posters may seem like romantic relics of nineteenth-century America. However, their roots go back much further than the Wild West of the States to the wilder shires of seventeenth-century England.

Though the form of these particular public notices has evolved over the years, their purpose remains the same as that of all public notices: to assert the authority of the law and the power of whoever wields it. It is the lawmakers who decide what is against the law and who is, therefore, an outlaw.

One of the most famous Wanted posters dates to 1651. It calls for the apprehension of Charles II of England and was issued four days after the Battle of Worcester where the King’s forces had been defeated by Cromwell’s New Model Army. Charles fled the battlefield and, famously, hid from Cromwell’s Roundheads by hiding in an oak tree in Boscobel Wood. He escaped to France before returning to England and retaking the throne in the Restoration of 1660.

Billed as “a proclamation” and issued “by the Parliament”, the Wanted poster underlines that it was the victorious Parliamentarians that had lawful authority and not the “malicious and dangerous traitor” Charles Stuart. The notice stresses that Parliament has control of the country, but is careful to acknowledge a higher power: it notes that the battle went the way of the Puritans “by the blessing of God”. Parliament is ruling by God’s grace; much as the monarchy ruled by divine right.

Unlike most later Wanted posters, the £1,000 reward for the King’s capture is not prominent. Although it was an immense sum of money in the seventeenth century, it is not mentioned until the end of the proclamation. The inference is that the apprehension of Charles is the patriotic duty of not only civil and military officers but also all other “good people of this nation”. By contrast, anyone deliberately shielding Charles was aiding and abetting their “traitorous and wicked practices and designs”. Wanted posters can be propaganda for the ruling classes.
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The 1881 Wanted poster for Jesse James also has elements of public relations spin and reputation management. Frank and Jesse James, along with their outlaw gang, were admired in some quarters as folk heroes, almost Robin Hood figures. Thomas T. Crittenden, Governor of Missouri, was determined to alter perception of that image. The poster authorized by Crittenden lists the crimes, including murder, committed by their gang. Rather than heroes, the James brothers are presented as killers and thieves.

Other factors came into play but the Wanted posters helped bring about the demise of the brothers. Jesse was shot from behind in April 1882 by Robert Ford, one of his own gang members, who promptly laid claim to the reward money. Five months later, Frank turned himself in to Governor Crittenden.
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Charles II’s Wanted poster served two purposes. Not only did it incentivize anyone who might have information of the whereabouts of the monarch, it was also a stark warning to his supporters that any alliance with him would not be tolerated.




Early Recruitment Posters

(1776–1795)

In feudal times armies were recruited not from the willing ranks of the peasants but on the orders of their overlords. In times of greater free will, military forces have to rely on conscription or on volunteers. Early recruitment posters reveal the temptations used to lure civilians into service.

Men like to fight for all sorts of reasons. Some are just plain belligerent. Most will fight for ready money. Some fight for the ideals of a cause, either to defend an institution or to destroy it in favour of a new one. When General George Washington was recruiting a revolutionary army in 1776 his poster led with an impassioned appeal “for the defence of the liberties and independence of the United States”. At war with France in 1814, the British Navy sought volunteers among “all who have good Hearts, who love their King, their Country and Religion, who hate the French and damn the Pope.” This, the poster was saying, was a patriotic war, an idealistic conflict, a them-and-us situation. Little has changed in governments’ portrayal of wars before or since.

Ideals, however, don’t put food on the table. In the small print at the bottom of Washington’s poster lies the nitty-gritty of the deal. The “encouragement to enlist” included generous pay, a bonus just for signing up, food, clothing and the “opportunity of spending a few happy years in viewing the different parts of this beautiful continent” – an early example of the “join the army and see the world” approach, which blurs the fundamental reason that armies exist: not to travel but to fight.

The glamour of a uniform has always held a certain attraction. Washington’s poster and many since have included images of soldiers in exciting positions. The regiment of Royal-Piemont illustrated theirs with a proud cavalry officer in 1789, the year of the French Revolution. Perhaps the minimal offer of inducements – none for recruits but a bounty for those who procured them – was the reason for the Royalists’ rapid defeat and the triumph of the peasantry that year.

Volunteers may join in a red haze of patriotic fervour but in the cold light of day there have to be reasons for staying. Alexander the Great retained his army by offering a share of the spoils as he advanced ever further eastwards, away from his soldiers’ homes in Greece. Potential British Marine recruits to fight in the 1812 war with the US were promised a similar share in the profits from any American ship captured. Most countries disavow such state-sponsored piracy today and instead inducements include the opportunity to learn new skills to use after you have left the service.

The bond between men who have grown up in the same village may prove useful in time of war; friends may be more daring together than as individuals. Posters were placed where they would catch the attention of such groups of men, very often the local inn where bravado flowed like beer and caution evaporated like whisky. Washington’s poster was put up in towns in advance of a visit by a recruiting party which assured each volunteer that he would return “with his pockets full of money and his head covered with laurels.” But when battles resulted in losses on the scale of Gettysburg or the engagements of World War I, entire generations of small communities might be wiped out.
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A Royal Navy recruitment poster circa 1795.
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A recruitment poster for George Washington’s Continental Army. Captain Alexander Grayson, in his 1811 memoir, described the difficulties he had in recruiting soldiers to fight as it was mainly the wealthy elite who objected to the intervention of the British crown while the men he tried to recruit in taverns just wanted the beer money.




Anti-Slavery Campaigns

(1788–1865)

The abolition of slavery in the Western World was a struggle long fought for. In America only a civil war could end a practice many of the nation’s founders firmly supported. In Britain the governing powers were just as complicit, but a poster helped sway public opinion.

It’s a little-known fact that in 1315 the King of France outlawed slavery in France. Unfortunately it remained legal elsewhere in his Empire and those of other imperial powers for another five hundred years. The growing sense that slavery was immoral reached a tipping point in the later eighteenth century. Quakers in America and Britain raised their voices in objection and were joined by other non-conformist denominations.

At that time Africans were routinely sold into slavery by other Africans or simply kidnapped by white slave traders and shipped to the New World. There they were auctioned off like cattle and sold on in the same way. Posters survive which announce such sales. In Britain a very different poster appeared in 1788. It was designed to shock, and as such constitutes one of the earliest examples of a poster used as propaganda.

The poster carried the now famous diagram of the slave ship Brookes, packed to the gunwales with 478 slaves in appallingly cramped conditions. The Brookes routinely sailed from its base in Liverpool to the Atlantic coast of North Africa to pick up slaves to trade in North America. The ship was licensed to carry 454 “passengers”, but was known to have carried more than 700 on occasion. Each was given a space six feet long and one foot four inches wide, with little headroom because of the practice of adding extra mezzanine levels between the ship’s original decks.

The Brookes poster was designed by Plymouth members of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, formed a year earlier in a printshop in London. It was widely distributed and played a significant role in raising awareness of the issue. Within three years the abolitionist William Wilberforce was sufficiently encouraged to promote a parliamentary bill making the slave trade illegal. It failed, but Wilberforce and his colleagues persisted and in February 1807 Britain at last outlawed the North Atlantic slave trade.
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The United States followed suit a month later. But supporters of slavery in both countries were quick to take advantage of the fact that, although importing slaves was now illegal, owning slaves was not. In Britain it took a further Act of Parliament in 1833 to ban slavery itself. In the US the practice continued, sadly, for many more years. In the cotton-growing southern states, slavery was formally legalized in 1850, and the slave population actually increased as the children of slaves were themselves enslaved and traded between owners. It took a civil war to bring about the final emancipation of American slaves in 1865.

France, meanwhile, had abolished slavery in 1794 in the wake of the French Revolution, but reinstated it under Napoleon as a way of controlling its colonies. It wasn’t until 1905 that France finally outlawed it in its West African possessions.
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The Brookes slave ship drawing was a propaganda coup for the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade.




The Great Wave off Kanagawa

(1829)

It wasn’t the first wave to be depicted in the medium of Japanese woodblock art. It wasn’t even the first wave engraved by Katsushika Hokusai. But the sophisticated simplicity of The Great Wave off Kanagawa marks it out as the work of a master at the height of his powers.

A striking print of three fishing boats dwarfed by the wave about to engulf them, with Mount Fuji sitting impassively in the background, it’s effortlessly iconic, its dynamic composition enhanced by elegant, minimalist line-work and a limited colour palette.

Still the most familiar Japanese artwork to Westerners, it grew out of the tradition of ukiyo-e, which translates as “pictures of the floating world”. A genre stretching back centuries, ukiyo-e came into its own in the Edo period (1603–1868), when the innovation of woodblock printing made it possible for a growing merchant class to own commercial prints.

Hokusai (1760–1849) was its greatest exponent. Known to his parents as Tokitar, he adopted many names, but Hokusai, meaning “The North Studio”, was the one that stuck. After the death of his master, Shuns, and his expulsion from the Katsukawa school, he began to develop his own style, and changed the subject matter of his pictures. Traditionally, ukiyo-e had been dominated by courtesans and kabuki actors, but Hokusai gave prominence to landscapes, populating them with images of common people going about their lives.

Between 1829 and 1833, he produced his magnum opus, “Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji”, of which The Great Wave off Kanagawa is a part, and became an ukiyo-e superstar, writing art manuals, collaborating on illustrated books and (legend has it) creating a painting of the Buddhist priest Daruma that was 600 feet long.

With the passing of the Edo period, Japan opened up to the world again after 200 years of isolation. Japanese art was exhibited at the 1867 World Fair in Paris, and prints began to make their way to Europe, often as packaging in crates of porcelain. The Impressionists, seeking to free themselves from the strictures of academic painting, were enthralled by the Japanese approach to line, colour and perspective. Manet, Whistler, Degas, Van Gogh, Renoir, Gauguin, Toulouse-Lautrec – all strove to achieve the effects they had seen in Japanese art, along with designers and architects like Charles Rennie Mackintosh, Louis Comfort Tiffany and Frank Lloyd Wright. The trend was given a name, Japonaiserie, and above it towered Hokusai’s indomitable wave.

That early Japanese influence became part of the palette of Western art, so deeply assimilated now that its influence is hardly noticeable. But the process repeated itself more than 100 years later with the explosion of interest in anime and manga – so exotic at first, but now part of the media furniture.
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The depiction of fantastic waves crashing against rocky shores was a familiar subject for Japanese printmakers from the sixteenth century – tsunami is derived from a Japanese word meaning “harbour wave”. Hokusai drew many great waves in his career and was particularly influenced by the work of Shiba Kokan.




Balloon Trips

(1839–1878)

Balloons powered by hydrogen or hot air were mankind’s first opportunity to escape the surface of the Earth. Their invention was a historical moment, as significant in its own way as the first landing on the Moon. Showmen were quick to capitalize on their attraction to thrill-seekers.

Ever since the invention of the wheel, forms of transport have been used as much for pleasure as for carrying goods and passengers from A to B. From chariots to rowing boats, from sledges to steam trains, each new arrival has been a source of fear, excitement and laughter.

As the possibility of taking to the air in a balloon became real, there was a race in Paris to be the first. Jacques Charles and the Robert brothers Anne-Jean and Nicolas-Louis won when they launched an unmanned hydrogen-filled balloon on 27 August 1783, which so terrified the villagers where it landed that they stabbed it to death with pitchforks.

Charles and the Robert brothers crowd-funded their early flights. The ability of this new wonder to attract large sums of money soon came to the attention of promoters and pioneering flyers. In the nineteenth century, tethered balloons, raised by hydrogen and reeled back in by powerful winding machines, became popular attractions on their own or as part of fairs and circuses. People paid to watch, and paid more to experience flight for themselves.

One of the great British showmen of the age was Richard Gypson. On 3 June 1839 he undertook a series of tethered balloon flights by night from the pleasure grounds of the Royal Standard pub in Finsbury, London, where it seems he made regular appearances. On 2 September that year he was back at the Royal Standard, now billed as the Nocturnal Aeronaut, for his final show of the season. Determined to outdo himself he was promising to fly not only humans but a horse. Posters advertising Mr Gypson’s exploits were typical of the age. Large-scale images could not be reproduced and so posters had to do almost all their attention-seeking with lettering. Were it not for the small plate of a balloon, they might just as well have been announcing the date of the next vegetable market.

In France, new generations of balloonists were following in the footsteps of the brothers Robert and Montgolfier. Henri Giffard was the first flyer to add power and steering to his vehicle, although the technology had not yet been invented which would have made his 1852 experiments a success. He remained committed to balloon flight, however, and in 1878 he took up a residency in the Tuilleries, the public gardens in Paris. Flights in his tethered balloon were the centre of a multimedia extravaganza featuring a seventy-piece orchestra. By then printing technology at least had advanced; the development of lithography allowed M. Giffard to advertise in colour the spectacular experience which he was offering the Parisian public.


[image: Illustration]

At the beginning of the Railway Age, when locomotives would travel at “dizzying speeds” of up to 25mph, there was no more thrilling sight than to see an aeronaut make a balloon ascent and further challenge the laws of nature.
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By the late nineteenth century balloonists were competing to offer thrill rides to the public in their tethered balloons.




Emigration Posters

(1839–1955)

A new colony, with wide open spaces to farm or mineral wealth to extract, required the practical skills of strong men to exploit its potential. The trappings of civilization – religion, politics, even finance – can wait when there are fields to be ploughed, horses to be shod and homes to be built.

The New Zealand Company was formed early in the nineteenth century to develop the islands, along the lines of the East India Company which exploited the Indian subcontinent in the name of Great Britain. Its plan was to buy land cheaply from the Maori population and sell it on to gentlemen farmers at a much higher price. Labour would be provided by poor immigrants looking for a better life, or at least escaping a worse one back home.

The Company undertook its first land-buying expedition in 1839, and in the same year potential settlers and their maid servants were sought in a poster circulated by the Company’s Glasgow office. New Zealand still has a high proportion of Scottish descendants today, especially around Dunedin, the South Island’s Edinburgh.

It was a similar story elsewhere. In South Australia, it was not Scots but Cornish men who emigrated to Port Adelaide, “a free colony where there are no convicts sent”, according to one poster. It appealed for men with families, the bigger the better, suggesting that this was to be a permanent settlement. By 1865 more than 40% of South Australian migrants had come from south-west England, and the state’s Yorke Peninsula was known as Little Cornwall.

Cornish men were sought because of their skills as miners in the county’s tin mines, and posters stuck up locally were more likely to catch their eye than small advertisements in newspapers which they were unlikely to read. A few well-placed posters had a better chance of recruiting the sort of men the advertisers were looking for.

There was renewed need in Britain’s colonies for immigrant men and their families after the devastating losses of World War I. In the 1920s, Canada and Australia were both looking for boosts to their populations and to capitalize on the economic depression which had started to bite in Europe after the war. At the time, many men went on their own from Britain to Canada in the hope of improving their fortunes; and a 1929 poster encouraged them to make the move permanent by bringing their families over to join them. A 1926 Australian poster appealed to unemployed British miners just as earlier posters had been aimed specifically at Cornish tin miners.

As Britain struggled to reconstruct after World War II, Australia saw another opportunity to lure rationed, war-weary British citizens away with the promise of a better life Down Under. Australia was planning its own programme of reconstruction and needed the extra manpower that a new wave of immigration would bring. It originally hoped to attract some 70,000 people from Britain and Ireland in the years immediately after the war, but as one poster current between 1955 and 1960 proves
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