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DurinG tHe rePublicAn PeriOD (1911–
1949), the city of Guangzhou (a.k.a. 
canton), the capital of Guangdong prov-

ince in south china, had been regarded as the 
birthplace of chinese revolution and known for 
flourishing political activities. Due to transforma-
tion of local gender norms, rising consumerism 
and a thriving mass culture, Guangzhou was also 
increasingly westernized and turned into a con-
tested site of the meaning of chinese modernity. 
The identification of Guangzhou as a modern city 
is reflected in a local cartoon pictorial titled The 
Sketch (Banjiao Manhua), which provided enter-
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tainment for a petty urbanite audience by sati-
rizing the undesirable effects of modernization. 
not surprisingly, since the female body was often 
considered as the symbol of modern society, it 
became the subject of these cartoonists’ fascina-
tion and critique. The following discussion seeks 
to analyze the use of female body, namely nude 
images featured in the advertisement section of 
this cartoon pictorial, in 1930s Guangzhou. The 
choice of this particular focus is closely related to 
the proliferation of calendar posters (yuefenpai) 
and nude photographs of women in republican 
Shanghai, both of which are well-studied themes 

in the secondary scholarship but not necessarily 
the monopoly of Shanghai alone.1 instead, like 
their counterparts in Shanghai, the advertise-
ments in The Sketch also displayed the connection 
between the prevalent use of visual representa-
tions of women and the popular imaginary for 
urban modernity. women’s body, now blatantly 

1. Calendar poster was a type of advertisement that combined the traditional Chi-
nese almanac and the portrait of a beautiful woman. For a study of female imagery 
in this visual medium, see Ellen J. Laing, Selling Happiness: Calendar Posters and 
Visual Cultures in Early-Twentieth Century Shanghai (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 2004). A discussion of female nudes in high art journals published in early 
twentieth century Shanghai can be found in Carrie Waara, “The Bare Truth: Nudes, 
Sex, and the Modernization Project in Shanghai Pictorials,” in Visual Culture in 
Shanghai, 1850s-1930s, ed. Jason C. Kuo (Washington, DC: New Academia Publish-
ing, 2007), 163-203.
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exposed to public gaze, enabled the imagination, 
experimentation, and dispute over the acceptable 
forms of modern femininity.   

because of the constant warfare among 
regional warlords and threats of foreign inva-
sion, local intellectuals in the republican era had 
been anxiously searching for a cure for china’s 
perceived weakness. They believed that one of 
the answers lay in the emancipation of the op-
pressed female population, whose body had been 
deformed by the cruel customs of foot-binding 
and breast-binding and unable to give birth to 
children strong enough to defend the nation. As 
a result, Guangzhou activists in the mid-1920s 
launched a natural breast campaign, which took 
women’s body from the hidden inner sphere to 
the realm of public concern and scrutiny. The 
western, scientific trope of health and hygiene 
was constantly evoked to highlight the neces-
sity of promoting natural breasts in order to 
eliminate the insanitary traditional customs that 
downgraded women to men’s erotic playthings 
and harmed the health of the nation’s future 
citizens.2 consequently, gender reforms such as 
the natural breast campaign engendered a new 
image of women’s body in the public sphere as 
a statement of progressive modernity, and had 
possibly justified the common usage of female 

2. Angelina Chin, Bound to Emancipate: Working Women and Urban Citizenship in 
Early Twentieth-Century China and Hong Kong (Plymouth, UK: Rowman & Little-
field Publishers, 2012), 78-80.

nude advertisements in The Sketch during the 
1930s.

The new public awareness for female body had 
emerged within the context of rising consumer-
ism and identification of Guangzhou as a modern 
urban space that simultaneously represented the 
promise of a bright future and concern with the 
polluting effects of westernization. The warlord 
chen Jitang, who ruled Guangdong province be-
tween 1929 and 1936 semi-independently from the 
nationalist (a.k.a. Guomindang) regime based in 
nanjing, was credited for instituting reform that 
brought about local economic expansion.3 Since 
the 1920s, the Guangzhou municipal Govern-
ment also tried to modernize the city landscape 
by building infrastructure, high-rise architecture 
and parks, all of which were designed not only to 
accommodate the needs of the expanding urban 
population, but generate civic consciousness as 
well.4 Such developments fostered the rise of a 
petty bourgeoisie class, who proudly showcased 
their urban identity by spending their leisurely 
hours on savoring western cuisine, enjoying 
western-style entertainment such as dancing, film 
watching and imported music, pursuing after the 
latest fashion, and reading popular literature and 

3. Nonetheless, some scholars argue that much of the provincial revenue under 
Chen’s rule was extracted to fund his military expenditure. See Alfred H. Y. Lin, 
“Building and Funding a Warlord Regime: The Experience of Chen Jitang in Guang-
dong, 1929-1936,” Modern China, Vol. 28, No. 2 (Apr., 2002): 177-212.
4. Virgil K. Y. Ho, Understanding Canton: Rethinking Popular Culture in the Republican 
Period (Oxford: Oxford University, 2005), 36-37.

cartoon magazines.5 Advertisements were con-
currently developed as a response to the driving 
demand for popular consumption and as a site 
to exhibit the new public image of Guangzhou.6 
Paradoxically, some local intellectuals also be-
moaned the dangerous impact of the alluring 
cityscape. They lamented that these changes were 
“threatening the moral souls of its inhabitants, 
and causing environmental pollution, social in-
equalities, the collapse of traditional moral codes 
and the demise of simple and harmonious human 
relations.”7 Viewed in this light, the imagery of 
women also embodied the dual perceptions of 
modernity, for writers in the 1930s tended to por-
tray women either as the liberated new woman 
transgressing the gender boundary to pursue 
independence and a western life-style, or a femme 
fatale that readily embraced the decadent atmo-
sphere of modern cities and presented a threat 
to normative masculinity.8 Predominant use of 
female imagery in newspaper and magazine ad-
vertisements in republican Guangzhou therefore 
5. Ibid., 63-69.
6. Ibid., 38. For a brief history of advertising in urban China, see Jonathan Hay, 
“Notes on Chinese Photography and Advertising in Late Nineteenth-Century 
Shanghai,” in Visual Culture in Shanghai, 1850s-1930s, ed. Jason C. Kuo (Washing-
ton, DC: New Academia Publishing, 2007), 107-16.
7.  Ho, Understanding Canton, 13.
8. Sarah E. Stevens, “Figuring Modernity: The New Woman and the Modern Girl 
in Republican China,” National Women’s Studies Association Journal 15, no. 3 (Fall 
2003): 83. Also, see Francesca Dal Lago, “How ‘Modern’ was the Modern Woman? 
Crossed Legs and Modernity in 1930s Shanghai Calendar Posters, Pictorial Maga-
zines, and Cartoons,” in Visualizing Beauty: Gender and Ideology in Modern East Asia, 
ed. Aida Yuen Wong (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University, 2012), 47-50. Shu-mei 
Shih, “Shanghai Women of 1939: Visuality and the Limits of Feminine Modernity,” 
in Visual Culture in Shanghai, 1850s-1930s, ed. Jason C. Kuo (Washington, DC: New 
Academia Publishing, 2007), 206. 
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reflected trends of increased consumerism, an ex-
panding class of petty urbanites seeking entertain-
ment and visual consumption, and the changing 
conceptions of female body that represented the 
two faces of modern cosmopolitanism.

commenting on various phenomena pertain-
ing to the Guangzhou cityscape, The Sketch fea-
tured simple, crudely drawn comic stories which 
often played on the theme of gender relations and 
offered quick and easy access for visual consump-
tion of the female flesh. in contrast to the artistic 
representation of female nudity in high art journals 
published by the foreign-educated Shanghai elites, 
who used these images to “[advocate] a chinese-
style cultural modernism as the key to strength-
ening china… [and] to develop a commodity-
oriented, modernist culture that united the power 
of advanced printing technology with an ideology 
of nation building,” the portrayal of female nudes 
in The Sketch seemed to intend no such lofty goals.9 
instead, their aim was mainly to fulfill the petty 
urbanites’ sexualizing gaze and constant search for 
novelty. These images of female nude were treated 
as reproducible commodities, and would illustrate 
the expectations and limitations prescribed for 
modern womanhood, again closely connected to 
the image of modern Guangzhou as well as the 
modern chinese nation-state.

Various use of female imagery, including 
pictures of nude women, dominated the overall 

9. Waara, “The Bare Truth,” 163.

marketing mechanism in The Sketch and pointed 
to the objectification of female body in the visual 
culture of modern Guangzhou. Similar to the 
mass produced commodities in an industrial 
age, female imagery was used over and over 
again for the advertisement of a given brand in 
consecutive issues of the magazine (figure 1).10 
The absence of individuality thus points to the 
perception and usage of female nude images by 
the artists as commercial products that could be 
manipulated by the power of modern printing 
technology. in addition, resembling the popular 
Shanghai calendar posters, the advertisements 
in The Sketch shows little interaction between 
women and the products they sell.11 A typical 
advertisement (figure 2) features the head of 
a beautiful lady or the full figure of a modern 
woman, clothed or unclothed, with only several 
lines of text promoting the effect or allure of 
the commodity. women in these images were 
“equated to the status of a ‘beautiful object’ for 
purchase [and] as passive as the object she is 
supposed to advertise.”12 As a result of the rising 
consumerism, women’s body, though frequently 
deployed in the local marketing enterprise, be-
came commoditized and reproducible for visual 
and commercial consumption.

10.  In addition, most of the advertisements found in The Sketch are for medi-
cines and feature attractive and scantily dressed women, suggesting that “the 
‘power’ of these drugs can bring health and charm to their users, or, in the case 
of aphrodisiacs, can lead to a successful encounter with a beautiful partner”  (Ho, 
Understanding Canton, 73).
11. Dal Lago, “How ‘Modern’ was the Modern Woman?” 59.
12. Ibid.

F i g u r e  1 .  A d v e r t i s e m e n t  f o r  t h e  Y u a n 
G u o r o n g  m e d i c i n e  b r a n d ,  B a n j i a o  M a n h u a 
[ T h e  S k e t c h ] ,  2 2  O c t o b e r  1 9 3 2 ,  n o.  6 9  ( N o t e 
t h a t  t h e  s a m e  a d v e r t i s e m e n t  f o r  t h e  Y u a n 
G u o r o n g  m e d i c i n e  b r a n d  a p p e a r e d  a g a i n  i n 
B a n j i a o  M a n h u a ,  2 9  O c t o b e r  1 9 3 2 ,  n o.  7 0 ) .
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female imagery in these advertisements, 
particularly the nudes, offered convenient ac-
cess for the local audience to not only satisfy 
their sexual fantasy but also their interest with 
changes in the modern cityscape, sometimes with 
fascination and other times with fear or disil-
lusionment. One such example can be found in 
a dermatologic medicine advertisement (figure 
3). Here, a beautiful young woman, with argu-
ably westernized facial features, is portrayed with 
a high nose and full, red lips, possibly evoking 
the image of an Anglo-white beauty in popular 
imagination. even when naked, this woman still 
embodies contemporary fashion trend such as the 
bobbed hairstyle that had been the trademark of 
the modern Girl since 1920s, chic makeup, and a 
bracelet on her wrist.13 next to this female figure 
that appears confident and fully in control of her 
sexuality, however, are big, block characters that 
seem to convey a different message. “A beauty and 
sex dermatologic specialty medicine,” the brand 
promises to cure various types of ills including 
infected toes, body odor, pimple, and itchiness, 
all of which might seem unrelated to the pretty 
young icon at the first glance but could actually 
have been common problems faced by prosti-

13. Leo Ou-fan Lee, Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in 
China, 1930-1945 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 195. The 
iconic Modern Girl, the flapper with bobbed hair, painted faced, and elongated 
body, appeared in advertisements, cartoons and films almost simultaneously in 
Guangzhou, Shanghai, Tokyo, New York and other major cities in the world during 
the interwar period. For a full discussion and comparative analysis, see The Mod-
ern Girl Around the World Research Group, ed. The Modern Girl Around the World: 
Consumption, Modernity, and Globalization (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008).

F i g u r e  3 .  A d v e r t i s e m e n t  f o r  S i x -T w o -T h r e e 
C h i n e s e  M e d i c i n e ,  B a n j i a o  M a n h u a ,  1 5  J u l y 
1 9 3 3 ,  n o .  1 0 0 .

F i g u r e  4 .  A d v e r t i s e m e n t  f o r  Y u c h a n g t a n g 
P i l o s e  A n t l e r  E t e r n a l  S p r i n g  P i l l ,  B a n j i a o 
M a n h u a ,  e a r l y  1 9 3 0 s ,  n o.  6 2 . 

F i g u r e  2 .  A d v e r t i s e m e n t  f o r  O u  J i a q u a n 
P h a r m a c y,  B a n j i a o  M a n h u a ,  e a r l y  1 9 3 0 s , 
n o.  6 1 .

tutes. The dualistic trope of modernity, as an ex-
otically glamorous and progressive experience or 
a corrupting influence that jeopardized the moral 
hygiene of chinese society, was again very much 
alive in this particular marketing campaign.

comparing to the portrayal of female nudes in 
these cartoonized advertisements, the only male 
nude image in the collection provides an alterna-
tive perspective on contemporary conceptions 
of urban modernity. Also an advertisement for a 
chinese medicine brand (figure 4), it depicts a 
male figure resembling the famous Greek bronze 
statue of Discobolus (or The Discus Thrower), the 
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idealized body of whom exhibits “the enduring 
pattern of athletic energy.”14 even though this 
male figure’s hair is changed to a slightly oriental 
style, the implication is clear: like the westernized 
female imagery, modern chinese masculinity was 
expected to be forceful, well-balanced, and equal 
to the west in physical strength. However, unlike 
the female nude that embodied the latent threat 
of moral decline and sexual transgression, the 
male body seems to convey no such message but 
only the aspiration of the advertisement artist to a 
bright and progressive future of the chinese race. 
Accordingly, as literary scholar Shu-mei Shih 
would argue, the chinese modernity represented 
by the feminine form had also been necessarily 
contained and subordinated to that of the mascu-
line.15

This paper has explored the visual represen-
tations of female nudes in the advertisement sec-
tion of The Sketch in 1930s Guangzhou, a modern 
city that saw an expanding consumer economy, 
emerging civic consciousness among the petty 
urbanites, and evolving perceptions of the female 
body. Although the exposed female flesh might 
have been seen as a progressive leap in the cul-
tural development of the city, the depictions of 
trendy westernized beauties in the local market-
ing schemes did not necessarily imply a posi-
tive outlook of modern femininity. rather, their 

14. Kenneth Clark, The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form, Bollingen Series 35.2 (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1956), 239.
15 Shih, “Shanghai Women of 1939,” 206.

naked body plainly displays the extent to which 
modern women, a perceived carrier of physical 
and moral diseases, could endanger the superi-
ority of native patriarchy as well as the spiritual 
wellbeing of the nation by luring men with their 
sexual charm. Additionally, francesca Dal lago’s 
study of Shanghai calendar poster girls points out 
that women’s subjectivity is ultimately overlooked 
in these renderings of the female body, for these 
advertisements vis-à-vis the mounting consum-
erism cast a commoditizing effect on women’s 
imagery. However, one should not hastily dismiss 
the destabilizing and emancipatory potential 
of these female nude images, for there might 
have been female readers who internalized these 
twofold messages of modern womanhood. in this 
case, even if the potential female audience would 
eventually succumb to the acceptable range of fe-
male behavior approved by the public, they might 
have gained empowerment from the fact that 
women in these advertisements, with their nude 
body, visually defy the prescribed gender norms, 
and thereby rewrite the face of cosmopolitan mo-
dernity in republican Guangzho.

Roanna Cheung is a graduate student in the 

Department of History. She recently received a 

CSW Travel Grant to present this research.
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