
A Concise History of the Poster

Poster Illustration in the Western World



Printmaking and the Roots of the
Poster as it is Currently Known

• Printable media begins with the Gutenberg press in 1454 printing
indulgences for the Catholic church

• Printable advertisements take the form of handbills and broadsides.
Desire for visual dominance on kiosks leads to bigger size ads. Imagery
appears in these ads to catch the eye.

• 1796 and the invention of lithography heralds the age of poster art.

• Cheret three stone process (red, yellow, blue) creates the illusion of full
spectrum color and this lithographic technique becomes the dominant
form of poster art by 1870, and is not replaced until mid-1900's with
the invention of photo-offset technology.
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Early Parisian Poster Art

• Edouard Manet, Jules Cheret, Leonetto Cappiello

• Night Life, Beautiful girls dressed in the fashion of
the era, Comfortable marriage of illustrated
typography and image

• 1868-1890

• The French poster skyrocketed Parisian Night Life,
which embraced all walks of life from Expatriate
writers, to esteemed artists, to prostitutes.
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The Belle Epoque

• Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Theophile Alexandre Steinlen

• Shadowy figures, Beautiful girls dressed in the fashion of the era and
dancing, Absynthe, alcohol

• 1891-1900

• The Belle Epoque was the era of the poster craze in France that began
with Lautrec's "Moulin Rouge" poster in 1891. With his creation,
advertisement became a fine art form and collectable posters were the
rage in Paris and Europe. Posters in each country came to represent
their society's unique culture. France is known for cafe life, while the
best opera posters come from Italy. Bullfights from Spain, domestic
design from Holland, Circus in America.  In 1896 a huge poster show
was held in Reims, France which displayed 1690 posters by country.
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American Late 19th Century
Poster Art

• Edward Penfield, Will H. Bradley, J.C.
Leyendecker

•  Lifestyle, Publication Advertising

• Late 19th- Early 20th Cent.
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Art Nouveau

• Alphonse Marie Mucha, Aubrey Beardsley,
Henry Van de Velde

• Abstract decorations, Borders, floral and
organic matter.

• 1890–1905
• Art Nouveau is French for “New Art,”

Jugendstil is German for “Young Style.”
Represented natural, young beauty.
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German Expressionism

• Oskar Kokoschka, Stahl-Arpke
• Emotional, Non-realistic, visible artist's hand,

dramatic typography, influenced by Japanese
wood engravings

• 1910s-1920s
• In Germany at the time there was a revival in

Nationalism, and German Expressionist posters
embraced it by making something completely
German.
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Art Deco

• Cassandre, Giuseppe Riccobaldi

• Machine aesthetic, Geometry, Influenced by
Futurism and Cubism

• 1925, Decorative Arts Exposition

• Response to the horror of WWI and a
disinterest in the now tired Art Nouveau.
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Bauhaus

• John Heartfield, Walter Dexel, Joost
Schmidt, Herbert Bayer

• Designed compositions, Poitical Subject
Matter, Extreme focus on Typography, High
quality of design and craft

• 1919-1933
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World War I, World War II and the
Propaganda Poster

•  James Montgomery Flagg, Jean Carlu, Paul
Colin

• Nationalism, Violence

• 1940-1945

• Photo Offset printing replaces Lithography.
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James Montgomery
Flagg

The poster that defined
the iconic Uncle Sam
as we still know him

today



The Pointing Figure

A common visual device in
war propaganda posters

throughout the world;  The
central figure directly

addresses the viewer to
make one feel responsible

for taking action
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The Movie and Entertainment
Poster

• Bronislaw Zelek (Poland) Bob Peak, Saul Bass
(America)

• Metaphor and design (Poland) cult of celebrities
(America)

• 1960s
• Movie posters are special because a single movie

would get a different poster for each country and
language it was shown in. Poland is known for the
best and most prolific movie poster art, while
American posters are known for melodrama and
celebrity portraits.













Psychedelic Posters and the
Fillmore

•  David E. Byrd, Bonnie MacLean, Wes
Wilson, Rick Griffin

• Psychedelia, Music, Counterculture

• 1966-1971
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Clifford Charles Seeley, Wes Wilson



Wes Wilson



John H. Meyers, Wilfrid Weisser



David Ebyrd, Wes Wilson



Prominent Mid-Late 20th Century
Poster Artists

•  Saul Bass, Milton Glaser, James McMullan

•  Less of a movement, more prominent
individual artists

• Saul Bass- 1920-1996   Milton Glaser-
1929-Current   James McMullan- 1934-
Current
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Punk Posters and Flyers of the
90s

• The consumer-grade copy machine and
access to stores such as Kinko’s put the
poster into the hands of the 90s punk
scene, mostly made up of young anarchists.

• Posters in this movement were
unintentionally reminiscent of German
Expressionism for messy aesthetic and
abrasive, visual emotion.





The New D.I.Y. and Indie Poster

• Tyler Stout, Shepard Fairey, Invisible Creature

• The Indie poster spawned from the D.I.Y. principles
of punk posters but aimed for a higher aesthetic

• Screenprinting is the medium of choice for most
D.I.Y. and Indie poster artists

• Mostly done for Indie bands or local events, strong
sense of community

• Extremely collectible
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