








ongoing since 1905 as a means to resist foreign domination of the Chinese economy.
Led by patriotic elites, efforts to encourage people to buy Chinese-made versions of
imports proved largely ineffective, with consumers tending to prefer foreign-made
products over frequently shoddy domestic items.[16]

The Modern Sketch lampoon of national goods takes such patriotic hypocrisy to task,
labeling a pair of coins “Our Binoculars,” a female dwarf “Our Typical Beauty,” a beggar
chalking his sorrows on the sidewalk “Our Great Literary Giant,” a caged songbird “Our
Modern Woman,” and an exhumed skeleton “Our Everlasting Hero of the Resistance.”
Juxtaposed photos of race-course gamblers and soup-kitchen refugees are described as
“Our Two Types of People,” and, finally, Dan Duyu’s photo is revisited with a dose of acid
humor under the caption “Our Film Star.”

“A True and Authentic Exhibition of National Goods”

The editorial team at Modern Sketch frequently repurposed file photos for
humorous and satirical ends. This spread takes a cynical dig at the “national
goods” movements promoted during the early decades of the 20th century,
labeling a caged bird “Our Modern Woman,” an exhumed skeleton “Our
Everlasting Hero of the Resistance,” and so on. The pseudonymous credit “‘Yi
Liu” plays on a homophone for the word “top quality —a backhanded reference
to the shoddiness of some of China's domestic manufactured goods.



(detail highlighted in red)
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The meaning of photographs could also be destabilized through juxtaposition, most
frequently by mounting one half-page image atop another and adding a droll title. One
of the more striking examples of this technique is 40 Years of Chinese Women'’s
Liberation: Before-and-After,” which sets a late-Qing dynasty photographic portrait of a
courtesan above a 1930s image of a celebrity songstress, the latter simpering for the
camera while cradling an instrument then popular in the U.S. and Europe, a mandolin-
banjo.
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Courtesans—young women trained as professional entertainers to attract the patronage
of elite urban men—were among the first in China to exploit the commercial potential of
photography, using their portraits as a means of advertising during their heyday in the
late-19th and early-20th centuries.[17] Foregrounded here, of course, are the many
continuities between the old and new images, prompting the viewer to question what
lay underneath the flashy and alluring, but often very thin, veneer of modern Chinese
urban life.

For contributors to Modern
Sketch, the shallow,
uneven experience of
modernity was most




evident when comparing
city to country. If the
courtesan-starlet pairing
points up ironic
correspondences across
time, the over-under shots
entitled “Female Immortals
Among Us” stress the vast
gap between urban and
rural lives by juxtaposing a
constellation of bathing
beauties, arrayed on a
modernistic stage set, with
a grim tableau of destitute
refugee women.

“Woman Female Immortals
Among Us”

[m11_015]

The cut-and-paste approach of photomontage also lent itself to the satirical
manipulation of geographic space within the city itself. Zhao Dingming’s montage “The
Future Shanghai Racecourse: Equal Treatment for High-rises and Hovels” artificially
closes the yawning economic gap that separated Shanghai’s prosperous central
thoroughfare, Bubbling Well Road (today’s Nanjing West Road), from the sprawling
shantytowns on the city’s margins. The tongue-in-cheek caption adopts a journalistic
tone, reporting how “Chinese and foreigners alike praise the slum-dwellers’ energetic
efforts to become members of the flourishing city after being forcibly removed from the
eastern district.”
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The four landmark buildings in the background of this photo still stand in
Shanghai today. Built between 1926 and 1934, they are, from lefi to right, the

Grand Theater, the 22-story Park Hotel, the foreign YMCA, and China United
Apartments. The shacks have been pasted onto the race course, now the site of



People’s Park.

[ms38_011]

As we have already seen, Modern Sketch
made extensive use of images of women to
expose social contradictions. More often

]
than not, women represented the excesses j
of urban life, often in harsh contrast to the a
deprivation of China’s interior. i §
*
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Images of women in the earlier issues of

Modern Sketch, as in this July 1934 Gk I
photospread, were almost pure cheesecake.

The woman lying on the sand is China’s 1930s

swimming star Yang Xiugiong.
(detail highlighted in red)
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When it came to photomontage,
stock images of beautiful female
celebrities were ripe pickings for
this kind of treatment, especially in
the magazine’s later issues. For
instance, an image of China’s
aquatic sports star Yang Xiugiong
that appeared in a cheesecake
spread in 1934 reappeared in a
quite different context three years
later. A pair of scissors, a pot of
glue, and access to the Modern
Publications photo archives was all
it took to transport her from a
warm sandy beach to the parched
earth of the drought-stricken,
inland province of Sichuan.



“Sorrows of a Sichuan Mermaid!”
From Modern Sketch, April 1937.

The image is speciously credited
to the “China Wireless
Photographic News Service.’
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Photomontage was also used to manipulate identity.
The motive for doing so could be purely frivolous, as
when the heads of Chinese film stars Jin Yan and
Wang Renmei were glued onto what was probably a
still image of Laurel and Hardy driving a beat-up
Model-T Ford.

photomontage
(detail highlighted in red)

[ms26_035]
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But montage artists also took aim at larger targets, including modern Chinese identity
itself. By far the most ambitious example of photomontage in Modern Sketch was the
anthropomorphous cut-and-paste catalogue of the era’s ills and anxieties, “The Typical
Chinese Person.”

R ik ok @”® N AR

AB hOE

S e b S i Dt R R A
“The Typical Chinese Person”
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Imperialism, censorship, war, Chinese heritage, Western imports, industrialization,
money-worship...all are pictured here in an absurd but arresting assemblage, one that
challenges the viewer to separate calamity from humor, indignation from amusement,
and the trauma of victimization from the pleasures of clever invention. If any one image
can represent the motley democracy of forms that is Modern Sketch, this would be it.
Nothing quite like this magazine, or the era it sought to portray, has been seen in China
since.

Visual Narrative: Eroticized Women

Almost every major cartoonist who contributed to Modern Sketch, including the
editor Lu Shaofei, tried his hand at erotic depictions of women. “Eating ice
cream with the eyes” was the local slang expression for viewing such images,



which in many ways resonated with the golden age of pin-up girl illustration in
the United States that was happening at the very same time. Often these nude and
semi-nude images came with a political subtext. Sometimes they were simply
attention-grabbing ploys to increase circulation. For all their diversity of style,
and whatever their ultimate intent, these erotic illustrations and photographs
leave no doubt that Modern Sketch was very much a magazine by and for men.

On viewing images of a potentially disturbing nature: click here.
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Selected biographical information for Modern Sketch
contributors appearing in this unit

Cai Ruohong £&#14T, (1910-2002)
Cao Hanmei &3, (1902-1975)
Chen Baoyi f&ig—, (1893-1945)
Chen Huiling BEE#n, (1916-)

Chen Juanyin BB, (1897-1986)
Dou Zonggan &R, (1915-1992)
Feng Di J&#%, (1907-1983)

Guo Jianying £F#&2%, (1907-1979)
Hu Kao #%, (1912-1994)

Hua Junwu #ZEKH, (1915-2010)
Huang Jiayin &&&, (1913-1961)
Huang Weigiang =134, (1918-)
Huang Wennong &X &, (1901[?]-1934)
Huang Yao &%, (1917-1987)

Jiang Mi iT#, (1912-1989)

Liao Bingxiong Z7k5t, (1915-2006)
Liang Baibo 28K, (1911-1967)

Lu Shaofei 847, (1903-1995)

Lu Zhixiang BEF&EE, (1910-1992)
Pang Xunqin BEZEZE, (1906-1945)
Shen Yigian J#%&T, (1908-1944)
Sheng Gongmu AR (Te Wei £&), (1915-2010)
Tao Mouji FFFREE, (1912-1985)

Wang Dunging E3, (1899-1990)
Wang Zimei JEF3&, (1913-2002)
Yan Zhexi E&#7#, (1909-1993)

Ye Qianyu ¥£F, (1907-1995)
Zhang Ding 5&{T, (1917-2010)
Zhang Guangyu ¥, (1900-1965)
Zhang Leping 5R%F, (1910-1992)
Zhang Wenyuan 3E3JT, (1910-1992)
Zhou Duo (1905-?)
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