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                 New York City 
Subway Posters 

The New York City subway has taken its place as an 

icon of Americana—and for subway riders of the 

1920s, the company posters displayed in the subway 

cars and elevated trains became iconic in themselves. 

Today  the “Subway Sun” and the “Elevated Express” 

offer a unique perspective on the period 1918 to 

1932, the sixteen-year span of the series.  
 

Presented here are twenty of the 385 21x16” posters 

produced by the Interborough Rapid Transit Com-

pany (IRT) to encourage ridership after its first 

competitor, Brooklyn Rapid Transit, opened the first  

BRT line into Manhattan in 1917. Imagine reading the 

posters while riding the rumbling crowded subway in 

New York City in the years from the end of World 

War I to the beginning of the Great Depression.  
 

 What major events and issues of the period were 

highlighted in the posters?  

 How did the posters display prevalent attitudes of the 

period? How did they reflect a big-city perspective on 

the “modern age”? a business perspective?  

 In what ways were the posters entertaining as well as 

informative or promotional? 

 How did the graphic and text design change over the 

period? How did these changes reflect the period? 

 Do you think the posters were an effective marketing 

device for the IRT? Why? 

 Combine the subway posters with other single-source 

collections in Becoming Modern, Theme I: THE AGE, 

e.g., from another New York City source (New Yorker 

cartoons) or from another large city source (Chicago 

Tribune political cartoons). What unique insights can be 

gained by studying single-source collections from a 

period? What limits do they present?  

Notes: 

- “L”: elevated train. 

- Brooklyn strike (Sept. 1920 poster): The August 1920 BRT transit workers’ strike 

was one of many postwar strikes for better wages and working conditions. 

- Defense Test Day (Sept. 1924 poster): national radio broadcast by the federal 

government in 1924 and 1925 to demonstrate the nation’s defense preparedness. 

- Emergency Unemployment Relief Committee [of New York] (1932 poster): city 

agency created to raise private donations for worker relief; initiated as part of 

Pres. Hoover’s campaign to stimulate volunteer aid for the unemployed.  
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