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BECOMING MODERN: AMERICA IN THE 1920s
PRIMARY SOURCE COLLECTION

\rwm( A in CLASS’

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 | to the beginning of the Great Depression.

O What major events and issues of the period were
highlighted in the posters?

O 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?

O In what ways were the posters entertaining as well as
informative or promotional?

O How did the graphic and text design change over the
period? How did these changes reflect the period?

O Do you think the posters were an effective marketing
device for the IRT? Why?

O 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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National Humanities Center: AMERICA IN CLASS®, 2012: americainclass.org/. Posters reproduced by permission of Princeton University Library
(Interborough Rapid Transit Company Poster Collection: Dept. of Rare Books and Special Collections. Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library. lvy
Ledbetter Lee Papers). Title font for “The Twenties” (TestarossaNF) courtesy of Nick’s Fonts at FontSpace.
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Shuttle
Service In
Operation

The shuttle ser-

To Prevent the Spread of

SpanisH INFLUENZA

sneeze, cough or expectorate |if you must|
in your handkerchief.

vice from Times
Square to the

Grand Central
Station will be

You are in no danger if everyone

heeds this warning.

By wnber of Buvard of Howith
ROYAL S. COPELAND, President

placed in operation
at 6 A. M., Saturday, Sept. 28th.

Whenever possible avoid

changing to the shuttle.

The direct route will save
you time.

Oherdor, K o0y

September 27, 1918
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A Job and
a Welcome

to OurMen

2,426 Interborough
men are in Uncle Sam’s [
service. When they
come home they will k=

be work for men old

and new,--even more.

Thanks to the
women, it has been
possible to keep up
this service during the
war;and we shall need
them even after our
men return.

find not only a hearty welcome --
but their jobs.

And our more recent employes
will also be retained. The war so
reduced our forces that there will

We believe the great riding
public appreciates their service
as fully as we do.

INTERBOIOUGH KAFID TRANSIT COMPANY

Cleoan, F anl
Prosidust

November 25, 1918
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68 KILLED, 632 INJURED, BY (vem ot or avros | "

IN THIS CITY AND STATE |

AUTOS IN CITY LAST MONTH |z i e ey tor oo

sevent monthe thin year, .. m
Included in the seven months’

list were children under

List Compiled by Medical Examiner Shows Thirty-Nine of the | tirteen years ,..e.oeeennn. 184

’ ~p. = g "y The e o O N
Dead Were Children Under Age of Thirteen—Fatalities O L I
i » N Ninety ’ Killed inst month c.ovvvvinves a
in June Numbered Ninety-Two, O Y i e =

YORTR socover-tvsacersossves 4688 ||
Killed In this city In same

Rlxty-alght persona were kilied nml'A-Jm.u- A

More Street Traffic—~ More Danger/

| vebiclen In New York
motth In June, nisetly
|

asin Wi More Subways ~ Streets Safer/

iJunn forty-three
| mentioned weyg
| The dea
Charies )
!hnt.

THINK IT OVER!

Interborough Rapid Transit Company.

August 1920
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THANK YOU'!

ToThePublic-The Brooklyn strike brought much
discomfort and trial to our patrons, but
they bore it all with patience and
consideration.

10 Our Men And The Folice -To you the strike brought
extra long hours and harder work. We
wish to express our sincerest appreciation
and thanks to the public, the police and
our men.

Interborough Rapid Transit Company

September 1920
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Plenty of Gates at Every Station

The new FEATHER-WEIGHT PRESSURE GATES make handling of
crowds easier. At all Subway Stations now us'm% em
the crowding is less and no standing in line for fickets.

Every gate is for either entry or exit.

[néar.hroya‘ MM Ca

December 1921

/
1 Always
Dependable

Tobiichod mw arsd s by She Iovtariumnefh Bapid Thomelt Company 2

WHY COUNTRY BOYS ARE STRONG

Nearly all our great men were coun
“S\mshine andopex_x_} air gave them strength.

~

mliewYork child can get a bit of

or the pggctfxvemonths in our great parks.

Build up the Babies! Noneed to spend
large sums for rairoad fare. The Interborough lines take
you to one of five of the largest and most
beautiful Parksin theWorld for a mnickel.

i Interborough Rapid Transit Co.

June 1922
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OUR WONDERFUL CIrY NJ 1 BOOST NEW YoRi
wlenaf ﬂtxptess Depentiti

(b j'hey deserve it. They pro-
§ tect us day and night.
They make about 27,000%]
iau're:ti'ts yearly. Buttthat
s only a sm art o
their wor ® f

For example, they regulate
- daily tra ¢ for nearly half
a million motor vehicles.

s Interborough Rapid Transit Co.

ca. April 1923

A Word from Presulent Coolndge

“Nearly every city is making large
appropriations for parks and play
grounds.

“Get the children out of the alleys and
off the streets into open places.

living and the love of being square.”

Tt Conninun, in s sbdres hefros
ihe Netioaal Comferrnes on Ovtloer Lk
- Wodbngron, May 211934

AmlnterbomhLmWillTah You ToTln

ca. June 1924
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RIDE ON THE ELEVATED AND SUBWAY

This picture is especially for
you. It is a Fourth of July story
of Americanism.

* & &

Boys and girls can make
holiday travel safer and more
comfortable by not shoving or

l'uahing- INTERBORDUGH RAVID THANSIT COMPANY

ca. July 1924

DEFENSE TEST DAY

‘ Friday. September 12th.

A peace time test and
demonstration of the
organizations and resources
that may be brought to the
protoc*tion of our country.

September 1924

National Humanities Center ® New York City Subway Posters, 1919-1932



Not inthe theatre dutncz- ;
that’s certain! Youll

and you'll have no park-
ing worries.

ca. 1924
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Fomm The N Vo Frommony Gl ‘

ca. 1925
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Why | Useithe Intetboserigh

— From the Secretary, the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People

USE the Interborough because it
enables me to spend fifteen minutes
longer over my breakfast table uptown
and fifteen minutes longer at my desk
downtown, without being late going or

JAMES WELDON JOHNSON

ca. 1925

8t * \ Greetings to all
). our Patruns

INTERBOROUGH

ca. December 1925
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Our Men Safest
Know Raileoad
Their Jobw In the Workd

FUBLIN S MW AR TEESS BT I STIRREEELLAS) BAM TRARAET § 1 AT

HORSE CARS v RAPIII TRANSIT

If the fare was 5 and 6 cents in the old days,
IS SEVEN CENTS TOO MUCH NOW"

In New York City street car
fares advanced from 5 to 6 cents
after the Civil War....Except in
New York City they have gone up
similarly since the World War.

WHY SHOULD NEW YORK’S TRANSIT DEVELOPMENT BE
STIFLED BY AN INADEQUATE FARE?

- o

S "’”ﬁ‘~ %
The L Is your Alr Line
S Regularity
It has |Speed
g ﬁr:% Dependability

¢ T -.r Out In the Open~
Terverrasp e (way From the Heat

National Humanities Center B New York City Subway Posters, 1919-1932
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Their Jobe in the Worki

SUMUMED SOW AL SIS T P B TR A R AR

Yet's Do What We Can for - - -

A Merry Christmas
and

PHappy New Pear

Fa X

INTERBOROUGH RAPID TRANSIT COMPANY

e -

1931

Safost
Railroad
In the World

Every employed New Yorker
is urged to share, promptly and liberally, to
provide relief to the thousands in distress...
heads of families, lone women, single men, our
neighbors. .. facing the winter with no work and
no funds. The need is far greater than a year ago.

Emergency Unemployment Relief Committee

MANHATTAN: 70 Pine Sercer, Dighy 49500 BROOKLYN: 215 Montagwe Stroet, TRiangle 56377

SHARING. ..

doesnt hurt like

BRONX: 384 East 19 Soreet
QUEENS: 2927 415t Avere, Long Ieland City
RICHMOND: 10 Bay Servet, St George, 8. L

HARLEM DIV: 129 West 135¢h Stvvet SUFFERING

e .

well see it
through/

1932
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