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ABSTRACT 

This paper uses furniture adverƟsements to explore interacƟons between Eastern and Western 
design forms in semi- colonial Shanghai during the Republic of China (1912-1949). It argues that 
furniture design and adverƟsing provided a significant site for East-West cultural exchange, 
hybridizaƟon, and decolonizaƟon. 

The study analyzes over 700 historic furniture adverƟsements from influenƟal Shanghai newspapers 
between 1912 and 1949, a period marked, alternaƟvely, by semi-colonizaƟon, anƟ-imperialism, and a 
search for local idenƟty. Through a themaƟc analysis of this textual and visual informaƟon, this paper 
idenƟfies three disƟnct trends in furniture design, represenƟng “cross-cultural hybridizaƟon” (Tai, 2009). 
The first trend (1910s) celebrated Western design, which was introduced to Shanghai during its 
colonizaƟon in the late Qing Dynasty (1845-1912) but rendered it in tradiƟonal Chinese materials and 
construcƟon techniques. The second trend (late 1910s to late 1920s), which aligned with the anƟ-
imperial senƟment of Shanghai society aŌer the founding of the Republic of China, celebrated local 
craŌsmanship, referencing tradiƟonal Chinese furniture design, and highlighted local producƟon. These 
two trends led to the creaƟon of a truly integraƟve third trend, the “Modeng” style, which blended 
Eastern and Western design elements and became a hallmark of Shanghai design and culture aŌer the 
1930s. 
Research on Chinese furniture typically focuses on material characterisƟcs, arƟsƟc styles, and 
manufacturing techniques without delving into the complexity of cultural exchange; the evoluƟon of 
Chinese furniture is construed as a simple, one-sided process of westernizaƟon. In contrast, this study 
follows in the footsteps of design scholars who examine the socio-cultural implicaƟons of furniture 
consumpƟon in the 20th century, including Meltem Gurel’s examinaƟon of modern furniture and 
Western idenƟty in Turkey, and CharloƩe Benton’s exploraƟon of the fusion of modern furniture 
design and local craŌsmanship in Japan (Gurel, 2009; Brenton, 1998). This study brings this 



 

 
 

examinaƟon of cultural exchange to a Shanghai context, looking at how the development of furniture 
design in Shanghai represented a complex hybridity rather than a passive reacƟon to Western cultural 
influences. Importantly, it highlights how local furniture manufacturers’ efforts to promote the unique 
cultural idenƟty of Shanghai through a synthesis of global cultural influences provides a microcosm of 
the city's decolonizaƟon process. 
By examining the evoluƟon of furniture adverƟsements through the lens of cultural interacƟons, this 
study provides a deeper understanding of how the Shanghai furniture industry interacted with Western 
influences, reflecƟng efforts to negoƟate, resist, and integrate global cultural influences in Shanghai. It 
provides interior designers and scholars with valuable insight into the significance of furniture design as 
a site for examining cross-cultural interacƟons, shedding light on the contribuƟon of the furniture 
industry to the process of decolonizaƟon in Shanghai, China. 
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