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DAVID CIARLO, Advertising Empire: Race and Visual Culture in Im -
perial Germany, Harvard Historical Studies (Cambridge, Mass.: Har -
vard University Press, 2011), xvi + 419 pp. ISBN 978 0 674 05006 8.
£36.95. US$49.95

Between the mid 1880s and 1914, two distinct developments took
place in Germany: the country became not only an imperial power
but also a consumer society. Both aspects had huge reverberations for
the realm of advertising. In his well-structured and richly illustrated
book Advertising Empire: Race and Visual Culture in Imperial Germany,
historian David Ciarlo argues that the rise of modern advertising cul-
ture and the subjugation of colonized people were closely inter-
twined. With the help of an extensive visual archive, the collection of
trademark registration rolls of the Imperial Patent Office (Waren -
zeichen blatt des Kaiserlichen Patentamts), the author traces the emer-
gence and increasing racialization of black figures in German visual
culture around the turn of the twentieth century. Echoing the work
of scholars such as Anne McClintock,1 Ciarlo’s book attempts to
answer the question of ‘why . . . these natives, or these black figures
with enormous red lips, oversized eyes and ears, and bumpy heads,
[should] be reasonably expected to inspire a German viewer—a
German viewer of 1900, but not earlier—to purchase the product?’ (p.
11). The analysis that the author lays out through the following six
chapters demonstrates that it was ‘learned’, among other things, by
imitating the advertising cultures of the USA and Britain. Ciarlo
argues that visual imagery was inherently transnational; certain visu-
al conventions and traditions were transferred from the USA to
Britain and Germany, and required only slight alteration to fit into
the national culture. 

The first chapter, ‘Exotic Panoramas and Local Color: Commercial
Exhibitions and Colonial Expositions’, deals with exhibitions and
expositions in Germany that set the stage, literally, for the fusion of
colonial fantasies with commercial imagery. It focuses on an exhibi-
tion in Bremen in 1890 that is described in great detail, from the set-
ting of the stages, the parties involved, to the way it was advertised.
The exhibition catalogue encouraged visitors to take the opportunity
to ‘educate themselves’ about European colonies in the light of colo-
1 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial
Con test (New York, 1995).
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nial politics. Certain commodities were visibly displayed to show the
benefits of trade with the colonies (though many products were not
actually from Germany’s colonies). Ciarlo states that ‘there can be no
doubt that the laying out of commodities at the commercial exhibi-
tion indeed set the pattern for modern advertising, in that it provid-
ed one of the first means by which commodities became infused
with larger cultural meanings that were intentionally produced’ (p.
60).

The following chapter, ‘Impressions of Others: Allegorical
Clichés, Panoptic Arrays, and Popular Savagery’, looks at a variety of
visual material, such as advertisements for colonial commodities and
‘people shows’ (Völkerschauen), posters, trade cards, and trademark
registration rolls. Ciarlo argues that there was no direct link between
German colonialism on the one hand, and ‘people shows’ or colonial
advertising imagery on the other—or at least that this was not the
only and strongest connection. Rather, in the mid 1880s there was a
growing interest across Europe in all things considered ‘African’.
This interest was intensified by the rising mass media, which encour-
aged enthusiasm for colonialism rather than resulting from it. Yet the
sheer numbers of posters, trade cards, painted walls, and so on,
according to Ciarlo, formed a visual ‘template of Africa’ (p. 107). The
depiction of ‘exotic’ peoples was appealing not only because of their
physical differences, but also because they were seen as the virtual
embodiment of the distant lands they (allegedly) came from.
Moreover, the depiction of African bodies became a visual metaphor
for labour itself—and the fruits of that labour could then be con-
sumed by the German people. Throughout this chapter, Ciarlo
resorts to the notion of authenticity (‘printed representations were
often anything but authentic’, p. 68), for instance, when discussing
the image of the ‘Moor’ (Mohr) in German culture (p. 70). Ciarlo char-
acterizes authenticity as a ‘veneer of edification for middle-class
readers’ (p. 79), yet without problematizing the claim to authenticity
or providing a definition of it. Here his discussion would have bene-
fited from a critical engagement with the very idea of the ‘authentic’,
for it would have exposed the colonial fantasies at work in the visu-
al materials as well as the techniques by which ‘authenticity’—clear-
ly a sales argument—was to be achieved.

The third chapter, entitled ‘Masters of the Modern Exotic’, dis-
cusses the emergence of advertising as a profession in Germany, pay-
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ing particular attention to the increased dissemination of mass-pro-
duced visuals. Given the linkage between advertising and colonial-
ism that Ciarlo establishes at the beginning of his book, a close
alliance between professional advertisers and colonial enthusiasts
would be expected. Interestingly, though, the author demonstrates
that ‘far from cooperating in some larger, overarching colonial pro -
ject, advertisers and colonialists would emerge as competitors in the
1890s, at least indirectly in the cultural realm, over who would
become the masters of the modern exotic’ (p. 114). This rivalry also
meant that advertisers oriented themselves by American advertising,
seen as ‘archetypically modern’ (p. 134). The reference to American
and British advertising, which were equally influential, was also a
strategic means used by advertisers to legitimize their profession. By
pointing to the ubiquity and prevalence of advertising cultures in the
Anglophone world, German professionals tried to make their busi-
ness seem relevant and important. Advertising was still regarded
with indifference or even hostility by the business community and
the wider public in Germany.

One challenge for advertisers, graphic artists, and caricaturists
was to catch people’s attention while remaining within the bounds of
what was considered good taste. As racialized and caricatured
images of black people were used to sell a plethora of products, the
visuals could not be repulsive or disturbing, because they were in -
tended to encourage consumption. And as caricaturized depictions
of racial difference imported from Britain and the USA began to be
increasingly common in the Germany of the 1890s, advertising was
literally transcultural. It spoke to a Europe-wide colonial project.
Most brands, such as Liebig, Stollwerck, and Palmin, were sold not
only in Germany, but also in France, Italy, and England, so the adver-
tising needed to be interesting and ‘neutral’ in the sense that it could
work in various countries. As the author shows, even though the
visual language differed slightly from country to country and certain
forms of caricature became a signature of German advertising,
images essentially travelled across the Atlantic in myriad ways; they
were stolen, copied, plagiarized, bought, or borrowed.

‘Packaged Exoticism and Colonial Rule: Commercial Visuality at
the Fin de Siècle’, the fourth chapter, describes the popularization of
black figures in the realm of advertising. Practical reasons for this
were that human figures personalized an advertisement, and that a
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human figure could be easily recognized even without much detail.
The emergence of ‘the African native’ around the turn of the century,
however, ‘did not correlate with ongoing efforts to extract resources
from Germany’s African colonies. Even by 1900, the colonial econo-
my remained insignificant to that of the German metropole’ (p. 157).
Before 1900 the Orient was seen as the quintessential source of luxu-
ry goods, but the new century witnessed a shift to Africa, and this
fantasy was affixed to goods such as chocolate, coffee, tobacco, dye,
and cigarettes. According to the author, this change illustrates a more
aggressive stance on colonialism and colonial rule, regardless of the
commodities actually obtained from the German colonies. Depictions
of ‘African natives’ thus served as the literal embodiment of distant
lands and ‘exotic’ products. As a result of the large increase in the use
of such imagery, Ciarlo convincingly shows, depictions of ‘African
people’ became more and more standardized; they were often por-
trayed wearing huge necklaces and earrings, with bare feet, and
clothed only in tattered shorts.

The fifth and the sixth chapters make up the core of the book’s
argument and show how signifiers of racial difference emerged, cir-
culated, and became hegemonic in the sphere of German visual cul-
ture. To Ciarlo’s own surprise, ‘the racialization of advertising
imagery in Germany did not emerge in lockstep with official or sci-
entific colonialism. . . . The construction of a racial—and ultimately
racist—imaginary of colonialism in Germany can be traced instead to
preoccupations with a land far removed from the German colonial
orbit’ (p. 215). This land was the USA, and the imaginary the minstrel
shows and imagery imported into German commerce.

Many of the visual examples that Ciarlo shares with his readers
are reminiscent of US depictions of African Americans, for example,
stereotypes such as the ‘black dandy’, the ‘black coon’, or ‘Sambo’. As
this form of advertising was imitated and black figures were increas-
ingly used to sell commodities because of their sheer range and visi-
bility, it became absolutely ‘normal’ to have black figures advertising
all kinds of products. And although images of black figures were
used to advertise products such as ink, shoe polish, and cocoa, no
‘natural’ connection was seen between a product and the skin colour
of Africans. This relationship was established by reiteration and
eventually came to seem ‘natural’. At times, Ciarlo’s reference to the
influence of US culture gives the impression that German advertisers



innocently borrowed and copied racialized imagery. But it appealed
to them not only because it was American (and thus ‘modern’), but
also because there was a tradition of racist imagery and exoticism to
which these visuals alluded. Ciarlo actually makes this point later
with reference to the genocide of the Herero population in the colony
of German South-West Africa. Towards the end of chapter five, enti-
tled ‘Featuring Race: Patterns of Racialization before 1900’, Ciarlo
discusses various examples to show that Germans eventually devel-
oped their own style of depicting Africans that differed from how
African Americans were predominantly shown in the USA. In con-
clusion, he identifies three sources of racial imagery that were central
to developments in German commercial visuality, namely, minstrel
shows and minstrelsy, transatlantic traffic in commodity racism, and
the popularization and Germanization of caricature.

The last chapter in the book, ‘Racial Imperium’, traces three ele-
ments that resulted in an increase in racialized imagery in the first
decade of the twentieth century. The author identifies the commer-
cialization of politics, the ‘optics’ of the commodity fetish that explic-
itly communicated power relations, and the emergence of a visual
hegemony. Ciarlo compellingly shows that these three elements lit-
erally transformed the ways in which Germans saw Africans. The
revolt of the Herero against the German colonizers in 1904, the
author argues, resulted not only in a mass media event and height-
ened racial rhetoric and racism. The racial hysteria that the news cov-
erage of the war evoked also resonated with a long tradition of racial
thinking in German culture. In the sphere of commerce, collectable
trading cards advertising products such as coffee, soap, and cocoa
additionally helped to popularize images of the war. Significantly,
the image of the ‘noble warrior’ re-emerged in these advertisements,
according to Ciarlo, because ‘consumer imagery was meant to entice,
not disgust’ (p. 273). While advertisers responded to the coverage of
the war in the press and the political sphere by putting images of war
on packages, these images had to be crafted so that they were not
seen as irritating or threatening. As depictions of African adults
might have appeared terrifying, or at least inappropriate, because of
the war, advertisers often used images of black children or adults of
indeterminate age. These images were not necessarily cute and sel-
dom resembled images of cherubic white children, but they con-
veyed an impression of harmlessness and simple-mindedness.
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