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Visualizing a Century of Public Health: A Graphic Art Retrospective

For over a century, public health campaigns have used eye-catching visuals to educate and inspire action. Galter Library’s new graphic art gallery brings this rich
history to life with a series of 22 historic posters spanning the early 20th century to the 1970s. From early Red Cross appeals to mid-century warnings about germs,
vaccination campaigns, and Chicago’s own public health efforts, these posters tell the story of how visual media has shaped the perceptions of health and disease.

Public health posters emerged as a powerful tool in the late 19th century, coinciding with advancements in printing technology that made mass communication more
accessible. Originally used to sell pharmaceuticals and raise funds for disease victims, posters quickly became a medium for public health messaging, particularly
during the First World War. As health campaigns sought to reach wide audiences, posters evolved alongside advertising trends, using bold colors, striking imagery,
and minimal text to grab attention and convey urgent messages.

Galter’s graphic art gallery is divided into five thematic categories: 

The Red Cross – Posters from the early 20th century showcasing the Red Cross’s role in World War I, emergency response, and public health.
Germs Spread Diseases – Mid-century campaigns warning against the spread of disease and promoting hygiene.
Preventive Health – Posters encouraging healthy habits, from eating fruit to seeking medical care.
Chicago History – Local public health efforts addressing vaccination, syphilis prevention, and tuberculosis. All the posters in this section were created by the
Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Art Project in Chicago.
Cancer – Posters underscoring the importance of early diagnosis and medical care in the treatment of cancer.

Each poster reflects the health concerns, cultural norms, and artistic styles of its time. In today's world, filled with digital health messages, these historic posters offer
a glimpse into how design has played a significant role in shaping public health awareness.

Visit the library's Mezzanine to explore these striking, high-quality reproductions of historic public health posters, curated from the National Library of Medicine Digital
Collections, the Library of Congress, the National Archives and Records Administration, and other repositories. Whether you’re interested in medical history, design,
or public health communication, this collection offers a fascinating glimpse into the past—and a reflection on how we continue to tell stories of health and wellness
today.

 

The Red Cross

Posters from the early 20th century showcasing the Red Cross's role in
World War I, emergency response, and public health.

 

Germs Spread Diseases

Mid-century campaigns warning against the spread of disease and promoting hygiene.
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Preventive Health

Posters encouraging healthy habits, from eating fruit to seeking medical care.

 

Chicago History

Local public health efforts addressing vaccination, syphilis prevention, and tuberculosis.
All the posters in this section were created by the Works Progress Administration (WPA)
Federal Art Project in Chicago.

 

 

Cancer
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Posters underscoring the importance of early diagnosis and
medical care in the treatment of cancer.
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