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Those who survey advertising scholarship will be struck by how few studies

document the history of the field.  Though the number of publications in this area has

increased over the last two decades, in comparison to other institutions, the figure is

quite modest. More surprising still, considering advertising’s reliance upon images, is

the dearth of studies focusing on visual elements.  Instead, here, one chiefly finds an

assortment of coffee-table books content to reproduce—and glorify—the art of ad-

vertising.

With few exceptions, even those scholars who’ve studied the visual elements

have generally neglected to do so in situ, with full respect for the ad’s contemporary

context.  Equally absent, is research that explains how an ad means what it means
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within its historical context.  Perhaps it wittily exploits some current event.  Or it

might draw on some catchphrase of the day.  Or it might actually appropriate or echo

some style of painting.  Knowing their contextual characteristics is crucial to under-

standing the ad.

This dissertation approaches the topic of historical contextual visual analysis

from two view points—macro and micro—and sets out to apply an historical multi-

contextual methodological frame to the study of advertisements in the 1920s.

First, the macro view documents how American advertising in the 1920s

gradually absorbed the imagery of the contemporary modern art movement. By

studying and cataloging the 2,806 pieces of advertising art published in the  Annuals

between 1921 and 1931, it was possible to construct a trend-adoption curve for the

decade.  In addition, reviews from every Annual Exhibition of Advertising Art spon-

sored by the Art Directors Club published in both the trade and popular press were

collected and studied along with all articles mentioning the use of modern art—both

celebratory and critical.

The micro analysis consists of a close reading of one major national advertis-

ing campaign which ran throughout 1929.  This analysis is supplemented by a rich set

of documents from the Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn advertising agency’s ar-
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chive—creative briefs, meeting notes, and miscellaneous ephemera—relevant to the

campaign.  The microscopic critique follows a three-step process:

•  First, it frames a discussion of external factors influential to the

campaign;

•  Second, it identifies the specific goals of the campaign through his-
torical documentation;

•  Third, it examines the symbolic meaning, both visually and textu-
ally, of the individual ads within the campaign.

The goal of this dissertation is to study advertisements from the point of view

of the creator.  The method of discussing a campaign or individual advertisements

within an historical multicontextual frame stresses the importance of situating an ad

within its historical setting.  Within this context, authorial intent and meaning can be

studied, offering multi-layered and robust interpretations.
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INTRODUCTION

Those who survey advertising scholarship will be struck by how few

studies document the history of the field.  Though the number of publications in

this area has increased dramatically over the last two decades, in comparison to

other institutions, the figure is quite modest. More surprising still, considering ad-

vertising’s reliance upon images, is the dearth of studies focusing on visual ele-

ments.  Instead, here, one chiefly finds an assortment of coffee-table books con-

tent to reproduce—and glorify—the art of advertising.

With few exceptions, even those scholars who’ve studied the visual ele-

ments have generally neglected to do so in situ, with full respect for the ad’s con-

temporary context.  In the area of consumer behavior, for example, attitude-

toward-the-ad studies often record the visual elements simply as either providing

product-relevant information or as “affect-laden pictures devoid of product-

relevant information.”1  This position neglects to recognize that all visual ele-

ments within the advertisement produce meaning.



2

Equally absent, is research that explains how an ad means what it means

within its historical context.  Perhaps it wittily exploits some current event.  Or it

might draw on some catchphrase of the day.  Or it might actually appropriate or

echo some style of painting, be it classical or currently popular.  Knowing their

contextual characteristics is crucial; it helps reconstruct the actual construction of

the ad, thereby understanding the thought processes that its creators used when

conceiving its form.

This dissertation approaches the topic of historical contextual visual

analysis from two view points—macro and micro—and sets out to apply a multi-

contextual methodological frame to the study of advertisements in the 1920s.

First, the macro view investigates how advertising of the 1920s adopted

various styles of modern art.  This is accomplished through a content analysis of

advertising art published in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals between 1921-1931.

A total of 2,806 works were studied to construct a trend-adoption curve over the

decade.  Categories of “old-school,” “transitional,” and “modern” were used to

stratify the data.  Further analysis identifies ad art adopting the Precisionist style,

and the rise in use of this form was also charted.  These trends were then consid-
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ered within the context of the trade press’s debate on the appropriateness of using

modern artistic styles in advertising, and reviews in the popular press of the Art

Directors Club’s annual exhibitions of advertising art.  This discussion is further

augmented by the overall familiarity and acceptance the general public had with

these still-new modern art styles.

This macro-level trend analysis is followed by a microscopic investigation

of one particular campaign published in 1929.  The “They may look alike_but…”

campaign for Edison MAZDA Lamps adopts the modern Precisionist style and is

discussed within an historical-multicontexual frame.  The critique follows a three-

step process:

•  First, it frames a discussion of external factors influential to the
campaign, such as the social implications of the product adver-
tised, the relationship between the consuming public and the ad-
vertiser, and the relationship between the advertiser and their ad-
vertising agency;

•  Second, it identifies the specific goals of the campaign through

historical documentation, such as creative briefs, meeting notes,
and other miscellaneous ephemera;

•  Third, it examines the symbolic meaning, both visually and tex-
tually, of the individual ads within the campaign.
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The method of discussing the campaign within an historical-

multicontextual frame stresses the importance of situating an advertisement in its

historical setting.  Within this context, authorial intent and meaning can be stud-

ied, offering multi-layered and robust interpretations.

This dissertation is divided into four chapters.  Chapter One explores the

published literature in the areas of advertising history and visual analysis, and

concludes with an application of the theoretical area of Intertextuality.  This body

of literature lays groundwork for applying an historical multicontextual framing

methodology to the study of advertisements.  Chapter Two presents a stylistic

content analysis of advertising art published in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals

from 1921 through 1931.  Additionally, this study offers a trend analysis of the

diffusion of modern art styles into advertising during this same time period.

Chapter Three narrows in focus and discusses one national campaign published in

1929, using the historical multicontextual framing methodology.  This analysis

offers a rich multidimensional investigation through the exploration of the Edison

MAZDA Lamp campaign, “They may look alike_but…”  Chapter Four concludes
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with opportunities for future research in the area of historical contextual visual

analysis.

The goal of this dissertation is to study advertisements from the point of

view of the creator.  The method of discussing a campaign or individual adver-

tisements within an historical multicontextual frame stresses the importance of

situating an ad within its historical setting.  Within this context, authorial intent

and meaning can be studied, offering multi-layered and robust interpretations.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Literature Review

The foundation literature for this dissertation draws from two areas of ad-

vertising research—history and visual analysis.  First, advertising history and its

three subgroups are discussed:

•  Advertising as an economic force.

•  Anecdotal memoirs and “Great Men” epics.

•  Ads themselves.

Once the historical groundwork is laid, studies pertaining to visual analy-

sis are reviewed—specifically, the three most commonly used analytical ap-

proaches to interpreting ads: structural semiotics, poststructural semiotics, and

literary and art criticism.  Lastly, the theoretical area of intertextuality, a branch of

poststructural semiotics, which has not previously been applied to the interpreta-

tion of advertisements at any great length, will be explored.
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Advertising History

The historical study of American advertising has, indeed, increased over

the last two decades of the 20th century. Thanks to scholars such as the late

Roland Marchand, this lite body of literature is taking form.  Yet one can still find

truth in Daniel Boorstin’s 1973 statement that “advertising, one of the most char-

acteristic and most vigorous of American institutions, has been less adequately

chronicled than almost any other major institution.”2

Six years after Boorstin’s assessment of the lack of publications on the

subject of advertising, Richard Pollay surveyed the literature for historical publi-

cations in this field.  He lamented that the scholarly study of advertising history

had been scanted by the entire academic community—historians, anthropologists,

and advertising scholars alike.  Since so few people have published in this area, he

said, scholars must still rely on Presbrey’s 1929 and Sampson’s 1874 histories.3

This was a bit of an understatement; there were other works published prior to

1979, such as Otis Pease’s monograph, The Responsibilities of American Adver-

tising, in 1958 and Frank Fox’s Madison Avenue Goes To War, in 1975, to name
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but two.4  And while Pollay has missed a few works, the fact remains that there

were not very many books published on the subject.  Since that time, several

authors have risen to the challenge and produced quality scholarship in this area.

The advertising historian Roland Marchand stated in 1985 that he was

surprised that with all the books written about both the social values and the

popular attitudes about advertising, few actually dealt with the ads themselves.

Luckily, Marchand addresses this issue in his seminal book Advertising the

American Dream.  In her 1991 dissertation, The Rhetoric of the Commercial

Canon, Linda Scott, too, notes that scholarship in the area of advertising history is

still relatively scarce.  And publications dealing with the visual element in an aca-

demic manner are in even shorter supply, she said.

Cultural media critic Michael Schudson, in a 1991 study of his own, notes

that the field of communication history as a whole is lacking in scholarship.  He

states that what most needs attention is the history proper of communication,

which “considers the relationship of the media to cultural, political, economic, or

social history and addresses the question: how do changes in communication in-

fluence and how are they influenced by other aspects of social change?”5  Addi-
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tionally, Schudson notes that the field is not lacking in methodologies but rather

in rudimentary ideas about communication history, thus keeping it from being a

fertile publishing field.

Pollay, however, believed that the deficiency in advertising and marketing

history stems from four distinct sources: a cultural bias against marketing:6 the

historian’s bias against the study of popular culture; an overall distrust of aca-

demics, often leading agencies to stonewall access to their archives; and the re-

luctance of scholars to conduct research in this area for fear of academic criti-

cism.7  While these views are not widely held today, they do point to why the

study of this area lay relatively dormant for a good portion of the 20th century.

For example, scholars from other areas reported similar hesitancy about studying

American culture.  In the social sciences, until recently, it was widely felt that any

study of popular culture was trivial.8  It has only been since 1988 that Grant

McCracken, in calling for the marriage of anthropology and the study of con-

sumer behavior, reminded anthropologists that studying our own culture is not

“slumming,” nor is it bad to investigate the free-enterprise system.9  Schudson

contends that “communication history is woefully underdeveloped” because histo-
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rians generally attend to the events and items that the media carry, not to the me-

dia themselves.10  It should come as no surprise, then, that advertis-

ing—inextricably linked with marketing, popular culture, the free-enterprise sys-

tem, and the media—has been underrepresented in historical studies.

Historical studies of advertising generally fall into three categories: (1)

discussions of advertising as an economic force, (2) anecdotal memoirs and

“Great Men” epics, and (3) the ads themselves—individual ads which show a

particular theme, product, or cultural inclination.

With respect to works in the first category, they need not detain us.  They

are often ideological and broad in scope.  Their authors include such prominent

researchers as Boorstin, Neil Borden, Stuart Ewen, Daniel Pope, Michael Schud-

son, Richard Fox, and T.J. Jackson Lears.11  Chronicling advertising’s role in a

capitalistic culture, these works situate the institution of advertising within a

broader frame of marketing and the economy—either as a stimulus to or ex-

ploitive of the American economy.

As for the second area of published histories, the anecdotal memoirs and

“Great Men” epics—which, incidentally, should not be confused with how-to



11

books—offer insights, war stories, and theories from or about the acknowledged

giants in the advertising industry.  Often required reading in advertising courses,

these works include such titles as: And Hearing Not: Annals of an Ad Man, The

Diary of an Ad Man, Madison Avenue, U.S.A., Confessions of an Advertising

Man, My Life in Advertising/Scientific Advertising, Reality in Advertising, and

The Mirror Makers.12

Pollay warns against the use of such biographies due to their lack of

scholarly rigor, a claim he proves by noting the books’ infrequent annotation and

poor indexing.  He further argues that these histories and their value are “not as

significant as the impact of the changing technologies of psychological research,

media placement, or management.”13  Both assertions are seriously misguided,

especially the second.  The values of the personal account, the journal, and the

biography are well documented in anthropological and qualitative research.

Therefore, this dissertation does not subscribe to Pollay’s biases.  Quite the con-

trary, one can find enormous ethnographic value in the voice and experiences of

the practitioner discussing the context and process of creating advertising.



12

The third research stream of historical works in advertising includes spe-

cific histories of ads themselves.  This area, easily the most neglected, offers rich

opportunity for groundbreaking work.  As Pollay notes, many of these studies

simply glorify advertising as art and neglect to situate the ads within any histori-

cal or cultural frame.  While the collection of advertisements is a beneficial archi-

val project, the serious contemplation of their value as cultural artifacts is of a

greater benefit to the scholarly study and historic documentation of the field of

advertising.  While few researchers have dedicated serious study to the history of

advertisements, the few who have done so, such as historians Roland Marchand,

Pamela Laird, and Michel Bogart, offer much needed and sophisticated docu-

mentation and discussion.  Their work serves as a jumping-off point for this dis-

sertation.

Advertising the American Dream

Marchand’s 1985 study of advertising in the 1920s and 1930s, Advertising

the American Dream, approached the study of advertisements primarily from the
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consumer and cultural point of view.14  While his documentation and investigation

were intensely thorough, he did not consider the authorial intent of the advertising

agency or the copywriter/art director as active in the creation of the advertising

message.

Shocked by the lack of documented advertising history, Marchand set out,

naively he admits, to rescue the artifacts of a bygone era.  He states, “I marveled

that historians could have written so much about social values and popular atti-

tudes without examining the ads.”15  Believing that advertisements of the 1930s

would clearly reflect the depressed economic state of the Great Depression, he

was stunned to find that this was not always the case.16  Expanding his research

parameters to include the 1920s, Marchand posits these questions:

Did the content of advertisements mirror the consumers’ actual
conditions and behavior—or their fantasies and aspirations? Or did
the ads reflect, even more faithfully, the particular values and pre-
occupations of advertisers, advertising agents, and copywriters? 17

In his quest to answer these questions, Marchand explores the diverse and

often divisive relationships between the agency, the client, and the consumer.

Basing his investigation on the theme of the carnival Zerrspiegel, or distorted mir-

ror, Marchand returns again and again to the notion that the advertisements of the
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1920s and 1930s flitter in and out of focus, offering only glimpses of reality while

forcing us to watch a parade of products cloaked in an unattainable otherworldli-

ness.

Advertising Progress

Similar to Marchand’s study, one by Pamela Laird questions the philoso-

phical underpinnings of advertising’s changing face in Advertising Progress:

American Business and the Rise of Consumer Marketing.  This work focuses on

the era prior to 1920—Civil War America up to 1920.18

Fascinated by the advertising posters of post-Civil War America, Laird

questioned the motivation of the businesspeople who commissioned such work.

Clearly, their messages were vastly different from those of contemporary adver-

tising of the later part of the 20th century.

Laird finds that advertisements were transformed as the rise in profession-

alism and technology took hold of America: “When advertisements proclaimed
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brand names other than owners’ names, and advertising specialists rather than

owners created commercial messages, the messages changed.”19

As will be discussed in Chapter Four, Laird points to increased under-

standing of psychological factors involved in consumer purchase decisions as a

major influence on the change in advertising during the Civil War and pre-1920s

era.

Artists, Advertising, and the Borders of Art

Also considering the advertising terrain at the turn of the century is Mich-

ele Bogart.  Her work is dedicated to practitioners—the illustrators, painters,

photographers, and later, art directors—who shaped and transformed advertising

during a rapidly changing era.20  Offering the artists’ viewpoint, Bogart’s work

illuminates the tumultuous and shifting relationship between the worlds of com-

mercial and fine art:

They [artists] saw the new technologies and modes of production
as means to extend their reach and to create demand for more and
better art, in the form of reproductions as well as originals. Broad
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distribution of art would advance public taste and enlightenment; it
would help to realize the democratic ideals of the nation.21

These advertising histories are but an example of the type of important

work that can be done in this field of study.  Unfortunately, works of this quality

are rare.  A goal of this dissertation is to encourage the scholarly study of adver-

tising’s history through the investigation and study of the advertisements them-

selves.  Thus, given advertising’s profound reliance on images, it is appropriate to

consider the body of literature exploring visual analysis in advertising.

Visual Analysis

The analysis of imagery in advertising hasn’t yet reached the critical atten-

tion afforded to other areas of advertising research.  Scott attributes this to the

settled Western notion that “pictures reflect objects in the real world,” which is to

say, pictures are expected to replicate the real world and thus require no interpre-
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tation.22  An example of that bias can be seen in the fine arts around the turn of the

20th century, when artists began expressing their vision of the world in highly het-

erodox styles (e.g., the 1913 Armory Show), thereby challenging the very foun-

dation of fine art.  So why, after an early 20th-century revolution in the fine art

community to validate the study of images, symbolic interpretations, and their

role in society—which virtually changed the very definition of Art—should ad-

vertising scholars today not find a significant place for these elements of cultural

communication, too?  They should, of course.  But what prevents them from do-

ing so?  Such research requires scholars to employ a multidisciplinary approach,

often marrying disparate fields of study.  Such research also requires scholars to

study popular culture.  Moreover, because of the pervasive bias against visual

communication research, that research is often unpursued.23  In short, it is difficult

to do, at best.

Levy would agree that this type of research is not easy, adding:

It is hard to keep thinking about the symbolic meaning of objects and
behavior.  To do so requires practice adopting a view of actions that
is sufficiently detached to permit analysis and interpretations, and
sufficiently empathetic to produce insights.24
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Scholars conducting visual-analysis research in advertising must pay special

heed to Levy’s caution.  Because advertising is an omnipresent cultural force, it is

often impossible to detach personal perspective and personal feelings about an ad

and step back far enough to analyze it as a cultural artifact.  In a sense, it is the

anthropological warning not to “go native” in a foreign culture.  Yet avoiding

going native is exactly what we are asking the natives—the ad analysts—to do.

Moreover, while a handful of scholars have called for the use of symbolic

interpretative methods, fewer have taken significant action.25  Those who have

attempted to deal with the visual text—scholars such as Williamson, Mick, and

Moriarty—have primarily used a semiotic/structuralist model, with Scott offering

an alternative poststructuralist view, and Stern and Schroeder suggesting literary

and art criticism.26  Unfortunately, published research in the field of advertising

imagery remains scarce.
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Structural Semiotics

The most widely applied theories of analysis to advertising imagery come

from the area of structural semiotics. This field draws primarily on the work of

theorists such as Charles Sanders Pierce and Ferdinand de Saussure.  While

structural semiotics has been the most aggressively applied theoretical frame to

visual analysis in advertising, the following discussion refutes the appropriateness

and the usefulness of such theories before contemplating the application of alter-

nate theoretical frames.

Correlation and Transference of Meaning

The first publication to deal explicitly, and in toto, with the visual analysis

of advertisements is Judith Williamson’s Decoding Advertising.  Her thesis cen-

ters on “examining the ideological function of advertisements’ way of meaning.”27

However, she asserts, her interests are not so much in the advertisements them-

selves as in what they “show about our society and ways of seeing ourselves.”28
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We know at the onset that this work is not “advertising friendly,” for she clearly

states,

the information we are given is frequently untrue, and even when it

is true, we are often being persuaded to buy products which are un-
necessary—products manufactured at the cost of damaging the envi-
ronment and sold to make a profit at the expense of the people who
made them.29

That noted, the scholar must proceed cautiously, carefully examining the

methodology Williamson employs to “decode” advertisements, and thinking criti-

cally about the interpretations she offers.

Williamson makes two overarching statements about advertising’s power

before she marches through her analysis.  First, she states, “advertisements are

one of the most important cultural factors molding and reflecting our life today.”30

The culturally reflective potential of advertising has been widely discussed by

scholars such as Marchand and Lears—who both report a “distorted” reflection

and not, as the advertising industry of the 1920s prophesied, an accurate historic

record of the time.31  This reflective quality, however, becomes a contradiction in

Williamson’s argument.  While suggesting that advertisements must reflect our

society so that we are able to understand and interpret their coded meanings, she
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insists that advertisements are simply “a lie” and that we, the consuming public,

are not so naïve as to believe the lie.

Additionally, she proposes that women are especially vulnerable to the

“human symbolism of advertisements” that carry over into real life.32  Although

the validity or invalidity of this last statement does not concern us here, it should

be noted that many of the assertions and interpretations offered in Decoding Ad-

vertising, Williamson’s accusations are not supported by any cited research.

The second overarching comment about advertising, asserts Williamson, is

that the structure of an advertisement “replaces that traditionally fulfilled by art or

religion.  It creates structures of meaning.”33  Put another way, advertisements

help us understand the rules of the world—how we should act, look, feel, etc.

Others would argue that philosophical considerations and the individual’s faith in

science and not religion to provide structures of meaning shifted much earlier than

Williamson would suggest.  For example, Enlightenment ideals since the revolu-

tionary mid-18th century have stressed reason and science—over faith and meta-

physics—as the engines of the gradual yet inexorable progress of humankind.

The individual’s ability to shape society was celebrated by varied thinkers such as
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Voltaire, Condorcet, and Franklin, and old traditions of church dominance gave

way to new conceptions of paths to the future.34  Structures of meaning should be

extremely important to marketers; however, this notion supports the myth that ad-

vertising carries an almost magical and transformational quality, a position often

argued by scholars without statistical or referential support.  Neither of these

statements are supported with either a philosophical discussion or scholarly refer-

ence.  Nevertheless, let us proceed and discuss the way in which an advertisement

means, according to Williamson.

Williamson claims to employ a Structuralist (de Saussurean) view of

“text”—a method that focuses on the structure of the text as opposed to the proc-

ess of interpretation.  Advertisements create meaning through a correlation be-

tween the signifier (object/person whose meaning is to be transferred) and the

signified (the product or service advertised).  This correlation amounts to a simple

transfer of meaning, e.g., ads create meaning through their associative properties

with other elements in the ad.  There are three crucial points to this idea that will

be discussed separately:
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(Figure 1.1)

1) the significance of one element
is transferred to another; this con-
nection is through the visual formal
structure of the ad;

2) the significance must be made by
the readers; the connection is not
explicit in the ad;

3) the transference is based on the
fact that the first object has a sig-
nificance to be transferred.

First, the significance of one element

is transferred to another element through

the formal structure of the ad.  This means that one element (person, setting, item,

etc.) takes on the meaning or characteristics of the second element (the product or

service advertised) simply because they are in the same ad.  Williamson uses a

Chanel No. 5 perfume ad to illustrate this point (see Figure 1.1).  This ad contains

three elements: the image of Catherine Deneuve (her name is included so we are

sure of who is represented), the name of the product (which one could say serves

as the headline), and a product shot (a bottle of the perfume).  According to trans-

ference of meaning, the product will receive all of the characteristics that embody
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Catherine Deneuve.  In semiotic terms, Deneuve becomes the signifier, and the

perfume is the signified.

To comment on this first correlative element, consider Williamson’s use of

the term “formal structure.”  This term is often used in the analytic discussion of a

work of art—a painting, say, or a sculpture—or of the decorative arts.  The formal

structure generally refers to “such things as line, shape, color, and texture.”35  In

this example, Williamson has not discussed or developed the notion of formal

structure save for the inclusion of elements.  Formal analysis, on the other hand, is

different from simple description, for it asks, “how does the work mean?”36  Thus,

Williamson’s use of formal structure falls short of the rich descriptive qualities it

offers and simply reports.  The formal analysis of an advertisement is a crucial

element to the critique of how the ad can mean, and this will be discussed in

Chapter Three of this dissertation.

Williamson’s second correlative element is that the significance of the con-

nection between elements must be made by the reader, because the connection is

not explicit.  For example, the Chanel ad does not say, “Catherine Deneuve wears

Chanel perfume.  If you wear Chanel, you will be like Catherine.”  This connec-
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tion could also be called a connotative meaning, one that is understood implicitly

from the context of the ad.  What is important to point out, and something Wil-

liamson does not explain or acknowledge, is that readers recognize that they are

reading an ad.37  Thus, they will make sense of the information as such.  Hence,

context of the information is extremely important in the construction of the type

of meaning the reader will create.

Lastly, and possibly most importantly in the context of this inquiry, is that

the object—be it a person, place, or thing—must have significance to be trans-

ferred.  Williamson argues simply, in this example, that a celebrity or known

“face” will have meaning, and that meaning will be interpreted positively and as

intended.  It should be argued here that Williamson’s use of the term “signifi-

cance” is too vague, for to have significance in the context of this discussion is to

simply have meaning.  Since everything has meaning, this is not a matter of hav-

ing significance, but of being significant to the target audience in such a way that

the product or service will be viewed as the marketer intends.

The crucial factor missing here is that the message is targeted toward a cer-

tain market segment.  Targeting is of paramount importance to an advertiser, and
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a consideration missing in many critiques of advertising.  Furthermore, there are

additional “cues,” as Moriarty mentions, that help us create meaning that makes

sense to us.38  Thus, an understanding of the target market is immensely important

in the creation of the message, and for the cultural scholar to consider when of-

fering an interpretation of an ad.  Williamson’s application of this element is

shortsighted, and, while her explication is anemic at best, the notion for under-

standing can and, most likely, should be used to understand how meaning is con-

structed.  Williamson’s entire treatise is a series of examples using these correla-

tive properties to “decode” meaning.  But we are asked to accept, without evi-

dence or rationale, the interpretations she manufactures to illustrate the structure

of the advertisements shown.  Nor does she further develop her thesis that adver-

tisements have replaced our structure of meaning formation frames.  Additionally,

at no time does she acknowledge the possibility of alternative interpretations or

readings—she virtually insists on a “closed text”—nor does she substantiate her

own, often emotionally charged opinions, clearly flouting the well-established

research rule about staying detached, as Levy mentions.39  This single view is the
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same bias that Scott refers to as problematic in consumer behavior research, spe-

cifically in classical conditioning/affective response.40

In conclusion, Williamson’s interpretations are limited in scope and appli-

cation.  Nonetheless, her work is still highly considered and regularly quoted.  To

be sure, it was seminal in the field of advertising study when introduced, wrong-

headed as it may seem today.

Roland Barthes considered the interpretation of advertising images

through a structuralist lens in his essay “Rhetoric of the Image.”

Rhetoric of the Image

Barthes’s Rhetoric of the Image argues that there is no fixed system for

reading an image, because “the language of the image is not merely the entirety of

the utterances emitted…it is also the entirety of the utterances received; such lan-

guage must include the ‘surprises’ of meaning.”41

This observation considers that “in advertising, the image’s signification is

assuredly intentional” while allowing for alternative interpretations, or surprises.42
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In his discovery of an advertisement’s meaning, Barthes argues against the

concept of the transference of meaning.  He suggests that the “relationship be-

tween the signifieds and the signifiers is not one of ‘transformation,’ but one of

‘registration.’”43  To discover meaning then, Barthes’s poses these questions:

“How does meaning come to the image? Where does meaning end? And it if

ends, what is there beyond?”44  By “submit[ting]…the image to a spectral analysis

of the messages it may contain,” Barthes argues, we can demonstrate that the sign

is formed with an intended meaning.45  Barthes then focuses on not just the inter-

pretation of the image, but also on how the image produces signification.  Break-

ing the system of signification into three parts (the linguistic message, the coded

iconic message, and the non-coded iconic message), Barthes seeks to illustrate

how the image provokes desire, both denotationally and connotationally.

In his interpretive method, however, Barthes breaks the ad apart—virtually

severing its elements from the advertisement as a whole and discussing the deno-

tational and connotational meaning of each element separately.  First, he ad-

dresses the linguistic message—“the caption,” as he calls it.  Barthes states that all

we need in order to understand this message is a simple understanding of the lan-
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guage.  It can be agreed that understanding of the caption, excised from the ad

itself, takes an understanding of the language in order to interpret the individual

words.  But one must also possess an understanding of the cultural context to

which the caption was addressed.  And, most importantly, one could argue that to

fully understand the nuance of the caption, it must not be severed from the totality

of the advertisement, since it is the context of the entire ad that gives it meaning.

Like Williamson, Barthes does not appear to find context paramount in the dis-

covery of meaning.

Barthes proposes that the meaning of the image is intentional, but also states

that the photograph is a non-coded message, or has only a denotational meaning.

Thus, “the advertising image is frank, or at least emphatic.”46  Barthes’s attribu-

tion of frankness or emphaticness to the ad is surely contradictory to its ability to

have multiple meanings.  Indeed, by definition alone, the image would not be

open for interpretation, but would be straightforward in its communication.  As

Scott observes, Barthes’s limited view does not take into consideration that the

style of the photograph or image is “just as meaningful as the selection of what is
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presented.”47  Additionally, Barthes’s interpretations do not take into account the

reader—the target audience.

Later in Barthes’s career, as he moved away from structuralist semiotics to a

poststructuralist theoretical frame, he found the audience to be profoundly im-

portant in the creation of meaning when he proclaims “The Death of the Author”

and the birth of the intertext.48

By this time, however, only his structuralist theories had been applied to

studies considering the interpretation of advertisements, as demonstrated by the

following study conducted by Mick and Politi.

Heaven and Hell

Applying Barthes’s structure, Mick and Politi consider the dichotomy of the

“heaven” of denotation (interpretation as intended) and the “hell” of connotation

(multiple interpretations), addressing the need for the scholarly semiotic investi-

gation of consumers’ interpretations of visuals used in advertisements.49  They

argue that there are two models of interpretative theories in use.  One is
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the proposition that ad messages are open texts [, which] in turn re-
flects Bryson’s (1983) notion of the essentialness of denotation in
painting, i.e., interpretation of visual content is guided by icono-
graphic codes which lead the presupposed observer to its intended,
fixed meaning.50

This “closed text” model is “diametrically opposed” to Baker, Zikia, and Nöth’s

viewpoints of the open text (otherwise known as the “connotative text”), which

suggests that there cannot be only one interpretation:

Baker charges that the concept of denotation is worthless in the
analysis of visual imagery...there is no shared, discriminable code
but rather a sloppy, blurry thing, firmest at the center where its
stereotypes are most stupid and its prejudices most entrenched but

always slipping into objection at its edges.51

Mick & Politi’s 1989 study sought to determine the extent of interpretive

agreement or disagreement as a test of an ad’s openness or closedness.  The

authors used the protocol interpretive method (asking respondents to think aloud)

in an effort to substantiate MacCannell’s (1987) proposition that “a person desires

only what he or she does not have already,” and that there is an “implicit associa-

tion between depicted sexual desire and brand desire.”52  They conclude that

MacCannell’s proposition cannot be supported.  Assuming that ads created for a
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target audience will be interpreted exactly as they were intended by all members

of that audience is, at best, wishful thinking.

Offering additional application of structural semiotics, Moriarty applies

Pierce’s abductive reasoning model to visual interpretation.53

Abductive Reasoning

Abductive reasoning, according to Pierce,

is an inferential process of fashioning an hypothesis to account for a

state of affairs; the more “clues” that are available or conditions that
are known, the more likely the hypothesis will lead to a truthful con-
clusion.54

A formula for this theory would be:

A is x, y, and z; B is x, y, and z; therefore A is B.

For example:

•  Baghera, KP’s cat, is fat, black, and knocks pictures on the floor.

•  There’s a fat, black cat knocking pictures on the floor at KP’s house.
•  Therefore, the cat must be Baghera.

Moriarty states, as do Eco and Sebeok as well as Burgin, that when proc-

essing visual information, we observe different cues.55  These observations, in
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turn, call forth personal information and experiences, which allow us to make hy-

potheses concerning how these items relate to one another.  Once these connec-

tions are made, we eventually form meaning.  Moriarty suggests that the interpre-

tive method of semiotics based on abduction theory can be a vital tool for building

visual theory because it’s fundamentally identical to how we process visual in-

formation.56

Understanding how consumers might assemble “cues” to form meaning is

essential to the construction of the advertising message, an issue central to this

dissertation.

The rather limited sphere of visual analysis in advertising has thus far been

dominated by theories of structural semiotics.  Next, research theories of post-

structuralist semiotics and rhetoric to interpret advertisements will be reviewed.
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Poststructural Semiotics & Rhetoric

A small number of scholars have suggested a shift from structural semiot-

ics to poststructuralist semiotics for the study of advertisements.  Poststructuralist

semiotics’ ability to consider how meaning is formed at the time a text is read,

versus meaning being inherent in a text (as stressed with structural semiotics)

marks a profound change in the way scholars contemplate advertising imagery.

 New Approaches from Literary Criticism

Scott argues that the commonly used theories of semiotics and structuralism

are inadequate for the visual analysis of advertisements.57  She advises, instead,

using the more modern poststructuralist models of analysis—recognizing the

communication value of the image.

“As both a philosophy and a theory of language, poststructuralism exists in

opposition to structuralism and its contemporary manifestation, semiotics.”58  De-

veloped by philosopher Jacques Derrida in 1966, poststructuralism builds upon de

Saussure’s theory that “a sign has distinctive meaning by virtue of its difference
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from other signs.”59  Derrida adds that all signs are “constructed of fragments of

prior significations, being meaningful by virtue of the traces that each fragment

carries of previous uses.”  These signs, carrying previous meanings, are recom-

bined in what Derrida called bricolage—i.e., construction using whatever is at

hand.60  Through the recombination and the retention of previous meanings, signs

acquire new meaning.  Scott describes this process as signs “shimmering” against

each other; Derrida had called it, more formally, the “freeplay of the signifiers.”

Hence, meaning is always based on a buildup of past meaning.61  This significant

difference between structuralism and poststructuralism offers one explanation for

the changing meaning of advertisements as they pass through time.

Poststructural and structural semiotic approaches to interpretation also differ

in their theory bases.  Semiotics is a speech-based theory of language, while pos-

tructuralism is writing-based.  Moreover, semioticians treat images as referential

to text, as Barthes does in Rhetoric of the Image, while poststructuralist study al-

lows the image to be a text in and of itself, which breaks the hierarchy of “the

word over the image.”62
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Scott further argues that poststructural theory is superior in several ways to

structural theory as it specifically relates to advertising imagery.  First, the post-

structuralist model doesn’t subordinate the visual to the text.  Instead, it considers

the image as an integral part of the communicative message.  A simple exercise

demonstrates this.  Cover either the image or the headline of an ad.  One is sure to

notice that the meaning is not conveyed solely by the image or the text, but by the

interplay between the two.  Second, poststructuralism takes into account what has

been called the “knowing audience.”63  This works in direct opposition to what

Huyssen calls “modernism’s relentless hostility to mass culture[‘s]” lack of aes-

thetic taste.64  Indeed, hostility is quite evident in the philosophy of some design-

ers, artists, and advertisers at the turn of the 20th century.

In addition to applying poststructuralist theory to visual interpretation,

Scott proposed a theory of visual rhetoric: “A system of visual rhetoric needs to

operate at three levels: the invention, the arrangement, and the delivery of argu-

ment.”65  This important theory differs from traditional image models by embrac-

ing the concept that pictures aren’t just representations of nature (single-point de-

finers), but are richly imbued with meaning and nuance.  Suggesting that current
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models of image theory used in advertising are inadequate, Scott criticizes inter-

pretive consumer-behavior models (e.g., classical conditioning/affective response,

information processing, mechanical-elements studies, and content analysis), be-

lieving these models primarily flawed in their notion that “there is or should be a

natural connection between images and reality.”66  Additionally, Scott condemns

the misinterpretation of classical art theory and criticism by communication

scholars for their Westernocentric position of copy theory (pictures represent re-

ality) and mimesis (pictures represent observed reality).  She suggests that since

“our art has concerned itself with devising ways to represent observed reality, we

formulate theories in which that is what pictures do.”67  Thus, she blames these

theories for seriously misguiding many to conclude falsely that pictures need no

theory of interpretation.

Phillips applied Scott’s visual-rhetoric theory in a study to question how

consumers interpret complex advertising images.68  She finds that consumers use

the methodological troika of (1) cultural knowledge, (2) prior knowledge of ad-

vertising techniques (such as only stating positive things about one’s own prod-

uct), and (3) advertising formats (e.g., tabloid dramas or before-and-after stories)
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to create meaning.  To add authorial intent to her study, Phillips interviewed the

creators of the very ads on which her respondents commented.  She asked the art

directors and copywriters—the “creatives”—to explain what their intended

meanings were for each campaign in the data set, and to describe how they had

settled on those meanings.  In many instances, the creatives could not definitively

say how they’d arrived at their ideas.  This follows Arthur Asa Berger’s notion

that our visual communication messages are arrived at through an “almost magic

way (which they, the creators, might not completely understand themselves).”69

Phillips then compared these interview answers to those from her study’s respon-

dents.  She found that though the respondents often arrived at the authors’ in-

tended meaning of the ad, they had a much deeper reading than the creators ever

intended.  To account for this deeper meaning, one might consider, however, that

the respondents were college students, and possibly biased toward the researcher

(i.e., wanting to please the researcher, thereby offering more attention to the ad

than would normally be allotted).  It does, however, demonstrate how meaning is

not inherent in the text, as structuralists would argue, but that the meaning of the

text emerged as the respondent interacted with the advertisement, thus forming
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more complex interpretations than the ad creator had considered.  This should not

be surprising, for as discussed earlier in this chapter, the buildup of meaning be-

tween the text and the reader allows for an infinite number of interpretations to be

formed.

Moving out of the philosophical realm of semiotics and poststructuralism,

we now proceed to the final study of visual analysis: art and literary criticism.

Art and Literary Criticism

Applying the disciplines of literary and art criticism to interpretive adver-

tising research, Stern and Schroeder advance a unique method to understand ad-

vertising’s verbal and visual cues.70  They argue against the exclusive employ-

ment of literary criticism, suggesting that by using both literary and art-criticism

models, our interpretations will be more accurate.
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To demonstrate their method, Stern and Schroeder offer a closed-text

reading of Paco Rabanne Pour Homme’s “Man-in-bed” print ad created by adver-

tising agency Ogilvy and Mather.71

First, they apply the Aristotelian model of literary theory (plot, character,

theme, language, and setting), reading the ad according to its literary genre—in

Paco Rabonne Advertisement: Ogilvy and Mather Advertising
(Figure 1.2)
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this case, as if it were a play.72  Such an analysis, while surely offering an expla-

nation of the ad, nonetheless bases its meaning almost entirely on the structure of

the genre.  Their assumption is that consumers reading this ad will associate the

copy with a play and thus interpret the player’s actions accordingly.  Next, they

apply components of art criticism which has its roots in Plato’s Dialogues (artistic

genre, subject matter, character portrayal, composition, and perspective).73  This

second application of critical theory subordinates itself to the rules of academic

painting.  Referencing Freytag’s “V,” for example, the authors describe the do-

mestic scene in the ad as an inverted pyramid with three anchor points—the man

in bed, the painter’s easel, and the plant.  These three elements (man, art, and na-

ture), they contend, symbolically reference an “interconnectivity of life-forces.”74

This interpretation, grounded in classical art criticism, does nothing to help the

reader understand the advertisement, because it doesn’t facilitate interpretation of

the image as it relates to the product.

Stern and Schroeder then conclude with a “plea” for scholars to become

more sensitive to the visual aspects of advertising by educating themselves, as

they have already done with words, in visual meaning:
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To be considered verbally literate, one must learn the basic com-
ponents of written language: the letters, words, spelling, grammar,
syntax.  What can be expressed with just these few elements and
principles in the mastery of reading and writing is truly infinite.
Visual literacy must operate somewhat within these same bounda-

ries.  Its purposes are to construct a basic system for learning, rec-
ognizing, making, and understanding visual messages that are ne-
gotiable by all people, not just those specially trained.75

Intriguing as this application of classic criticism may seem at first, its

practicality is limited.  Applying highbrow cultural norms to dictate the analysis

of popular-culture artifacts is inappropriate.  Analysis must be grounded in the

common man, not just the ivory tower.  Additionally, Stern and Schroeder fail to

address changes in image meaning—both over time and with varying groups of

people.  For example, during the Renaissance, a plump man would be “read” as

wealthy, able to provide ample food for his family and indulge in the luxuries of

life.  Today, that same image might be read as lazy, low-class, and slovenly.  The

way in which image interpretation is tied to cultural beliefs is central to this dis-

sertation.
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Let us now turn to the theoretical area of intertextuality and the application

of this theory base to the analysis of advertising visuals.
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New Theoretical Applications

Intertextuality

The roots of intertextuality are attributed to Julia Kristeva.  Kristeva—a

linguist who studied with semiologist Roland Barthes and cultural anthropologist

Claude Levi-Strauss—expands on Bahktin’s notion of heteroglossia and dialo-

gism.  Heteroglossia, refers to,

the way in which every instance of language use—every utter-
ance—is embedded in a specific set of social circumstances, …

and to the way the meaning of each particular utterance is shaped
and influenced by the many layered context in which it occurs.76

Hence, words and language will have different meanings in different contexts.

The frame in which heteroglossia works is Dialogism, which states that

everything means, is understood, as part of a greater whole—there
is constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the
potential of conditioning others.77

This notion of meaning is markedly different from structuralist theories of lan-

guage in that it takes into consideration the interaction between the author and the

reader as active in the conception of meaning.
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Kristeva, found in Bakhtin’s work a natural progression away from struc-

turalism, and arrived at her own literary theory she called Intertextuality.  She de-

scribes it as

the recognition that a textual segment, sentence, utterance, or para-
graph is not simply the intersection of two voices in direct or indi-
rect discourse [as dialogism suggests]; rather, the segment is the
result of the intersection of a number of voices, of a number of
textual interventions, which are combined.78

As her definition suggests, Kristeva felt that the meaning of a work (in this case a

literary work, but the theories of intertextuality have been applied to other media

genres, such as film) was the coming together of author and reader in a dance, so

to speak.  The reader brings with him a set of experiences—beliefs about the

world—and the author writes with his own notion of the world.  While the work is

being read or viewed, all of these experiences are colliding and forming new

meanings.

Kristeva felt strongly about the influence of text upon text upon text—that

a text always refers back to a previous text.  This idea led to the addition of a third

process to Freud’s work in the unconscious and condensation—“the passage from

one sign system to another.”79  This notion leads to “the destruction of the old
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system and the forming of a new one.”80  Furthermore, to understand the deeper

meanings of a text, one must understand the pretexts.  For example, Kristeva says

of Faulkner’s writing,

If one reads Faulkner without going back to the Bible, to the Old
Testament, to the Gospels, to American society of the period and
to his own hallucinatory experience, I believe one cannot recon-
stitute the complexity of the text itself.81

An example of literary intertextuality can be found in Ayn Rand’s The

Fountainhead.82  Rand’s philosophy is cloaked in a tale of architectural integrity

during the 1920s. Some objectivist theorists have suggested that the protagonist,

Howard Roark, represents the architect Frank Lloyd Wright.  Knowledge of

Wright’s building philosophy can lead one to make this association.  While Rand

denied the association between Roark and Wright, she has stated that the philoso-

phical interplay of Aristotle, Plato, Kant, and Nietzsche is embodied in the four

main characters.83  Knowledge of these philosophers surely adds to the interpreted

meaning of the work; whether the association is recognized independently by the

reader, or upon education after the fact, this awareness plays on the outcome of

interpretation.
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Though Kristeva originally applied her theories to the literary text, it

seems a natural extension to apply them to the field of mass media, as Intertextu-

ality and the Media suggests.84  A film’s intertextuality, for example, employs

both the spoken word and the image to arrive at meaning—sometimes subtly, by

not stating the obvious.  For example, the horror film Night of the Living Dead

with its grainy, often jerky film quality, depict zombies on the loose in a city of

“good folks.”85  These brainless freaks are out to destroy mankind.  The zombies

are shown roaming the countryside in a slow and methodical plod; some are anni-

hilated and conquered (not hard, since they are slow-moving zombies) by the law

(white cops with dogs).  Scholars of this genre have emphasized the intertextual-

ity at play between films such as Night of the Living Dead and news footage of

the day—the late 1960s—of white police attacking peaceful black Civil Rights

activists with high-powered water hoses and dogs.86  George Romero, the director

and co-author of the film, discussed his inspirations and influences while writing

and filming the movie in the Independent Film Channel’s documentary American

Nightmare.  He points to these newsreels as not only visually influential, but as

his life experience at the time—what the American people were seeing and expe-
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riencing, too—the tenor and context of the day are not to be ignored.  Seen side-

by-side, the visual similarities are stunning.

This example of film intertextuality serves to set the stage to demonstrate

how this same phenomenon is at play in advertising.  To this, Ulrich Brioch notes

that “there is no text without any intertextual links.  Additionally, ‘text’ is not just

the text, but any set of meaningful signs.”87  To simplify this theory, Heinrich

Plett breaks intertextuality into three categories, 1) the actual text, 2) the pretext,

and 3) the quotation.88  The actual text is what is being read or viewed—a piece of

literature, a painting, or an advertisement.  The pretext is made up of any and all

possible “texts” that are woven into the actual text—purposefully or not—by both

the creator and the reader.  Below is an example of an advertisement for Wesson

Oil (1929) and what could be a pretext painting by Georgia O’Keeffe (1927).
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The Precisionist influence of the O’Keeffe painting seems apparent in

Rene Clarke’s 1929 advertising illustration for Wesson Oil.  The stylistic refer-

ence in both paintings is a nod to the mechanical rendering techniques of the Pre-

cisionist group.  Here, we see O’Keeffe’s literal depiction of the skyscraper, char-

acterized by the hard edges, simplification of elements, and flat planes of the Pre-

cisionist style.89  One signature moment for O’Keeffe is the smoke that is billow-

ing from the Radiator Building; its delicate treatment and decorative nature are

pure O’Keeffe.

Clarke’s Wesson Oil ad adopts these same characteristics—the mechanical

style of the illustration is reminiscent of a paint-by-numbers set, with each color

carefully applied in flat planes, constructed evenly, to render the image.  The

background is especially reflective of the Precisionists’ desire to reduce an image

to its simplest elements, and the sense of place is abstracted in that the viewer

does not know where the figure/ground exists; we just know that it does.  Another

similarity between these two images is their lack of humanity.  Neither image in-

cludes a person.  This is a trait of the Precisionists, whose subject matter primarily

consisted of machinery, buildings, factories, objects, and structures that require
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people for their existence, people who are never seen.  Clarke has captured this

same element in his Wesson Oil advertising art.  Here, we see a can of oil myste-

riously suspended above a salad, devoid of the human condition, utterly.  Note,

too, the similarities in overall composition: vertical construction, color pallet,

weight of elements, and symmetrical structure.  While Clarke has not painted a

skyscraper, per se, he has built an edifice of abstract shapes and cooking oil.  Sty-

listic and compositional influences from the fine arts on advertising should not be

surprising.  Indeed, the inspiration is a two-way street, as one can witness numer-

ous pretexts of American advertising in many paintings of the modern style.  Ex-

amples include those by Fernand Léger (Le Siphon 1924), and Gerald Murphy

(Razor 1924).90  One cannot be certain if Clarke viewed O’Keeffe’s painting,

which was completed in 1927, two years prior to his illustration for Wesson Oil;

however, the visual intertextual reference, or pretext, is possible, if not obvious.

This issue of stylistic influence will be addressed at length in Chapter Two.

Plett’s third category, the quotation, is an actual recognizable reference to

a pretext—a quotation could be as literal as a quotation from another work or a

representation of a work of art.  The Mona Lisa, for example, is one of the most
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appropriated—quoted—pieces of fine art for commercial use.  Therefore the like-

ness of the Mona Lisa in an advertisement would be a visual quotation.

The David, the well-known sculpture by Michelangelo created between

1501 and 1504, is used as a quotation by the following ads for Levi’s jeans (cre-

ated by the Chiat/Day advertising agency) and Trivial Pursuit (by Jordan-

McGrath Advertising in New York).  Not all visual or textual quotations are as

obvious as the example of The David, but it serves as a marker for how this theo-

retical application to advertisements exists—both literally and subtly.
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The David
Michaelangelo 1501-1504

(Figure 1.5)
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David for Trivial Pursuit
Jordan-McGrath Advertising, New York

(Figure 1.6)
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David for Levi’s
Chiat/Day Advertising, Los Angeles

(Figure 1.7)
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This notion of intertextuality not only applies to how an ad is composed,

but it also helps explain how an ad is understood from a psychological (psycho-

analytical) point of view.  Indeed, a reading of an advertisement must take into

account the authorial intent, the intended audience, the advertiser, the product, the

agency culture, and the cultural historical context—as Kristeva says a reading of

Faulkner must.  As Chapters Two and Three will demonstrate, situating an adver-

tisement within an historical context is paramount to understanding the ad.  Fur-

thermore, investigating other cultural factors such as the prevailing art move-

ments, technological advancements or discoveries, and political or economic

shifts, all play a part in the way that an ad is conceptually conceived and con-

structed, and how the audience will interpret and read the ad.  Possibly the loca-

tion of the advertisement is as much a part of the reading as the ad itself; certainly

in view of today’s highly fragmented media-rich environment, the media them-

selves plays a role in how we interpret advertising.

What follows is the analysis portion of this dissertation.  Chapter Two pre-

sents a content analysis of the Art Directors Club’s Annuals of advertising art.
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This study charts the adaption of modern art styles by advertising over the course

of the 10-year period 1920-1931, and is augmented by documents from the trade

and popular press.  A further analysis of advertisements adapting the Precisionist

style from this data is then presented.  This chapter demonstrates how outside

factors of the prevailing art movement affected the visual structure of ads.

Moreover, the adaption of such styles added another dimension to the conceptual

selling message of the products and services adopting them.  Chapter Three offers

an in-depth analysis of one advertising campaign adapting the Precisionist art

style, and further demonstrates the application of an historical-multicontextual

framing methodology.  The following figure maps how Chapters Two and Three

fit into a larger research stream and how the macro and micro investigation tech-

niques connect to one another (See Figure 1.8 ).  Chapter Four will conclude this

dissertation with opportunities for future research.
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(Figure 1.8)
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CHAPTER TWO
Advertising’s Affair with Modern Art

The day will come when a set of these volumes will be of

distinct service to the historian writing of our times.1

Richard Walsh, Chairman
1st Art Directors exhibition, 1921

In the early part of the 20th century two disparate yet inevitably linked

areas of artistic expression emerged in America: modern art and advertising art.

In the fine arts, American modern artists quested for new styles—forms that

reflected the time, the mood, and the cultural perspectives that were uniquely

American.2  In the advertising arena, many agencies and art directors began to see

the value of an aesthetic approach to selling products and services.  The adaption

of modern art (especially Futurist and Cubist styles), however, sparked a fiery

debate within the advertising community.3  Recorded in the editorial pages of

trade press journals such as Printers’ Ink, Printers’ Ink Monthly, and Advertising

and Selling, these debates questioned the appropriateness, sales appeal, and
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aesthetic integrity of the new styles, all of which were often conveniently

collapsed under a single moniker—modern.4  Careful study of the first decade of

the Art Directors Club’s Annuals of advertising art (1921 through 1931) supports

the suggestion that a melding of these two cultural forms was taking place.  The

interface of various schools of artistic styles with certain product categories,

stylistic trends within individual agency creative work, and the specific styles of

various artists and photographers of the day contributed to an evolved aesthetic

for the advertising product.

The goal of this section is to illustrate the application of the modern styles

to the advertising execution, and to explore the interpretive complexities that the

use of such styles invoke.  First, a content analysis of the award-winning ad art

published in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals illustrates a trend of stylistic

adaptation over the decade 1921-1930.  While examples of virtually every form of

modern art can be found throughout the annuals, ad art adopting Precisionism will

be further studied here.  To suggest a correlation between Precisionist trends in

advertising art and events in the fine arts community, I have examined historical

documentation in conjunction with the trend analysis. Second, I briefly discuss
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the advertising agencies and the artists—painters, illustrators, and photogra-

phers—who were the creators of advertising art in the Precisionist style.  Third,

the application of the Precisionist style to different product categories is

investigated, refuting the claim that advertisers used modern art primarily to sell

luxury products.5  Lastly, I discuss an advertisement for the H.J. Heinz Company

to illustrate how the style of Precisionism adds to the visual message.

A Unique Data Set

The collection of advertising art that makes up the Art Directors Club’s

Annuals is a unique and valuable body of artifacts.  It does not represent a true

cross-section of American advertising, but is laden with a clear bias toward work

deemed excellent by a small group of judges from both the advertising and the

arts communities.  Gatekeepers filtered this set of advertising art examples long

ago.  First, an agency, an advertiser, or an artist decided to submit one of their

pieces for possible inclusion in the Annual Exhibition of Advertising Art.  By

virtue of submission alone, they were silently proclaiming this to be their best



73

work.  Acceptance into the exhibition was based on the recommendation of a jury,

the second set of gate-keeping filters.6

These same biases, conversely, are an advantage to my study.  First, there

were filters in place that recorded the industry’s opinion of what was good

advertising art for a specific year.  Second, because this is not a content analysis

from national magazines, the variety of products and services represented is more

diverse; they include, for example, business-to-business advertisements.  This

factor also helps to advance the historical study of advertising by surveying works

outside of the mainstream publications such as The Saturday Evening Post and

Ladies’ Home Journal.  To be sure, many of the ads included in the annuals

appeared in the pages of these popular magazines.

Though this study was not originally intended to be extended to the greater

population of advertisements, the results are surprisingly commensurate with

those found in Don Gridley’s 1928 Printers’ Ink study, suggesting that this body

of ads, in fact, might be representative of the greater population.7

Another benefit to using the Annuals for this study is in the identification

process—each piece included is accompanied by the name of the agency and the
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artist.  These variables are often unknown, or uninvestigated, where a large body

of advertisements is studied.  An exception to this is the historical study of an

agency’s archive, such as that of J. Walter Thompson housed at Duke University.8

Having this information allows more in-depth analytic studies to be conducted.

For example, knowing the names of the artists allows us to chart trends, such as,

what agencies they were doing work for, styles they were employing, and how

those styles changed over time.  Additionally, individual artists are often forgotten

or go largely unrecognized—René Clarke, for example, created more award-

winning illustrations between 1921 and 1931 than any other single artist

represented in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals.  However, there are no

publications celebrating the work of this unsung hero.  Chapter Four of this

dissertation elaborates on how this specific information can be further studied.

Lastly, the study of the Art Directors Club’s Annuals offers another point

of departure for understanding the external influences guiding advertising

professionals.  Since the inception of the “award show,” advertising men and,

much later, women combed the annuals for inspiration—to see who was doing

what, and for whom.  Therefore, the Art Directors Club’s Annuals offer an
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extraordinary opportunity to study the work that art directors, illustrators,

painters, and photographers might have later imitated.  Additionally, the Art

Directors Club used the Annuals as teaching tools through their lecture series and

mentor programs.  Though outside the scope of this dissertation, the intra-ad

influence (between advertisements and years, as opposed to extra-ad influence, as

this work investigates) that artists and art directors had on each other is a

phenomenon worthy of study.9

Method of Data Collection:

Advertising Art and the Art Directors Club’s Annuals

The first stage of data collection entailed a complete content analysis of

each of the first 10 Art Directors Club’s Annuals (1921-1931).  The data for each

piece published in the Annuals includes: artist name, client name, advertising

agency, product category, whether the piece was an illustration/painting or

photograph, whether the work submitted was in color or in black and white, and

whether the work received a medal or an honorable mention.10  A total of 2,806
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(N) individual pieces were catalogued, representing 735 different artists and over

160 advertising agencies.  This categorical information allowed the data to be

sorted and recombined to reveal trends, patterns, and connections emerging over

the decade.

Visual Trends

Once the basic data was catalogued, a visual analysis of style was

possible.  The ads were first broken down into three categories following

Gridley’s 1928 model: modern, transitional, and old school.11

First, the advertising art was broken into two groups: work that reflected a

pretext to the modern styles, and work that did not.  The modern styles defined

here are any of the artistic styles stemming from European or American modern

movements such as Cubism, Futurism, Precisionism, Constructivism, and Art

Nouveau, to name a few (see Appendix A for examples).

For a piece to be classified as “modern,” there needed to be an identifiable

adaptation of a modern style being used.  No judgment was made as to how well

the various forms of modern art were imitated.  Indeed, the use of any of the
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styles at all suggests an interest in what, at the time, was new art—a factor of this

investigation.

A classification of “transitional” included work which could not be classi-

fied specifically as adopting a particular modern style.  Paralleling Gridley’s

theory, these ads “never could have been made if the artists had not been

influenced by modernism.”12

The remaining entries of advertising art were considered “old school,” or

were simply what one might consider the status quo.  This group made up the

largest collection of ad art (nOld School=2,273).

Once these classifications were made, pieces that demonstrated adaption

of Precisionism were selected from the modern class of advertisements.  This

group of Precisionist-influenced advertisements (nPrecisionist=66) make up the data

set which will be further studied in this dissertation.13
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Why the Precisionists?

The Precisionist style was selected for further investigation in this study

for three primary reasons.  First, the style has been labeled by some as the first

truly indigenous American modern art and one of the most important art forms

developed in America during the 1920s.14  Second, the movement’s aesthetic

underpinnings seem a good fit for advertising.  Third, the movement’s rise and

fall in significant development runs the course of the 1920s.

The art historian Gail Stavitsky notes that the development of the Precisionist

style must be seen within the frame of the “international context of the classiciz-

ing, constructive, machine age ‘call to order,’ movements, evolving after the

chaos and destruction of World War I.”15  Thus, the Precisionist attitude “was a

development of the 1920s which expressed the national traits of practicality,

ingenuity, and admiration for the material world—characteristics often attributed

to Americans by foreigners.”16  The material world found itself primarily

expressed though images of the machine and the American industrial land-

scape—a unifying principle of the Precisionists was their use of the industrial
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complex and urban structures.  Another characteristic of the Precisionist is the

“aesthetic of place,” and “the development of a strong native expression hinged

on the exploration and interpretation of the artist’s own surroundings, or what

[William Carlos] Williams, Sheeler, and other called ‘the local.’”17  This is a

pivotal point in the Precisionist ideal. It should not be surprising that the key

Precisionists also exhibited with Alfred Stieglitz at his gallery called “An

American Place.”

The artists most often associated with the Precisionist style include Char-

les Sheeler, Charles Demuth, and, to a lesser extent, Georgia O’Keeffe.  Their

paintings are characterized by continuous simplification—surfaces that are

impeccably smooth, leaving no trace of the brush on canvas.18  Consequently,

these qualities make this style of painting an excellent choice for commercial

reproduction.

The appreciation of Synthetic Cubism can be seen in the early work of the

Precisionist artists.  Drawn to its flat, hard-edged planes, the application of this

style to an architectural subject matter seemed a natural fit.  Sheeler, specifically,

notes the change in his own work after studying the Cubist paintings at the 1913
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Armory Show exhibition.19  Sheeler’s first Precisionist painting was not complete

until 1922; the subject was New York skyscrapers.20  The maturing of this style,

however, does not occur for Sheeler until 1927 after his trip to the Ford Motor

Company’s River Rouge.21  Corn cites Sheeler’s commission to photograph the

Plant in 1927 as a major turning point in his career.  Curiously, however, she does

not mention the commission was through the N.W. Ayer and Son’s advertising

agency, and that the photos were for advertising and public relations purposes.

This point is often omitted in published documents of Sheeler’s work.  But it

shouldn’t diminish the significance of these photos as a major inspiration in

Sheeler’s work.  That the source and reason for the commission are downplayed

perhaps, merely supports the long-standing bias against commercial art.  In

addition, Kootz, writing in 1931, describes the aesthetics of Sheeler’s Ford plant

photos with a grammar so tightly linked to art criticism that there seems to be no

possibility that these images could have been made for any purpose other than

pure artistic expression.  Further, Kootz’s description of the plant itself is in a

highly romanticized vernacular reminiscent of Ayn Rand’s later writing of the

beauty of the business machine.22



81

In 1929 Sheeler painted Upper Deck, and another catalyst for the Preci-

sionist style emerges.  Soon after completing this work, Sheeler travels to

Stuttgart, here he comes in contact with the avant-garde in German photography

and art, particularly the New Objectivity movement.  Stewart argues that “it is this

movement [New Objectivity], not Synthetic Cubism, that most closely corre-

sponds to the American Precisionist style.23  Moreover, critics applauded the

recognizable “Americanness” of Sheeler’s work, adding, “no artist has done more

for the neglected native scene, the very spirit of early America, than has Charles

Sheeler.”24

Demuth, on the other hand, had a much more “fragile decorative” manner,

states Brown.  His characteristic trait, the ray-line, was a derivation of Futurism’s

dynamic directional lines.25  This gave the style a two-dimensionality, and

“implied no great recession into depth.”26  

O’Keeffe did some work in the Precisionist style, but she was not a Preci-

sionist per se.  She was influenced by the notion of straight photography, which

was in the style of Strand and Sheeler.  In 1923 her work was described as

“entirely and locally American.”  O’Keeffe’s skyscraper paintings in the latter
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part of the 1920s, and particularly those of the Shelton Hotel, are often catego-

rized as Precisionist works.  This association is often made because of the

architectural subject matter.27

The Precisionist style is one that develops over the course of the 1920s.

The title “Immaculate,” another name for the Precisionist artists, can be traced to

1923 when it was used to describe the factory roofs in Dickinson’s Industry

painting.  Soon thereafter, Immaculates was used in reference to Dickinson and

other Daniel Gallery painters.  They were given this name because their art clearly

referenced the “clean lines of the machines” and “the machines’ beneficent

potential to promote universal hygiene.”28

In May 1927, Professor Alfred H. Barr Jr. lectured on “Tendencies in

Modern American Painting” at Bowdoin College and discussed “the Precisionist .

. . Charles Sheeler and Charles Demuth”—this is possibly the first use official use

of the term.29  It is also interesting to note that Barr taught the first comprehensive

modern art course in an American college.30

In 1928, a group showing at the Daniel Gallery proved to be a seminal

exhibition in defining Precisionism.  An unsigned review described the work in
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terms related to the machine aesthetic:  “Factories, sheds, bridges, and smoke-

stacks look large in the current Daniel showing, all rendered in the precise line,

flat color, and clearly defined pattern that have become trademarks for the

immaculate school.”31

By the end of the decade the group was referred to regularly by critics as

the Precisionists and, more commonly, as part of the Immaculate School.  The

critics

discussed the range of Precisionist work in stylistically coherent
terms, perceiving such common denominators as precision, objec-

tivity, simplification, and architectonic structure—the hallmark of
highly refined, selective realism.32

The end of the 1920s was, by and large, an end to the Precisionists.  During the

Depression years, there was a resurgence of American Realism, which stressed

the social character of the nation.  Abstraction overall declined after 1930.  This

decline is commensurate with the findings in this study.  At the same time, the

trend in advertising to use modern art begins to decline, as does the Precisionist

expression.  The new group, the social Realists, made a strong stand against the

current state of economic and social affairs in the United States.  Celendar

describes the group as follows:
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Searching for a more consistent and deeper probing of the social
scene, this group rallied against attacks upon labor, radicals, and
aliens . . . .  They were on the side of the lower classes, and their
criticism of the foibles of the state and the wealth was interpreted as
an indictment of the whole system.”33

So, too, can one see a shift in the advertising that emerged after 1929.

This topic, however, lies outside the scope of my dissertation.  Let us focus, then,

on our current agenda, the trends in advertising art over the course of the 1920s.

To fully understand the importance of the data derived from the Art Di-

rectors Club’s Annuals, we shall first discuss the establishment of the Art

Directors Club, its role linking advertisers and artists, and its annual exhibitions of

advertising art before discussing the trends that emerged from this data set and the

specific application of the Precisionist style.
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Development of the Art Directors Club

The Decade Before: A Series of Firsts

To tell the story of the Art Directors Club, one must start a full 18 years

prior to its official organization with the vision of ad man Earnest Elmo Calkins.

Calkins, a partner in the advertising agency Calkins and Holden, believed that the

creative work being done in advertising deserved recognition as art and spent a

good portion of his career championing that cause specifically.  He felt that there

was no reason for advertising to be ugly, and later stated, “All we need [are]

artists great enough for the work.  The opportunity is here.  We have made a

prosperous world with our machines, but it is still an ugly one.”34

To press his point, Calkins, as a member of the Publication Committee of

the National Arts Club, organized the first-ever exhibition of advertising art in

1908.  The goal for the show was twofold: first, to demonstrate that advertising

and art should and could be married in successful applications; and second, to

enhance the desirability of the advertising field itself—this in hopes of luring

more established and recognized fine artists to participate in the commercial arts
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field.  This second goal was especially ambitious given the prejudices many fine

artists felt against “selling out” to the ad industry.

For the inaugural exhibition, invitations were sent to “all who ought to be

interested,” states Calkins.  The calls to participate invited advertisers, agents, and

artists to

offer for exhibition: magazine advertising designs, newspaper ad-
vertising designs, posters, covers of catalogues, booklets, folders or
pamphlets, covers of magazines, entire booklets, and any other
specimens of art applied to advertising.35

Calkins recounts the response to the original call with disappointment:

Lots of stuff came in, but not a great deal of the character we
wanted to show to prove our thesis that real art was being used in
advertising.  We had difficulty in covering our walls, and were
forced to solicit exhibits personally from those who had not re-
sponded to our first call, and who had things we needed.36

While the exhibition was not as exceptional as Calkins had hoped, his

timing was still impeccable for linking the arts and advertising.  It’s not surprising

that the National Arts Club welcomed Calkins’ proposal to hang an advertising art

show in 1908, for there was a sea change afoot in the arts community altering the

very definition of art.  For example, in January 1908 the National Arts Club held

an exhibition that, according to art historian Milton Brown, marked the first time
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photos and paintings were hung together.37  Likewise, 1908 saw the history-

making exhibition of painters of The Eight—Henri, Luks, Glackens, Sloan,

Shipman, Davies, Lawson, and Pendergast—at the Macbeth Galleries in New

York. This group would later be dubbed the “Ash Can School.”  The show of

these eight painters marked what Abraham Davidson has called “the first salvo of

rebellion in American painting” in the 20th century.38  What is important about this

exhibit is not the style in which the Ash Can artists painted, but rather the subject

matter they depicted—the urban life of the city.  This show would pave the way

for the Independent Artists Exhibition of 1910 and the formation of the Society of

Independent Artists in 1917.  Indeed, the significance of these exhibitions is the

rejection of the academy with its narrow definition of art, and the celebration of a

new era in American art.

A second exhibition of advertising art was held in 1909, again in the gal-

leries of the National Art Club in New York.  This show was not as large as the

first, in part because magazine covers were omitted, as they were not considered

true advertising.  Calkins writes that the goal of this exhibition was

to show that good designing can be applied to advertising, just as
the object of the Craftsmen Exhibition, for instance, is intended to
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show that good designing can be applied to such articles as jewelry,
furniture, pottery and the like.39

While the advertising designs on the whole were as good as those of the

previous year, they appeared to reflect more the idea of the individual artist than

those of the advertiser, noted Calkins.40  In addition to the advertising illustrations,

an impressive display of foreign posters by artists such as Cheret, Steinlen, and

Mucha was included in this exhibition.

The year 1910 brought with it the third exhibition of advertising art.  Now,

approximately 220 pieces were displayed to represent the best of art in advertis-

ing.  J. Nilsen Laurvik’s review in The International Studio reflects a clear loyalty

to the field of fine art, yet he admits that artists of reputation “do not disdain an

occasional excursion into this field of applied art.”  Additionally, he noted that

advertising has an “essential worthiness of a field of art that has for some time

been either patronized as a humble stepping stone to better things or frankly

despised as unworthy of any serious consideration whatever.”  These are both

significant public statements, directly speaking to the goals Calkins set for the

exhibition.41
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 The show opened with remarks made by Frank Parson.  He asserted that

three questions should be asked when assessing the success of the pieces selected

for exhibition: “Does it catch the eye?  Does it hold it?  Does it say something

definite?”  Laurvik adds:

An advertising design that fails to answer these requirements fails
of its purpose and is something other than it purports to be.  It may
be a good picture or an interesting illustration, but it is not an ad-
vertising design.42

Much to Calkins’s disappointment, to be sure, Laurvik proclaimed that a

lot of the work was “a complete failure,” adding emphasis that the American work

was especially “open to criticism.”43  Failure, according to Laurvik, was not based

on the quality of the executions, but on the failure of a piece to be either a work of

art on its own or a clear piece of commercial communication—“neither flesh, fish

nor good red herring, being acceptable neither as fine nor applied art.”44

Additionally, Laurvik commented that works submitted by German and French

artists were significantly more successful, citing Bernhard’s shoe advertisement as

an exceptionally good piece.  He finally warns that American advertising artists

must become more inventive if they are to compete with their foreign counter-

parts.45
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The Armory Show Helps Pave the Way

The next exhibition of advertising art did not occur for 11 years.  Possibly

heeding Laurvik’s words that American advertising had some aesthetic maturing

to do, the organized showing of American advertising art lay dormant.  In the

meantime, the first major exhibition of modern art was held in New York—the

infamous Armory Show of 1913, which shook the very foundation of the arts

community.

The exhibition included works from the Fauves, such as Matisse; the

Cubists, such as Picasso; the Expressionists, such as Munch and Kandinsky; and

the Primitives, such as Rousseau.  The reviews were certainly mixed, while the

show continued to draw New Yorkers in at record rates between February 17th and

March 15th 1913.  The number of people visiting the exhibition grew at a frenetic

pace as the media coverage exploded with reviews such as one from American Art

News, which offered a $10 prize for the best explanation of Marcel Duchamp’s

Nude Descending a Staircase.46  (See Figures 2.1 and 2.2.)  Another article in

American Art News reported that the “Armory is thronged daily.  The centre [sic]

of attraction, however, for the mob is the so-called Chamber of Horrors.”47  This
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reporter was referring to the work in Gallery I, “French Paintings and Sculptures,”

which soon became the most popular exhibition room for its eccentric curiosi-

ties—also known as the work of the Cubists.

The Armory Show introduced modern art not just to the highbrow arts

community, but to an unprecedented numbers of people—due in no small part to

public relations and modern advertising techniques.  The result of these efforts

was exposure—exposure to a new visual language that spoke, screamed,

offended, and confused a generation that would soon enter into a World War and

would eventually fall into a deep financial depression.  Stanley Resor, president of

the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, argues that it was the commercial

success of the Armory Show that paved the way for new and “unusual” images to

appear in advertising and the establishment of an official organization of art

directors.48
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Nude Descending A Staircase, No. 2
Marcel Duchamp, 1912

(Figure 2.1)
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Press Clippings from the Armory Show, New York 1913

(Figure 2.2)
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The Art Directors Club Opens Its Doors

The Art Directors Club was officially started in 1920 by advertising pio-

neer Louis C. Pedlar.  According to Stanley Resor, two significant events led to

the inception of the club.  The first was the trio of exhibitions of advertising art

organized by Earnest Elmo Calkins in 1908, 1909, and 1910, discussed previ-

ously.  Unfortunately, Calkins’s dream of an annual exhibit had not been fully

realized up to this point.  “It was a daring experiment,” says Resor.  “Supposed

commercial success was not enough; exhibits had to comply with the recognized

rules of art—where chosen solely for artistic merit and fitness.”49  These

exhibitions proved formative in bridging the worlds of the fine and commercial

artists, and exposed advertising men to the possibilities of engaging a higher

quality of art in their advertisements.  The goal was not only to show how

genuinely artistic advertising actually was, but also to motivate more advertisers

to subscribe to a higher aesthetic challenge.

 The second significant event leading to the opening of the Art Directors

Club was the Armory Show.50  Bogart notes that the Armory exhibition was
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critical in the struggle for artistic authority, because it utilized “the commercial

world to advertise, validate, and commodify a body of diverse practices they

called modern art.”51  Additionally, Platt notes that the 1920s marked a significant

advance in both awareness and, more importantly, acceptance of modern styles.52

These events all paved the way for the Art Directors Club to open its doors.

A priority of the new club was to define the job of the art director.  Rich-

ard Walsh, the Art Directors Club’s first president, made this his sine qua non.

His simple definition was, “one who counsels in the buying, selling and creation

of art work, and whose services have been accepted by any reputable organiza-

tion.”53  And with that, Walsh claimed, the vocation of art direction had finally

become a recognized profession, and the new Art Directors Club set out to

aesthetically improve the entire field of advertising.  Specifically, the men who

organized the Art Directors Club were “ambitious for the progress of art in

advertising and industry, who believed they could contribute to the best interests

of art and advertising by collective participation in art affairs.”54
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1921, First Annual Exhibition

The first exhibition of advertising art sponsored by the newly formed Art

Directors Club was held in 1921.  As laid out by the committee, the show had four

goals:

1.  To show forcefully that good art and good advertising are con-
sistent and that successful advertisers are using as high a standard of
art as that used in illustration or shown in the average exhibition of
studio painting.

2.  To encourage the entrance into the field of advertising illustra-
tion of painters who still feel that commercial work is unworthy of

their interests.

3.  To encourage and educate students and inexperienced artists.

4.  To give advertisers and advertising executives the opportunity of
reviewing from year to year the tendencies of advertising illustra-
tion, that they may better utilize the work of artists.55

Invitations were sent out to potential participants, inviting them to submit

proofs of magazine, newspaper, booklet or poster advertisements.  The over-

whelming response produced several thousand proofs, of which only 292 pieces

of art were selected to be exhibited and published in the first Annual of Advertis-

ing in the United States.  The judging was based solely on artistic excel-
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lence—“with regard to the merit of the subjects as paintings or drawings and

without attempting to judge their value as advertisements.”56

A Jury of Luminaries

This first exhibition, held at the Art Centre in New York City, engaged a

distinguished panel of judges from the arts community: Robert Henri, Charles

Dana Gibson, Arthur Wesley Dow, and Joseph Pennell.  Their collective careers

often overlapped, intertwined, and significantly influenced many artists through

their own work and teaching.  The selection of judges was important, for it would

be a further testament that advertising art was indeed art and would be recognized

as such by these leading members of the fine arts community.  (See Appendix B

for a complete listing of jury members, 1921-1931.)
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Robert Henri

Henri was a painter and teacher who first studied, and then taught at the

Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, and who later established his own art school.

Celebrated artists such as Edward Hopper (who served on the 1930 Art Directors

Club jury), Rockwell Kent (a regular contributor to advertising illustration),

George Bellows, and Stuart Davis (who often used advertisements as the subject

matter of his paintings) all did a stint under Henri.57  In 1910, Henri wrote of the

American spirit in art:

As I see it, there is only one reason for the development of art in
America, and that is that the people of America learn the means of
expressing themselves in their own time and in their own land.  In
this country we have no need for art as a culture: no need of art as a
refined and elegant performance: no need of art for poetry’s sake, or
any of these things for their own sake.  What we do need is art that
expresses the spirit of the people today.  It is necessary for the peo-
ple of this country. . .to understand that [art] is the expression of the
temperament of our people. . . .58
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Charles Dana Gibson

Charles Dana Gibson started his art career by studying at the Art Students

League in 1884.  By 1890 he was a successful illustrator, providing art for large

magazines such as The Century, Harper’s Bazaar, and Life, for which, after

WW1, he became editor and then owner.59  Gibson’s fame was most notably

earned though his illustrations of what became known as “The Gibson Girl.”

Commanding a six-figure salary, Gibson was one of the highest-paid illustrators

of his day.  Gibson served on the judging panel for the first five Art Directors

Club exhibitions, a testament to his dedication to the field.

Arthur Wesley Dow

Arthur Wesley Dow’s reputation as an art teacher spread far and wide.

During his teaching career, he spent time instructing at the Art Students League,

Pratt Institute, and Columbia University’s Teachers College.  His interests in

blending Eastern and Western aesthetics and philosophies in art can be seen in the

works of some of his most famous students, including Georgia O’Keeffe and Max
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Weber, both of whom later joined the Stieglitz circle.  In addition to teaching art,

he wrote three books on the subject—Theory and Practice of Teaching Art,

Constructive Art Teaching, and Composition (a teaching manual).60

Joseph Pennell

Pennell was an illustrator who also sought to draw critical attention to

book illustrations.  He, too, taught at the Art Students League.  A survey of his

work reveals his favorite topics tended to be industrial and urban scenes in both

the United States and Europe.61

The personal style and art philosophy of the judging panel set the tone for

the exhibition selection.  Michele Bogart notes how the selection of work for the

first Art Directors Club’s exhibition drew heavily from more traditional sources

of styles such the “Pyle” and “Ash Can” schools, of which Gibson and Henri,

respectively, were associated.  It is not surprising, then, that the piece selected to

win first prize (A Spanish Dancer by W. Heitland, commissioned by the George

Batten Agency for Columbia Company) was quite reminiscent of work by Henri.
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This is often a characteristic of an exhibition/competition where awards are

presented on a subjective basis.62  Therefore, there is a direct correlation between

the judging panel and the work selected for inclusion in the Art Directors Club’s

exhibition.

Trends: A Decade of Style Adoption

According to art historian Susan Platt, “1920 marked the beginning of the

acceptance of modern art by the lay public in America, despite its rumored

demise.”63  This rumor, she states, is characterized by the negative articles and

pamphlets which circulated following exhibitions of modern art, such as one held

at The Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1920.  One such negative response to this

exhibition included quotations from several medical doctors claiming that the art

on display at the Metropolitan was clearly created by the insane.64  Another

anonymously published pamphlet suggested that “modern art was Bolshevist

propaganda, the product of human greed on the part of dealers, and the expression



102

of the insane.”65  While not all opinions of the new art were so emphatic, such

statements punctuate the opinions of the old guard, the academy.66  Additionally,

these examples, Platt argues, though negative, are clear indications that the

“awareness of modern art was spreading.” 67

But how did the new styles actually filter into popular culture at large?68

The following trend analysis offers a picture of the rate at which the new

modern styles were being applied to advertising over the decade 1920-1930.69  To

augment this trend analysis, reviews and commentary on each exhibition, which

includes the Annuals themselves, the industry press (Printers’ Ink and Printers’

Ink Monthly), and the popular press (The New York Times) are used to narrate the

rise in the use of modern styles in advertising.  Additionally, articles from the

trade press which question the appropriateness of using modern art’s stylistic

influence supplement the findings in this analysis. These reviews, coupled with

the analysis itself, all support Platt’s argument that the awareness and recognition

of modern art were diffusing into the culture.
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By the Numbers

The first trend studied in this dissertation is the rate of adoption of all

modern styles.  Here, “modern styles” refers to all of the “new art” emerging from

both European and American artists.  These styles include, but are not limited to,

Cubist, Futurist, Precisionist, Constructivist, Art Nouveau, and Art Deco (see

Appendix A again for examples).  More importantly, the adoption of these styles

is not restricted simply to the fragmentation of the Cubists or the stair-stepped

graphics of Art Deco.  Indeed, the adoption also includes the appropriation of

modern aesthetic philosophies, such as simplification and close cropping.

As can be seen in Figure 2.3, the adoption rate of modern styles at the be-

ginning of the decade is rather unremarkable—an average of 5.7% for the first

three Annual years studied (1921-1924).70  There is a significant change in 1925;

the percentage of ads bearing the transitional/modern code leaps from 6% in 1924

to 22% in 1925.  The growth takes a 6% dip in 1926, but then continues to

increase until 1929 when it peaks at 35%.  Then the adoption trend slightly

declines through the end of this study.  This investigation concludes with the 1931
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Annual, where 30% of all advertisements fall into the Modern/Transitional

category. (See Appendix C for trend adoption data.)

Overall, this 10-year analysis presents an upward trend for the first eight

years (6% < 35%) then has a small decline to 30% for the last two years studied.

These findings suggest that an increasing number of advertisers turned to the

adoption of modern stylistic techniques throughout the 1920s.  But what does this

influx represent and how did the press respond?  The following discussion

commences with the first significant change in the adoption of modern styles: the

1925 Art Directors Club’s Annual Exhibition of Advertising Art.
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Total # of Ads (N)

Total # of Transitional Style Ads

Total # of Precisionist Style Ads

1

292

13

5

2

235

10

2

3

395

21

4

4

310

66

2

5

305

41

9

6

288

70

2

7

243

71

10

8

270

83

11

9

281

83

13

10

187

48

8

Art Directors A n n u a l s Volume Number

Precisionist & Transitional Ads as a % of all ads for each Art directors Annual
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60%
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0%

(Figure 2.3)
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1925: Fourth Exhibition Marks A Significant Shift, But Who Knew?

The 1925 exhibition marks a significant increase in the use of modern

styles.  To investigate this trend shift, we will first turn to the 1924 activities of

the Art Directors Club.  Once these activities are reviewed, we will then study the

reviews of the 1925 exhibition and the trade press commentary for the work

published in this exhibition.

In 1924, the Art Directors Club started a series of lectures in hopes of

bridging the gap between the academic art school and the specific requirements of

the commercial artist.  In other words, they started a quasi-mentorship program

where art directors critiqued student portfolios and encouraged the students

development as professional commercial artists from the onset of their careers.

One of the benefits of such a relationship is that artists were learning technical

skills that enhanced their ability to produce work that could be cleanly printed.71

Additionally, the Art Directors Club hoped that forging early relationships with

artists would instill an appreciation for commercial art as a craft and not

performed by sell-outs.  It was thought that peppering the industry with artists

who were eager to apply their skills specifically to the advertising industry would
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increase the quality of art being produced.  Whether this program directly affected

the work selected in 1925 is not known.  However, one might guess that this

program planted the seeds for a growing appreciation of aesthetics in advertising

art that were reflected in future Annuals.

 In reviewing the Exhibition of 1925, the press, surprisingly, does not

acknowledge any significant stylistic changes in the composition of the exhibit;

journalistic comments seem to reflect the status quo.  Printers’ Ink Monthly,

specifically, does not report any major stylistic shifts—conversely, this study

reports a 16% increase in the use of modern styles.  Indeed, the closest this review

comes to noting any significant stylistic shifts is in stating that the Fourth

exhibition is “many moons in advance of the first, not so much in the quality of

the work as in the quality of its inspiration.”72  What that inspiration might be,

however, is left to the imagination of the reader.

Praise is given in 1925 to the Art Directors Club for accomplishing its first

goal—demonstrating that advertising and good art are not incompatible.73

Advertising art, Printers’ Ink Monthly notes, is a distinct branch of art and cannot

be judged by the same criteria that a masterpiece by, say, an artist such as Renoir,
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is judged.  Larrabee intimated that one important difference between advertising

art and that of Renoir is in the intended audience.  Renoir painted solely to appeal

to an intellectual aestheticism, states Larrabee, while an illustrator such as

Norman Rockwell must create pictures that are visually and mentally appealing.

More importantly, they must also inspire the consumer to make a purchase.

“Advertising art is first of all commercial.  To try to make it anything else is to

waste the advertiser’s money by putting the brakes on his advertising.”74

The only reference to modern art in the Printers’ Ink review occurs in a

single paragraph and suggests that the author of this review is not particularly

fond of the modern styles.  Larrabee states:

Many an advertising illustration shows more real inspiration, more
real vitality than a great deal of the so-called “pure art” of the mod-
ern artist.  Modern art has been tending almost wholly away from
the story telling picture.  In fact, the ultra modernists have tended so
far, so to speak, that they have lost themselves in a maze of abstrac-
tions.75

And because, in Larrabee’s opinion, advertising art can never get away com-

pletely from telling a story, advertising illustrators should stay on the same path

they have been on—in other words, maintain the status quo.
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A short review in the New York Times simply announces the exhibition

and says nothing about the aesthetic value of the pieces shown.  The columnist

does, however, inform the public that the exhibition has become an educational

medium for the commercial artist to “compare his work with the reproductions.”

This substantiates the Art Directors Club’s lecture series to train commercial

artists in the reproductive process.  For example, one criticism of earlier

exhibitions was that artists did not create work that was easily reproducible.

Colors were often muddy, and subtleties of design lost to the skill of the

engraver.76  However legitimate these comments, they don’t seem to be inviting

the general public to come and enjoy the exhibition.77

Further analysis of the 1925 Art Directors Club’s Annual of ad art is re-

quired to pinpoint the absence of comment about the increased use of modern

styles.  Upon closer inspection, one might find that the body of ad art in the 1925

exhibition was richer in transitional styles than in identifiable modern motifs, such

as Cubist or Futurist.  Thus, the shock value or newsworthiness of the visuals was

not present.  Another explanation might be that the modern styles that were used

were further down the adoption curve (people were used to seeing them) than
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newer modern style, or that these styles were not as visually arresting or

“horrifying,” as the Futurist trends would later be called.

It is interesting to note that in 1926 the overall use of Modern/Transitional

advertising art declines by 6%, while the reporting of such trends increases.  Let

us now turn, then, to the 1926 Art Directors Club’s Exhibition.

1926: Turning To Modern Art For Inspiration

The 1926 Art Directors Club exhibition does not herald a radical change in

advertising art—at least not by the numbers.  In fact, there appears to be a 4%

drop in numbers in the combined category of Modern and Transitional styles

represented.  There is, however, an increase in the actual number of Precisionist-

influenced pieces included in this year’s exhibition.  While the total number of

advertisements bearing this form of art is rather small, (nine), the increase from

1% in 1925 to 3% in 1926 is somewhat significant.  The reporting of this

exhibition in the trade press, however, is another matter entirely.  For the first

time, the adaption of modern styles is discussed as a major component of the Art
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Director Club’s exhibition.  More telling, articles published in the trade press for

the year preceding the 1926 exhibition report an acute awareness of the use of

modern styles being used.

Gridley’s review of the Art Directors Club’s Fifth Exhibition of Advertis-

ing Art appeared in the June edition of Printers’ Ink Monthly. This event,

according to Gridley, was “the first time the pictures shown demonstrated more or

less conclusively that the advertising illustrator is turning more and more to

modern art forms for his inspiration.”  Gridley further observed that the specific

use of, say, Cubism, was not evident, but the work suggested that many artists

were looking for new forms of representation other than the photographic type.

To demonstrate this “non-specific” influence of modern art, Gridley points to a

piece for the H.J. Heinz Company—a medal winner in the still-life cate-

gory—rendered by Merritt Cutler for the Calkins and Holden advertising agency.

Gridley praises this work for its fresh approach in communicating the Heinz

message of “clean bottles” without using standard factory images.

Cutler’s precise rendering of the Heinz bottle, with jets of crystal and wa-

ter shooting at it from all angles, is an excellent example of how the Precisionist
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style was adapted by advertisers. A discussion of this advertisement will be

included later in this chapter (see Figure 2.7). That Gridley did not make this

association with the Precisionist style is not surprising.  It will not be until 1927

that the term “Precisionist” or “Immaculate” was associated with any regularity

with this style of painting.78

After examining the reviews of the Art Directors Club’s Exhibition, it is

also appropriate to ask, “Was the trade press reporting a similar shift in stylistic

composition?”  They were.

Because the advertising art displayed in the 1926 exhibition was work ac-

tually running in publications the previous year, 1925 articles will be reviewed

here.  An April 2, 1925 Printer’s Ink article seems to be the first knell that the

advertising art tide was shifting to incorporate modern styles and themes.  Twelve

years after the Armory Show, modern art still appeared to baffle, though

recognition of its benefits to advertising, in the main, was acknowledged.  For

example, Gridley says of the “new art”:

Taken in the mass, modernist art is apt to be pretty poor stuff.  A
‘Nude Descending a Staircase’ may be entertaining to the casual
observer in search of amusement but it certainly tells him no story
nor does it convey a message.  The synchromists may please him by
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their combination of color and abstract form but a synchromist
painting lacks about everything that is essential to a good advertis-
ing illustration.79

Conversely, Gridley applauds the success of the Futurists’ expression of

dynamism (the Cubists, he feels, failed utterly).  The ability to relay movement

makes Futurism particularly applicable to advertising, he stated.80  Referring to

Calkins and Holden’s campaign for the Franklin auto, Gridley bows to the

creators’ effective demonstration of how the “principles” of modernism can be

applied effectively to advertising.

This article recognizes that modern art can be used effectively to convey

something abstract, like movement, but is not so good for telling a story about a

product.

The following month, Printer’s Ink Monthly featured an article titled

“When the Modernist Invades Advertising.”  This clearly acknowledges that the

new modern styles were a growing force.

Here, Hiram Blauvelt would suggest “bad [advertising] art is no more”

and that anyone using such crass images ought to give up and cancel their

advertising immediately, for anything less than “good” art would not be
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acceptable to the public.81  Art, he notes, plays one of two roles in an advertise-

ment—either to depict the item for sale in a realistic manner or to “attract the

weary eye of the blasé prospect, vaguely suggesting the product and creating

enough curiosity and interest in it to lead the jaded reader on, so that he will read

the copy.”82  Though Blauvelt recognizes the power of aesthetics, his suggestion

that modern styles might be nothing more than “eye catching” is flawed.

Advertisers such as Earnest Elmo Calkins would disagree wholeheartedly with

Blauvelt here.  While not denying that advertising art employs modern themes to

help break through the clutter, Calkins would argue that the use of these new

styles adds tremendously to the selling message.  It provided, he said, the

“opportunity of expressing the inexpressible, of suggesting not so much a motor

car as speed, not so much a gown as style.”83

In defense of the modern, Blauvelt states that art in the modernistic style is

“better suited to articles of luxury and products of a more or less unusual

nature.”84  Why? Because, notes Blauvelt, “luxury is for the most part a bizarre

taste, and must be catered to in startling new ways.”85  He defines the modernistic

as “art which tends more or less to use the startling new forms with which several
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years ago, and at present, the artist of ‘art for art’s sake’ shocked the world.”86

How Blauvelt defines luxury is not indicated in this article.  However, one can see

the use of the modern styles appearing in luxury product categories such as the

Franklin automobile campaign discussed in Gridley’s article, though the

application of the modern styles is not as exclusive as Blauvelt suggests.87

More telling, however, is Blauvelt’s acknowledgement that these new

styles were, in fact, being used frugally.  He states that “the commercial artist is

beginning cautiously to put them into advertising use.”88  Caution doesn’t seem to

be apparent according to the headline of this article, which is slightly mislead-

ing—“When the Modernist Invades Advertising.”  The use of “invades” leads one

to believe that modernism had not only entered but permeated advertising in a

decidedly negative way and that the modern styles were extremely prevalent.

However, if a small, conservative amount of such art led the industry to feel

“invaded,” it could indicate that the use of modern styles was, in fact, highly

noticeable.  Accordingly, then, the use of modernistic styles as an effective

attention-getter—especially in small-space advertising where the clutter is

exponential—is lauded.89
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But the use of modern styles was still considered fairly risky at this time.

Allowing fine art to be the trend-setter, advertisers waited to see what the public

might accept before responding in kind.  In the case of the modern styles,

however, advertisers moved forward, adopting new styles before the public

decided they were, in fact, desirable:

Commercial art has let pure art lead the way, for the latter has noth-
ing to lose, save perhaps an individual artist’s reputation which was
never made.  Pure art can afford to be daring, but commercial art
must tread more carefully until it sees where it can profit from the
lessons of pure art without too much risk of loss, and a very probable
chance of gain.90

Blauvelt, however, foresaw an opportunity—advertising leading modern

art to the consuming masses:

It may easily be that commercial art will have a great share in ac-
customing our eyes to newer and more modern forms of art, and
lead us to accept them.  One thing is certain, the modernistic forms
which five, four and even two years ago were deemed eccentric by
the critical public are now being used with no small success by the
commercial artists in attractive advertising of unusual attention

value.91

Calkins shared these same opinions.  He stated that advertising was “a

humble picture gallery for millions who never see the inside of an art museum.”92
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Blauvelt closes this article with the hope that advertising art would one

day be a major aesthetic force: “Personally, I foresee the time when advertising

art will lead and influence pure art throughout the world.”93

An anonymous article titled “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage”

ran in the November 12, 1925, issue of Printers’ Ink.  Contrary to what the title

might indicate, this article defends the use of Futurist techniques in advertise-

ments.  First remarking that the art was, in fact, “strange,” the author then

describes why “strange” is an asset to advertising.  In short, because the Futurist

technique is still a curiosity, people will take the time to stop and take a closer

look.  They might not like it, but they are giving it attention.  For this reason

alone, stresses the article, advertisers are turning to using Futuristic art in ads.

Calkins and Holden started the Futurist trend with a campaign for Franklin Motor

Cars, states the anonymous author, with astonishing backgrounds in their ads.94

Another ad, this one selling Dr. Lyon’s Tooth Powder and Dental Cream, nods to

the Futurists with “planes of shading, straight lines, eccentric forms and circles

and motifs, all of which mean nothing, and could only be interpreted by a

confirmed futurist of the most rabid type.”95 Along with a Futurist background
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visual, this advertiser acknowledges the public’s confusion of the new style in the

headline by asking, Should We Add To Your Confusion?  The headline layout is

described as a “carnival of nonsense, being hand-lettered at amazing angles,

topsy-turvy, scattered across the top of the page with absolutely no eye to sanity

or tradition in such matters.”96  There seems to be a schizophrenic love affair with

the Futurist style—praise on the one hand, for gaining the public’s attention, and,

on the other hand, utter confusion as to what the style means in the context of an

advertisement.

This duality is also present in comments such as, “The futuristic craze is

merely a pander to a popular group.  Some people like that sort of thing and are at

once attracted to it.  Others may be repelled, but they are in the minority.”97

Is the style being used because it is a smart advertising concept, or is it

merely riding on the tail of a fad or a trend?  One advertiser of a women’s product

stated that he planned all his advertising around the Futuristic style because he

thought it was a good use of his advertising dollars:

If people demonstrate daily that they like that sort of thing, then I
feel I must give it to them.  I want my advertising to pay.  We have
jumped from conservatism to the most outlandish advertising.  For
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my own part, I dislike it greatly.  It shocks and jars me.  But my ad-
vertising must pay.98

The food manufacturer H.J. Heinz Company turned to Futuristic styles and

layout, too.  “The maid, who slices a cake under the light of candles, is far from

real.  And the candle rays cut across her figure sensationally.  It is futurism of the

most approved pattern.  But it is effective because it is different, novel.”99  And

while Heinz adopted the Futurist style for one publication, it didn’t in others.

Heinz understands its target market, states this article.  Cutting “your advertising

to suit the specific audience is the modern idea.”100

The label of “Futurism” seems to be used universally to describe any ad

art that uses fragmentation, light, and an absence of realism (i.e., abstraction).  I

would argue that, based on the descriptions for both the Heinz ad and the

following description of Futurist ads in general, many of the advertising art pieces

labeled Futurist were actually adopting Precisionist tenets.  For example, this

definition could be describing Demuth’s light ray motif with his translucent

layers: “Lights flash from unexpected places and shadows crop up from

nowhere.”101
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What’s clear is that the trade press is reporting an increased use of modern

styles primarily to get people’s attention.  Aside from its attention-getting

attributes, the trade press does not seem to note other reasons why the modern

styles should be used.  What’s more, while many articles mention the Futurist

style by name, they appear to be using this label in a fairly categorical fashion to

represent more than just the Futurist style.  This conflation is not entirely

surprising, since, for example, the Precisionist style is an American descendant of

Cubism and, to lesser degrees, Futurism, Constructivism, and Orphism.102

1927: Creating Enjoyment, Selling the Product

The work selected for the 1927 exhibition shows that an adaption of

modern styles was on the rise—25% of all the advertising art displayed that year

portrayed some form or adaption of modern styles.

The Art Directors Club, in a self-congratulatory fashion, presents this

exhibition of advertising art as a collection of “lively art, not to be confused with

the reposeful static kind of expression that one expects to find in museums

pungent with historic camphor.”103 This language is reminiscent of the sentiments
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held by groups who broke away from the Academy—starting with Henri’s Ash

Can School.  This establishes a stronger link between the newer philosophies

defining art and the Art Directors Club’s ability to forge an alliance between fine

art and commercial art.

Specifically, the exhibition catalogue addresses the appropriateness of us-

ing the modern styles in advertisements.  Here, the examples are in no small

number—a total of 70 works out of the 288 displayed sported the modern trend.

This is a significant increase, 20%, from just five years prior.  W.H. Beatty,

writing in the foreword to the catalogue states:

There are many who honestly doubt the efficiency of the more ex-
otic and fantastic of these exhibits, as far as the selling of things is
concerned.  They recall that there are large stratas of the public to
whom modern art or any sophistication toward distortion or phan-
tasy brings confusion, not alone to American Boobdom but to a
great midriff of our people who look to pictures for exact depiction
alone.  As far as advertising is concerned, the work of the moderns
often does enough when it succeeds in creating nothing more than
sheer novelty.  It rarely fails to do that and it has begun to do

more.”104

These comments are similar to Gridley’s homage to the Futurist motifs of

the previous year—chiefly as an attention-getter—even though the new styles are

not understood as a sophisticated visual message.  Beatty further states that there
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is a trend afoot: a desire for beautiful things—houses, automobiles, furniture,

clothing.  This consumer desire for aesthetics, however, is lagging behind those

“adventurers out in front—the moderns,” he says.  Referring to the “art” artists of

the day, Beatty echoes Blauvelt’s suggestion to let the fine arts lead the way to the

public’s heart, adding “some of us think they have gone too far, others that they

should never have started.”105

Beatty’s closing remarks hint of hesitance on the part of both consumers

and advertising to fully commit to the new art.  For example, while the work

displayed in this exhibition was being created, another ground-breaking modern

art exhibition was taking place in Brooklyn—The International Exhibition of

Modern Art.  This was the most significant exhibition of modern art held by an

established museum to date. (The Armory Show hadn’t been sponsored by a

museum.)  And while the Armory Show’s scandalous debut occurred over 13

years before this exhibition, the acceptance of the new art was still, it seems, a bit

tenuous.  This is reflected in the introduction to the catalogue written by the

exhibition curator, Henry Fox.  Unsure of the response the public would have to
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the art work displayed, Fox writes, “It remains with the public, . . .to arrive at its

own final judgment . . . .” 106

This same ambivalent tone seems to be lurking in the background of the

advertising industry as it increased its use of the new styles.  The industry was

clearly divided.  Other reviews of the 1926 exhibition are more forthright in

championing the overall aesthetic quality of that year’s advertising art.

Robert Dumm, writing in the Art Centre Bulletin, stated:

It is hard to tell where commercial art ends and Art—Capital “A”
art—starts.  Or, just turn the order around, if you wish.  Artists with

“reputations to lose” have gotten over the habit of entering the
realms of commercial art via the family entrance where the whis-
pered pass word was “don’t give them my right name.107

Dumm’s sentiments may be wishful thinking; however, the relationship between

the venues of fine and commercial art were, in fact, merging in friendlier fashion.

This is, in part, due to the rigorous work of the Art Directors Club to both

eradicate negative feelings Art artists had toward commercial work, and the

Club’s charter to improve the quality of art used in advertising.  Holding the

exhibition at the Art Centre also aided the Art Directors Club in these efforts.

Dumm adds that the first official exhibition in 1921 startled “the refusers-to-see-
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anything-good-in-advertising-art into a realization that the despised poor relation

was in reality a vigorous contender for first place in America’s scheme of artistic

endeavor.”108

The closing remarks here, and Beatty’s too, are curious.  For while the Art

Directors Club clearly wished their products, the advertising art itself, to be

considered of high aesthetic quality, indeed on par with the best of contemporary

art, both writers comment that advertising art was actually surpassing art that one

might find in a museum or in an exhibition of the day.  Specifically, Dumm states

that what strikes the viewer of this exhibition is “the feeling that here was art with

a purpose, with a definite living urge that lifted it above the type of work one

finds in most exhibitions of art for the sake of art.”109  These fairly arrogant

comments on the part of the advertising industry appear to simply reiterate those

same sentiments the Fine Arts community held about commercial arts just a few

years prior.  Furthermore, the goal of the Club was not to widen the rift between

these two groups, but to bridge their talents.  Statements such as these hardly

aided that goal.
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Consequently, Printers’ Ink Monthly columnist  Gridley says that

advertising art still cannot be judged by the same criteria that art for art’s sake is

judged.  How to judge advertising art, he feels, is what has continually baffled art

critics who’ve tried to make sense of the show.  Advertising art, Gridley says,

“must create this enjoyment and carry it one step farther; it must also aid the

selling process.”110  It’s not a new issue.  Advertising art has had that as its charge

from the very start.  It is however, the same point of contention that continues the

rift between the value of fine art and that of commercial art.

Commenting on the increasing use of modern art in advertising, Gridley

points out that

It was not until last year that the advertising artists began to show
definitely that more than a small group realized that there is any
such thing as modern art.  This year the modernist trend is much
more noticeable with the result that the show as a whole was re-
freshingly, dynamically youthful.  And that is what good advertis-
ing art should be.111

Gridley also notes René Clarke’s “unusual treatment” for H.J. Heinz

ketchup.  The art for this advertisement won a medal in the still-life category and

carries the stylistic theme that Merritt Cutler started the year before.  Gridley,
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again, does not name the style.  However, this piece, too, appears to be directly

influenced by the Precisionist style.

Significantly, the overall use of Precisionist influenced advertising art

sharply decreased this year—from 3% the previous year to just 1% this

year—while the overall use of combined modern and transitional styles rose 11%.

Let us turn to the 1926 trade press for a possible explanation.

Futurism, again, is the style du jour in the trade press.  This article titled

“Futurism Breaks into Newspaper Advertising Art,” states that any artist whose

style is “new, original, [and] unconventional, can command his own price.”112

The advertising industry is seeking that which is daring in “this age of frantic

search for the queer, bizarre, distinctive,” says this author.113  Additionally, this

anonymous article states:

I think the popular appeal of the futuristic school of art is loosely
related to the mystery which attaches to it.  People never quite know
what is meant, yet they do not care to express uncertainty or doubt.

These strange pictures are supposed to be a form of allegory or
symbolism.114

This telling sentiment supports earlier suggestions that advertisers were

unsure of reasons to use the new styles other than to gain attention in an
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increasingly cluttered ad environment.  There seemed to be an understanding that

the styles were created with meaning, but these meanings were elusive and the art

was still referred to as “freak illustrations,” for example.115  If advertisers were

simply seeking the novel, this author asks, “why question the technique, the

mental viewpoint, when we know that America is eager for innovation in art?”116

The solution, he says, is to “do the unexpected, if you would win the American

public today,” and adding, “the crazier it is, the better.”117  Specifically the

Futurist school answers this call, the author says; it will win advertisers over,

because the “abandon of the idea is a part of the American way.”118

These judgments hardly helped to bridge the worlds of modern and

commercial art.  Clearly, this author neglects to consider the philosophical

underpinnings of the modern styles, and specifically those of Futurism.  I would

argue, too, that consumers had a notion that the new art had meaning beyond the

surface confusion, in most cases, and the use of a particular style suggested, as

Calkins said, a feeling for the era—speed, upbeat tempo, the machine age.

Besides grouping many modern styles under the rubric of “Futurism,” this

author specifically mentions one that has the clear trappings of Precisionist art:
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Have you noticed the amazing popularity of the technique which
makes use of light rays, for example?  It is no more than a popular
desire for new effects. Light, in itself, is futuristic.  It takes strange
and unconventional forms.  It is whimsical.  And so the public
fancy attaches to it.”119

Here again, the author misses the nuances of the Precisionist style.  Born

of the Machine Age, the Precisionist style has the ability to suggest modernity

and, with its clean lines and immaculate rendering techniques, to communicate in

simple terms to a public uneducated in art.  It should not be surprising that

Precisionist-style works won medals in the last two Art Directors Club exhibi-

tions.  This form communicates far beyond simply offering novel effects, as this

author suggests.

Milton Towne, conversely, sees the consuming public as sophisticated

readers, hungry for what is not only new but aesthetically sound.  In his article “Is

Ad Art Growing Over-Sophisticated?”  Towne answers with a resounding no,

stating in the subhead to this article, “There’s a Higher Standard of Appreciation

of Things Artistic Abroad in the Land.”120

Towne questions whether the new styles are comprehensible to a large

percentage of readers, which he claims are from “rural (read backward)” regions.
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He argues that these people are begging for the new, even though they may not

understand the subtleties of modern advertising.  This, however, is part of the

controversial discussion about the appropriateness of using modern art in

advertising—will it be understood?  Or more simply, since it will be read as

something, is that something the message that the advertiser wants to send?

Towne notes a November 1925 women’s magazine carries what he calls

the first-ever use of cubist illustration.121  And he says that after leafing through

current issues of several women’s magazines, he found:

One after another, advertisement displaying modern art. Of course,
the sophisticated, the artificial note in an illustration in an adver-
tisement of perfumes and cosmetics is more readily accepted as ap-
propriate.  But bread, cooking fats, cereals!122

Specifically, Towne defines the demographics of the audience for the

magazines he’s been observing (he does not specify which women’s magazine) as

follows:

1)  50% of the readers live in towns with populations under
10,000;
2)  approximately 30% of the readers have an annual income under
$2,000;
3)  approximately 80% of the readers have an income under
$5,000.
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In Towne’s words, “Nobody would advertise caviar to this market.”123  That

sentiment alone is more telling of the makeup of this market than the simple

numbers reporting income.  Hence, if advertisers are using modern styles to sell

“bread, cooking fats, and cereals” to such a low-end market, there appears to be

an aesthetic shift brewing.  As Gridley pointed out the previous year, the modern

styles, and specifically those of the Futurist, were more apt to be applied to luxury

products than to bread. 

The questions, Towne says, should be:

Are the manufacturers responsible for this, and are they endeavor-
ing to bring up the standard of taste by introducing an aesthetic, so-
phisticated note in their advertising?  Or are the art directors of ad-
vertising agencies unconsciously molding advertising art nearer to
their hearts’ desires?124

Towne says no to both questions, restating that advertisers are simply re-

sponding to the desires of consumers for the new and that advertising must catch

up with the editorial pages in their aesthetics of layout.125

What this boils down to, according to Towne, is that good art is good art,

regardless if it is advertising art or fine art.  He also adds, “art is no longer an
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esoteric subject,” and that the “thing to remember is that the public at large has

been ‘let in on it.’126

To summarize, “there is a new generation, a new standard of taste, a new

sophistication.  The shrewd advertiser is cashing in on it.”127

It should not be surprising, then, that the use of modern styles continued to

rise over the course of this decade.  By the 1927 Art Directors Club exhibition,

the adoption of the new styles had reached one quarter of all of the work selected

for the show.  Clearly, the new was not so new anymore, but had truly found its

way into the art departments of the leading advertising agencies in America.  But,

Towne poses an interesting question about motivation.  Who was driving this

trend?  Were the advertisers pushing the new aesthetics onto a passive public, or

was the public demanding fresh new approaches to the selling environment?

Evidence points to a combination of both factors.  For example,

Wannamaker’s department store had been exhibiting modern art in its on-site

gallery, Belmaison, since 1923.  The successful display of art in this setting

blurred the lines between the gallery and the store window, making the art more

accessible to the masses—or at least the masses who shopped at Wannamaker’s.
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The gallery’s curator, Louis Bouché, stated in 1923 that “New York is now

familiar with the work of the modern French painters and has weathered the

invasion of the Fauves, [and] Cézanne, Matisse, and Picasso are familiar

names.”128

The pioneering success of the Belmaison gallery led other retailers to

follow suit.  Later in the decade, R.H. Macy and Lord & Taylor both displayed

modern art in their stores and store windows.  Bouché had predicted that the ultra-

moderns of 1923, such as Picasso and Matisse, would become so well known that

they would one day simply be “Sunday supplement material.”129  It seems Bouché

was not only correct in his prediction, but also played a major role in making his

prediction a reality.  His counterparts in the advertising arena played a significant

role in this opus, too, and we have seen the rise of modern art’s influence increase

dramatically over a short three-year period.

Let us continue our investigation of this trend analysis and then turn to a

close assessment of a campaign for Edison MAZDA Lamps produced in 1929.
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1928: A Nation Searching For Change

A partner in the advertising agency Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn,

Roy Durstine offered some opening comments in the 7th Annual of Advertising Art

characterizing the stylistic shift in advertising art over the previous eight years:

If you will compare the pictures in this volume with those in vol-
ume one, you will detect certain exhilarating trends of design, you
will be stimulated for better or worse (according to where you sit)
by an angularity which is being discussed as “modernism”—and
you will find other marks of the fact that the world moves, some-
where.130

Specifically, the 1928 exhibition saw an 8% move, an increase over the

1927 exhibition of work adapting modern styles in their advertisements

(25%<33%).  Furthermore, as Durstine suggests, the trend in design had, for the

most part, maintained an upward curve adoption for the entire decade (6%<33%).

Nathaniel Pousette-Dart, writing for the Art Center Bulletin, suggests that

not only was there an increase in the adoption of modern art, but more impor-

tantly, there was a shift in the taste of the general public.  This shift, he mentions,

is also a philosophical shift, one that is punctuated by an overarching  search for

change:
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A number of modern philosophers have been stressing the impor-
tance of change, as though change were in itself more significant
than the qualities it produced; the important thing shown by this
exhibition is not the swing toward modernism but the unmistakable
advance in taste, not only on the part of individual advertisers but

of the general public as well.131

Aesthetically, this exhibition, according to Pousette-Dart, demonstrated

the movement away from realism—a definite passing from nature being simply

copied—to one where nature is used as an inspiration to create something

imaginative and creative.132

Pousette-Dart also maintained that if an award were to be given to the

agency doing the best work for this year, it would have to go to N.W. Ayer and

Son—specifically, for its work on Steinway Pianos.  Here, he said, Rockwell Kent

created an “essay into a new field in advertising art.”133  While Kent’s entry was

essentially an exhibition picture, it was superbly successful as an advertising

image.  Its success is twofold: one, because its attention to line, form, and color is

of first concern to the artist; and second, it tells a story that is accessible to the

viewer, thereby making it an acceptable image for advertising.  These two

characteristics are what essentially define the successful advertising image.  To

invoke Laurvik’s criticism of the 1908 Advertising Art exhibition as being neither
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fish nor fowl—neither pure art nor advertising—Rockwell’s image successfully

defined itself as an advertisement and also as a good piece of art.

While Pousette-Dart sang the praises of the exhibition, other members of

the press were not as enthusiastic.  The May 5 review in the New York Times, for

example, was not so much a review as a simple announcement of the date and

time of the exhibit and a list of medal winners.134

Printer’s Ink Monthly, however, offered an extensive review of the latest

exhibition from the Art Directors Club.  The author, Thomas Erwin, draws a

comparison between reactions to the Armory Show and the 7th Annual Exhibition

of Advertising Art.135

Erwin, director of service for Frank Seaman, Inc., reminds readers that

back in 1913 an art exhibition “rocked the town with laughter.”136  The newspa-

pers satirized paintings such “Nude Descending A Staircase,” and American

painters “were too indignant to laugh—these monstrous creations from France

were clearly the work of madmen bent upon making the noble art of painting

ridiculous.”137  Advertising men of the day, noted Erwin, agreed with those who
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were horrified by the new images, believing that illustrators and painters should

copy nature as accurately and as prettily as possible.

“To advertising men who have clung to this idea,” stated Erwin, “the Sev-

enth Annual Exhibition of the Art Directors Club at the Art Center came as

something of a shock.”138

This shocking change, however, did not happen overnight.  There was a

“steady infiltration,” Erwin said, that started in 1925 and has continued to today

(1928).  The pinpointing of 1925 as the commencement of the noticeable use of

modern art is in line with the findings in this study.  Unlike the reportage of most

articles printed in the 1925 press, Erwin had the benefit of hindsight to reflect on

how and when this adoption began.

He also notes that most advertising men thought that the foray into the

modern was a misuse of an advertiser’s money.139  This is counter to comments

made earlier by Larrabee that not using exceptional art was like throwing the

client’s money away.  Certainly this illustrates the division between those who

saw value in the new styles and those who did not.
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Additionally, Erwin identified a final tolling of the bell for the simple use

of realistic illustration.  He said, “there are less than a dozen examples” of this

type of illustration of the 260 pieces exhibited.  When realism was necessary, the

trend was to turn to photography.140

Historically, Erwin stated, the old school was concerned with simply

presenting the facts, whereas “the work of the new men is concerned with

presenting ideas through design means.”141  This observation marks a striking and

important change.  The recognition that the design itself could convey meaning

had not been discussed up to this point in the press.  Motivation for using modern

styles had been simply justified as an attention-getter.  Research in this disserta-

tion indicates that this was not the position of many advertising men.  Certainly

Calkins’s understanding of aesthetics far surpasses the notion that the new art was

simply novel.  He expressed it eloquently when he said the application of modern

art to advertising “afforded the opportunity of expressing the inexpressible, of

suggesting not so much a motor car as speed, not so much a gown as style, not so

much a compact as beauty.”142

Turning to the analysis of photography, Erwin notes that
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the hard-boiled photograph, too, has disappeared and in its place we
find—not the fuzzy “artistic” photograph of a few seasons
past—but clean, crisp prints with subtleties of texture and ingenui-
ties of arrangement that achieve that rarest of advertising vir-
tues—surprise.143

Such photography is also seen at the time in the work of Margaret Bourke-

White, Edward Steichen, and Charles Sheeler, all of whom lent their talents to the

advertising industry.  Sheeler, for example, was hired by the N.W. Ayer and Son

advertising agency in 1927 to photograph Ford’s River Rouge Plant.  While

reviews of this work appeared in publications such as Creative Arts touting the

artistic value of the composition, any mention that they were, in fact, advertising

and promotional photographs is often omitted.144  These photographs, often

praised as a major turning point in Sheeler’s work, clearly depict the characteris-

tics that Erwin attributes to the photographic work of this exhibition.145 To quote

Erwin, this type of advertising imagery’s job is to “make vivid—to present to the

reader familiar objects in such a manner that he sees them afresh—as though for

the first time—that is one of the accomplishments of the best of the modern.”146

What does all this mean?  For Erwin, “possibly it means that America is coming

of age—and that a generation fed on War-Radio-Movies-Wells-Shaw-Lewis-
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Dreiser-O’Neil-Will Durant-Van Loon-Anita Loos, et al., will respond to

something less naïve in advertising pictures than the sweet inanities of the days

before the war.”147  Furthermore, advertising would continue to change, because

“in every art class from Boston to San Diego the youngsters are busily cramming

up on Cézanne and Picasso.”148

At the close of 1928, Stuart Campbell, art director for Ray D. Lillibridge,

Inc., and the chairman of the “7th Annual Exhibition of Advertising Art,” wrote a

telling article for the pages of Printers’ Ink Monthly about the exhibition earlier

that year.149  Campbell stressed that this exhibition was not a radical shift to the

“modernistic,” but a modern exhibition—meaning contemporary.  Defensively,

Campbell noted, too, for those who have questioned the motives of the Art

Directors Club, the reason the current exhibition entries might have looked

radically different is that “for the first time they were not all rendered in the

customary National Academy style, but instead, showed signs of a fresher

viewpoint.”150  This echoed Towne’s suggestion that those who were shocked by

this exhibition were the same fellows who still felt that all illustrations should

prettily replicate reality.
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To define what type of art advertising most employed, Campbell stated,

was difficult.  He added, “not until the critic has had the benefit of time can he see

the clear picture of any movement or period in its relations to its predecessors.”151

That said, Campbell suggested one way the contemporary advertising artist

utilized a fresh approach was in his “elimination of detail in the illustrations,

detail that for many years was considered the test of an artist and necessary to the

almost photographic reproduction of an object.”152  Moreover, the artist of this day

tried to get his message across quickly.  “In keeping with the speed of the age,”

stated Campbell, the artist simplified the atmosphere, and gave a hint of what

could be included but is not.  It is the hint, Campbell suggested, that “made for the

sophistication of the contemporary artist.  And sophistication, perhaps more than

anything else, was the keynote of the day.” 153

Campbell also defended the Victor Talking Machine Company’s cam-

paign illustrated by Earl Horter and Buk Ulreich.  This campaign, Campbell

states, was one of the most misunderstood of all the exhibits in the 1928

exhibition because each artist “painted what he imagined they [the consumer] saw

or visualized when they listened to certain pieces of fine music.”154  The artists did
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not employ a modernistic style for the sake of being modern.  Horter, for

example, in his illustration Rhapsody in Blue, “interpreted for his client what both

he and the client considered the human animal experience from a hearing of

Gershwin’s witchery.”155

Depicting that which is subjective—the emotions one feels when listening

to a piece of music, for example—and associating those emotions with the talking

machine, served to illustrate how a specific style of painting was used to

communicate a strategic advertising message.  The creative concept was

strengthened by the use of such a style—it did not serve to simple decoration or as

an attention-getting trapping.

The growth in the use of modern art in advertising was about to change.

In 1929 the trend peaked and began to take a downturn as the exhibitions moved

into the 1930s.  Before discussing the ebbing of this trend, an examination of the

Art Directors Club’s 1929 exhibition and the apex of this trend is called for.
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1929: The Modern Trend Peaks

Pousette-Dart declared a philosophical shift in the 1929 exhibition.  He

stated, “I think we are passing from a casual interest in the modernistic to a vital

interest in the modern.”156  Echoing Campbell’s sentiments about the “modern-

ness” of the 7th Annual Exhibition, Pousette-Dart claimed, too, that any artist who

was aware of their surroundings and painting in a sincere fashion can not help but

be modern, regardless of whether their executions were realistic or abstractions.157

He further notes that anyone who has felt that advertising art has lagged behind

the fine arts community will be pleasantly surprised with what they should find at

this exhibition.  A higher standard of artistic expression, notes Pousette-Dart, is

certainly seen at this year’s show.

It is important to point out, too, that the positive aspects of modern art

were not shared by all.  For example, in the Printers’ Ink article, “Public

Utilities—Beware of Modern Art” the author warns of the pitfalls of using

modern styles in advertising some types of products, notably, those which were

not considered feminine.
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“Modern art has its place in the advertising of things distinctly of feminine

appeal,” wrote Irving M. Tuteur, vice president of the McJunkin Advertising

Company.158  This strong connection between modern art being feminine and the

incompatibility of the feminine style to advertising ties back to the emasculation

of the advertising field in general.  Women were believed to be the primary target

of advertising, because they made most household purchases.  Therefore, Tuteur

warned, using the same techniques to advertise products and services not of a

feminine nature only emphasized the merchandising weakness and limited

application of the modern styles.

Myron Perley shared Tuteur’s distrust of the ability of advertising that

used modern art to communicate a clear sales message.  In an address to the Art

Directors Club, Perley vehemently discouraged agencies from using modern

techniques that simply depict a:

man with his nose on the back of his head or his ear on his el-

bow—shafts of light driving through.  That is hard to understand.
Art used commercially that is not largely understandable to the
majority is not worth the powder to blow it up.  It just doesn’t be-
long.159
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W.R. Heath’s critique, “Futurist Bug Bites Business Paper Advertising,”

offered both a criticism and a warning to potential users of the Futurist style.160

First, one should be aware that Heath’s use of “futurist” is somewhat of a

misnomer.  The confusion is apparent in passages such as, “It is the futurism of

prophecy, of looking ahead fifty years to things as they are quite likely to be in

another generation.”161  This use of the term futurist denotes a style that looks to

the future, certainly not the Italian Futurist genre as depicted by artists such as

Boccioni or Severini.

The use, or misuse, in this case, of style terms has been problematic in this

investigation.  As stated previously, many of the trade press authors use

categorical references to modern art which either make it difficult or impossible to

define the specific style they are referring to.  This proved to be especially true

with the use of the term “Futurist.”

This vagueness of terms was problematic for the authors as well.  In re-

porting his study, “A Statistical Glass Applied to Modernism,” Gridley found that

even defining modernism was a troublesome task.  Gridley’s study, which was

used as a model, in part, for this dissertation, offered an historical snapshot of
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what this dissertation sought to examine—the adoption of modern art styles by

advertising.  Before continuing the discussion of the results of the study, it

remains to turn briefly to Mr. Gridley’s 1928 investigation, to note the similarities

between his findings and those reported here.

Gridley set up his content analysis by classifying advertising art for two

magazines—one which he classed as conservative (Magazine A), the other as a

leader in modernism in its illustrations and design (Magazine B)—into three

groups.  Creating the categories of “Old School,” “Transitional,” and “Modern,”

(the same categories used in this study), Gridley computed the number of

advertisements which fell into each of these three categories.

For Magazine A, he reported that 96 advertisements out of the 266 consid-

ered could be classified as either Transitional or Modern—meaning, these ads

exhibited some touch of the modern influence.  This represents 36% of all the

advertisements published in Magazine A.

For Magazine B, Gridley found that 120 advertisements out of the 194

categorized capitalized on modern art in some way.  The use of modern art found
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in Magazine B reflects almost twice as high a rate of adoption as Magazine A

(36% vs. 61.8%).

For Gridley, his findings helped refute the accusation that modern art was

simply a trendy exploit in a few magazines, but was in fact significantly

represented in both conservative and modern publications.  This study is helpful

here, too; it allows one to compare the findings in this dissertation with Gridley’s

observations.  The results in this dissertation study found 35% of all ad art created

in 1928 and published in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals carried some

suggestion of the modern trend (Modern/Transitional)—this is in line with

Gridley’s finding for Magazine A (the conservative publication).  This suggests

that the art represented in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals is representative of

advertisements carried by women’s magazines that followed a fairly conservative

editorial content.  This is certainly contrary to critical suggestion that the work

represented by the Art Directors Club, which purports to display the best

advertising art America offers, was more apt to accept work that carried a modern

theme or schema.  And while Gridley’s study can not be replicated, because we

do not know which magazines he used in his study, it can be said that his findings
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support the trend this dissertation observed over the course of the decade.

Furthermore, if one can assume the accuracy of Gridley’s reportage for Magazine

B (the more modern publication), the Art Directors Club’s exhibitions were

comparatively conservative in accepting advertisements adopting modern themes.

Using documentation from the trade press, the findings in this dissertation

have been unequivocally supported.  Year after year, with few exceptions, the

trade press and this study were in step.

The growing adaption of modern art by the advertising industry reached

its apex with the 1929 Art Directors Club Exhibition.  That year, 35% of all ad art

included in the show displayed some characteristics of the modern styles.  The

overall increase of this phenomenon—from 6% in 1925 to 35% in 1929—occurs

rather rapidly over this five-year period.  And while the 1930 and 1931 exhibi-

tions saw small decreases in the use of the modern styles, the influence that the

forms have had on advertising remain unmistakable.

The downward trend reported in this dissertation begins with the 1930 Art

Directors Club Exhibition.  The change is slight, only a 1% decrease from 1929 to

1930, but it is the first hint that the trend may be waning.  Further examination of
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the data shows that the 1931 exhibition experienced a more dramatic de-

crease—4%.  This decrease could very well be attributed to the overall philoso-

phical shift the United States experienced after the stock market crash in October

1929 and the severe economic depression that followed.

Closer study of the work produced during the 1930s is worthy of investi-

gation and would supplement advertising histories such as Advertising The

American Dream by Marchand.  Marchand’s work focused on the changes in

Depression-era advertising.  Concurrently, the economic changes in the United

States affected the work being done in the fine arts, too.  For example, Realism

catapulted to the forefront of the art world after the economic disaster of 1929 and

the onset of the Depression years.  During the 1930s Social Realism, with its

ultra-social character, and Regionalism, including the American Scene, replaced

many of the abstract images created and celebrated during the 1920s.  The

Realists’ social paintings represented a powerful protest against the current state

of American society.  According to Celendar:

This group rallied against attacks upon labor, radicals, and aliens.
They ridiculed the snobbery and pretense, Philistinism and pomp
seen in the upper strata of society, turning to the exposure of social
abuses.  They were on the side of the lower classes, and their criti-
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cism of the foibles of the state and the wealthy was interpreted as an
indictment of the whole social system.162

These two groups were dominant forces in the American art world until

World War II began.  At that time, feelings of nationalism were subverted by a

more collective attitude as artists and intellectuals fled Europe for American

shores.  These new immigrants vastly changed the American fine art and design

scene.

Moving Beyond: Other Trends Observed

Before shifting the focus from this trend analysis, several other trends that

emerged in this investigation need noting.  As discussed previously in the data

collection section of this chapter, information was collected about the agencies,

the illustrators or photographers, the advertisers, and the product categories

represented in the Annuals.  From this data, several patterns emerged.
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Agency Trends: Who’s In

The first agency trend observed was their overall inclusion in the Art

Directors Club’s Exhibition and Annuals—how many times an agency was

represented in the Annuals.  An outstanding finding here is that 46% of all the

advertising art represented in the Annuals for the 10-year period 1921-1931,

regardless of style, was comprised of the work from only seven advertising

agencies (see Figure 2.4 and 2.5).

The J. Walter Thompson agency, whose work makes up 10% of all the

advertising art published in the Annuals, was the most frequently represented

agency for the decade studied.  The second and third most frequently represented

agencies were the N.W. Ayer and Son and Calkins and Holden agencies, with 9%

and 7% respectively.

The 1928 merger of the Barton, Durstine & Osborn agency with the

George Batten Agency (forming the Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn agency)

should be specially noted here.  First, both of these agencies were frequently

represented individually in the Annuals (6% and 4% respectively).  However,
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because of their merger in 1928, neither corporation’s representation is for a full

10-year period. It is only for the first seven volumes of the Annuals.  Furthermore,

the new agency, Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn, represented 4% of all the

advertising art exhibited in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals between 1929-1931.

What this means is that between the two individual agencies and their new

merged entity, this agency group far surpasses any other advertising agency for

the decade with 14% of the total volume of advertising art coming from their

studios.
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Once the aggregate data was reduced to advertising art bearing the transi-

tional/modern characteristics, a re-sorting of the data revealed the following

trends for the agencies, advertisers, artists, and products included in the Annuals.

Advertising Agency Trends: Who’s Doing Modern

Turning to the specific topic of this dissertation—the adaption of modern

styles—the content analysis reveals that the Calkins and Holden agency adapted

modern art to its advertising almost 200% more often than any other agency

represented in the Annuals.  This is not particularly surprising, for Earnest Elmo

Calkins, founder and partner of Calkins and Holden, made it his professional-life

goal to improve the aesthetics of advertising art.  As discussed earlier in this

chapter, he organized the first three Exhibitions of Advertising Art in 1908, 1909,

and 1910; he wrote articles published in both the advertising trade and popular

press espousing the value of using good art not only to sell products, but also to

improve the aesthetic taste of consumers at large.
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Other agencies whose portfolios of work published in the Annuals con-

tained large percentages of the Modern/Transitional styles included Batten,

Barton, Durstine & Osborn and N.W. Ayer and Son.  BBD&O’s work makes up

25% of all Modern/Transitional advertising art for the decade.  This is an

exceptional figured because, due to the merger (BD&O & George Batten), it only

submitted work between 1928 and 1931.  The N.W. Ayer and Son agency, which

now has a long history of supporting the use of modern art in advertising,

represented 20% of all Modern/Transitional work included in the Annuals.163

These figures illustrate a key finding.  While the adaptation curve charts

the increased use of modern art styles over the decade, the agency data shows that

only three agencies produced 92% of all the advertising art adapting Mod-

ern/Transitional styles exhibited and published by the Art Directors Club.  This

certainly indicates that the modern art trend was primarily spearheaded by a very

small group of advertising agencies, as opposed to the styles being universally

applied by many agencies, as the trade press indicated.
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Agency Trend: Precisionism Is Only For A Few

Earlier in this chapter, we discussed the advertising industry’s adaptation

of Precisionism.  Further analysis of that data indicated that Calkins and Holden,

the overall leader in adapting modern art to advertising, was also the leader here.

Of its work included in the Annuals, 12% was in the Precisionist style.

Other top agencies adopting Precisionism included the Blackman Agency

and N.W. Ayer and Son with 3%, and the J. Walter Thompson agency with 1%.

The other top three agencies adopting Modern/Transitional styles (Barton,

Durstine & Osborn, The George Batten Agency, or the merged entity, Batten,

Barton Durstine & Osborn) did not use the Precisionist style in any work included

in the Annuals.
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Artists Trends: Making In The Book

The most celebrated artist in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals between

1921 and 1931 was Réne Clarke—he received recognition 55 times during the

decade.  To put this number in perspective, 735 individual artists were exhibited

and published in the Annuals—50% were only included once and 16% were

included twice.

Clarke worked exclusively for the Calkins’s and Holden agency during

this decade and the majority of his work falls into the Modern/Transitional.  His

nearest competitor, William Oberhardt, was represented in the Annuals 45 times.

Oberhardt, however, was not a proponent of the modern styles—none of his work

carried this mark.  (see Figure 2.5 for most frequently represented artists).
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•  Overall appearance of Individual Artists in annuals as a % of all ads
total artists N=735

Clarke, René 5 5 1 0.0196
Oberhardt, William 4 4 1 0.0157
Wilson, Edward A. 3 9 1 0.0139
Rosa, Guido & Lawrence 3 3 1 0.0118
Davis, Floyd 3 1 1 0.0111
Jensen, Gustav B. 3 0 1 0.0107

Clarke, René 
2%

Oberhardt, William
2%

Wilson, Edward A. 
1%

Rosa, Guido & Lawrence 
1%

Davis, Floyd
1%

Jensen, Gustav B. 
1%

Other
92%

Top Artists Represented in the Art Directors Annuals
(Figure 2.6)
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Artists’ Stylistic Trends: Advertising Artists Cozy Up To Precisionism

A total of 68 Precisionist-influenced pieces were identified in this trend

analysis, however, no artists represented in the Annuals worked exclusively in this

style.  Of the Precisionist pieces, Réne Clarke dominated 40% as the leading

artist—22% of the ad art in this category was created by Clarke.  His closest

competitor also working in this style was Edward Georgi, whose Precisionist style

images total 4% for this decade.  Merritt Cutler, who illustrated the Heinz ad art

discussed in this chapter, did not create many pieces appearing in the Annuals.

However, Printers’ Ink singled out both Cutler’s and Clarke’s pieces for Heinz as

not just exceptional pieces of art, but art with a unique and fresh design

perspective.
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Advertiser Trends: Precisionism And Selling Products

The observed acceptance of Precisionist style art in their advertising was

dominated by the Southern Cotton Oil Company, whose products included

Wesson Oil and Snowdrift shortening.  Réne Clarke’s Wesson Oil illustration was

discussed in conjunction with Georgia O’Keeffe’s Precisionist “Radiator

Building” in Chapter One.  Advertising art for the Southern Cotton Oil Company,

a client of the Calkins and Holden advertising agency, made up 14% of all

Precisionist advertising art published in the Annuals.

Other companies advertising in this style include the H.J. Heinz Company,

Canadian Pacific Railway, Crane & Company, The Fruit Dispatch Co., Interna-

tional Silver, The N.W. Ayer and Son (advertising for itself) and Procter &

Gamble.
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Product Category Trends: Precisionism Good Enough to Eat

The 68 pieces of Precisionist influenced ad art separated into 10 product

categories.  Food represented the largest product category using Precisionism in

advertising art—34% of all Precisionist ads were from this category.  Business-to-

Business advertising (advertisements selling products to other businesses, as

opposed to a traditional consumer base) reflected a 15% adaption rate, while

Precisionism was applied to 12% of products in the Equipment and Hardware,

and Small-Durables categories.

Product categories adapting the smallest percentages of Precisionist influ-

enced art included: Consumables (non-food) and Clothing 6% each; Travel and

Transportation, 4% each; and Services and Equipment 1% each.  (See Figure 2.6

and 2.7 for product category data).
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Clothing
6%

Travel
5%

Entertainment
2%

Services
2%

Transportation
5%

Consumables:
Non-food

6%

Small Durables
12%

Equipment/Hardware
12%

Business/Business
15%

Food
35%

Product Categories for Precisionist Influenced Ad Art
(Figure 2.7)
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The findings for these product categories suggest that the modern styles

were not exclusively applied to luxury products, as was indicated by several

Printers’ Ink and Printers’ Ink Monthly articles.  Indeed, for the Precisionist style,

“Food” was the most likely category to feature ads rendered in this modern

fashion.

Additional analysis and the further categorization of the various modern

styles would offer a more vivid picture of this data.  For example, luxury products

ranked low for Precisionist applications, but maybe this category would rank high

for Futurist or Cubist applications—this would be commensurate with reports

from the trade press.

The volume of data collected here offers a large store of information to

analyze.  Topics such as, what specific styles were individual agencies most likely

to employ, or what artists, for that matter, are just two of the many ways that this

information can be studied.  “Future Opportunities” in Chapter Four discusses this

topic in depth.
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Heinz 57 Advertising Art
Merritt Cutler, 1926

(Figure 2.9)
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H.J. Heinz “Jets of Crystal”Ad 
The Art Directors Club 5 th Annual of Advertising Art

(Figure 2.10)
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Turning to Merritt Cutler’s award-winning illustration for the H.J. Heinz

Company will allow further discussion of the application of Precisionist style to

the Heinz 57 advertisement before moving to Chapter Three, which will report a

close study of a Precisionist campaign for Edison MAZDA Lamps.

Discussion: Clean Bottles Worthy of an Immaculate Style

This illustration (see Figures 2.9 and 2.10), created by Merritt Cutler in

1925 for the H.J. Heinz Company, is a beautiful example of advertising art that

adopted Precisionist stylings.  Employed by Calkins and Holden advertising

agency, Cutler executed this image to depict the strategic concept of the

“cleanliness” of the Heinz bottles.  As Gridley notes, Cutler could have easily

gone the route of the Old School visual style and depicted a scene at the Heinz

factory.164  But Cutler chose to employ Precisionism to convey the Heinz

cleanliness message.  For this, he was ahead of the curve; the Precisionist

movement did not hit its stride until the mid-to-late 1920s (for example: Demuth’s
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Figure Five in Gold, 1928 and My Egypt, 1927; Sheeler’s Upper Deck, 1929;

O’Keeffe’s Radiator Building, 1928 and NewYork Night, 1928-1929).

In several ways, the Precisionist qualities of this image add to the overall

message of how clean the Heinz bottles are.  First, the style itself is connected to

the machine aesthetic; the sharp lines of the illustration and flat planes of color

suggest the meticulous rendering of a draftsman’s pen—a central theme for the

Precisionists.  Here, the bottle is not only rendered in a machine-like style, it

appears that it is being cleaned by a machine, ministered to by the machine,

cleansed and purified at the altar of the machine.  Charles Sheeler, one of the

leading Precisionists, referred to factories as “our substitutes for religious

expression.”165  The photographer Paul Strand remarked that the new religious

trinity was, “God the machine, Materialistic Empiricism the Son, and Science the

Holy Ghost.”166

The depiction of water jetting out in all directions hearkens to the Preci-

sionists’ use of light, the second quality the Heinz ad art adopts.  Light could be

substituted here for water, which bathes clean and purifies the bottles.  One can

also associate the fragmentation of light when shown through a bottle with this
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image; clean glass radiantly refracts the prisms of color cutting across the page.

The Precisionists often depicted light coming from unknown sources. In the Heinz

ad, the water/light is also coming from all directions, its sources unknown or at

least not depicted.

The third similarity between the Heinz ad art and Precisionism is the ab-

sence of man.  Here the Heinz bottle is magically suspended—buoyed aloft by the

jets of water, as if it was weightless, without any matter tying it to the ground.

This is also reminiscent of the Wesson Oil ad pictured in Chapter One (see Figure

1.3).  There, too, the can is suspended without the aid of a human.  The absence of

humankind is a noticeable feature of Precisionist art.  Dealing primarily with the

subject of what man created (though O’Keeffe applies some of the Precisionist

techniques to more organic subjects, such as flowers) as opposed to man himself,

the Precisionists glorified the machine, the factory, and the skyscraper.

The Precisionists link to the pure is closely tied to their aesthetic

philosophies of simplicity and purity of form.  These traits also led critics to refer

to this group of artists as “The Immaculates.”  This title refers to both the

sharpness of the Precisionists’ lines and to a religious connotation.
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The notion that their art was a pure form, devoid of anything extra,

including humans, reverence to the machine, its ability to promote univer-

sal hygiene, and to the ideals that were truly American make the Preci-

sionist style an exceptional technique for communicating the Heinz adver-

tising message.167
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2 Stewart cites Wolfgang Born’s 1948 book, American Landscape Paint-

ing: An Interpretation as the first source to define a “truly indigenous style” as

Precisionism. Wolfgang Born, American Landscape Painting: An Interpretation

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1948) cited in Rick Stewart, “Charles
Sheeler, William Carlos Williams, and Precisionism: A Redefinition,” Arts

Magazine, Nov. 1983, 100-114,  100; According to Gail Stavistsky, the machine
aesthetic was promoted by several American publications as “the basis for a vital,
native art”  see, The Soil (1916-1917), Broom (1921-1924), and The Little Review

(1914-1929) for examples of such articles; “Skyscraper primitive was coined” in
1923 “to characterize the artistic pioneers who celebrated American technology.
All of these phenomena were central to a pervasive search for national identity in
the arts and culture.” Rick Steward, “Regionalism and the Dial,” The Visionary

Company 1981, 110 quoted in Gail Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality: Precisionist

Directions in American Art, 1915-1941,” in Precisionism in America 1915-1940:

Reordering Reality, ed. Diana Murphy (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994),
16.

3 I use “modern styles” as a catagorical term to refer to all forms of mod-
ern art, including those from both Europe and America.  When discussing a
particular genre, I use the proper name for that form, such as Futurist or
Precisionist.

4 See for example, Thomas Erwin, “What Has Happened to Advertising
Art?: The Latest Art Directors Show Indicates That Advertising Has Capitulated

to the "Moderns",” Printers’ Ink Monthly, Jun. 1928, 36-37, 143; “Futuristic



171

                                                                                                                              
Monstrosities Are All the Rage,” Printers’ Ink, Nov. 12, 1925, 57-60; “Futurism
Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,” Printers’ Ink, Nov. 18, 1926, 145-150; 

Hiram Blauvelt, “When the Modernist Invades Advertising,” Printers’ Ink

Monthly, May 1925, 65-66; Don Gridley, “Is Modern Advertising Art Modern

Enough?,” Printers’ Ink, Apr. 2, 1925, 81-82; W.R. Heath, “The Futuristic Bug
Bites Business Paper Advertising,” Printers’ Ink Monthly, Aug. 1928, 38-39, 132,
135; Leslie F. Jones, “Art in Advertising Must Be Advertising Art,” Printed

Salesmanship, Sep. 1927, 58; Bertha Lange, “An Argument: Is Modern Art
Advertising Art?,” Design-keramic Studio 31 (1929/1930): 74-76;W. Livingston
Larned, “Mingling Modernistic Effects with Conventional Art Techniques,”
Printers’ Ink, Jun. 13, 1929, 129; J.R. McKinney, “What Has Happened to
Modern Art in Advertising?,” Printers’ Ink Monthly, Nov. 1929, 38-39, 98-
103;Myron Perley, “Is Modern Art Here to Stay?,” Printers’ Ink, Jun. 7, 1928,
149-150; Brian Rowe, “There is No Modern Art in American Advertising,”
Printers’ Ink Monthly, Feb. 1929, 47-49, 128-136.

5 Researchers such as Marchand, Scott, and Bogart tend to use the term
modern to reflect all forms of modern style, including Futurist and Cubist—two
of the most hotly contended styles in the trade press and from the Armory Show.
This also seems to be a trend in the trade press, the term Futurist is often used to
refer to other forms of modern art, such as Precisionism;  Also see Singal’s article
defining modern, modernism, modernistic, Daniel Joseph Singal, “Towards a
Definition of American Modernism,” in Modernist Culture in America, ed. Daniel
Joseph Singal (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1991), 1-27;  Also see
Jackson Lears, “Uneasy Courtship:  Modern Art and Modern Advertising,”
American Quarterly 39, no. 1 (1987): 113-154.

6 Based on reviews in the press, it appears that on average, 10-15% of
submissions were included in the exhibition and published in the Annuals.
Unfortunately, these records were not archived by the Art Directors Club,
therefore exact numbers are not known.



172

                                                                                                                              
7 Don Gridley, “A Statistical Glass Applied to Modernism,” Printers’ Ink

Monthly, Dec. 1928, 44-47, 130-133.

8 While the use of such an agency archive is a valuable set of documents,

they are often held up to represent the advertising industry as a whole.  This is a
skewed view.

9 Since its charter in 1920, the Art Directors Club has held an exhibit and
published an annual of advertising art every year, with the exception of 1923,
through current times. This makes for a phenomenal body of work to trace the
history of advertising.

10 In some cases, artists submitted entries on their own behalf; therefore,
no agency is listed.  In other instances, the advertiser had an in-house advertising
department, and therefore are their own agency.  Most of the work reproduced in

the Annuals is in black and white, however a notation of whether the piece was
submitted in color is included where appropriate.

11  Gridley’s study was a response to the accusation of “one of the more
ardent proponents of the old school” that the use of modern art in advertising was
just a passing fad. Gridley, “A Statistical Glass Applied to Modernism,”  44.  This
study will be discussed in the context of the 1929 Art Directors Club exhibition.

12 Gridley,  44.

13 For calculation purposes, the modern and transitional categories were

collapsed: (nmodern+transitional=533) + (nold school=2,273) = N=2,806.  The Precisionist ad
art (nPrecisionist=66) is a subset of (nmodern+transitional=533).



173

                                                                                                                              
14 Wolfgang Born, American Landscape Painting: An Interpretation (New

Haven: Yale University Press, 1948) ;  Milton Brown, “Cubist-Realism: An
American Style,” Marsyas  (1943-45): 139-160; John I.H. Bauer, et al, New Art in

America, 50 Painters of the Twentieth Century (Greenwich: New York Graphic

Society, 1957) ,  10.

15 Gail Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality: Precisionist Directions in Ameri-
can Art, 1915-1941,” in Precisionism in America 1915-1940: Reordering Reality,
ed. Diana Murphy (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994),  15.

16 Donald Dennis Celender, “Precisionism in Twentieth Century American
Painting” (Unpublished Dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 1963),   3 citing
Denys Sutton, American Painting (London: Avalon Press, 1948),  29-30.

17 Stewart,  102.

18 Celender,  16.

19 Celender,  12.

20 Wanda Corn, That Great American Thing: Modern Art and National

Identity, 1915-1935. (Berkley: University of California Press, 1999),  295.

21 Stewart,  107.

22 Corn; Samuel Kootz, “Ford Plant Photos of Charles Sheeler,” Creative

Art, Apr. 1931, 264-267.

23 Stewart,  108.

24 Robert Allerton Parker, “The Classical Vision of Charles Sheeler,” In-

ternational Studio, May 1926,  71 quoted in Matthew Baigell, “American Art and
National Identity,” Arts Magazine, Feb. 1987, 48-55,  51.



174

                                                                                                                              
25 Brown, “Cubist-Realism: An American Style,”  147;  Milton Brown,

American Painting: From the Armory Show to the Depression (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1955),   115.

26 Brown, “Cubist-Realism: An American Style,”  147.

27 Stewart,  111.

28 See Merrill Schleier, The Skyscraper in American Art, 1890-1931 (Ann
Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1986),  73 quoted in Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality:
Precisionist Directions in American Art, 1915-1941,”   18.

29 Gail Stavitsky, “Chronology,” in Precisionism in America 1915-1940:

Reordering Reality, ed. Diana Murphy (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994),
154-156.

30 Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality: Precisionist Directions in American
Art, 1915-1941,”   21.

31 “Immaculate School Seen at Daniel’s,” The Art News, Nov. 3, 1928,
10M quoted in Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality: Precisionist Directions in
American Art, 1915-1941,”   22.

32 Gail Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality: Precisionist Directions in Ameri-
can Art, 1915-1941,”   16.

33 Celendar,  84.

34 Earnest Elmo Calkins, “Advertising, Builder of Taste,” The American

Magazine of Art, Sep. 1930, 497-502,  502.



175

                                                                                                                              
35 From the original 1908 invitation to exhibit, reprinted in Earnest Elmo

Calkins, “The First Time On Any Stage,” in Fourth Annual of Advertising Art

(New York: Art Directors Club of New York, 1925), no pagination.

36 From the original 1908 invitation to exhibit, reprinted in Calkins, “The
First Time On Any Stage,”  no pagination.

37 Milton Brown, American Painting: From the Armory Show to the De-

pression,   introduction, no pagination.

38 Abraham Davidson, Early American Modernist Painting, 1910-1935

(New York: Harper & Row, 1981),  166.

39 Earnest Elmo Calkins, “Second Annual Exhibition of Advertising Art,”
The International Studio, Feb. 1909, CXLVI-CXLVII,  CXLVI.

40 The problem of the art work not reflecting the selling message of the
advertiser is an argument used later against the use of modern art in advertising
pieces.  Not only was the style incongruent with the selling message, but was
simply a forum for the artist to ply their craft, stated critics.

41 J. Nilsen Laurvik, “The Third Annual Exhibition of Advertising Art in
the Galleries of the National Arts Club,” The International Studio: An Illustrated

Magazine of Fine and Applied Art, Nov. 1910, XL-XLIII,  XL; For a discussion
of the relationships between artists and advertisers and art directors, see Michele
Bogart, Artists, Advertising, and the Borders of Art (Chicago: The University of

Chicago Press, 1995),  18.

42 Laurvik,  XLI.

43 Laurvik,  XLI.



176

                                                                                                                              
44 Laurvik,  XLI;  Artists and advertisers were attempting to incorporate

more art into their selling messages, just how to do this was still elusive.

45 This comment is reminiscent of critic response to American artists of the

same time. Three years later, critic Randolph Bourne expressed humiliation with
the American art represented at the Armory show stating that the exhibition was
held “with the frankly avowed purpose of showing American artists how bad they
were in comparison with the modern French”  Randolph Bourne, “Our Cultural
Humility,” The Atlantic Monthly, Oct. 1914, 506 quoted in Matthew Baigell,
“American Art and National Identity,” Arts Magazine, Feb. 1987, 48-55,  48.

46 American Art News, 1913.

47 L. Merrick, “Exhibitions Now On: The Armory Show,” American Art

News, Mar. 1, 1913.

48 Stanley Resor, “The Man with the Visual Message,” in Art Directing:

For Visual Communication and Selling, ed. Art Directors Club (New York:
Hastings House, 1957),  207.

49 Resor,   207.

50 Resor,  207.

51 Bogart,  221; Resor,  207.

52 Susan Noyes Platt, “Responses to Modern Art in New York in the
1920s” (Published Dissertation, The University of Texas at Austin, 1981),  18.

53 Resor,  208.

54 Annual of Advertising Art in the United States, vol. 1 (New York: Art
Directors Club of New York, 1921),  iii.



177

                                                                                                                              
55 Annual of Advertising Art in the United States, vol. 1,  iv.

56 Annual of Advertising Art in the United States, vol. 1,  vii; The jury of
the exhibition asked that the second exhibition be judged also on reproduction

quality.  This point illustrates one of the key differences between something that
is created to be viewed in its original state and something that is created to be
reproduced, such as an advertisement (i.e., printed in a magazine).

57 See William Innes Homer, Robert Henri and His Circle (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1969).

58 Robert Henri, “The New York Independent Artists,” The Craftsman,
May 1910, 161 quoted in Baigell,  48.

59 See Charles Dana Gibson, The Gibson Girl and Her America (New

York: Dover Publications, 1969); Susan E. Meyer, America’s Great Illustrators

(New York: H.N. Abrams, 1978).

60 See Arthur Wesley Dow, Theory and Practice of Teaching Art (New
York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1908); Arthur Wesley Dow,
Composition: A Series of Exercises in Art Structure of the Use of Students and

Teachers (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1913); Arthur Wesley Dow,
2000, <www.spanierman.com/dowbio.htm> (Aug. 15, 2001) Spanierman Gallery,
LLC.

61 See Elizabeth Robins Pennell, Joseph Pennell: An Account By His Wife,

Elizabeth Robins Pennell (Washington, D.C.: Govt. Print. Office, 1927); Special

Collections in the Library of Congress: Joseph and Elizabeth Robins Pennell

Collection Dec. 9, 1999 <www.loc.gov/spcoll/183.html> (Aug. 15, 2001) Library
of Congress.

62 See Bogart for a brief discussion of the jury for this exhibition,  129.



178

                                                                                                                              
63 Platt,  18.

64 Platt,  18 citing “Modernists Insane Say These Medics,” American Art

News, Jun. 4, 1921, 3.

65 Platt, 20 quoting “Attack on Museum is Still Anonymous,” American

Art News, Sep. 17, 1921, 4.

66 These responses echo those published during the Armory Show in 1913
by critics such as Kenyon Cox.  “The Futurists simply abolish the art of painting.
They deny not only any representation of nature, but also any known or traditional
form of decoration.” Cox is quoted in Emma Goldman, “Cubists and Futurists are
Making Insanity Pay,” New York Times, Mar. 16, 1913; Also see Milton Brown,
American Painting: From the Armory Show to the Depression (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1955).

67 Platt,  20.

68 To use Claude Lévi-Strauss’s term, societies are “hot societies,” mean-
ing that they encourage radical changes these “follow from deliberate human
effort and the effect of anonymous social forces.”  The groups that are usually
responsible for this type of radical reform are often those who “exist at the
margins of a society.”  In this case, modern art as the marginal dweller is being
adopted into the “hot society” searching for the new.  See Claude Levy-Strauss,
The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966),  233-234;
Fernand Braudel, Capitalism and Material Life 1400-1800, trans. Miriam Kochan

(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973),  323; Richard W. Fox and T.J.
Jackson Lears, eds., The Culture of Consumption (New York: Pantheon, 1983); 

Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J.H. Plumb, The Birth of a Consumer

Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1982) as quoted in Grant McCracken, Culture and

Consumption: New Approaches to the Symbolic Character of Consumer Goods

and Activities (Bloomington: Indian University Press, 1988), 80-81.



179

                                                                                                                              
69 The Annuals studied contain work produced each year preceding the ex-

hibition year.  For example, the 1921 annuals is work primarily published in 1920.
There are a few exceptions to this rule.  I.e., there was no exhibition in 1923, thus
the 1924 exhibition covers work for the preceding two years.

70 Note that the Annuals represent work which ran in publications the year
preceeding the Advertising Art exhibition.  Thus, when the 1925 Annual is
referred to, we are discussing work which ran in 1924.

71 Fourth Annual of Advertising Art, vol. 4 (New York: Art Directors Club
of New York, 1925),  Forward.

72 C.B. Larrabee, “Advertising Art is Art That Sells,” Printers’ Ink

Monthly, Jun. 1925, 28-30, 84, 86,  30.

73 Larrabee,  86.

74 Larrabee,  30;  This statement echos that of Laurvik’s criticism of some
American advertising—“Neither fish nor fowl…”

75 Larrabee,  30.

76  “Advertising Art Is Art That Sells: Annual Art Directors Exhibition Re-
emphasizes the Fact That Good Pictures Are Good Advertising,” Printers’ Ink

Monthly, Jun. 1925, 28-30, 86-87,  28  this review notes specifically that there is
an increased understanding on the part of both the art directors and the artists of

what the limitations and oportunities of the printing process.

77 “An Educational Exhibition,” New York Times, May 3, 1925, Sec. VIII,
11.



180

                                                                                                                              
78 There were lots of names given to the group of painters who rendered

work in what later became known as the Precisionist style.  The Art News called it
the “Immaculate School,” Charles Daniel of the Daniel Gallery where many of
the artists in this group exhibited called them the “New Classicists,”  Professor

Alfred Barr, Jr. referred to Sheeler and Dickinson as “Neoclassicists.”  The settled
terms were “Immaculates” or “Precisionists.”  Stavistsky, “Reordering Reality:
Precisionist Directions in American Art, 1915-1941,”  21 notes that Louis
Kalonyme’s 1927 review of Spencer and Dickinson may be the first time the term
“Precisionist” is used as a noun.  See Louis Kalonyme, “Whitney Studio Club
Members Exhibit Their Work,” New York Times, Feb. 27, 1927, sec. 7, p. 11.

79 Don Gridley, “Is Modern Advertising Art Modern Enough?,” Printers’

Ink, Apr. 2, 1925, 81-82,  81.

80 Gridley, “Is Modern Advertising Art Modern Enough?,”  81.

81  Hiram Blauvelt, “When the Modernist Invades Advertising,” Printers’

Ink Monthly, May 1925, 65-66,  65;  One wonders if at this time, it is the public or
the art directors who actually would not accept good art.

82 Blauvelt,   65.

83 Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising

in America (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 169.

84 Blauvelt,  65.

85 Blauvelt,  65.

86 Blauvelt,  65.



181

                                                                                                                              
87 The content analysis conducted for this dissertation indicates that the

Precisionist style was most likely to be applied to food advertising.  Luxury
products, such as travel and high priced durables were the least likely category to
have this style applied to it.

88 Blauvelt,  65.

89 Blauvelt,  66.

90 Blauvelt,  66.

91 Blauvelt,  66.

92 Jefrey L. Meikle, Twentieth Century Limited: Industrial Design in

America, 1925-1939 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1979),  10.

93 Blauvelt,  66;  also see Corn and Kirk Varnedoe and Adam Gopnick,
High & Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture (New York: Museum of Modern
Art, 1991) chapter on Advertising for discussions of advertising’s influence on
fine art.

94 This is the same campaign that Gridley mentions in his April 1925 arti-
cle.

95 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,” Printers’ Ink, Nov. 12,
1925, 57-60., 57.

96 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,”  57.

97 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,”  58.



182

                                                                                                                              
98 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,”  60; Another question one

might ask is, who is telling this advertiser that his consumers want this type of
advertising?  Is this an example of art directors convincing advertisers to use
modern art styles because they like them, or because the style is the most

appropriate for the client’s advertising?

99 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,”   60.

100 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,”  60.

101 “Futuristic Monstrosities Are All the Rage,”  60.

102 Celender,  10.

103 W.H. Beatty, “Forward,” in Sixth Annual of Advertising Art, ed. The

Art Directors Club (New York: The Book Service Company, 1927), no
pagination.

104 Beatty, no pagination.

105 Beatty, no pagination.

106 Platt, 23 quoting William Henry Fox, “Forward,” in Catalogue of the

International Exhibition of Modern Art (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Museum, 1926-
1927).

107 Robert D. Dumm, “Art Directors Club,” Art Center Bulletin, May 1927,
167-169, 167.

108 Dumm, 168.

109 Dumm, 168.



183

                                                                                                                              
110 Don Gridley, “The Art Directors Hold Their Sixth Show: Latest is One

of the Most Interesting in the Series of Advertising Art Exhibitions,” Printers’ Ink

Monthly, Jun. 1927, 28-31, 123-124,  29.

111 Gridley, “The Art Directors Hold Their Sixth Show: Latest is One of
the Most Interesting in the Series of Advertising Art Exhibitions,”  29.

112 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,” Printers’ Ink, Nov.
18, 1926, 145-150, 145.

113 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  145.

114 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  146.

115 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  145.

116 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  146.

117 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  146.

118 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  150.

119 “Futurism Breaks Into Newspaper Advertising Art,”  146.

120 Milton Towne, “Is Advertising Art Growing Over-Sophisticated?,”
Printers’ Ink, Nov. 25, 1926, 128, 132.

121 Towne,  128.

122 Towne,  128.

123 Towne,  129.



184

                                                                                                                              
124 Towne,  129;  Marchand poses these same questions.

125 Towne,  129.

126 Towne,  129.

127 Towne,  132.

128  Louis Bouché, French Exhibition Paintings by the Younger Group

(New York: Belmaison Gallery, 1923)  cited in Platt,  73.

129 Platt,  86.

130 Roy S. Durstine, “Forward,” in Seventh Annual of Advertising Art, ed.
The Art Directors Club (New York: The Book Service Company, 1928),  not

paginated.

131 Nathaniel Pousette-Dart, “Seventh Annual Exhibition of the Art
Directors Club,” Art Center Bulletin, May 1928, 133-139,  133.

132 Pousette-Dart,  133.

133 Pousette-Dart,  134.

134 “Advertising Art Shown: Exhibition Viewed Privately—To Be Opened
to Public Today,” New York Times, May 5, 1928, 11; New York Times, May 13,

1928, Sec. 10,  19.  It is interesting to note that this article listed all of the medal
winners.  This might suggest that the names of the artists carried recognition—or,
conversely, that the author simply had nothing to say about the exhibition, giving
it the minimal amount of attention equal to that of, say, a garden club flower
show.



185

                                                                                                                              
135 Thomas Erwin, “What Has Happened to Advertising Art?: The Latest

Art Directors Show Indicates That Advertising Has Capitulated to the ‘Mod-
erns,’” Printers’ Ink Monthly, Jun. 1928, 36-37, 143.

136 Erwin,  37; also note, this article refers to an exhibition in 1914, it is re-
ferring to the 1913 Armory Show.

137 Erwin,  37.

138 Erwin,  37.

139 Erwin,  37.

140 Erwin,  37.

141 Erwin,  37.

142 Calkins, Earnest Elmo, And Hearing Not: Annals of an Adman

(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1928),  239.

143 Erwin,  37.

144 Samuel Kootz, “Ford Plant Photos of Charles Sheeler,” Creative Art,
Apr. 1931, 264-267.

145 Sheeler’s clear-focus photography, the technique of moving close in on

an object and selecting one area of the larger image to photography from unusual
angles, started in 1917. These same techniques can be seen in the work of Paul
Strand and Georgia O’Keeffe.  All were members of Steiglitz’s circle and were
influenced by each other’s work;  also see W. Livingston Larned, “The Camera
Gets a New Point of View,” Printers’ Ink Monthly, Jan. 1927, 40-41, 134.

146 Erwin,  37.



186

                                                                                                                              
147 Erwin,  143.

148 Erwin,  143.

149 Stuart Campbell, “Modern vs. Modernistic Art,” Printers’ Ink Monthly,
Dec. 1928, 34-35, 123.

150 Campbell,  34.

151  Campbell, 34.

152 Campbell,  35.

153 Campbell,  35.

154 Campbell,  123.

155 Campbell,  123.

156 Nathaniel Pousette-Dart, “Art Directors Club: Eighth Annual Exhibi-
tion of Advertising Art,” Art Center Bulletin, May 1929, 91-96,  91.

157 Pousette-Dart, “Art Directors Club: Eighth Annual Exhibition of Ad-
vertising Art,”  91.

158 Irving M. Tuteur, “Public Utilities—Beware of Modern Art,” Printers’

Ink, Jul. 12, 1928, 53-54,   53.

159 Myron Perley, “Is Modern Art Here to Stay?,” Printers’ Ink, Jun. 7,
1928, 149-150,  149.

160 W.R. Heath, “The Futuristic Bug Bites Business Paper Advertising,”
Printers’ Ink Monthly, Aug. 1928, 38-39, 132, 135.



187

                                                                                                                              
161 Heath,  38.

162 Celender,  84.

163 The work the N.W. Ayer & Son agency did for the Container
Corporation of America has long been established as some of the leading
work in advertising adopting fine art styles.  See James Sloan Allen, The

Romance of Commerce and Culture:  Capitalism, Modernism, and the

Chicago-Aspe Crusade for Cultural Reform (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1983).

164 Don Gridley, “Some Notes on the Art Directors’ Fifth Annual Exhibi-
tion: The Exhibition Serves to Re-emphasize the Present High Standard of
American Advertising Art.,” Printers’ Ink Monthly, Jun. 1926, 27-29,  27.

165 Richard Guy Wilson, Dianne H. Pilgrim, and Dickran Tashjian,
The Machine Age in America, 1918-1941 (New York: Brooklyn Museum
in association with Abrams, 1986).  24.

166 Wilson, Pilgrim, and Tashjian,  23.

167 Stavistsky,  “Reordering Reality: Precisionist Directions in American
Art, 1915-1941,”  16.



188

CHAPTER THREE
Edison MAZDA Lamps: An Enlightened Approach

Data Collection

The historical archival data for this section of the dissertation is composed

of client briefs, meeting notes, and other miscellaneous ephemera for Edison

MAZDA Lamps collected from the archives of the Batten, Barton, Durstine &

Osborn (BBD&O) advertising agency in New York.  The advertisements that

make up the body of executional data (the “They may look alike_but…” cam-

paign)  were collected from the popular press pages of Ladies’ Home Journal, The

Saturday Evening Post, and The Literary Digest.  The collection of advertise-

ments for this campaign was informed by the agency documentation.  For exam-

ple, the client briefs provided specific information about the media buy for the

Edison MAZDA Lamp campaign.  This included a list of publications where the

advertisements run, along with total spending figures for the entire campaign.
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This specific Edison MAZDA Lamp campaign is studied here for two rea-

sons.  First, the visual composition of this campaign appears to be influenced by

the Precisionist style, the modern art genre discussed in Chapter Two.  Second,

the BBD&O archives provided a full complement of documents which allows for

a guided study of this campaign to be conducted.  For example, the target market

for this campaign is documented within the client brief, hence, this information

was not constructed on a “best guess” basis. Knowing variables such as who the

campaign is targeted toward allows the researcher then to study the advertise-

ments from an informed position.

Because of the nature of this dissertation, the collected agency data is

treated as historical documentation.  The advantage, also, to using these docu-

ments is that they widen published research’s view of advertising history.  Cur-

rently, the history of advertising tends to lean heavily on the history of the J.

Walter Thompson advertising agency and the advertisements it produced.  This is

a result of the highly accessible on-line archive maintained by The John W. Hart-

man Center for Sales, Advertising, and Marketing History at Duke Univer-

sity—Ad*Access.1  As Pollay mentions, much of our advertising history is lost
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because agencies don’t allow access to their archives.  An advantage to using the

BBD&O archives is that it provides just such an opportunity.  Because they are

still held by the company, these documents have not been widely circulated—if

recorded at all—thereby allowing this dissertation to survey a unique set of

documents.

Framework for Investigation

An historical multicontextual framing methodology requires a structure of

analysis.  Here, areas of analysis can be broken down into three major compo-

nents of investigation:

A)  External Ad Environment
1)  The advertiser.
2) The relationship between the advertiser and the advertising

agency.
3)  The role the product plays in society and the relationship con-

sumers have to the product or service.

B)  Campaign Goals
1)  Bridge between the external ad environment and the internal ad

environment.

C) Internal Ad Environment
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1)  Formal qualities of the ad(s), including possible pretexts and
meaning of style.

2)  Symbolic meaning of imagery in context of the entire ad—how
the symbolism of the imagery (art, typography, etc.) is re-
lated to how consumers form meaning.

3)  Headlines—pun, metaphor, straight line, cultural twists based
on time and place.

4)  Copy—how the copy ties together such items as the conceptual
message, the marketing aim, and cultural beliefs.

It is important to note that these components should not be considered

separately, since they are intricately intertwined.

Framing Model

The External Ad Environment.  This component represents the histori-

cal and cultural context of the advertising campaign while also including the role

that the product, service, and advertiser play within that context.

The Campaign Goals.  This component specifies the who, what, where,

when, why and how of the campaign.  Who is the target audience?  What is the

primary message the campaign hopes to communicate?  Where are the ads

placed?  When is the campaign running?  How is the goal of the campaign com-
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municated?  This component is paramount, for it provides the historical underpin-

nings of the campaign and does not leave the researcher responsible for con-

structing the campaign goals from a best-guess perspective.

The Ad Campaign.  These are the advertisements themselves.  However,

to construct an analysis of the campaign, the advertisements must be situated

within the other two components of this model—the external ad environment and

the campaign goals.  Within this frame, a complex study of the advertisement can

render an informed analysis.

Depth of Analysis

The complexity of analysis should be determined by the nature of the re-

search question—breadth or depth.  Is this a cultural study of advertising?  A his-

tory of the corporate advertisement?  A marketing study?  An historical study?  A

general history of advertising?  Answering these questions guides the researcher

in direction and depth.  Intertextuality offers a mindset for investigating the arti-

fact—the advertisement.  It opens doors, reveals corridors to connections, and of-
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fers avenues of investigation left potentially undiscovered had other more linear

theoretical frames been used.  Intertextuality recognizes that an advertisement

author is not an entity outside of contemporary society.  Many studies of adver-

tising, especially those using structuralist semiotic theory and literary criticism,

neglect to situate the author in society.  Stern, for example, seems to consider

authorial intent, but falls victim to sequestering the copywriter/art director on the

outskirts of society while firmly planting that individual within the agency envi-

ronment.  In actuality, the ad creator is a member of the culture for which he or

she is creating advertisements.  Often, studies situate the ad authors in an abstract

place, severing them completely from society, as if their intentions and coding of

the advertising message were planned solely through marketing briefs and an al-

most sinister manipulation.  Those studies neglect to realize that the authors of the

ads are both members and victims of the very society the messages were intended

to influence.  Also, there tends to be a notion that ad people are invulnerable to

any ad message.  Supposedly, they can see the manipulation that their target con-

sumers cannot. Additionally, researchers tend to take this very same attitude—that

they, the researchers, are magically immune to the influence of the ad and can see
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the manipulation that the common man cannot.  This posture only perpetuates the

rift between those with the Ivory Tower mentality and the streets where life and

real people happen.

To bridge that rift and to simultaneously create a clearer understanding of

the ads themselves as cultural artifacts, the intertextuality of each execution and

the known agency and advertiser perspectives serve to create as a framework for

this discussion.

External to the Ad

This discussion begins with a review the factors external to the specific

advertising campaign.  First, a brief history of the development modern of mar-

keting techniques will be presented.  The 1920s marked a significant change in

the way advertising was conceptualized; therefore, it is appropriate to include the

progression of change that occurred between the turn of the 20th century and the

1920s.  Next, significant changes and characteristics of the advertising environ-



195

ment will be discussed.  Here, the reputation and tenor of the advertising industry

experienced radical shifts that, in turn, affected the advertising product as a

whole.  Last, the social role of the advertised product (in this example, the electric

light bulb) will be addressed before moving to a discussion of the specific cam-

paign for Edison MAZDA Lamps, which serves as the demonstration for Multi-

contextual Framing.

Setting the Stage Historically:  Marketing Development

Marketing, as society has come to know it, began as economic study in

America at the turn of the 20th century.  At this time, economists broke the field of

study into three basic categories: production, distribution, and exchange.  From

this basic model, modern marketing has evolved.2  Jonathan Silva charts the evo-

lution of this phenomenon through the scholarship of nine men between 1900 and

1940.3  Broken down into two “generations,” Edward D. Jones, Simon S. Litman,

James E. Hagerty, Benjamin H. Hibbard, and Paul T. Cherington represent the

first group of scholars to expand the basic production, distribution, and exchange
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model; Ralph Starr Butler, Melvin T. Copeland, Paul H. Nystrom, and Howard H.

Maynard make up the second generation, which added human emotions to the

model.

In 1902, Edward D. Jones began his course of study with the observation

that American businesses needed to reassess their business structures.  Building

on the works of Thorstein Veblen and John R. Commons, Jones was a member of

a growing group of economists known as the Institutionalists.  Moving away from

classic British economic theories, the Institutionalists sought to understand the

American economy in terms of human behavior.  Specifically, Jones sought to

uncover what forces drove the American economy.4  In his early findings, Jones

noted that controlling the production process, which had been the focus of 19th-

century business, was not sufficient.  Businesses also needed to understand and

manage the distribution process.

In 1910, Jones identified the primary factor of a rise in food costs as an in-

creased cost of distribution.  Furthermore, he pinpointed advertising as the single

most expensive distributive cost.5  Even with this revelation, Jones was still con-

vinced that the most important factor driving the economy was psychol-
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ogy—Americans compared themselves to each other based on their consumptive

behaviors—thus linking psychological and economic phenomena.  This insight

led Jones to his next philosophical leap: the importance of a selling department.

Specifically, he argued that the “new selling department” should perform a wide

range of tasks, including collecting information about sales, setting quality levels,

and suggesting price levels.  In addition, the selling arm would have a hand in the

packaging and advertising of products.6  Jones believed so strongly in the power

of marketing that, in 1925, he professed that a company could not survive without

it.  Moreover, as he stated in his 1900 dissertation, with marketing, and specifi-

cally the help of its advertising arm, industry would lead people into a material

frenzy, thus creating both a moral and economic crisis.7  Hence, the study of the

distribution of goods becomes extremely multi-dimensional.

The research of Simon S. Litman, however, revolved around foreign trade

and distribution—import and export.  In 1909, Litman wondered “whether or not

America had manufacturers who could produce at costs low enough to be able to

sell at home and abroad as cheaply as foreign competitors,” notes Silva.8  He con-

cluded that the only way to maintain America’s strong economic lead was to win
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new markets.  To do so, manufacturers needed to understand foreign tastes, pro-

duce goods that spoke to those tastes, and create advertising and packaging that

appealed to the foreign consumer.  In sum, like Jones, Litman focused on the dis-

tribution of goods and the psychological factors involved in purchase decisions.

James E. Hagerty also examined the distribution of goods, but from the

point of view of both an economist and a sociologist.  He believed that research

needed to move away from the theoretical and into the empirical.  To do so, he

contended, one had to conduct research in the streets, where business actually

took place, i.e., by interviewing businessmen.  Specifically, Hagerty looked at the

process by which mercantile credit facilitated the distribution system.9

Each of these men added to a growing understanding and new awareness

of marketing.  Their research also illustrates important developments in market-

ing, especially those emphasizing the marketer’s critical ability to manipulate

distribution.  Prior to the work of these scholars, and prior to the turn of the 20th

century, the distribution process was presumed less important than the production

process.  Hence, what might seem obvious today was a strikingly new approach to

economics in the early 1900s.
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Benjamin Hibbard, building on the work of Jones, Litman, and Hagerty,

set out to define marketing in broader terms.  He discovered that marketing not

only affected distribution, but it also had an effect on production and exchange.10

Hibbard claimed that “Marketing was what connected these three functions,”

notes Silva.11  His research stimulated other scholars to examine the production,

distribution, and exchange process more intricately.

Paul T. Cherington’s contribution to marketing history began in 1908

when he became one of the first professors of the Harvard Business School.  At

Harvard, he developed a keen interest in the function of advertising, and focused

on outlining its impact on distribution.  Cherington’s findings, published in his

1913 book, Advertising as a Business Force, posits that “the item, the consumer,

and the distributive process” are “the three great factors in the distribution of

goods for retail consumption which bear on advertising.”12  Furthermore, adver-

tising’s job is to overcome the obstacles of every channel—wholesale and retail.13

Cherington produced more models for breaking down the marketing system.

This, in effect, laid the stepping stone for other scholars to further simplify this

complex subject.  In 1922, Cherington extended his interest in advertising and be-



200

came the director of research for the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency.

Through him, J. Walter Thompson became the leader in marketing knowledge of

the 1920s.14

Silva’s proposed “second generation” of marketing scholars can be char-

acterized by the contributions of four men: Ralph Starr Butler, Melvin T. Cope-

land, Paul H. Nystrom, and Howard H. Maynard.  These scholars had several ad-

vantages over their predecessors.  First, the field of marketing had been defined

by the first generation of scholars as discussed above, and, second, there was in-

creased sharing of information between scholars through the formation of profes-

sional organizations such as the American Economic Association, which through

various mutations and mergings became, in 1930, the American Marketing Asso-

ciation.  This organization published the Journal of Marketing.15

The most important contribution Butler made to marketing was to posit a

series of questions.  Butler devised two sets of questions—one set to be answered

for the product, the other for the market.  His questions about the product in-

cluded:

Is there a demand for the product or will one have to be created?
Is it subject to variations (seasonal, etc.) in demand?  What are the
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peculiar conditions of its production?  What about raw materials?
What are the inherent qualities of the article?  Why should people
buy it? How much can it be sold for?  What are the trademark and
patent questions connected to it?  How does it compare with com-
peting articles?16

For the market, Butler created this set of questions:

Who are the people forming the natural market for the goods to be
sold?  Where do they live?  How do they live?  What are their
buying habits?  How much can they pay for a product?  Do they
belong to a distinct class or do they include all classes?  Are they
city dwellers or country dwellers?  How many competitors do you
have?  What are their strengths?  Who purchases your goods now?
Is there an undeveloped market?17

Today, these are familiar to marketing, but in 1918 they represented

groundbreaking tools for understanding segmentation, and forced marketers to

undergo a vast amount of research regarding both their customers and their prod-

uct in the market place.  “Highlighting the human element made Butler the crucial

link between the earlier scholars and the later,” notes Silva.18

Extending Butler’s research, Melvin Copeland investigated consumers by

“focusing on understanding consumer choices and on designing mechanisms for

incorporating those choices into business decisions.”19  His work set in motion

some of the first consumer behavior studies.  In 1922, Copeland outlined his theo-
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ries for consumer choices.20  Dividing products into three catego-

ries—convenience goods, shopping goods, and specialty goods—Copeland then

proposed that a manufacturer use different marketing methods depending upon

the category of merchandise.  Furthermore, Copeland identified three consumer

attitudes: recognition, preference, and insistence.  These attitudes signified the

degree to which branding made an impression on the consumer.21  These three

attitudes were then crossed with the three classes of merchandise, thereby creating

a brand loyalty matrix.  This meant that for convenience goods where there was

little brand loyalty behavior, it made no sense for a marketer to invest in building

it.  But, for specialty goods where substitutions were not accepted, brand loyalty

became very important and thus a marketer needed to invest in building loyalty

with that consumer.  In 1925, Copeland expanded his research in Principles of

Merchandising by breaking consumer motives into primary (purchase of an arti-

cle) and selective (purchase of a specific brand) motives.22  He further established

that both motivations could be influenced through emotional and rational appeals.

To illustrate the use of these divisions, Copeland conducted a study coding 936

ads for the type of appeal they employed.  He hypothesized that the frequency of
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an appeal type had a direct correlation with the effectiveness of that appeal and

was an “indication of consumer buying motives.”23  Copeland concluded that

emotional buying motives were more powerful than rational buying motives.24

Furthermore, Copeland demonstrated Jones’s fear that “advertising would draw

the public away from rational behavior into a material fantasy.”25

Paul Nystrom focused on the emotional interaction between consumers

and products.  Nystrom’s research posed two basic questions: Who are the con-

sumers?  What do they want?26  His conclusions still resonate today: the consumer

is everyone, and what they want depends on their demographics (age, gender, oc-

cupation, etc).  What most puzzled Nystrom was the subject of fashion—what did

consumers want, and who controlled it?27  “Nystrom argued that by 1930, fashion

had become ‘one of the greatest forces in present-day life.  It determines both the

character and direction of consumption.’”28  Nystrom suggested the establishment

of fashion research departments to keep businesses informed of consumer trends

and tastes, and he recommended the use of the advertising agency as a resource

for understanding clients.  Most notably, this growing force of fashion, according

to Nystrom, points out a sharp change in marketing approaches, moving from
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producing goods and then finding a consumer, to finding out what the consumer

wants and then producing it.  “This change marks a revolution in business.”29

The year 1927 marked the final stage in the development of general mar-

keting guidelines with Harold Maynard’s Principles of Marketing.30  Synthesizing

the research of scholars mentioned previously, Maynard realized that to succeed,

marketers needed to exist in a world where consumer buying decisions were

based on emotion and a taste in style and fashion.  In doing so, Maynard recog-

nized the almost complete shift from rational to emotional thought.

The developments in marketing from this period represent a significant

change in the way the consumer was perceived and, thus, the way advertisements

were created.  Understanding the marketing environment is crucial to constructing

a complex analysis of advertisements.  Our attention now turns to the tenor of the

advertising industry and the consumer’s role in changing the advertising environ-

ment.
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Setting the Stage Historically:  Advertising and the 1920s

The 1920s ushered in a distinct change for advertising—the favor of

American consumers.  The success of WWI’s use of advertising to promote na-

tionalism, along with President Calvin Coolidge’s resounding approval of the in-

dustry, marked the first time that consumers viewed advertising in a positive light

and began to trust it.  The industry that was perceived in the 1890s as “base se-

duction, and suspected of sowing anarchy in the land, was now looked to by some

as a means to establish national solidarity.”31

After WWI, in light of the strong U.S. economy, overall public opinion

changed in favor of big business.  Successful businessmen, such as the once-

abhorred J. D. Rockefeller, were revered much as sports and entertainment per-

sonalities are today.  The best-sellers book list of 1924 included advertising man

Bruce Barton’s The Man Nobody Knows, which portrayed Jesus as (of all things)

an advertising man.32  In addition, President Calvin Coolidge delivered a rousing

address to the AAAA’s annual meeting in October 27, 1926, stating:
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[Advertising] is the most potent influence in adapting and chang-
ing the habits and modes of life, affecting what we eat, what we
wear, and the work and play of the whole nation. Formerly it was
an axiom that competition was the life of trade.  Under the meth-
ods of the present day it would seem to be more appropriate to say

that advertising is the life of trade.33

The economy of the 1920s boomed.  Between 1919 and 1920, the United

States experienced an exceptionally low unemployment rate (4%) coupled with a

rise of approximately 20% in consumer purchasing power.  To accommodate the

increased spending capabilities of consumers, advertising spending rose from $25

million in 1915 to $100 million in 1923 and peaked at $150 million in 1929.34

Pope suggests that, by the end of the 1920s, what is now considered modern ad-

vertising was firmly in place.35

Though Americans were more financially well off, “people [were] seeking

to escape from themselves,” concluded a writer in Advertising and Selling in

1926.  Consumers “want to live in a more exciting world”—a modern world of

speed, motion, rapid change, and hurried tempo.36  Moreover, because of this, ad-

vertisers quickly responded with messages that did not reflect the life of the aver-

age citizen.  Instead, they played to their desire for fantasy, novelty, and excite-

ment—everything that the new Machine Age promised to provide and more.37
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Additionally, the marketing literature reveals that the 1920s first saw ap-

peals made to consumers’ irrational desires, as opposed to a need for strict fact.

This radical change proved to be an effective way to communicate to the buying

public, and it shifted the force of advertising from one that pushed its products at

the consumer to one that had to pay attention to trends and desires of those same

individuals.

Within this context, advertisers and marketers shaped the advertising mes-

sage.  This historical backdrop of marketing developments and the perception of

advertisers themselves provides a critical framework for understanding ads.  To

examine the Edison MAZDA Lamp campaign, one must first discuss the light

bulb itself within an historical context, and in turn the introduction of electricity.

Social Implications of Electricity and the Light Bulb

The electrification of America in the 1880s ushered in a new age.  The in-

candescent light was the seminal event that launched America out of the steam era

and into what H. L. Mencken nicknamed the “Electric Decade.”  Andrew Carne-
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gie announced that “electricity was the most spiritual, most ethereal of all depart-

ments in which man has produced great triumphs.”38

Moreover, it would not be an overstatement to suggest that the advance-

ments General Electric made between 1900 and 1930 fundamentally changed

American life.  General Electric was, quite possibly, the most technologically sig-

nificant company of the first half of the 20th century—witness the steam turbine in

1901, the x-ray machine in 1913, and the refrigerator in 1925.  John Broderick, an

early engineer with General Electric, wrote that

the General Electric Company is not a manufacturer in the sense in
which manufacturing is commonly understood, but is that and
something more.39

Though the light bulb celebrated its 50th anniversary in 1929 (the same

year that the Edison MAZDA “They may look alike_but…” campaign ran), the

addition of this electric marvel did not enter most American homes until well into

the 20th century. (See Figures 3.1-3.3 for examples of early lamps.)  Indeed, in

1880, electric lights were considered nothing more than a “luxury item of con-

spicuous consumption.”40  At that time, only the wealthiest families had electric-

ity—a list of some of the first customers read “like the New York Social Register”
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and included such names as J.P. Morgan and the Vanderbilts.41  It should not be

surprising that only the rich could afford electricity and lights, for in 1880, a sin-

gle bulb cost one dollar—equal to half a day’s common wage—and one kilowatt-

hour of electric current cost about twenty cents.42  Until the price of power came

down, domestic electricity would be an elusive luxury to most of America.

(Figure 3.1)
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(Figure 3.2)

Nye writes that the 1891 book Decorative Electricity suggests

despite the electric light’s advantages, for a generation it remained
an expensive novelty, displayed prominently in the most public
rooms of the house in fixtures that scarcely resemble those now
commonly in use.  They were designed to show that electric
lighting was just as elegant as any other form of illumination.43

At this time, the Tiffany Company introduced some of their first table lamps.

Beautiful and ornate, these stained glass shades were for reading or merely dis-

play.  It should be apparent that “home electrification” was not strictly utilitarian.
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People enjoyed experimenting with new lights, almost as if they were simply toys,

being shown off in yards and homes.  Nye notes:

people took pleasure in festooning their homes and gardens with

light, not in order to see better, but to see their possessions anew.
Like spectacular lighting in the streets, home lighting blended
utility, decoration, and social display.44

Blühm and Lippincott note the introduction of electric lighting changed more than

simply the ability to light yards.  Electric light itself became a grand spectacle.

The 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, for example, illustrates the

immense entertainment value that light provided—“90,000 arc and incandescent

lights every night, with Edison’s brilliant Tower of Light in its center.” 45

But electricity still remained elusive to most Americans 20 years after its

introduction.  Though the price of a single kilowatt-hour of current had dropped

by half in 1897, 10 cents a kilowatt-hour was still more than most people could

afford.  But as the efficiency of producing electricity improved, the large power

plants were able to reduce their prices by 1910 to approximately 2.5 cents per

kilowatt-hour.  It is with this great cost reduction that America as a whole could

begin to enter the world of home electrification.
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Over the next two decades, the installation of electricity into American

homes grew rapidly.  For example, in 1910 only one in seven houses had elec-

tricity.  After 1918, though, a real boom took place, and, by 1921, over one mil-

lion new electric customers were added annually.  By 1924, this figure doubled to

over two million homes installing electricity annually.46  By 1930, seven out of

10 houses had electricity.

(Figure 3.3)
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It is revealing to note, however, that the installation of electricity in the

home was not always viewed as a positive change.  Just as women’s domestic

chores were altered significantly with the development of household appliances,

so the social structure of the family also changed with the installation of the elec-

tric lamp.  For many Americans, the home was a

haven of morality in a heartless world, and idealized the housewife
as the guardian of its basic values.  The home was continually
eulogized as the backbone of democracy.47

Electrification, Nye states, “was part of the general process in which the home

became more isolated from the rest of society,” and the “home was no longer a

site of production, but rather one of consumption.”48

Bernard Finn, Curator of the Division of Electricity and Modern Physics

National Museum of American History Smithsonian Institution, equates the intro-

duction of the electric light with the end of the warm hearth as the icon for the

center of the home.  This, he states, can be seen in popular cartoons which typi-

cally use two chairs and a lamp to depict that which had been suggested by the

image of the hearth.49  Long had the lighted hearth and the oil lamp been symbols

of the home, providing “warmth and closeness.”  But the electric light changed all
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that.50  First, people didn’t “pull up their chairs around an electric light; it was not

a magnet that drew the family to one spot.”51  Electric lights could be anywhere in

the home and in multiple locations, so the centralizing effect of the hearth fire

dispersed the family, often to private quarters.  This is also seen on a larger social

scale as electricity spread out a city and made the factory more flexible.  For chil-

dren, the electric light meant safer operating conditions—fire was not involved as

with gas and oil lamps, that required adult supervision.  But, it also meant that

siblings were no longer coming together to do homework around a single table or

light source.

A second consequence included erasure of the line between night and day.

This allowed participation in a variety of activities that were no longer con-

strained by time and location.  According to Nye, when the “hearth ceased to be

the center, domestic life spread out and lost both its focus and the rhythm im-

parted by alternating light and darkness.”52

The ability to theoretically control the length of the day had numerous ef-

fects on the way business was conducted.  One result was the ability to window-

shop at night, which in some neighborhoods became a major tourist attraction.53
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Certainly, advantages to the electric light are numerous and far-reaching,

but all were not obvious.  For example, the electric light allowed people to con-

sider lighter wall colors in their homes.  Both the gas and oil lamps discharged

such a large amount of soot into a room that most Victorian homes covered their

walls with dark red and green colors—primarily to hide ever-present soot stains.

An architectural change in the home spurred by electricity and the electric light

was the expansion of the porch.  Though rooms inside of the home, on balance,

were getting smaller, the porch got bigger, allowing families to retreat outside on

summer evenings to read, cook, or listen to the radio.

It is virtually impossible to consider the implications of the light without

considering the “electrification” of America as a whole.  These are but a few of

the social implications of its introduction.

Let us now move from the factors external to the advertising cam-

paign—marketing and advertising development and the social implications of the

light bulb itself—to the factors that connect the actual campaign with the histori-

cal and cultural context.
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Bridging External Factors with the Ad:
Edison MAZDA Campaign Goals

Bridging factors external to the ad environment with the specific adver-

tising campaign for Edison MAZDA Lamps, we will first discuss the client ad-

vertising agency relationship—with General Electric, Edison MAZDA Lamp’s

parent company, and then specifically with the Edison MAZDA Lamp group.

Then we will address the specific goal of the “They may look alike_but…” cam-

paign.

Client/Agency Relations

The Barton, Durstine & Osborn (BD&O) advertising agency won the

General Electric Company account in July 1922, primarily because of the skills of

star copywriter and founding partner Bruce Barton.  General Electric had done its

own advertising up to this point and sought outside assistance in developing “uni-

fied campaigns for its products.”54  Previously, each product line had been han-

dled separately and oftentimes retained the name of a “previous company such as
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Hotpoint or Hughes Electric.”55  Under Barton’s direction, General Electric uni-

fied all of its products under one brand name, and the GE symbol was born.

General Electric’s overall advertising spending rose significantly with the

Barton, Durstine & Osborn agency.  The average budget increased from $2 mil-

lion in 1922 to $12 million in 1930, and, by 1932, the cumulative spending totaled

over $50 million.  The goal of such an aggressive advertising agenda was to reach

“every family through two hundred advertisements a year, primarily in mass-

circulation magazines.” 56

Barton’s advertising messages focused not only on the individual General

Electric products, but also on large overarching themes.  For example, the “Make

Your House a Home” campaign encouraged complete wiring in private homes;

“The Home of a Hundred Comforts” touted the “ease and luxury that electrical

products could bring”; “Building an Electrical Consciousness” worked to educate

consumers on the benefits of electricity; and “Any Woman” extolled the benefits

of electricity in liberating the housewife.57

This last title followed a social theme, carried in both advertisements and

contemporary culture, of redefining the role of housewife and mother, “with the
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emphasis on more child care and nurture in the home.”58  Barton delivered a lec-

ture in 1925 to the National Electric Lamp Association’s national convention ti-

tled, “How Long Should a Wife Live?”  The lecture concluded that, by taking

work from women and giving it to electric appliances, the housewife’s life would

literally be lengthened.59  Additionally, and not unlike Thomas Edison’s interview

with Good Housekeeping in 1913, Barton wrote in General Electric’s magazine

Light:

Great deeds have been done in the daytime; but planning, think-
ing, studying, inventing—the conquest of the mind over the uni-

verse—all this is a fruit of the silent night watches.  The progress
of civilization has borne a direct relationship to the progress and
improvement of light.60

Barton, Durstine & Osborn and

Edison MAZDA Lamp Advertising

The first two years BD&O held the Edison MAZDA Lamp account, ac-

count, it did little more than furnish “Bruce Barton copy for Rockwell art pur-
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chased directly by T.J. McManis,” the advertising manager at Edison.61  In 1923,

things began to shift, and BD&O assumed all phases of the creation of Edison

MAZDA advertising.  With internal management changes and a new leader who

was suspicious of everyone, problems ensued.  J.W. McIver stepped in as new

advertising manager for Edison MAZDA.

McIver was intricately involved in every decision associated with Edison

MAZDA advertising, from the creative strategy to the copy and the art.  With

BD&O’s expertise now being more extensively used in the development of ad-

vertisements for Edison MAZDA, the conceptual product took form.  Let it be

said, though, that whenever Mr. McIver suspected a bit of copy was not accurate,

he took it upon himself to check with his engineers or other professionals to en-

sure that the message Edison put out was an accurate one.62

McIver’s almost obsessive involvement in the advertising for Edison

MAZDA surely had an impact on BD&O’s ability to push ideas through the chain

of command.  According to one company document, McIver was fairly stubborn

in his likes and dislikes, and he did not waver if he disliked something—or some-

one, for that matter.  
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Understanding the relationship and personalities of the BD&O/Edison

MAZDA union gives the researcher a livelier picture of the forum in which Edi-

son’s advertisements were conceived and approved.  It humanizes the figures in-

volved.  These were family men of upper-middle-class standings.  Surely, their

lifestyles and personalities were influential in the creation of Edison’s advertising.

Often only the big-name executives, or in this case Barton, are the people we get a

feeling for—the support personnel often are relegated to the label of team member

or simply staff.  Even internally this anonymity seems to be the norm between

departments, as noted by an internal memo from the proofer to a “disgruntled”

copywriter:

To the disgruntled BD&O copy-writer who, after noting various
uncomplimentary markings on his proofs, wishes to Know Who I
Am and How I Got That Way.

I am the official BDO bubble-pricker; the family Killjoy; the driver
on the back-seat driver; the jacker-up of lagging language; the ir-
ritating reminder of clean handkerchiefs, galoshes, commas, and

agreeing predicates; the amputator of soaring sentences; band of
careless, joyous utterance; as necessary as a headache; as annoying
as a wife.

Have you ever seen a large and zealous dog, careening full tilt after
the neighborhood cat, suddenly apply the brakes by stiffening his
begs and whirling his tail as a counterbalance? Our buying public
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is the neighborhood cat; you (pardon me!) are the active dog. I am
the humble tail unnoticed in quietude, useful only in moments of
over-zeal or emergency. (You may complete the comparison by the
observance that the fashionable dog, alas, is bob-tailed.)63

While the proofer kept a careful vigil over the overzealous copywriters,

Edison MAZDA Lamp zigged where others had been zagging.  The 1929 cam-

paign marked a significant change in the marketing strategy for Edison MAZDA

Lamps due to external factors previously discussed, as well as some that were re-

vealed only through reading the historical data provided by the BBD&O adver-

tising agency.  We will now discuss the specific campaign goals for the “They

may look alike_but…” campaign.

Basis for the 1929 “They may look alike_but…” campaign

As stated previously, the electric light bulb celebrated its 50th anniversary

in 1929.  Concurrent with that anniversary, however, many of Edison’s patents

were expiring.64  Thus, it was time for a radical marketing change.
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As a means to counter the pending non-exclusivity of manufacturing, Edi-

son chose to make a change in its advertising strategy.  Until 1929, Edison’s key

advertising message had been to tout the importance of good lighting. (See Ap-

pendix D for examples.)  This was divided into three messages: comfort, safety,

and beauty of the home.65  Through their lamp advertising, Edison also encour-

aged consumers to use more electricity—Edison, of course, was a division of the

General Electric Company that supplied current through its central stations.  Edi-

son was concerned that changing their major advertising message would be “dis-

turbing to its public services companies operating central stations.” 66   Addition-

ally, these central stations were major distributors of Edison MAZDA and Na-

tional MAZDA Lamps—another GE brand of lamps that were identical to the

Edison MAZDA brand.  Great care needed to be taken not to disrupt the balance

of power.

One way that Edison tackled this issue was to provide the central stations

with newspaper advertising that extolled the benefits of good light—Edison, Na-

tional, and Westinghouse together shared the cost of production for these adver-

tisements.67
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While Edison MAZDA launched its new campaign to solidify a superior

quality position in the market, the central stations continued educating the public

on the “benefits of good lighting, the evil effects of poor lighting, the reduced

rates for electricity, and specific directions for proper home lighting.”68  To ensure

prestige and build trust, quotations were provided from prominent ophthalmolo-

gists, physicians, and publicists in regard to the “dangers of poor lighting and the

importance of good lighting.”69  J.W. McIver often conferred with specialists for

validation on copy points.70  The marketing strategy behind the central station

campaign was to convince consumers of the danger in trying to get along with

less light than they needed, to increase the sales of both lamps and electricity, and

to promote a trust in the electric company.  Consequently, the copy points for the

“They may look alike_but…” campaign also supported this marketing strategy.

Marketing Plan

Edison felt it was strategically wise to make sure that the market firmly

associated the name Edison MAZDA with the lamp (light bulb) before the expi-
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rations happened—thus making it difficult for new competition to get a foothold

in the marketplace.71  Second, and closely related to the first point, competitors

were currently selling “inferior lamps” at “cut prices in chain stores.”  Edison

MAZDA wanted to ensure that consumers knew the difference between a quality

lamp and a cheap lamp—especially before a potential floodgate of lamps hit the

marketplace.72

The objective for the “They may look alike_but…” campaign was simply

to “build up a public preference for Edison MAZDA Lamps.”73  Some ads in the

campaign were blunt in their copy and told consumers outright to look for the

Edison MAZDA “mark of quality” logo.  Why were Edison MAZDA Lamps su-

perior to their competition?  According to Edison, they gave the consumer the

“full value of the current consumed.”  This meant that the wise consumer would

purchase the quality Edison bulb, which cost a few cents more but would save in

the end because of its true economy of current (electrical) consumption.
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The Media Buy

The 1929 “They may look alike_but…” campaign (including the three ads

that are discussed in this dissertation) ran in six publications with the overall me-

dia buy at approximately $262,000—which equates to about $2,631,885 in 2001

dollars.74  Publications were clearly chosen to reach specific market segments.

For example, The Saturday Evening Post, Literary Digest, and Collier’s were

chosen for their wide distribution.  Ladies’ Home Journal, Woman’s Home Com-

panion, and Good Housekeeping were selected because “most lamps used in

houses are bought by women.”75  Additionally, ads were run in Time, Business

Week, Factory Magazine, The Magazine of Business, and Industrial Management

to continue promoting the benefits of using good lighting in offices and facto-

ries.76  The substantial size of this media buy equates to approximately 1.75% of

overall U.S. advertising spending for 1929,  clearly making Edison one of the top

national advertisers of the day.77
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Internal Ad Environment
 “They may look alike_but…”

The specific ads in the “They May Look Alike _ but…” campaign studied

here were published between January and December 1929.  First, I will discuss

the overall campaign attributes and then I will move to the individual executions.

The objectives defined by Edison MAZDA’s creative brief were to (1)

build up a public preference for Edison MAZDA Lamps and (2) urge consumers

to “look for the MAZDA mark of quality” instead of buying “unbranded cheaper

lamps.”78  According to corporate documentation, BBD&O79 felt the best way to

accomplish these goals was to “indicate pictorially that a cheaper lamp might be

inferior to it in quality.”80  Hence, the “They may look alike_but…” campaign was

born.

For many years, Edison had purchased illustrations from famous artists

such as Norman Rockwell and Maxfield Parrish for its national advertising cam-

paigns81  Additionally, Parrish provided illustrations for an annual Edison

MAZDA Lamp calendar.82  The “They may look alike_but…” campaign moved

away from these traditional color illustration styles and opted to use black and
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white photography to convey its conceptual strategy. (See Appendix E for histori-

cal campaign style examples.)  Historical notes for this campaign state that the use

of black and white photography was the best way to convey Edison MAZDA’s

creative concept of not being able to differentiate two seemingly identical items

with the naked eye.  According to Patricia Johnston, “by the late 1920s advertis-

ing executives had come to believe that photographs were the most effective me-

dium for advertising art.”83  Other notes suggest that the use of photography in-

stead of illustration allowed Edison to have more coverage—purchase more in-

sertions in national publications—since photography was generally less expensive

to purchase than an original illustration by Rockwell or the like.84  Edison, how-

ever, did maintain the Rockwellian style in other campaigns that continued the

“benefits of good light” theme.

Though low cost and new technology are often cited as the primary reason

that photographic use in advertising rose during the 1920s, Johnston argues that

these reasons alone do not account for the incredible and sudden rise in its use.

The technology for the half-tone process—which allowed photographs to be mass

reproduced—was developed in 1852.  By the 1920s, the half-tone process had be-
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come economical and, while “refinements to ink, paper, plates, emulsions, and

press technology” allowed for a higher-quality image, the technology for the half-

tone process itself did not change.  Thus, there must be other reasons for the in-

creased use of photography, posits Johnston.85  She also notes that the use of

photography in advertisements is very sparse prior to 1917—the same year the

United States became involved in World War I.  Bogart reports that in 1927, only

about 5% of all ads used photography, but, by 1932, 80% used photography.86

One possible explanation for the increased use of photography after WWI

is its association with American nationalism.  For Johnston, “photography in ad-

vertising was the quintessential expression of the age, suggesting newness, nov-

elty, and industry—the very essence of American Culture.”87  As an extension of

this idea of Americanism, the link between industrial progress, business, and

modernity with advertising is strong. “Beyond its perceived value in epitomizing

American modernity, photography became the choice for commercial images of

the newly solidified American Empire.”88  

Other conceivable justifications for Edison MAZDA using photography

for this campaign may be tied to how the public viewed the photographic im-
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age—that of depicting what is real.  There was a conception at this time that pho-

tography was “styleless”—or simply recording what was real.89  Advertising

agency J. Walter Thompson attributed this belief to “the popular notions about the

accuracy and objectivity of news photography.”90  This idea of accurately render-

ing a product was very attractive to the advertiser.  N.W. Ayer, for example,

wrote that photography should be used “whenever it is necessary to show a prod-

uct exactly as it is, with fidelity and detail.”91  Additionally in 1925, the J. Walter

Thompson agency suggested the use of photography when “presenting facts, not

opinions.”92  Scholars attribute “the wide historical acceptance of photography as

a neutral and accurate recorder, not only to its technological beginnings, but also

to its alliances with the values of a capitalist society.”93  Bogart also notes that

with the rise of photojournalism

the photographer was glorified as a reporter.  Photojournalism ex-
ploited the instantaneousness of the photograph to represent the
immediacy of an event and to create a myth of larger humanistic

significance.  The picture would bear the primary meaning over
the text.94
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It should also be noted that, because of photography’s close asso-

ciation with realism, photography was very slow to replace fashion illus-

trations—a venue where fantasy was imperative.95

It stands to reason, then, that cultural beliefs about photography’s ability

to render reality aided in the medium choice for the “They may look alike_but…”

campaign.  The need for two items to appear as similar as possible could be

achieved easily through the photograph, and consumers held a preconceived no-

tion that what they saw in the image was accurate.  If the apples, for example, had

been illustrated to look alike, one could argue that their similarity was a sleight of

hand, on the part of the illustrator.  But photography could not lie.96  Therefore, on

a secondary level, the choice of style becomes very important in the conveyance

of Edison MAZDA’s message, and in the consumer’s ability to understand that

message.
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Formal Visual Analysis

Each ad in the “They may look alike_but…” campaign follows the same

basic formal layout with slight modifications depending on the size of the

ad—one quarter page or full page, for example.  Visually, there can be no mis-

taking that these three advertisements belong to the same campaign; they are sim-

ply variations on a single layout theme—a central axis, with an Edison MAZDA

Lamp two-thirds down the page “shining” a flood of light onto two items that

visually look alike.  The primary image—two visually similar items being com-

pared—is illuminated by a cone of Edison MAZDA light, while the rest of the

image is draped in shadow.  The symbolism of the lamp shedding light on the

items reinforces Edison’s proclaimed ability to help the consumer select the best

quality lamp—to wit, “Trust Edison MAZDA to show you the way to the right

choice.”

Interestingly, light itself has long been a symbol associated with right and

wrong, good and bad.  The spiritual connection with light appears to be a univer-

sal theme in most cultures:
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The universal symbol of divinity and the spiritual; after the prime-
val chaos of darkness, light flooded the universe and bade obscu-
rity be gone.97

Aside from light having symbolic meaning in and of itself, the electric

light was a symbol of American modernity in the early 20th century, particularly

to European artists.  French artist Francis Picabia, for example, painted Améri-

caine in 1917 (see Figure 3.4).  This image of the light bulb reflects his obsession

with capturing the American machine, advertising, and female sexuality.  The

words “flirt” and “divorce” symbolize the promiscuity of the American female

and her newfound independence.  The allusions to electricity in many of Picabia’s

paintings signify the “French avant-garde’s mythology of the American female’s

sexual prowess as well as their adulation of Thomas Edison.”98  Picabia was the

first of the Puteaux group to have a significant body of work “inspired” by what

he found in America—machinery and mechanization.  Similarly, his paintings and

object portraits are highly influenced by American newspaper and magazine ad-

vertisements.
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(Figure 3.4)

The “They may look alike_but…” campaign appears to draw its inspira-

tion from the Precisionists.  One first notes the ray of light emanating from the

Edison MAZDA Lamp.  This technique is most associated with the work of

Charles Demuth and his “ray lines.”  These lines suggest “a spotlight or light ray,

Américaine,  Francis Picabia, 1917

(Figure 3.4)
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for when it crosses another ‘ray-line’ or some object, it affects the shade of the

geometric area which is created.”99  Light, too, was an important factor in Preci-

sionist paintings.  While Demuth’s images focused on the use of light to divide

his canvas, the group as a whole did not.  Others depicted light, coming from am-

biguous sources, devoid of reference to night or day.  The control of light is a

powerful theme—in this case, light over darkness is equal to man over nature.

Thus, the machine is exalted as a new sort of religious experience.100

The subject matter of the light bulb is also in line with Precisionist paint-

ings.  Thematically, the Precisionists were one of the only groups of painters who

“respond to the machine, for it symbolized modern civilization to them and was

an object for esthetic manipulation.”101  One finds primarily images of machinery,

skyscrapers, bridges, docks, grain elevators, factories, cranes and refineries as

subject matter for this group.102

Stepping back, both figuratively and in history, one can draw a distinct

visual relationship to the classic still-life painting style.  The association with the

still-life tradition also dominates the Precisionists’ paintings—Sheeler’s industrial

scenes and O’Keeffe’s flowers follow this formal tradition.103  Traditionally, this
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type of work is depicted as an arrangement of inanimate objects—food (especially

fruit and game), plants, and artifacts.  Indeed, Caravaggio’s Basket of Fruit and

Renoir’s Basket of Peaches demonstrate this classic style of still-life painting (See

Figures 3.5 and 3.6).

Basket of Fruit, Caravaggio, 1600-1601
(Figure 3.5)
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Some still-life images, particularly those from the Netherlands called

“vanitas,” were allegorical messages of the fleetingness of human life.104  Finding

its official roots in 17th-century Europe, the still-life genre found a home with

photographers in the 19th century and is certainly appropriate for use in advertis-

ing.  This type of still-life imagery depicting bountiful food in a domestic setting

was a common decoration in the family dining room of 1920s homes.  Still-life

images of fruit generally represent the bounty of nature.  Many different types of

fruits are symbolic of the want for prosperity and fertility, for to achieve this

Still Life With Peaches, Renoir, 1881
(Figure 3.6)



237

bounty, one must have rich soil and good weather.  The inclusion of ripe fruit

also signifies maturity, for it contains seeds.  Both fruit and eggs have meanings

rooted in immortality and longevity—both features nicely associated with the

copy points in the “They may look alike_but…” campaign.105

Other observations about the formal structure of the campaign include the

“beam of light” emitted from the Edison MAZDA Lamp.  This design element is

included in many of the MAZDA campaigns—both for Edison and National

Lamps.  In the “They may look alike_but…” campaign, the beam of light seems

to reveal truth, even though one cannot see it with the naked eye.  The Edison

company, being one consumers can trust, will help them to see good from bad,

right from wrong.  The symbolism of light “revealing” is strong here.  As de-

scribed by the creative brief:

A series of photographic comparisons exhibiting articles
that are similar in appearance and likely to be dissimilar in
quality was worked out.  A fresh egg and a cold storage

egg were shown in the first advertisement of the series.  It
was explained in headlines and copy that, while the two
eggs look alike, they were different in quality, just as there
might be an important difference in the qualities of two
lamps that looked alike.  This explanation was accompa-
nied by the statement that the name MAZDA upon Edison
Lamps was an assurance of their high quality.106
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Copy

 In writing copy for the “They may look alike_ but…” campaign, it was

very important not to intimate that Edison Lamps were superior to all other lamps.

General Electric manufactured National MAZDA Lamps as well as Edison

MAZDA Lamps—these two brands of lamps were identical—hence, Edison had

to be very careful.  Furthermore, the Westinghouse Company manufactured

MAZDA Lamps as a licensee, and a number of other lamp manufacturing compa-

nies operated under limited rights granted by General Electric.  Nothing could be

permitted in Edison Lamp advertising that would be detrimental to lamp manu-

factures operating under General Electric licenses.

This difficulty was overcome by underlining the statement that “Edison

MAZDA Lamps give the full value of the current consumer.”  There was no de-

nial of the fact that other lamps might do the same thing, but it was believed that

frequent repetition of the statement concerning the high quality of Edison Lamps

would create a preference for them.
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There are six basic copy points that are evident when the ads in the cam-

paign are compared side by side.  The six categories include: the concept point

(how the visual ties into the overall “look alike” concept), quality, value, packag-

ing, empty sockets, and technology.  These categories are covered on every single

ad within the “They may look alike_but…” campaign.  Consistency of message

across the campaign ties each ad into the major marketing strategy—build up a

preference for Edison MAZDA Lamps before the competition can get a foothold

in the market.  The copy points for this campaign support the overall strategy for

all of the Edison MAZDA advertising.

Below is a breakdown of how the copy points of quality, value, packaging,

and empty sockets for each ad within the “They may look alike_but…” campaign

were addressed (see Figures 3.7-3.10).
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(Figure 3.7)

(Figure 3.8)
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(Figure 3.9)

(Figure 3.10)
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With the exception of the overall concept point, there is very little differ-

ence between the copy points within each category above.  Additionally, all of the

ads have an identical closing paragraph concerning technology.

Appropriate for examination are three executions from the “They may

look alike_but…” campaign—milk, apples, and golf balls.  The symbolic signifi-

cance of the visual elements in each ad will be addressed.  It is important at this

point to remember to continue thinking about each execution as a whole as well as

the entire campaign as a single unit.  Elements are discussed separately for a more

cohesive understanding of the analysis process, but each discussion is informed

by the campaign as a whole.

Execution Discussion

The execution discussion will consider three ads from the “They may look

alike_but…” campaign titled, “Milk,” “Apples,” and “Golf Balls,” respectively

(see Figures 3.11-3.16).
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“Milk”
The Saturday Evening Post, September 14, 1929   p. 65

(Figure 3.7)



Milk

Publication: Saturday Evening Post
Date: September 14, 1929 (page 65)

Headline: They may look alike _ but …

Copy: Two bottle of milk may look alike and yet be vastly
different in quality. That is why housewives carefully
look at the bottle to see, first, that the milk is from the
right dairy; second, that it is the grade desired.

It is also true that lamps may look alike and yet be
vastly different in quality. But all Edison MAZDA
Lamps have the mark of MAZDA stamped on the bulb.
It will pay you  to look for the name MAZDA when
buying lamps. It assures you high quality, and the high
quality of these lamps guarantees you the full value of
the current consumed.

Economical housewives buy Edison MAZDA Lamps in
the carton of six…to prevent breakage and to be sure of
the convenience of an extra supply of lamps on the shelf
whenever sockets need refilling. Beware of empty
sockets, for where sockets are empty, there is likely to
be dangerous eyestrain.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service
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(Figure 3.8)
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Milk

Milk is a powerful symbol in most cultural traditions.  It is the fluid of life,

of nourishment, of maternal care.  With obvious connections to mother, milk is

the ultimate symbol of care.107  It is also associated with fertility, spiritual and in-

tellectual nourishment, and immortality.

Christian art, which often depicts the Mother of God nursing
(Maria lactans), distinguishes between the good mother, who be-
stows truth, and the evil mother who suckles serpents at her
breast.108

The connection between Edison MAZDA Lamps and distinguishing be-

tween bottles of milk goes to the core of the myth of a mother’s ability to provide

good food for her children, to know good from bad, and safety from harm.  The

implied statement is that by choosing a quality dairy—a known name—and con-

sistently buying milk from that dairy, our dear housewife will always get the best

quality of milk, and, in turn, be the best quality of mother.109  It is a simple leap

now to choose and stick with Edison MAZDA Lamps, a known-quality product.

Several scholars, such as Marchand and Johnston, discuss the appeal to the

good-mother tactic.110  Though this appeal is not blatant throughout the “They
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may look alike_but…” campaign, the “Milk” ad is specific in addressing the

housewife/mother directly—”That is why housewives carefully look at the bottle

to see, first, that the milk is from the right dairy; second, that it is the grade de-

sired.”111  This is a common emotional appeal prevalent in many ads of the 1920s.

Edison ads outside of the “The May Look Alike_but…” campaign are not as sub-

tle.  These ads remind mothers that quality lighting is an important factor in their

child’s ability to get good grades, while warning them of the damage that could be

done to their children’s eyes without the proper amount and kind of lighting.
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“Apples”
Saturday Evening Post, June 15, 1929  p. 47

(Figure 3.9)



APPLES

Publication: Saturday Evening Post
Date: June 15, 1929 (page 47)

Headline: They may look alike _ but 

Copy: These apples look alike, but there may be a great
difference between them in juiciness, sweetness and
flavor.

There may also be great differences between lamps that
look alike. But you need never make any mistake about
the quality of the lamps you buy.

The name MAZDA on the bulb means tested quality.
Because of their high quality, Edison MAZDA Lamps
give you the full value of the current consumed.

For your convenience, Edison MAZDA Lamps are
safely packed in cartons of six…to prevent breakage and
to assure you an extra supply on the shelf whenever
sockets need refilling. Where there are empty sockets,
there is likely to be dangerous eyestrain. 

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service
1879-1929…50th Anniversary of the invention of the
Edison Lamp
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(Figure 3.10)
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Apples

In this ad, the apples appear to be part of a picnic or have just been freshly

picked and selected from the apple basket, which is also shown in the image.  The

copy does not cue the reader to any additional hints about these apples, aside from

their possible difference in “juiciness, sweetness, and flavor.”

Apples have significant symbolic associations in many cultures.  Most

prominent in the Christian world is the biblical story of the apple as the fruit of

the tree of knowledge which, upon being eaten, caused Adam and Eve to be ban-

ished from the Garden of Eden.112  Additionally, in Christian symbolism:

the spherical form of the apple is an image of the earth; its beauti-
ful color and sweetness correspondingly represent the temptations
of this world.  The apple consequently symbolizes the Fall.  An
apple in Christ’s hand thus symbolizes the redemption from origi-
nal sin; apples on the Christmas tree signify humanity’s return to
paradise brought about by Christ.113

More recent association of apples and knowledge is their connection to

educators: “An apple for the teacher.”  And the oft-quoted phrase, “An apple a

day keeps the doctor away,” cropped up in the English language around the end of

the 19th century.114  Though, it was not found in print until 1913.115 Wolfgang
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Meider notes that a proverb as popular as this one takes one to the point of not

being able to see apples without thinking of the phrase.116  Additionally, apples

have a strong association with America and American Traditionalism.  Though

the phrase “As American as Apple Pie” is actually quite new (1960s), scholars

note that the association between apple pie and America is an old story.117  Colo-

nists often ate pie for breakfast, and apple pie was noted by many foreign visitors

as a truly American dish.

Associating the apple with the choice of good over evil works to connect

the concept of purchasing the “right” lamps with the principle of Good over evil.
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“Golf Balls”
The Literary Digest, April 6, 1929  p. 63

(Figure 3.11)



Golf Balls

Publication: Saturday Evening Post
Date: May 18, 1929 (page 55)

Headline: They may look alike _ but 

Copy: Golfers know that there may be great differences in
quality between golf balls, although they may look alike
from the outside. For this reason, once a ball has proved
itself, golfers usually stick to that brand.

Similarly, lamps that look alike may be different in
quality. All Edison MAZDA Lamps have the mark
MAZDA stamped on the bulb. This guarantees that they
are made of the finest materials, and with skill, facilities
and care that insure high quality. Because of this quality,
they give the full value of the current consumed.

For your convenience, Edison MAZDA Lamps are
safely packed in cartons of six…to prevent breakage and
to assure you an extra supply on the shelf whenever
sockets need refilling. Keep sockets filled. Where they
are empty, there is likely to be dangerous eyestrain.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service
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(Figure 3.12)
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Golf Balls

The quality of a golf ball is proven not by its appearance, but by its per-

formance, touts this ad.  Similar to the milk ad previously discussed, this ad wants

the consumer to make the association between something they “assume must be

good” and the Edison MAZDA Lamp, a product that they’re being told is of the

best quality.  In the case of golf balls, the ad presupposes that the reader has

played the game and understands the loyalty a linksman has to his brand of ball.

Or the ad is playing to the idea that golf is a sport of the affluent and thus a con-

nection will be made between something that is considered “upperclass” and a

quality product—the Edison MAZDA Lamp.

The inclusion of the golf ball ad in this campaign is a curiosity, for there

are only two ads in the series that are not food products—for Golf Balls and Vio-

lins.  More curious still is the popularity—or lack thereof—of golf during the

1920s.  Marchand notes that a 1930s survey counted golfers as less than 2% of the

population.118  While this might sound like an insignificant number of consumers

for a national advertising campaign to target, one must also note that there were

approximately 122 million people in the United States in 1930.  This suggests that
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there were approximately 2 million golfers in 1930, which is not such a small

number.119

Golf has held a long reputation for being a sport of royalty or the afflu-

ent.120  Even so, golf participation had two major growth spurts in the United

States.  The first occurred between 1890 and 1900, as witnessed by the increase in

golf courses around the county.  According to the New Golf Encyclopedia, in

1890 there were but a few courses, including one in John Reid’s cow pasture.

Reid and Robert Lockhart, expatriates from Scotland, formed the Apple Tree

Gang of New York Golfers in 1887.121  By 1896, the number of courses had risen

to approximately 80, and by 1900 had made a tremendous leap to over 982

courses.122  Frederic Paxson notes that there was also an overall rise in the partici-

pation of sports in the last half of the 19th and early 20th century because

Indoors and out-of-doors city growth and changing habits lured
more men to exercise.  The notion of participation for the fun there
was in it, or for the physical advantage entailed, was more widely

spread before the Civil War than the existing records would indi-
cate. 123

Even with historical justification for the rise in the participation in sports

and, in turn, the increase in golf courses, the fact remains that golf was still a sport
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enjoyed primarily by a privileged group.  Marchand takes BBD&O specifically to

task for its consistent portrayal of golf as an extremely common pastime during

the 1920s.  He writes:

BBD&O seemed incapable of presenting the typical consumer as
anything but a golfer. It spoke of “one hundred and thirty million
people, all living about the same kind of lives: and noted that they
all yearned for “comfort, pleasure, travel…and more distance off
the tee.”124

Marchand’s criticism, though, expands beyond BBD&O.  Advertisers in general

were guilty of depicting the “average” person more in their own likeness—their

lifestyle, economic class, hobbies, etc.—than that of the actual consumer.125

It should not be surprising, then, that George Osborn, general sales man-

ager for Edison MAZDA Lamps, was in fact an avid golfer.  Furthermore, he,

along with J.W. McIver, was responsible for approving advertising concepts and

copy.  Due to BBD&O’s reputation for using golf as a theme in its advertising,

and George Osborn’s passion for the game, it is probably no coincidence that golf

would be represented in the “They may look alike_but…” campaign.
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Conclusion

Using an historical multicontextual framing methodology offers a robust

methodology for the study of advertisements as cultural artifacts.  By studying the

ad campaign from multiple perspectives, a complex analysis can be derived.

First, by exploring the factors external to the advertising campaign, such as the

state of marketing, advertising’s reputation during the 1920s, and the social impli-

cations of electricity and, specifically, the light bulb, a cultural and historical

contextual frame can be erected.  Next, investigating the specific goals of the ad-

vertising campaign bridges the external factors to the ads themselves.  Including

archival data such as creative briefs and meeting notes allows the researcher to

investigate the campaign from a directed perspective.  Lastly, analysis of adver-

tisements’ formal qualities, symbolic qualities, copy, and headlines, considered

simultaneously, provides a rich tapestry of investigation.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Where Have We Been, Where Can We Go

Conclusions

My goal in this dissertation was to document how American advertising in

the 1920s gradually absorbed the imagery of the contemporary modern art move-

ment.  My method involved both a macro and a micro analysis.

For the macro analysis, I studied all 2,806 examples of advertising art that

were published in the 1921-1931 Art Directors Club’s Annuals.  In addition, I

ransacked the trade press—Printers’ Ink and  Printers’ Ink Monthly—for every

review of the Club’s annual exhibitions.  I also perused The New York Times and

The Art Center’s Bulletin for every mention of these same exhibitions.  Mean-

while, to add balance, I read reviews of these exhibitions from the art world’s

trade press—publications such as The International Studio and The  American

Magazine of Art.  And while doing so, I also read, in these same publications,
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every piece that mentioned the use of modern art in advertising, whether celebra-

tory or critical.

For the micro analysis, I conducted a close reading of one major contempo-

rary campaign that ran throughout 1929—the Edison MAZDA Lamp “They may

look alike_but . . .” campaign.  I chose this particular one for two reasons.  First,

its advertising agency—Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn—had archived, and

was willing to give me access to, all the documents related to that campaign

(though not the ads themselves), as well as hundreds of other documents housed

in their New York offices.  Second, it made use of Precisionism, reputed to be

America’s first indigenous modern art.

I organized the dissertation into four chapters: (1) a review of the literature,

(2) the macro-level trend analysis, (3) the micro-level study of the Edison

MAZDA Lamp campaign, and (4) conclusions and future considerations.

For the literature review, I presented the relevant scholarship that has been

done in two fields—advertising history and visual analysis.  Advertising history

tends to break into the following components: (1) advertising as an economic

force, (2) anecdotal memoirs and “Great Men” epics, and (3) published research
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studies focusing on the ads themselves.  Because my focus here was on the ads, I

gave that third component the lion’s share of my attention.  But there was, in fact,

surprisingly little scholarly research there.  Literature that applies visual analysis

theory to advertising also proved scanty.  This too was surprising, given advertis-

ing’s significant dependence on the visual element.  What little has been done has

tended to employ structural and poststructural semiotics.  Of the two, structural

semiotics proved the more popular.  But because it is biased toward the written

word, I found its successful application limited and often inappropriate. However,

I found the theoretical underpinning of poststructural semiotics provides genuine

opportunities for further application to visual analysis of advertising.  Intertextu-

ality in particular is a valuable analytic frame.  I used it here in the form of his-

torical multicontextual framing, which helped me study advertisements as cultural

artifacts.

My second chapter reported a trend analysis of the use of modern art in ad-

vertising over the 1921–1931 decade.  This analysis included: (1) documenting

and charting the ad art published in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals; (2) con-

structing an adoption trend curve; and (3) plotting the application of the Preci-
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sionist style.  Published documents were studied to garner a fuller understanding

of the trends reported.  The results show an increasing adaptation of modern art

over the decade, with a significant increase beginning in 1924, when 22% of all

ads used modern imagery, and continuing through 1929, when the percentage

peaked at 35%.  Careful study of the trade press revealed an effort by the adver-

tising industry to justify its use of images adapting styles from modern art.

Chapter Three offered an in-depth analysis of Edison MAZDA Lamp’s 1929

“They may look alike_but . . .” campaign.  Thanks to remarkably complete

agency documentation, a comprehensive reading of this campaign was possible.

For this reading, I studied each of the following in turn:  (1) forces external to the

advertising campaign, such as cultural context; (2) the information bridge be-

tween contemporary popular culture and the specific advertising campaign goals

to be studied, such as historical agency documentation; and (3) the actual compo-

nents of the ad, or what I called “the internal-to-the-ad environment,” such as the

symbolic significance of visual elements.

The campaign study demonstrated how an historical multicontextual fram-

ing method provides a rich way to interpret advertisements.  After discussing the
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historical development of marketing, I turned to the ad environment of the 1920s.

I was interested in tracing not only how Americans felt about advertising but also

how the introduction of electricity—and, specifically, the light bulb—changed

American culture.  That discussion created an historical context in which to place

the Edison MAZDA Lamp campaign. Crucial to this investigation was the histori-

cal documentation provided by Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn.  Agency ar-

chives offered a bridge between the environment external to the advertising cam-

paign and the ad campaign itself in the form of creative and marketing briefs, and

internal memoranda such as summaries of the agency/client relationship, key

players’ personalities, and goals of the “They may look alike_but…” campaign.

Moreover, these records—e.g., the media plan, which included both the media

buy and budget—provided a road map for locating the advertisements themselves,

which, curiously, weren’t part of the BBD&O archives.

Once I had identified the specific goals of the campaign, I was able to make

an informed, detailed analysis of each ad, including its visual qualities, its copy,

and the symbolic meaning of its imagery.  The fruits of that analysis demonstrate

the huge value of combining intertextual analysis with cultural and historical data.
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But collecting advertising and cultural data must be done from a neutral po-

sition.  As historians, we must set aside any personal agendas and allow each ad-

vertisement’s “story”—what it meant, and how it meant what it meant, within its

historical context—to emerge without presuppositions, through generous amounts

of documentation, reportage, and ephemera.

By its nature, of course, advertising is an open text allowing multiple inter-

pretations and meanings.  As Kristeva points out, meaning is formed in the mind

of the reader at the moment of understanding or of recontemplation.  When we

read a text at various times, whether a week, a month, a year, or a decade apart,

we might well come away from the experience with a changed sense of its mean-

ing.  This is certainly true of literature and art, so why not of advertisements as

well?  Our life experiences change us—change what we value, what we see, what

we don’t see, how we put things together.  This variable alone makes visual inter-

pretation intrinsically subjective.  But if we have sufficient industry documenta-

tion, as was the case in this dissertation, we can at least feel more confident that

we’re understanding the creator’s actual objectives.
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This dissertation aims to be taken as a complement to the groundbreaking

research of Roland Marchand.  Marchand studied advertisements from a cultural

taxonomist’s perspective, categorizing them in terms of the “parables” they

seemed to be invoking.  I, on the other hand, used my access to the agency’s own

briefs to study the ads from the perspective of the creators themselves.  But much

research remains to be done, even of my own period of the 1920s, because so few

scholars have troubled themselves to seriously collect and investigate the ads

from given eras—in fact, even ads that appeared last week.  What most of us

ought to be doing, in my opinion, is to focus on the ads themselves—on their

textual and visual elements—and to apply an historical multicontexual framing

methodology like that pioneered by contextual historians in some other disci-

plines, art history being just one.
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Future Research

A Closer Look At The Art Directors Club’s Annuals

The trends that I’ve reported from the Art Directors Club’s Annuals repre-

sent only a small portion of the analysis that could be conducted with this data set.

As discussed in the section “Other Trends Observed” in Chapter Two, several

supplementary areas remain to be explored.

There, just as here, coding would be the first action needed to acquire more

trend information.  For this dissertation, the ad art was coded as either “Old

School” or as “Modern/Transitional” well before the Precisionist-influenced art

was identified from the data set.  Additional analysis would require our coding all

of the “Modern/Transitional” data for its specific modern style (i.e., Futurist,

Cubist, Constructivist, etc.) so that more clearly defined categories of Mod-

ern=style xn, Transitional, and Old School could be charted.

Once this Modern style information was recoded, we could study more

closely all of the following:  (1) distinct stylistic trend adoption, (2) agency style
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trends, (3) artist style trends, (4) advertiser style trends, and (5) product category

trends.

The first trend that could be expanded would be the overall adaptation

curve. Once the data was coded with all of the Modern style categories, a detailed

trend curve could be constructed, like my own for the adaptation of the Preci-

sionist style.  Such an analysis might cause us to reject a preliminary supposition,

based on a cursory reading of articles in the trade press, that the Futurist style was

the style most commonly adapted by advertisers.  For, in fact, a closer reading of

these articles reveals that the term “Futurist” was often used merely to identify art

depicting the future, not the art of the Italian Futurists.  Hence, charting the addi-

tional data would allow the researcher to refute or substantiate contemporary arti-

cles carrying claims such as “Futurist Monstrosities All the Rage.”

The data collected in this dissertation allowed me to show which advertising

agencies (1) had the most ads celebrated in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals, (2)

used the Modern/Transitional styles most aggressively, and (3) employed the Pre-

cisionist style.  More information gives us a broader historical picture of how the

Modern styles were adapted.  With respect to the first category, additional analy-
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sis would allow the researcher to chart which styles each advertising agency

adapted as well as their application patterns.  Since, in this dissertation, I col-

lapsed the category of Modern/Transitional, overall trends only hint of the agen-

cies’ actual practices.

The supplemental data would also allow the researcher to chart artist trends,

advertiser trends, and product category trends more accurately and completely.

This trend information could then be used to guide further research into specific

agency or advertiser archives.  My own data, for example, shows René Clarke to

be the most represented artist in the Art Directors Club’s Annuals, with 100% of

his work coming from the Calkins and Holden advertising agency.  Furthermore,

it shows that agency to be the highest-ranking one to apply the Mod-

ern/Transitional styles to their advertisements in the Annuals.  And it clearly sup-

ports the truism that Earnest Elmo Calkins was a pioneer in the quest to improve

advertising art.  Those three findings aren’t particularly surprising.  But what

might be surprising is to discover that Calkins and Holden managed to convince

conservative clients like Wesson Oil to apply the new and potentially risky styles

to their advertising early in the decade.
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 BBD&O Archives

The BBD&O advertising agency has generously given me a significant

amount of its historical archival data—information ranging from detailed mar-

keting briefs totaling over 100 pages for Ethyl gasoline in 1929, to 95 Armstrong

Linoleum advertisements, creative briefs, and marketing notes of the same year.

Other significant collections of information from this archive include entry dossi-

ers for the Harvard Advertising Awards for clients such as Macy’s Department

Store, Atwater Kent Radios, General Electric, and General Motors.

While the most detailed information is drawn from records of award com-

petition submissions, the merging of Barton, Durstine & Osborn and the George

Batten agency in 1928 offered additional information such as client/agency rela-

tionships.  These agency documents often include detailed descriptions of clients’

golf games, what type of cars the advertising manager drove, and food prefer-

ences, among other entertaining and revealing arcana.  It is important to note here

that what might seem insignificant could prove crucial to understanding the crea-

tion of the advertising message.  Moreover, the inclusion of other items, like
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Starch scores, that were external to the advertising campaign data adds additional

complexity to such inquiries.  Applying an historical multicontextual framing

methodology to this body of information constitutes a significant quantity of re-

search, which I plan to expand and publish in other forums.

Thanks to the cooperation of agencies like BBD&O, the cultural study of

advertisements and advertising’s rich history will be preserved.  I hope my own

research, not to mention the fine example of BBD&O, will prompt other scholars

to encourage the archiving and donation of still more historical data to centers

such as those at The Smithsonian, Duke University, and the proposed Advertising

History Center here at The University of Texas at Austin.
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Cubist Painting
Ma Jolie (Woman with a Zither or Guitar) by Pablo Picasso, 1911

(Figure A.1)
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Futurist Painting
States of Mind: The Farewells by Umberto Boccioni, 1911

(Figure A.2)
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Precisionist Painting
I Saw the Figure 5 in Gold by Charles Demuth, 1928

(Figure A.3)
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Constructivist Painting
Help Build the Gigantic Factories by S. Mirzoyan, A. Ivanov 1929

(Figure A.4)
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Art Nouveau Painting
Dance by Alphonse Mucha 1898

(Figure A.5)
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Juries for the Art Directors Club
Annual Exhibitions of Advertising Art: 1921-1931

1st Exhibition: 1921

Richard J. Walsh, Chairman E.H. Blashfield
Robert Henri Arthur W. Dow
Charles Dana Gibson Joseph Pennell

2nd Exhibition: 1922

Frederic J. Suhr, Chairman Charles Dana Gibson

Cass Gilbert Edward Penfield
Jules Guerin William J. Boardman

3rd Exhibition: 1924

Gordon C. Aymar, Chairman Charles Dana Gibson
Charles Hawthorne Burton Emmett
Eugene Speicher Richard Bach
Gerald Page-Wood

4th Exhibition: 1925

Gordon C. Aymar, Chairman Joseph H. Chapin
Walter Whitehead Heyworth Campbell
Charles Dana Gibson Gerald Page-Wood
Nathaniel Pousette-Dart Frederic J. Suhr
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5th Exhibition: 1926

William Fairchild, Chairman Charles Dana Gibson
Joseph H. Chapin Robert Henri
Matlack Price George Wright

6th Exhibition: 1927

Edward F. Molyneux, Chairman Richard Bach
Joseph H. Chapin Harvey Dunn
Huger Elliott Henry B. Quinan
Richard Walsh

7th Exhibition: 1928

Stuart Campbell, Chairman Frederick C. Kendall
C.B. Falls Henry B. Quinan
Leroy Dudensing Walter Jack Duncan

8th Exhibition: 1929

Mrs. Helen Appleton Read Mrs. Charles Dana Gibson
Frank Alschul Paul Manship
Lee Simons Frank M. Rehn

9th Exhibition: 1930

Margaret Breoning Mrs. Harry Payne Whitney
Eugene Spiecher Henry McBride
Frank Crowninshield Edward Hopper
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10th Exhibition: 1931

Eugene Spiecher Dr. M. Agha
Harry Wickey
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Saturday Evening Post, Oct. 17, 1925
Norman Rockwell, Illustrator 

(Figure C.1)
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Ladies Home Journal, June 1926

(Figure C.2)
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National MAZDA Lamps
Saturday Evening Post, September 10, 1928

(Figure C.3)
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Edison MAZDA Lamps
The Saturday Evening Post, December 1, 1928

(Figure C.4)
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Dreamlight
Maxfield Parrish–Calendar Illustration, 1924

(Figure C.5)
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Ecstasy
Maxfield Parrish–Calendar Illustration, 1929

(Figure C.6)
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“Violins”
The Literary Digest, January 19, 1929   p. 56

(Figure D.1)



Violins

Publication: The Literary Digest
Date: January19, 1929 (page50)
Headline: “They may look alike _ but ...”

Copy: Two violins, like two lamps that are similar in size and
shape, may be vastly different in quality. The violin that
is made by a master possesses rare quality because of
his skill, the materials he uses, and the care with which
his work is done.

It is by such methods that quality is given to Edison
MAZDA Lamps.  The highest skill, the finest materials,
and the most exacting care go into their making.
Because of their quality, Edison MAZDA Lamps give
the full value of the current consumed. There is an
advantage in buying Edison MAZDA Lamps in cartons,
for use whenever they are needed.  Where there are
empty sockets there is likely to be dangerous eyestrain.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service

1879-1929...50th Anniversary of the invention of the
Edison Lamp
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(Figure D.2)
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“Coffee”
The Ladies Home Journal, February, 1929  p.60

(Figure D.3)



COFFEE

Publication: Ladies Home Journal
Date: February 1929 (page 60)
Headline: “They may look alike _ but ...”

Copy: The quality of a cup of coffee depends upon the
ingredients, the facilities employed, and skill in the
making. The difference between good and poor coffee is
not always in the looks.

Similarly, lamps that look alike may be different in
quality. Edison MAZDA Lamps are made of the finest
materials, and with skill, facilities and care that insure
their high quality. Because of their quality, they give the
full value of the current consumed.

Buy Edison MAZDA Lamps in cartons of six, and have
spare lamps handy whenever they are needed. Where
there are empty sockets there is likely to be dangerous
eye-strain.

Edison MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service
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(Figure D.4)
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“Pears”
The Ladies Home Journal , April, 1929  p. 80

(Figure D.5)



PEARS

Publication: Ladies Home Journal
Date: April 1929 (page 80)
Headline: They may look alike _ but …

Copy: Almost every housewife has at some time bought pears
that looked sweet and juicy, and found them hard, pulpy
and tasteless. Although pears may look alike, they may
be greatly different in quality.

Like wise, lamps that look alike may be greatly different
in quality. But there need be no guessing when you buy
lamps. All Edison MAZDA Lamps have the name
MAZDA stamped on the end of the bulb. MAZDA
assures the highest quality and this quality guarantees
you the full value of the current consumed.

Buy Edison MAZDA Lamps in the carton of six. It’s the
safe way…it is convenient…it assures a supply of lamps
on the shelf whenever sockets need refilling. Avoid
empty sockets.  They are unsightly. Where there are
empty sockets, there is likely to be dangerous eyestrain.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled t use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service
1879-1929…50th Anniversary of the invention of the
Edison Lamp.
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(Figure D.6)
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“Oranges”
The Saturday Evening Post, November 30, 1929   p. 35

(Figure D.7)



ORANGES

Publication: Saturday Evening Post
Date: November 30, 1929 (page 37)
Headline: They may look alike _ but 

Copy: In buying oranges, people are learning to depend upon
the brands. Experience has proved that this is the safe
way. It is also the safe way when you are buying lamps.
The name MAZDA upon lamps always indicates highest
quality.

Because of their tested quality, Edison MAZDA Lamps
give you the full value of the current consumed. 

For your convenience, Edison MAZDA Lamps are
packed safely in cartons. It is best to buy them six at a
time in the cartons, so that you will always have spare
lamps handy when they are needed.

Empty sockets are unsightly and often responsible for
dangerous eyestrain.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest
achievements of MAZDA* Service, through which the
benefits of world-wide research and experiment in the
Laboratories of General Electric are given exclusively to
lamp manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service

1879-1929…50th Anniversary of the invention of the
Edison Lamp
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“Grapefruit”
The Saturday Evening Post, December 21, 1929  p. 80

(Figure D.9)



GRAPEFRUIT

Publication: Saturday Evening Post
Date: December 21, 1929 (page 55)
Headline: “They may look alike _ but...”

Copy: Skill and experience are necessary to prevent mistakes
in choosing grapefruit. Two specimens that look alike
may be vastly different in quality. There may also be a
vast difference in the quality of lamps that look alike,
but neither skill nor experience is needed in making a
wise choice.

The name MAZDA upon the bulb is always an as-
surance of highest quality…and quality is an important
thing to consider when you are buying lamps. Because
of their high quality, Edison MAZDA Lamps give the
full value of the current consumed. Burning a 60-watt
Edison MAZDA Lamp costs only about half a cent an
hour.

When you buy Edison MAZDA Lamps, ask for them in
cartons. They are safely and conveniently packed…and
it is wise to have good lamps handy when sockets need
refilling.  There is danger of accidents and injurious
eyestrain where sockets are permitted to remain empty.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA—the mark of a research service
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“Tomatoes”
The Literary Digest, June 1, 1929  p. 75

(Figure D.11)



TOMATOES

Publication: The Literary Digest
Date: June 1, 1929 (page 73)
Headline: “They may look alike _ but...”

Copy: How many times have you bought a basket of tomatoes
and found some deliciously juicy and others dry and
pulpy and tasteless?  Although tomatoes may look alike,
there may be vast differences in quality between them.

Just as truly…there may be vast differences in quality
between lamps that look alike.  Housewives have this
advantage in buying lamps: the name MAZDA is
stamped on the bulb of every Edison MAZDA Lamp.
This assures high quality, and the high quality
guarantees the full value of the current consumed. 

The convenient and logical way to buy Edison MAZDA
Lamps is in the carton of six. Safely packed to prevent
breakage, a supply of lamps on your shelf will allow you
to keep sockets filled…will make the risk of dangerous
eyestrain unnecessary…will do away with unsightly
empty sockets.

Edison MAZDA Lamps represent the latest achievement
of MAZDA* Service, through which the benefits of
world-wide research and experiment in the Laboratories
of General Electric are given exclusively to lamp
manufacturers entitled to use the name MAZDA.

*MAZDA-the mark of a research service
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The Precisionist Manifesto

Or so it became regarded after Lozowick published “The Americanization of Art”

in the catalogue accompanying the Machine-Age Exposition.1

The history of America is a history of gigantic engineering
feats and colossal mechanical construction…The dominant trend in
America today is towards an industrialization and standardization
which require precise adjustment of structure to function which
dictate an economic utilization of processes and materials and
thereby foster in man a spirit of objectivity excluding all emotional
aberration and accustom his vision to shapes and colors not paral-
leled in nature.

The dominant trend in America of today, beneath all the

apparent chaos and confusion, is towards order and organization
which find their outward sign and symbol in the rigid geometry of
the American city: in the verticals of its smoke stacks, in the par-
allels of its car tracks, the squares of its streets, the cubes of its
factories, the arc of its bridges, the cylinders of its gas tanks.

Upon this underlying mathematical pattern as a scaffolding
may be built a solid plastic structure of great intricacy and subtlety.
The artist who confronts his task with original vision and accom-
plished craftsmanship will note with exactitude the articulation,
solidity, and weight of advancing and receding masses, will define
with precision the space around objects and between them; he will

organize line, plane, and volume into a well knit design….The true
artist will in sum objectify the dominant experience of our epoch in
plastic terms that possess value for more than this epoch alone.
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1 Louis Lozowick, “The Americanization of Art,” in Machine-Age Expo-

sition (New York: Little Review, 1927), 18-19. reproduced in full in Diana Mur-
phy, ed., Precisionism in America 1915-1940: Reordering Reality (New York:

Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994).
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The Advertising Appeal
By Guy Gayler Clark

In the Fifth Annual of Advertising Art, 1926

When Benvenuto Cellini designed a doorknob he designed
one that would open the door, first, and he made it beautiful after-
wards.

We are tempted to believe that a thing to be beautiful must
be useless.  Technical esthetics is really an acquired taste.  There is
nothing scientific about it.  You can’t prove that a thing is a work
of art.  Any arbitrary decision in such a matter is merely based
upon mutual agreements.

To the commercial artist, the desire to be of service to the
advertiser should be the main consideration.  Often when the art di-
rector is criticizing a drawing, the artist feels that he is criticizing

the artist, whereas he maybe a tempting to correct the artist’s occa-
sional lack of understanding of their mutual problem, which is to
create sales.

The advertising appeal which is going to make the most
sales is that which is going to get response from the greatest num-
ber of people.  The easiest kind of an advertisement to sell to the
president of a company is one which includes a portrait of the
president, or a picture of the factory, or a catalog of the manufac-
turer’s pet products.  Such advertisements are built from the point
of view of the manufacturer only.

The job of the advertising man is to find out what the con-

sumer wants to know about the product, not what the manufacturer
may think about it.  Individual opinion isn’t worth anything; it is
the average opinion which is of real value to the advertiser.

The prime consideration, which is to make the advertise-
ment attract attention, is where the artist is of most help to the ad-
vertiser.  People are picture-minded; that is why they go to the
movies.  That is why art is so powerful a factor in the advertising
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appeal.  It is so important that I believe the advertising policy of a
concern will eventually be dictated not by copy men, salesmen or
directors, but by the artists and pictorial impressionists, men who
speak with authority on reaching the crowds with pictures.

One thing which worries the average artist is the “creation

of ideas.”  He sits impatiently before a blank canvas, and the ideas
do not seem to come.  Why?  Because he has a lack of under-
standing of the source of ideas.  He suffers from a belief that there
is such a thing as a new idea.

There is no such thing as a new idea.  A Supreme Intelli-
gence finished the job of creating ideas some ages ago.  Every
“new” idea or invention is therefore a fresh combination of known
ideas, of old ideas which have been unfolded.  In the combination
of old ideas there is an inexhaustible source of ideas instantly
available.  If two men exchange dollars, they each have but one
dollar for their pains.  But if they exchange ideas, each leaves the

other with two ideas.  They have neither given nor taken anything
which cannot be replaced.1

                                                  

1 Fifth Annual of Advertising Art, vol. 5 (New York: Art Directors Club of
New York, 1926).
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