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By Donal Holway for The Washington Post

Casting a TV commercial over a sandwich lunch are Lester Colodny, Lois Korey and Allen Kay, the “crazies” of Needham, Harper & Steers.

NEW YORK—Dusk, high up over mid-Manhattan, a
corner office overlooking the maze of office buildings
and the East River. A woman puts a cassette in the
videotape player, punches a button, then turns off the
lights. A face flickers onto the TV monitor. ‘*“These are
LA girls,” the woman says. ‘“We’ve just got the tests
back from the coast.” She watches intently as a
succession of actresses run through their lines. That
one'’s been in *‘All in the Family," she says, that onein
“Chorus Line.” After one particularly effervescent
actress completes her tryout, the woman remarks,
“Cute, but no cigar.” Brief laughter from another
corner of the room. Then a voice: “Do you realize
what power we wield, the power to make her a star?”
Itis said ironically, but it is the truth.

They’ll never win Oscars or Tonys for these roles.
They are players who plug products in the world of

advertising. Their medium 1s television, eir vehlcle
the commercial, their influence on our buymg habits
incalculable. It is a measure of how sophisticated and
pervasive the TV commercial has become that the
lavish and expensive productions fleetingly filling our
screens are staged and crafted with all the techniques
of the legitimate theater. Indeed, the practitioners of
the TV commercials will argue that their productions
often are better than many of the dramas surrounding
them. And often they are right (which probably says
more about the quality of TV dramas than about the
commercials). They are, inthat sense, properly proud
to be playing major roles in the newest form of an old

American art—the art of selling.
[ > ]

JINGOISM and hucksterism come easy for
Americans. The boast, the brag, the tall story, the
pitch, the con, the come-on, the sucker-born-every-
minute fables are older than the Republic. Snake oil
men and wheeler-dealers are as much a part of the
national lore as the‘innocent stories about George
Washington and that cherry tree. Early advertising
made outrageous claims, and the public-had little
redress for being gulled into an inferior or misleading
product.

An ad that appeared in a Boston paper before the
Revolution was typical of the genre. It offered citizens
a wondrous tonic that was:

An Excellent Medicine, which cures the Choltclz Dry
Belly-Ach, Loss of Limbs, Fevers and Agues, Asth-
mas, Coughs, and all sorts of Obstructions,
Rheumatism, Sickness at the Stomach, Surfeits by
Immoderate Eating and Drinking, Weakness,
Trembling of the Heart, want of Appetite, Gravel,
Melancholy, and Jaundice and is excellent for the
Gout....

As America prospered, adverticing business
proliferated. By the Civil War, agencies had sprung
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“Experience

up to sell their skills to the growing mass circulation
newspapers. Their product was more misleading than
ever, and the press took the sanctimonious view that
nothing could be done about it. ‘““Caveat emp-
tor”’—buyer beware. A Boston paper, responding to
reader complaints about the flagrant abuses of its
advertising, publicly replied by saying:

““To this complaint we can only reply that it is for
our interest to insert such advertisements as are not
indecent or improper in their language, without any
inquiry whether the articles advertised are what they
purport to be. That is an inquiry for the reader who
feels interested in the matter, and not for us, to
make."”

The hard sell and the fakery continued, but the ad
techniques became increasingly sophisticated: brand
identification and slogans were in vogue (and still
are). By the 1880s a sales genius from Cincinnati by
the name of Proctor called his soap Ivory. It was, he

claimed, 99 44-100 per cent pure. More wonderfully,
“It floats.”

Another product, Castoria, was so popular, its
hucksters insisted, that ‘“‘children cry for it.”” And if
you had ‘‘that tired feeling” you obviously had to
reach for Hood's Sarsaparilla. Clearly, too, every
woman who knew anything had to use Lydia
Pinkham’s Female Compound.

Later, the ad men extolled the virtues of tobac-
co—Camels, Chesterfields, Lucky Strike, 0ld
Gold—all different, all dashing, all sophisticated, all
good for you, al! part of the American way of life. They
also helped create an image of, and an appetite for,
what it takes to achieve social status and the good life.
You weren't somebody until you owned a Cadillac.

Now advertising people will tell you their business
and their techniques are changing rapidly. The day of
the hard sell, if not over, is passing. Now successful
commercials must take into account increasing public
sophistication and cynicism. You can’t pander, can’t
con, can't come on too strong and expect to get away
withit.

Today’s operative words among ad people are
“warmth” and “wit"” and “humor” and “integrity"’
and “humanity.” At least that's how they express
them.

But they still can’t forget their primary role is to
sell, persuade and influence consumers. If wit,
warmth and humor are in, they'll give us witty, warm,
humorous commercials—and carefully watch the
marketplace returns. If they don’t work, they”’ll give
us something else. At $120,000 a minute for the biggest
prime time network TV spots, they can’t afford to
bomb.

‘“We discovered the medium is the message long
pefore Mr. McLuhan did,” one major corporation
advertising manager says. ‘I mean that not only do
the television commercials and the programs that we
sponsor-say something about the program. They say

something about us.
See SELL, Page E2
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