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Art imitates life and commercials imitate art.

—Composer/lyricist Peppy Castro, 1988
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1

The consumption engineer is the big job of the immediate fu-

ture. He will outrank the sales manager and give orders to the 

production manager. It is not his job to sell what the factory 

makes, but to teach the factory to make what the consumer 

will buy.

—Legendary adman Earnest Elmo Calkins, 1930

The magic of consumption off ers an opportunity for utilizing 

our increased productive ability in the positive form of a bet-

ter standing of living.

—Arno H. Johnson, J. Walter Thompson Company, 1955

Introduction

Capitalism, Consumption, Commerce, 
and Music

Music has power. Musicians know it, listeners know it. And 
so do advertisers.

Th is book tells the story of how the advertising industry 
through most of the twentieth century and into the twenty-
fi rst has employed music to sell goods, slowly imprinting 
into our collective DNA the sounds of songs that sell. Th e 
story is one of increasingly close relationships between 
the advertising industry and the other cultural industries; 
the increase in effi  ciency and specifi city in marketing to 
particular segments of the population; the decrease—to 
 negligibility—of the diff erence between “advertising mu-
sic” and “music”; the almost unrestricted growth of the ad-
vertising industry; the almost unrelenting rise in consump-
tion as a practice of everyday life; and the myriad clever 
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and complex ways that products have been insinuated into people’s conscious-
ness through lyrics and music.

In the cultural studies literature, much has been made of the resistant and 
even liberatory aspects of popular culture. If one examines particular cases, it 
is indeed possible to locate instances of people’s resistance to what has been 
foisted upon them by the cultural industries. But if one examines the long haul 
of the production of the cultural industries, as this book does, it becomes clear 
that, while there may be cases here and there—even many instances—of resis-
tance to and liberation through popular culture, it is nonetheless unarguable 
that the cultural industries have triumphed, and are continuing to triumph, 
over the nearly century-long history covered in this book. When this book 
begins, in the 1920s, the United States was primarily an industrial and agri-
cultural economy. Today, it is a consumer economy. When this book begins, 
Americans fashioned selves by drawing on Victorian conceptions of character. 
Today, we fashion selves mainly through the products we purchase.

Th e question, of course, is, how did we get here from there? While I have 
long resisted what one might call music exceptionalism—the idea that music 
occupies a more important place in our culture than other forms of expression 
or cultural production—in this book, I argue that the various uses of music 
in advertising chronicled in what follows have played not just an important 
role, but a singular one, in shaping consumption patt erns in the United States. 
More than that: music in advertising has helped make us into the consumers 
we are, for music’s relationship to the body and its ability to address listeners 
emotionally have made it a powerful tool for advertisers at least since the rise 
of broadcasting in the 1920s.

Th is book begins in that tumultuous decade, examining the uses of music 
in advertising from the beginning of broadcasting to the present. Its main pur-
pose is to narrate this almost entirely unknown history, but it will also exam-
ine the changing nature of various forms of American capitalism and the role 
that consumption has played, and continues to play, in American culture. It 
is now commonplace to hear contemporary American culture described as a 
consumer society, but only in the last couple of decades has consumption be-
come an object of study, in part because of the long-standing focus on produc-
tion. Scholars in the last couple of decades have sought to balance the produc-
tivist perspectives of Marxian and other studies, and there have been several 
histories of consumption in the United States that will inform what follows, 
such as those by Lizabeth Cohen, Gary Cross, and Charles F. McGovern.1
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I also hope to situate this book in historical studies of the music indus-
try as an industry, particularly since, as I will show, the advertising and music 
industries are increasingly intertwined today. Histories of the music indus-
try in the United States, by Karl Hagstrom Miller and David Suisman, pro-
vide an important complement to the history of the advertising industry to 
follow.2

Th is book also takes its place beside the small number of those to address 
the American advertising industry historically, books by David Ewen, Jack-
son Lears, and Roland Marchand, even though these and virtually all of the 
scholarly literature on advertising focus on print advertisements, not ads with 
sound and moving images.3 Advertisers’ and advertising agencies’ arguments 
over what kind of music to air are revealing, divulging a good deal about who 
they think their audience is, instructing us about how they think of themselves, 
as well as giving us a way to understand the workings of American capitalism 
over nearly a century.

In some ways, this book tells a simple story. A new music, or technology, or 
demographic, or medium, can result in eff ective advertising, advertising that 
those in advertising agencies can use as an example of the importance of their 
work. But once audiences become inured to these new modes of enticement, 
their eff ectiveness wanes. Until another one comes along.

Capitalism and the Production of Consumption

As useful as the writings on consumption are, capitalism is not always a sa-
lient part of their stories, which tend to be more concerned with analyzing 
consumption as a social practice that plays various important roles: in concep-
tions of citizenship, identity formation, the sign-values of commodities, and 
more. I, however, am interested in capitalism, and the role consumption plays 
in supporting it, driving it, and how individual subjects have slowly, over the 
course of the twentieth century, become increasingly, and primarily, defi ned 
as consumers. Examining how commercials were fashioned not only to sell 
goods and services but also to inculcate listeners and viewers into their roles 
as consumers forms an important part of this book. Th at is, I am mainly con-
cerned with the production of consumption, rather than consumption as so-
cial practice, about which much has been writt en. And I am less interested in 
“reading” these commercials as entities in and of themselves (for which there 
is also an extensive literature, though mainly focusing on print).4 I am, rather, 
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concerned with commercials as expressions of an ideology designed to sell 
not only a particular commodity but consumption itself.

Several classic theorists have placed consumption at the center of their 
understanding of the workings of capitalism as a response to the productiv-
ist orientation of Karl Marx and much post-Marxian thought. Probably the 
most central of these is Werner Sombart, whose Luxury and Capitalism, fi rst 
published in 1913, posited that the consumption practices in French courtly 
life led to increased consumption more generally in the early modern period.5 
Following Sombart and others such as Arjun Appadurai, I seek to emphasize 
the role that consumption played, and continues to play, in both promoting 
and perpetuating American capitalism since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury in the United States.6 In this context, it is clear that the shift  of the manu-
facture of goods for production—tools, railroads, and more—gave way to the 
increased production of consumer goods, which were sold through new ven-
ues such as department stores and lengthy catalogs such as those published 
by Sears, Roebuck and Montgomery Ward.7 With the rise of the advertising 
industry in the late nineteenth century, advertising more than anything else 
began to propel consumption practices. Today it’s clear, of course, that con-
sumption plays a powerful role in driving capitalism; one hears routinely from 
news sources that the American economy is supported by consumer spend-
ing; and there are, of course, George W. Bush’s and Rudolph Giuliani’s ex-
hortations to Americans aft er the September 11, 2001, att acks that their most 
important duty was not to sacrifi ce but to spend.

Th is book follows three waves of increased consumption and the increased 
inculcation of consumption in American life beginning, in the 1920s, with ra-
dio, a powerful new advertising medium; followed by television in the 1950s; 
and, fi nally, the explicit sacralization of consumption by Ronald Reagan in 
the 1980s, a wave that was later butt ressed by the rise of the Internet and in 
particular the World Wide Web in the 1990s.8

My approach to studying American consumer capitalism in the last ninety 
years or so is by now a familiar one among interpretive social scientists, em-
ploying a combination of Marxian criticism of capitalism as a system that is 
usually implicit, combined with a Weberian att ention to concrete historical 
processes. Th at is, Marx, for all his insistence on the materialist conception of 
history, was rather long on materialism and rather short on history. Max We-
ber provides this, at least with respect to one of the origins of capitalism, and 
provides as well a model of how one can persuasively theorize out of a detailed 
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history, in this case, the history of music as a particularly compelling aff ective 
form that, when used in advertising, has played a potent role in making goods 
and consumption part of our habitus.

In this, I suppose, this book is not that diff erent from the voluminous and 
infl uential writings of Th eodor Adorno on the subject of music in capitalist 
cultures, though, indeed, there has been litt le writing on music and capital-
ism since Adorno that has been as sophisticated.9 (Th ere haven’t been many 
sustained treatments of music and capitalism at all, with a few exceptions, 
such as Jacques Att ali’s Noise: Th e Political Economy of Music).10 Yet, though I 
may agree with him occasionally, Adorno’s work is replete with problems. It 
is short on empirical data, whether historical or ethnographic, the author pre-
ferring simply to “read” history and culture out of musical (or other) “texts.” 
Sometimes this works spectacularly and convincingly; other times, less so. 
And Adorno was unrefl exive about his own positionality, or, as Pierre Bour-
dieu would have it, he failed to objectify objectivity.11 His privileged position 
as a middle-class academic permitt ed him to write about the degradations of 
“mass culture,” as if everyone had previously listened to music att entively and 
in a kind of philosophically receptive mode in which he himself seemed to 
relate to western European classical music. Most seriously, the relative lack of 
empirical data led him to generalizations and conclusions that aren’t always 
sustainable. Capitalism isn’t as monolithic as it comes across in many of his 
writings, people aren’t always duped by the cultural industries, music isn’t al-
ways a commodity, and, if it is, isn’t always a commodity in the same way. If 
we have learned one important thing from the Marxian study of culture aft er 
Adorno—from Raymond Williams—it is that the world is always in fl ux, that 
processes, even the most draconian eff ects of American capitalism, cannot be 
captured with snapshots of particular cultural moments, or examinations of a 
single work or two.12

Th us, detailed empirical data over the long term are required if we are truly 
going to att empt to understand how capitalism and cultural production work. 
Th is book off ers such a study, covering nearly a century of advertising and mu-
sic practices, showing how capitalism adapted to and created new modalities 
of consumption, and the role that music played in them. If, in the end, the book 
seems to arrive at a set of conclusions that might be recognized as Adornian, it 
is a result of long study of a very long historical moment, not a nostalgia for a 
past that never actually existed—except, perhaps, for a tiny social elite—or an 
almost pathological disdain for popular culture and its consumers.
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The Chapters

Th e Sounds of Capitalism gathers together, for the fi rst time, the myriad prac-
tices of advertising and music production and places them in a historical nar-
rative (though admitt edly multipronged) from the beginning of broadcasting 
in the 1920s to the present. Th is massive body of music has been remarkably 
neglected by scholars; there is almost no humanistic or social science writing 
on this subject apart from a handful of items, none of which are historical.13

In the early days of radio advertising, the subject of chapter 1, advertisers 
normally sponsored entire programs, a practice that made the choice of music 
crucial for att racting the audience the advertiser desired, and thus the history 
of the early period of broadcasting reveals the advertising industry desperate 
to discover what Americans wanted to hear, while at the same time off ering 
them what advertisers thought was best suited to sell goods. Leery of direct 
selling in the home, the industry fi rst sett led on a “goodwill” strategy, trying 
to provide music that listeners would like, which, it was hoped, would gener-
ate goodwill for the advertiser’s product. In some cases, advertising agencies 
chose a genre or style that allowed them to att empt to impart a “personality” 
to a brand through music; for example, snappy, eff ervescent banjo music was 
thought to be the best way to sell Clicquot Club Ginger Ale in the 1920s. Ad-
vertising music was entirely functional in this era, designed to animate prod-
ucts and litt le else.

Chapter 2 explores the many paths pursued by advertisers and advertis-
ing agencies as they att empted to ascertain who was listening to their pro-
grams, and what kind of musical programs listeners preferred. Accustomed 
to print, advertising agencies were not prepared to broadcast their programs 
into a void. Th ey thus encouraged listeners to write in for free photographs 
of the stars, postcards, and other items. In the early days of radio advertising, 
listener lett ers were scrutinized for quality of paper, penmanship, and style. 
Polling listener preferences also appeared in the 1920s, growing increasingly 
sophisticated.

Th e onset of the Depression meant that the goodwill model was exchanged 
for hard-sell tactics in an att empt to infl uence consumers directly, a move that 
is perhaps best registered by the late 1930s with the rise of the “singing com-
mercial” or jingle, the happy, memorable tune with lyrics singing the praises 
of the product that dominated advertising music into the 1980s (chapter 3). 
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Since some successful jingles were recorded as songs in their own right, escap-
ing the narrowly commercial world in which they originated, music produced 
for purely commercial purposes began to have an impact on the broader world 
of popular culture as popular music stars recorded song versions of jingles, 
such as the famous “Chiquita Banana” song from 1944. Chapter 5 continues 
the examination of the jingle, particularly how its sound came to be standard-
ized in the postwar era in a sound that was derived from mainstream popular 
musics of the 1950s and 1960s and featured a chorus that became known as 
the Madison Avenue Choir. Th is chapter also chronicles the fall of the jingle as 
it became increasingly seen as uncool and unhip in the 1980s and aft er.

Chapter 4 interrupts the history of the jingle to examine the rise of televi-
sion in the 1950s and the tensions that emerged between the hard-sell tactics 
of the Depression and the newer, and subtler, modes of selling that were of-
ten described as “psychological,” refl ecting the penchant for Freudianism in 
the postwar era. Approaches to selling began to emphasize emotional appeals 
over rational ones, and some musicians were at the vanguard of this move-
ment, articulating a discourse about aff ect, and a practice of evoking it, in ad-
vertising music. By the late 1970s, employing music to att empt to manipulate 
consumers’ emotions in complex ways was commonplace, having become the 
norm in the realm of all commercial music to the extent that extremely subtle 
gradations of mood are common in discussions of commercial music today.

Th e boundary between advertising music and other music continued to 
blur so that by the early 1970s advertising songs were becoming popular hits 
in their own right with increasing frequency, as in the 1971 Coca-Cola song 
“I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing”; advertisers began to pull away from the 
jingle in favor of the original song that could become a hit. Th e real diff erence 
from the past, a diff erence that continues to inform the industry’s practices 
to this day, was to seek assiduously the youth market by employing popular 
music in commercials as part of what Th omas Frank has called the “conquest 
of cool,” a strategy of co-opting the cool and the hip in popular culture for use 
in advertising and marketing in order to appeal to youth.14 As a result, com-
mercial music became even less segregated from other musics, increasingly 
infi ltrating the listening lives of Americans, whether or not audibly marked as 
“advertising music.” Th e eff ects of baby boom youth were so powerful that a 
new form of capitalism has emerged that has been profoundly shaped by the 
counterculture’s critique of earlier forms of capitalism (chapter 6).
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Chapter 7 examines the rise of market segmentation and the use of music to 
target specifi c groups of consumers, while at the same time, the advent of Mu-
sic Television (MTV) in the early 1980s made the usage of music even more 
common, garnering for some musicians millions of dollars in fees as some 
advertisers continued to att empt to reach as broad a group as possible. Th is 
occurred in an era that witnessed a new wave of consumption, driven in part 
by Ronald Reagan’s and others’ promotion of consumption as a public good. 
A raft  of mergers and consolidations in the advertising industry meant that 
there was ever greater att ention to the bott om line and effi  ciency, which made 
advertising work for musicians less rewarding than it had been in the past.

In the mid-1980s, baby boomers’ ascension to positions of power in the 
advertising and marketing industry meant that, instead of following popular 
music trends, advertising agency executives began to att empt to be trend-
sett ers themselves by using existing popular music in commercials instead of 
commissioning jingles, and by seeking unknown music to feature in commer-
cials in order to position advertising as the new arbiter of the hip and cool 
(chapter 8). Th e “conquest of cool,” I argue, has become the conquest of cul-
ture itself. Th is conquest was aided in this period by MTV and new digital 
technologies, marking one of the most decisive changes in advertising music 
for decades, all signaling the beginning of the end of a clear boundary between 
“advertising music” and “popular music.” Because of the dominance of these 
technologies, today’s commercial musicians move fl uidly between playing 
in bands; producing recordings; and making music for fi lm, television, or 
advertising, taking their musical tastes and styles with them wherever they 
go. Sounds developed for advertising have found their way into mainstream 
popular musics, and vice versa, in what has become a constant interchange.

Th us, while advertising music for decades simply echoed contemporary 
popular music styles (and frequently lagging behind), by the 1950s, advertis-
ing music had begun to become closely intertwined with the production of 
popular music generally. Th e rise of the baby boomers and postboomers to 
power in the advertising industry and the increased fl exibility of workers in 
the realm of commercial music has meant that there is no popular music that 
is not, to varying degrees, advertising music, whether or not listeners hear it 
as such. Th e long-standing distinction between art and commerce much de-
bated by advertising industry workers and those who study them has become 
moot: the sounds of capitalism are everywhere.

Th e concluding theoretical chapter discusses the social group responsible 
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for promulgating the ideology of the hip and the cool, what Bourdieu has 
called the new petite bourgeoisie, and the new form of capitalism they are 
involved in promoting and perpetuating, a new capitalism that is more cul-
turalized than earlier ones, drawing on the skills of people in this group to 
continue to promote consumption. A salient feature of this new capitalism in 
the fi eld of cultural production of this new petite bourgeoisie is the main trope 
in the advertising industry—“creativity,” which operates as a kind of Weberian 
calling in today’s capitalism.

Finally, a note on sources. Th e empirical basis of this book is archival research, 
reading of the voluminous trade press, and interviews with workers in the ad-
vertising industry, past and present. Doubtless there are some historians who 
will quibble with my use of some or all of the above, for theirs is the task of 
separating truth from fabrication. But the goal I have set for myself in this book 
is only partially that of telling the “true” story of music used in advertising; I 
am just as interested in uncovering the ideologies, the discourses, that circu-
lated in particular periods in American history when the music in question 
was produced. To that end, what people say in print or to me is all fair game: 
they are articulating the ideologies of their fi eld of cultural production in their 
time, and these should be of no less interest to us than empirical history. I am 
thus making what is probably a commonplace distinction between historical 
approaches and ethnographic ones, and hope my att empts to combine them 
will be clear in what follows.

Last, I should note that, while this book covers a large amount of history, 
it is mainly focused on national advertising campaigns, which are well rep-
resented in the major archives, the trade press, and the national press. Local 
and regional campaigns are largely absent due to the impracticality of scour-
ing small archives across the country, though a few scholars, particularly in the 
South, have off ered some of this work.15

But that, I hope, does not diminish the book’s contribution. It is the fi rst 
history of its kind, a history of music that many—even most—Americans 
know, but know nothing about.
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The Radio is a one-sided institution; you can listen, but you 

cannot answer back. In that lies its enormous usefulness to 

the capitalist system. The householder sits at home and takes 

what is handed to him, like an infant being fed through a tube. 

It is a basis upon which to build the greatest slave empire in 

history.

—Upton Sinclair, Oil!, 1926

1
Music and Advertising in Early Radio

Th is chapter begins with the early history of radio broad-
casting and examines how this new communications tech-
nology became conceptualized and employed as an adver-
tising medium. It charts the slow rise of radio advertising 
through the later processes of informing reluctant advertis-
ers and advertising agencies of the usefulness of radio, the 
translation of print advertising techniques to sound, and 
the debates over which music to use in broadcast advertis-
ing.1 It also examines two early programs, the Clicquot Club 
Eskimos and Aunt Jemima.

Before proceeding, it must be understood that the rise 
of radio, and advertising, can be grasped only in a larger 
framework of changing patt erns of American consumption 
beginning in the fi nal decades of the nineteenth century. A 
complex series of factors marked this change, beginning, of 
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course, with the rise of industrial production. Mass production necessitated 
an increase in wages so that workers could also participate in the economy as 
consumers. Coupled with this development, the growing banalization of work 
with the implementation of Taylorist and Fordist models of management and 
production also meant that the consumption of goods and services came to 
occupy a larger role in American life. Old American ideals of thrift  and self-
sacrifi ce ceased to serve an economy that increasingly demanded spending as 
American workers were transformed into consumers.2 To quote one observer 
from 1935: “As modern industry is geared to mass production, time out for 
mass consumption becomes as much a necessity as time in for production.”3

Th e growth of consumption in this period was aided by changes in Ameri-
can spending habits: the practice of credit rose, and the use of the installment 
plan accelerated greatly.4 Sett ings of consumption increased the allure of pur-
chased goods, as new department stores became increasingly like churches, 
temples of consumption.5 Goods were designed to be more att ractive to con-
sumers.6 And movies helped promote the idea of lavish lifestyles.7

Herbert Hoover, according to William Leach, used his presidency to le-
gitimate the “bureaucratic language of consumption” with terms such as mass 
leisure, mass consumption, and mass services, terms that entered everyday usage 
and shaped Americans’ thinking about consumption. Hoover’s conception of 
government was that it should not only protect its citizens but help them real-
ize their needs and desires as well.8 In a 1925 speech before the Associated Ad-
vertising Clubs of the world, he articulated his conception of “desire,” praising 
advertisers for their role in raising the standard of living:

Th e older economists taught the essential infl uences of “wish,” “want” and 
“desire” as motive forces in economic progress. You have taken over the job of 
creating desire. . . . In economics the torments of desire in turn create demand, 
and from demand we create production, and thence around the cycle we land 
with increased standards of living.9

Edward A. Filene, of department store fame, said in the 1920s that in a 
new era of mass production and consumption, businessmen “must produce 
customers as well as saleable goods.”10 Th is, he believed, would free modern 
people from everyday drudgeries and allow them to appreciate the higher 
things in life. Filene began his 1932 book Successful Living in Th is Machine Age 
with this defi nition:
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Mass Production is not simply large-scale production. It is large-scale production 
based upon a clear understanding that increased production demands increased buy-
ing , and that the greatest total profi ts can be obtained only if the masses can and do 
enjoy a higher and ever higher standard of living.

Th is will result in the raising of wages, shortening of work time, and lower-
ing of prices, so that class thinking will be erased.

But it is not standardizing human life. It is liberating the masses, rather, fr om the 
struggle for mere existence and enabling them, for the fi rst time in human history, to 
give their att ention to more distinctly human problems.11

And the masses were not to feel anonymous. As a 1930 editorial in Col -
lier’s said:

Th e old kings and aristocrats have departed. In the new order the masses are 
master. Not a few, but millions and hundreds of millions of people must be 
persuaded. In peace and in war, for all kinds of purposes, advertising carries the 
message to this new King—the people.

Advertising is the king’s messenger in this day of economic democracy. All 
unknowing a new force has been let loose in the world. Th ose who understand 
it will have one of the keys to the future.12

As Hoover’s speech makes clear, advertisers were well aware of their mis-
sion, which they conceived not simply as selling goods but as promoting con-
sumption more generally, even equating their mission with that of civiliza-
tion.13 Th e infl uential advertising industry trade magazine Printers’ Ink said in 
1923 that advertising was a means of effi  ciently creating consumers and homo-
geneously “controlling the consumption of a product through advertising.”14 
An entry in Th e Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences in 1922 said, “What is most 
needed for American consumption is training in art and taste in a generous 
consumption of goods, if such there can be. Advertising is the greatest force at 
work against the traditional economy of an age-long poverty as well as that of 
our own pioneer period; it is almost the only force at work against Puritanism 
in consumption.”15 In 1929, an article in the trade magazine Advertising and 
Selling about the future of advertising held, “Having learned the value of ad-
vertising as a commercial expression . . . the world will next turn to advertising 
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to make itself articulate in a broad social way. By 1950 men will have learned 
to express their ideas, their motives, their experiences, their hopes and ambi-
tions as human beings, and their desires and aspirations as groups, by means 
of printed or painted advertising, or of messages projected through the air.”16 
Advertising, to put it bluntly, was viewed by its practitioners and proponents 
as a powerful force of modernization, designed to obliterate the “customs of 
ages; [to] . . . break down the barriers of individual habits of limited think-
ing,” according to a 1922 observer. Advertising viewed itself as “at once the 
destroyer and creator in the process of the ever-evolving new. Its constructive 
eff ort [was] . . . to superimpose new conceptions of individual att ainment and 
community desire.”17

In an era of increasing rural-to-urban migration, much of what was sold in 
the early twentieth century were goods that played to people’s fears of stand-
ing out in the crowd, with body odor or other att ributes that were thought 
to indicate poor hygiene. Consumers weren’t simply being told to buy—they 
were being indoctrinated by fear into thinking that unless they purchased cer-
tain products, they might off end others. Th is, of course, was an old strategy; 
Lynn Dumenil writes that advertising campaigns devoted to personal hygiene 
items were second only to those for food in the 1920s.18 Th is claim is borne 
out by publications of the period.19

Selling Goods, Selling Radio

Th us, through medicine-show-style scare tactics and other strategies, the 
shift  toward a consumer culture was well under way in this era. A question 
for broadcasters and potential advertisers, however, concerned how the 
new medium of radio was to be paid for; early funding mechanisms for ra-
dio were unclear at the beginning. And the earliest radio broadcasts were a 
haphazard aff air: radio stations would put on the air whatever was conve-
nient, available, and free, and this was usually music, for it was easier and of-
ten cheaper to employ an existing ensemble to perform than to hire writers 
and actors for dramatic works. And most musicians weren’t paid until about 
1925 since there was no revenue before broadcast advertising.20 One early 
musician recalled what it was like: no pay, but “people did it for kicks—or 
for laughs or for—just for the sheer novelty and fun of it”; this musician 
played the piano and chatt ed, a practice called “songs and patt er” at that 
time. But then,
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the [radio station] management realized or perhaps planned ahead of time 
that they had a commodity here that they could sell to advertisers—and 
they garnered a contract with the manufacturer of a very fi ne coff ee—called 
Martinson’s Coff ee—it was a class kind of coff ee—it was a litt le more expen-
sive than the average—and I found myself on the air—at a—I won’t say a very 
healthy fee—but enough to make it interesting—I believe it was once or twice 
a week—for Martinson’s Coff ee—doing what I had been doing gratis.21

It wasn’t long, however, before big money started to turn to radio and ad-
vertising, selling radio to the American public in order to give advertisers a 
new way to sell goods.22

Selling Radio to Advertisers

At fi rst, radio programs were designed to sell radios (about which, more later), 
but purveyors of hardware soon learned that the best way to sell radios was to 
sell programs. Th ere was an expectation, as one writer said in 1923, that “when 
a radio manufacturer sells a receiving instrument he is more or less morally 
obligated to supply the purchaser with entertainment. . . . Our manufacturers 
have learned that they must sell programs instead of instruments.”23

And Merlin H. Aylesworth, the fi rst president of the National Broadcasting 
Company, the fi rst network (or “chain” as they were known then), wrote in 
1929 that NBC was incorporated for the “purpose of promoting the presen-
tation of good radio programs” in order to entice people to purchase radio 
equipment. NBC was owned by the Radio Corporation of America, General 
Electric, and Westinghouse, each of which owned, respectively, 50 percent, 
30 percent, and 20 percent of NBC, and all of which manufactured radio 
parts. Aylesworth observed:

A radio receiving-set is of no value intrinsically, as it stands in your house with 
the switch turned off . Its only value is created by what comes out of it. Our 
business, therefore, is to do everything possible to give the public high-class 
broadcasting so that it will purchase equipment, either from the manufacturers 
who own our Company or from their competitors.24

Yet convincing advertisers, and advertising agencies, that radio was a worth-
while medium for broadcasting required a good deal of eff ort by broadcasters. 
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Signifi cant amounts of money were spent on the promotion of radio, some-
times resulting in rather overblown claims; a document produced by NBC in 
1929 stated boldly, “Because Broadcast Advertising appeals to the prospective 
purchaser through the medium of his ear instead of his eye, it acts on him in 
a subconscious manner, supplementing all other advertising to him,” employ-
ing language from psychology that increasingly found its way into advertis-
ing discourse following World War I.25 People’s emotions were preyed upon, 
whether fear or something more pleasant. “Soup can produce emotion,” said 
Edith Lewis of J. Walter Th ompson in 1923; “you can write as emotionally 
about ham as about Christianity.”26

Th e National Broadcasting Company and its younger, upstart rival, the 
Columbia Broadcasting System, produced countless lavish brochures on 
products, as well as on programs, stars, and their overall stable of entertain-
ers in order to hype themselves to potential advertisers (I will examine some 
of these below).27 NBC would also send materials that touted previous suc-
cesses, including sample scripts, recommendations for music, and more. And 
the networks would off er free items to listeners who wrote in. Erik Barnouw 
writes that in the June 1932 issue of Chain Store Management magazine, the 
Kellogg Company told its dealers how merchandising through Singing Lady 
program, a children’s show, was working:

Just think of this: 14,000 people a day, from every state in the Union, are send-
ing tops of Kellogg packages to the Singing Lady for her song book. Nearly 
100,000 tops a week come into Batt le Creek. And many hundreds of thousands 
of children, fascinated by her songs and stories and helped by her counsel 
on food, are eating more Kellogg cereals today than ever before. Th is entire 
program is pointed to increase consumption—by suggesting Kellogg cereals, not 
only for breakfast but for lunch, aft er school and the evening meal. It’s another 
evidence of the Kellogg policy to build business—and it’s building.28

Selling Radio to Advertising Agencies

NBC and, later, the Columbia Broadcasting System also att empted to sell ra-
dio to advertising agencies using some of the same strategies just discussed. 
Typical of early solicitation lett ers sent to advertising agencies was this one 
from an NBC representative (no signature was on the carbon) to a representa-
tive at the Philip Kobbé Company Inc. in New York City dated 17 February 
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1925, which included a list of rates and the results of a survey that revealed that 
radios were in relatively affl  uent homes—“Th ey can aff ord luxuries”—and a 
list of advertisers, followed by this pitch:

Th ese representative advertisers have found Radio Broadcasting to be an ef-
fective means of gaining the friendship of the buying public, and a powerful 
medium for indelibly impressing the name of their product on its memory. 
Doesn’t it follow quite naturally that when the radio audience is entertained 
by the “Eveready Entertainers”—“Th e Astor Coff ee Orchestra”—“Th e Happi-
ness Candy Boys”—“Th e A & P Gypsies” each group composed of professional 
talent of the highest caliber, the result is bound to be a pleasant remembrance 
of the names “Eveready,” “Astor Coff ee,” etc. One proof of this is the thou-
sands of lett ers of commendation and appreciation addressed to the “Eveready 
Entertainers”—“Th e Astor Coff ee Orchestra” or “Th e Happiness Candy Boys” 
in the fi les of their respective clients.29

Once advertising agencies began to be convinced of the usefulness of ra-
dio in advertising—a process that did not happen all at once, some agencies 
 being slower to get on the bandwagon than others—broadcasters and adver-
tising agency radio department staff  members devoted much of their to time 
informing their clients and potential clients about what radio, and advertising 
on the radio, was all about. Essentially, they had to promote radio to their col-
leagues who had learned advertising as a print business, and who saw them-
selves as rather highbrow. Th is was especially true at the J. Walter Th ompson 
Company, the biggest advertising agency in America at the time; Stanley Re-
sor, who with others had purchased the company from Th ompson in 1916, 
was the fi rst head of a major advertising fi rm who had a college degree, and 
his was from Yale.

Th e Th ompson Company staff  meeting minutes in the late 1920s reveal 
a good deal of proselytizing on behalf of radio by members of the agency’s 
newly formed radio department. Th e fi rst head of this department, Wil-
liam H. Ensign, defended radio to his bosses and colleagues in the meeting of 
11 July 1928 by saying, “As far as J. Walter Th ompson is concerned, the latest 
developments are along lines of loss of ground rather than making progress as 
far as billing is concerned,” because two of their clients had decided to cancel 
most of their radio programs. Ensign nonetheless defended the new medium: 
the problem was not radio but the clients’ cold feet, and once new sales data 
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were in, the clients could be urged to resume broadcasting. Ensign went on 
to mention broadcasting plans for other clients, and then produced his main 
evidence in favor of radio, that “15 national advertisers and 6 semi-national 
or local have entered the ranks of broadcast advertisers” in the previous six 
months, and he included a list of Th ompson competitors that had started ra-
dio departments.30

Att empts to convince colleagues continued in other company venues. 
J. Walter Th ompson’s News Lett er from 15 September 1928 displayed on its 
fi rst page an article by one of the company’s fi rst radio program producers, 
Gerard Chatfi eld, who was a classically trained musician formerly employed 
by NBC. Chatfi eld began his article, “Advertising Agency Should Recognize 
and Use Radio,” by writing, “Radio broadcasting has become a major medium 
in record-breaking time. It should be considered as such and not as a freakish 
mystery, a plaything or an experiment. It is simply another means of gaining 
entrance into approximately 10,000,000 of the most prosperous homes in the 
United States.”31

In the staff  meeting of 3 April 1929, Henry P. Joslyn (who had succeeded 
Ensign the previous month) provided several examples of how music had 
been used on the air to sell products. His fi rst, and best, example concerned 
the Lucky Strike Hour, described as a “straight jazz program of dance music, 
interspersed with the reading [by the announcer] of anti-fat testimonials 
taken from the printed advertising.” No famous jazz orchestra was hired; “no 
name, such as Paul Whiteman [a famous bandleader], was used to make this 
campaign stand out.” George Washington Hill, the imperious president of 
Lucky Strikes’ manufacturer, the American Tobacco Company, wrote to the 
president of NBC to say that sales rose more than 47 percent, an impressive 
fi gure since the American Tobacco Company had suspended most of its other 
advertising during a two-month trial period of advertising on the radio.32

Joslyn also listed some “local” examples—that is, the so-called spot adver-
tisements that aired only on one station that had a link, or what was called a 
tie-in, to a local dealer.33 Tie-ins were usually simply a plain poster or print 
ad, but oft en more. A brochure about Ipana Toothpaste produced by NBC 
in 1928 included photos of the tie-ins that Ipana provided to customers who 
wrote in: a “Magic Radio Time Table” pad so that listeners could write down 
their favorite programs; a bridge scorecard; a photo of the Ipana Troubadours, 
the program’s resident musicians; a card with a paean to the smile. All of these 
items had the Ipana name prominently displayed. Th en there was the tie-in 
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material made available to dealers: posters, brochures, a “radio applause card” 
that listeners could take to send in comments on the program, and more.34 
Th e troubadours also played for Ipana salesmen at conventions. All this was 
devised for a program that not only carried the brand name, but with musi-
cians whose costumes bore the colors of Ipana, colors mentioned in the radio 
announcements, “pioneering the technique of package identifi cation over the 
air,” as the vice president of Bristol-Myers, Ipana’s manufacturer, put it.35

One popular and infl uential program, Th e Eveready Hour (early radios were 
batt ery-powered), even issued playing cards with fi gures from the program on 
them in addition to the more normal postcard. Th e fi rst major radio variety 
program (beginning in December 1924), Th e Eveready Hour featured some 
of the leading Broadway and other musicians of the day and was the fi rst pro-
gram that paid its talent to appear (example 1.1).36

Fan clubs would also form around favorite singers. Some were organized 
by listeners themselves; others were stimulated by advertisers. Douglas Duff  
Connah writes of a case of Kate Smith singing for La Palina cigars, which re-
sulted in organic fan clubs that “led the sponsor to encourage formation of 
other groups. Elaborate Kate Smith–La Palina Club charters were printed, 
signed by Kate and presented to each new group, which was given an offi  cial 
number, and the chartering of each new club was announced over the air by 
the star.”37

By the mid-1930s, consumers could be positively bombarded by advertis-
ers in a highly organized campaign, as the accompanying fi gure from an NBC 
promotional brochure shows (fi g. 1.2).38 In this illustration, the sponsored 
radio program is represented as the primary advertising force, surrounded by 
an array of various modes of print advertising and tie-ins. NBC was obviously 
emphasizing the idea of the centrality of radio broadcasting, and also provid-
ing a useful diagram for how the ideology of consumption was entering the 
home, and American culture more generally, via every conceivable avenue.

Early Strategies

At the beginning of radio, there were countless debates about how it would be 
funded. It was a convoluted and arduous journey to advertising as the solution, 
yet it quickly became so dominant that networks in this period did litt le more 
than provide studio space and lease airtime.39 Many programs were produced 
by advertising agencies in this period; those programs that were produced by 
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Figure 1.2 NBC merchandising chart, ca. 1936.

the networks were called “sustaining programs” (usually high-prestige shows 
such as the NBC Music Appreciation Hour, with conductor Walter Damrosch). 
Because of this production arrangement, in the early days of radio it is virtu-
ally impossible to separate broadcasting from advertising. So, at least in the 
1920s and into the early 1930s, a history of music and broadcast advertising is 
less about advertisements than about programs themselves, into which men-
tions of brand names and sales pitches could be built.

Even though advertisers triumphed in their desire to provide the funding 
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mechanism for radio programming, they were extremely reluctant to embark 
on hard-sell campaigns, preferring to treat the new medium gingerly; advertis-
ing agencies were wary of crass sales in the home. Between 1922 and 1925, the 
main advertising trade magazine Printers’ Ink railed against radio as an “objec-
tionable advertising medium” (perhaps in part because the editors focused on 
publishing, as the magazine’s title indicates). Th e magazine emphasized the 
dangers of creating public ill will: “Th e family circle is not a public place, and 
advertising has no business intruding there unless it is invited.” 40 And there 
was governmental pressure against too much advertising: in 1922, Herbert 
Hoover, then secretary of commerce and the government offi  cial who over-
saw broadcasting, said that it was unacceptable that the airwaves be “drowned 
in advertising chatt er.”41

NBC understood. Merlin H. Aylesworth wrote in the New York Times in 
September 1929 that radio advertising has to use “good taste,” unlike print 
advertising, which could be easily ignored:

Th e radio advertiser must consider the intimate personal relationship between 
the radio announcer and his hearers. Th e announcer is an invited guest in the 
home, and he must not transgress the social amenities by taking advantage of 
the listener’s hospitality. If he breaks the bounds of good taste with injections 
of direct sales arguments he weakens his appeal. He then places himself on 
the level of the merchant who stands in the doorway of his store and exhorts 
passers-by to purchase his goods.42

Goodwill

Th us, the fi rst model of broadcast advertising that evolved emphasized good-
will: sponsored programs were developed to generate goodwill in the audi-
ence, whose members, it was hoped, would purchase the products advertised 
out of gratitude to the sponsor for providing the program. Th e idea of good-
will became the dominant advertising and broadcasting strategy at the begin-
ning of radio.

Radio programs, in order to generate goodwill, had to provide something 
that people couldn’t hear any other way. According to Orrin E. Dunlap, “Me-
chanical [i.e., recorded] music on the radio does not generally create goodwill, 
because it can be heard at home without the use of a radio set.”43 Another early 
radio writer acknowledged the goodwill strategy, and observed:
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If, then, you can draw on a large body of material which is fairly certain to have 
general appeal and not to hurt anyone’s feelings, you are doing the wise thing 
from the commercial standpoint. Such a body of material exists. It is based on 
the primal occupations of ordinary human beings. A girl with a charming voice 
singing “Th ank God for a Garden” will off end no one but a few atheists. . . . 
Th e “Four Indian Love Lyrics,” the Barcarolle from the “Tales of Hoff man” [by 
Jacques Off enbach], “O, Promise Me,” and a few thousand other things are in 
the same category.

And, of course, modern music had to be avoided: “Why should they [broad-
casters] monkey with dangerous artistic creations which, while they are new, 
are likely to arouse passions and interfere, perhaps, with the sale of goods?” 
wrote one commentator in 1928.44

Earning goodwill was not viewed as being particularly diffi  cult. Hard-sell 
pitches were kept to a minimum, and entertainment, mostly music, was chosen 
to appeal to a broad audience. In 1929, Orrin E. Dunlap described a program 
sponsored by the Dixie Cup Company that began broadcasting in 1928:

Th e Dixie Circus goes on the air with Uncle Bob Sherwood, “the last of P. T. 
Barnum’s clowns” taking two litt le friends, Dorothy and Dick, to the big tent. 
Th e overture is “Dixie.” Th e circus atmosphere is supplied by the roars and 
grunts of the animals, the circus band, and last but not least the calliope. Uncle 
Bob tells interesting facts about the circus and the animals as the trio stops at 
the various cages. Th e incentive for the program is to create goodwill for Dixie 
sanitary cups.

Dorothy and Dick spy the circus lemonade! Th ey ask Uncle Bob if they can 
have a drink. He agrees that lemonade is part of the circus, “but you young-
sters don’t have to drink out of half-washed glasses as we used to do. You can 
have yours in fresh, individual Dixies.” Th is has been classed by some critics as 
too much advertising. But, nevertheless, the calliope makes a big hit. A dozen 
listeners in a Massachusett s town signed one lett er pleading for at least ten 
minutes of the calliope instead of a few short blasts at the conclusion of the 
program.45

Th is passage reveals a number of the broadcast advertising strategies of the 
era. Th e Dixie Circus program included the name of the company in the pro-
gram’s title to inform listeners who was paying for their entertainment. And it 
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used the tried-and-true fear of germs, of contaminated “half-washed glasses,” 
to induce the listening public to purchase its cups.

Th e idea of goodwill seems to have been fairly successful at fi rst. Not only 
did sales of sponsors’ products frequently rise, but audience members wrote 
lett ers to sponsors to express their appreciation, some of which were pub-
lished in the trade press. “It may interest you to know,” wrote a listener from 
Philadelphia to the Whitt all Rug Company, sponsor of the Whitt all Anglo-
Persians (an orchestra conducted by Louis Katzman that played standards 
and an occasional “oriental” work), “as a result of the Whitt all Anglo-Persian 
concerts, which are enjoyable to no ordinary extent, we have just purchased 
three large and two small Anglo-Persian rugs. Otherwise and as heretofore, we 
would have ‘shopped around.’”46

George C. Biggar, production manager at WLS Chicago, which had begun 
broadcasting the Jamesway Barn Warming in 1930, wrote that Jamesway Barn 
Equipment was hoping for the kind of reaction that it ultimately received 
when an Indiana representative of the company visited a farmer. “‘I’m the 
Jamesway man,’ he said, introducing himself. ‘Say, I’m sure glad to meet you,’ 
replied the farmer, ‘I know you because I hear you on WLS every Tuesday 
night.’ Needless to say, this farmer felt that he was meeting an old friend, and 
sales resistance had been cut to a minimum.”47 And one commentator in 1930 
recounted the story of a farmer who drove twenty-fi ve miles to the branch of-
fi ce of a utility company to express his appreciation for its radio band, saying, 
“I have come to the conclusion that any company that has suffi  cient enterprise 
to furnish radio audiences with such concerts free of charge is a good com-
pany in which to invest my money and I have come here to buy some of your 
stock.”48

Occasionally, radio stations would hold a contest in an att empt to generate 
goodwill. In the early 1930s, WOAI, in San Antonio, Texas, regularly broad-
cast a “Mexican orchestra,” including the occasional vocalist, sponsored by 
Gebhardt Chili Powder Company. Th e company and its advertising agency 
wanted a broader audience and thought the program should be changed to 
feature “snappy American music with a litt le Mexican atmosphere.” But, un-
able to decide, it elected to air the original program juxtaposed with a new 
one to see what the audience preferred. Th e company off ered a free can of its 
deviled sandwich spread and new recipe book as a goodwill off ering to those 
who wrote in with their preference. Th e Mexican program won.49

Th e advertising that did fi nd its way into programs in this era was referred 
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to as “indirect advertising,” which would incorporate a message or two in the 
program, oft en including the product name in the program title, as we have 
seen. Sometimes the sponsor’s name would appear in the name of the band 
or orchestra as well, occasionally even insinuating the product name into the 
names of individual performers. Th e Palmolive Hour, which aired from 1927 
to 1931, for example, featured singers “Olive Palmer” (whose real name was 
Virginia Rea) and “Paul Oliver” (Frank Munn). “Th e naming of the musical 
unit in such a way that the company’s name can be included with each en-
tertainment announcement is psychologically sound,” wrote P. H. Pumphrey, 
manager of the radio department of the advertising agency Fuller, Smith & 
Ross Inc. “When the listener hears that ‘Th e Lucky Strike Dance Orchestra 
now plays Baby’s Birthday Party,’ or that ‘Ernö Rapee and his General Electric 
Orchestra will bring us the fi nale from Beethoven’s Fift h Symphony,’ the com-
mercial name registers, but except to the most captious, does not appear as an 
intrusion.”50

Th e Depression, and advertisers’ desire to improve fl agging sales, meant 
the eventual demise of the goodwill strategy. By late in 1932, Fortune magazine 
wrote, “Th e advertiser has become tired of thinking about goodwill or public-
ity and insists upon thinking about sales.”51 And the Wall Street Journal off ered 
a parody of the goodwill strategy in 1938 that captures the lengths to which 
some advertisers went:

Friends of the radio audience: Th e Aunt Sally Superior Horseradish Com-
pany, sponsoring this program for your enjoyment, does not believe that radio 
listeners want their concerts interrupted by long advertising announcement[s]. 
Th erefore the makers of Aunt Sally Superior Horseradish will not delay this 
program more than a few moments. Th ey appreciate the fact that you are more 
interested in the next number than in the excellent qualities of Aunt Sally 
Superior Horseradish. And since the beginning of its weekly broadcasts the 
Aunt Sally Superior Horseradish Company has felt that in giving you an hour 
of music it is accomplishing more than by taking your time telling you about 
Aunt Sally Superior Horseradish. If you will listen closely you will fi nd that 
the Aunt Sally Superior Horseradish Company uses only seven words in its 
radio advertising announcement. And those words are “Aunt Sally Superior 
Horseradish Really Is Superior.” Th e next selection by the Aunt Sally Superior 
Horseradish Company will be a selection of Victor Herbert favorites, played for 
you by the Aunt Sally Superior Horseradish Orchestra.52
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Which Music?

Advertisers learned early on that musical programs were popular with audi-
ences, so much so that sponsored musical programs quickly became common 
on the airwaves by the late 1920s; the catchphrase among advertisers was that 
music was radio’s “safety fi rst.”53 NBC executive Frank A. Arnold wrote in 1931, 
“In the early days of national broadcasting the thing which probably saved the 
day was the discovery that ‘the great common denominator of broadcasting’ 
was music,” because the great variety of regions, languages, classes, and so forth 
made it diffi  cult to devise a program with mass appeal.54 For Arnold, it was mu-
sic that had created the national audience for radio; regardless of language or 
country of origin, “every one in his group knew and appreciated the language 
of music.”55 P. H. Pumphrey concurred in the same year, writing, “With rare ex-
ceptions, the largest and the surest audiences are built by musical programs.”56

Deciding what music should be featured on a sponsored program was nor-
mally the subject of a great deal of debate between the sponsor and its adver-
tising agency, for there were competing ideas about which music was most 
appropriate: sponsors wanted music that they felt best projected the image 
they wanted for their product and addressed the market as they saw it; adver-
tising agencies frequently had diff ering thoughts about this; and then there 
was the thorny question of audiences and their musical preferences, which 
arose slightly later.

Th e records of the J. Walter Th ompson Company suggest that the produc-
tion of broadcast musical programs was well under way before higher execu-
tives began to wonder about it. When they did fi nally begin to take it more 
seriously, the fi rst issue they wanted addressed with respect to the use of music 
in advertising was the question concerning classical music or jazz. Th is matt er 
was confronted by J. Walter Th ompson executives in their staff  meeting on 
3 April 1929, at which point their broadcasting department had been active 
for over a year. So, according to Henry P. Joslyn, head of the radio department 
at the time, “Th e question as it came to me was the question of jazz and clas-
sical music as media for radio advertising.” Joslyn patiently explained to the 
gathered executives, still thinking in terms of print, that that was the wrong 
question; clients like diff erent musics, as do audiences.57 Th e subtext, though, 
concerned the “quality” of programming. Classical music, even in its lighter 
forms, was seen as more highbrow than jazz, and thus a more suitable music 
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for advertising, at least in the ears of the J. Walter Th ompson executives. But 
as one contemporary guidebook to radio advertising put it, advertising agen-
cies needed to chart a path between “popularity” and “distinctiveness” (i.e., 
between music considered to be highbrow and lowbrow, two buzzwords in 
this period).58 Agencies and/or clients wanted to put “good” programming 
on the air—which for them usually meant classical music—but the listening 
public might want something else.

And the listening public might actually listen to music diff erently— inatt en-
tively—further infl uencing the choice of music. A 1930 article by Jarvis Wren, 
radio advertising specialist at Kenyon and Eckhardt in New York City, argued 
that many musical programs tended not to grab the undivided att ention of the 
listener, at least if they featured unobjectionable music. In such cases, the sales 
message might be lost. Th is was a particular problem when the music was of a 
“dreamy type,” such as Hawaiian guitars. Wren thought, however, that musical 
programs could att ract a large audience.

For Wren, musical programs were the most eff ective when the product 
was already well known, or when the sales message was simple and straight-
forward, or when the program was going to be supplemented by a good deal of 
print advertising. In other cases, such as launching a new product, he believed 
the dramatic program to be superior.59 His ideas appeared in a more formulaic 
way in a 1931 publication, which said that questions of which music was the 
most appropriate went beyond the image desired for a particular product, the 
sponsor’s preferences, or even the preferred audience, revealing a prejudice 
against the audiences for popular musics. From the more highbrow perspec-
tive of advertising agencies and their clients, popular music audiences were 
thought to possess short att ention spans, necessitating reinforcement of the 
radio program by print advertising, and were thought to be unable to digest 
longer sales campaigns. Classical music audiences were assumed to be more 
intelligent, and broadcasting classical music could still generate goodwill in 
this select audience, grateful for classical music in an environment increas-
ingly clutt ered by various kinds of popular music.60

Undoubtedly, one of the considerations about what kind of music to 
broadcast was cost. An article from the late 1930s broke down the cost for 
various ensembles, indicating that a symphony orchestra of forty people cost 
$425, while a dance orchestra with twelve people cost $96 or $135, depend-
ing on the amount of rehearsal time. At the low end, a “harmony duo” and 
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“male or female trio” cost $35; a male or female soloist cost anywhere from 
$15 to $200.61

Classical or Jazz?

Th e early debates about which music was most suitable usually coalesced 
around the question of whether to broadcast classical music or jazz. Advertis-
ing agencies tended to prefer classical music because of the prestige and legiti-
macy it conferred on their young and somewhat disreputable profession, an 
att itude aided by a potent public discourse about the power of radio to uplift  
the tastes of the nation.62 Sponsors, however, tended to advocate music that 
would enhance their product’s image, or sell the product, and that was usually 
music more popular than classical music. And sometimes meddlesome spon-
sors sought to choose music themselves.63

Th e debate about classical music versus jazz has been discussed by two 
major radio historians, Susan J. Douglas and Michele Hilmes, who take these 
terms largely at face value.64 Both authors assume that jazz and classical mean 
much the same now as they did then. In fact, however, the terms as used in 
broadcasting were not very far apart in this period.65 Jazz referred not to a 
music with a high improvisational content performed mainly by African 
Americans but, rather, highly arranged quasi-classical dance tunes performed 
by white musicians, many with classical musical training and backgrounds. 
Paul Whiteman is the best example of a “jazz” musician in this discourse, and 
indeed was the most prestigious and infl uential fi gure in this music in this 
era. Classical in the late 1920s and 1930s in broadcasters’ discourse referred 
not to “classics” but mainly to light works, light classics, and a few warhorses. 
Frank A. Arnold provided a script for the General Electric Hour that aired on 
WEAF in New York City on 8 November 1930 (an hour-long program that 
featured speeches by Floyd Gibbons, “famous journalist and adventurer,” and 
music, mainly on the lighter side, performed by the General Electric Orches-
tra, conducted by Walter Damrosch). Th e selections on that particular pro-
gram included “Suite from ‘Henry VIII’” by Saint-Saens [sic]; “Second and 
Fourth Movements from ‘Symphony in G’” by Haydn; “Whispering of the 
Flowers” by von Bloom; and “Overture to ‘Rienzi’” by Wagner. Th ere were 
many such lists that contained a similar smatt ering of warhorses (usually ex-
cerpted, as in the Haydn symphony above) and many light works.

When more demanding music did appear on the air, especially when con-
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ducted by its composer, advertisers frequently objected. Alfred P. Sloan Jr., 
president and chairman of General Motors, which sponsored the General 
Motors Symphony Concerts in the mid-1930s, complained to NBC president 
Ayles worth in a lett er from 2 January 1935:

I understand that some Conductor—whoever he may be, is inconsequential—
was permitt ed to perpetrate, on the radio audience, a composition of his own, 
which is a very sore point with me. I have given instructions, time and time 
again, that this should not be done. . . . 

I am informed further, that the concert was far from tuneful—another point 
which I have urged. . . . 

Now please understand, Mr Aylesworth, that I do not believe in jazz. 
Nobody hates it more than I do, but I do contend that there is plenty of music 
available, if one will adjust their thinking to its importance, that has some 
melody in it, and at the same time is not of the jazz order. . . . 

I am going to have the programs reasonably tuneful, at the same time not of 
the jazz order, and I am going to prevent Conductors from perpetrating their 
own compositions on an unsuspecting public, at the expense of General Mo-
tors stockholders, or else there is not going to be any program at all.66

Aylesworth and General Motors’ advertising agency agreed. Sloan replied, “I 
have tried to convey the idea, be it right or wrong, that the fundamental thing I 
am contending for is music with a reasonable amount of harmony. Th e reason 
I want a ban placed on conductors playing their own compositions, is because, 
while they may be very high in technique, they are very low in melody and 
appeal to the masses.”67

Debates over the most appropriate music for broadcasting resulted in end-
less solicitations of fan mail, mailing of questionnaires, and other means of 
acquiring data about listener tastes. In 1927, a nationwide poll of listeners re-
sulted in a list of favorite compositions. Some are well known—Beethoven’s 
Fift h Symphony, Schubert’s Eighth Symphony, and Wagner’s Overture to 
Tann häuser heading the list—but over half were light classics, such as Rudolph 
Friml’s Th e Firefl y, Victor Herbert’s “Dagger Dance” from Natoma, and Edwin 
Poldini’s “Poupée Valsante.”68 A diff erent survey from 1927 revealed:

Fully 70 per cent of the lett ers writt en to WEAF by admiring listeners in 1922 
were in response to dance or jazz programs, 25 percent to classical programs, 



30 Chapter 1

and 5 per cent to so-called educational features. A year later, jazz dropped to 
about 35 per cent of the response, classical music rose to 35 per cent, and edu-
cational talks . . . increased to 35 percent. Th ese fi gures were brought forward as 
evidence that the radio audience had improved greatly in its tastes.69

Th e author accounted for the popularity of jazz by noting that many stations 
solicited requests, and that the “poor musical quality of reception then att ain-
able simply exaggerated the more raucous element of jazz music.”70 Nationally, 
however, by the late 1920s, jazz or dance music was the most popular music 
on the air, though classical music never disappeared.71

Building a Program

Let me now turn to the question of devising a program, and the question of 
translating print advertising practices to sound. Because advertisers and ad 
agencies were accustomed to thinking in terms of print, radio did not imme-
diately present itself as a medium for advertising; radio in its infancy was not 
viewed as a primary medium for advertising but rather one that supplemented 
print advertising. Few advertising executives in this era could conceive of sell-
ing a product solely through sound.

Early discussions of sound were thus frequently analogized to print, as NBC 
president Aylesworth wrote in a 9 April 1932 article in Adcraft er: “Sometimes, 
the use of a popular star to att ract an audience is compared with the use of a 
headline in very bold type, while the use of a large orchestra with a conductor 
of the highest caliber may be said to resemble the commissioning of a famous 
artist to paint special pictures for four-or-fi ve color magazine advertisements,” 
but he cautioned also that radio is its own medium and such analogies cannot 
be pushed too far.72 And in one of the earliest books on radio advertising, pub-
lished in 1929, New York Times radio writer Orrin E. Dunlap delineated how 
radio music functions compared to print advertising:

Th e headline of a printed advertisement is extremely important. It catches the 
eye. Th e headline of an ethereal [i.e., broadcast] advertisement must att ract 
the ear. It is usually done by the opening announcement or in some case an 
 orchestra plays an introductory musical selection before a word is spoken. 
It is oft en easier to lure the ear with a snappy musical selection than with 
words.73



 Music and Advertising in Early Radio 31

Dunlap seemed even more convinced about the function of music in radio 
advertising as he continued, for by the next page he opined confi dently, “Mu-
sic is more captivating than words on the radio.”74 He off ered several examples, 
including the Maxwell House Concert program, which took as its theme song 
the “Old Colonel March,” and wrote, “Th e old southern colonel referred to is 
no other than the gentleman oft en pictured in the magazine advertisements, 
on billboards . . . holding up the empty cup as he remarks, ‘Good to the last 
drop.’”75 In this way, advertisers could remind listeners of their sponsored pro-
grams and reinforce the sales work done by their programs.

Once advertisers were more accustomed to dealing with sound, the issue 
was addressed more frequently in the trade press; a 1941 article tackled the 
question in some depth. Th e author described a musical program called Blue 
Velvet, which off ered “music for music’s sake.” But conductor Mark Warnow’s 
newer program, Th e Lucky Strike Hit Parade, was “music for advertising’s sake.” 
Th e author wondered if all musical programs were the same, whether or not 
they were sponsored by an advertiser. According to Warnow, there was a dif-
ference: “When I and my orchestra accept a commercial program,” he said, 
“we become part of an advertisement and it is our job to function as part of 
a radio advertisement just as the artwork, the layout and the typography of a 
printed advertisement would.”76

Lucky Strike’s program was built around the ten most popular tunes of the 
week. One way that Warnow viewed the program as an advertisement was to 
present the songs in arrangements that were as close to the popular versions 
as possible. (An arrangement is a diff erent orchestration or instrumentation 
of the known version; the practice of arranging exploded in the radio era as 
a way of making a hit tune last longer.) “Th at is making your music good ad-
vertising,” he said. “It would be just as silly to experiment with these num-
bers as it would to experiment, say, with the [famous Lucky Strike] slogan, 
‘It’s toasted.’” Th e music was also to be played simply and clearly so that songs 
would be easily recognized by the audience. And the public’s taste was care-
fully monitored. “A certain kind of tempo or rhythm may grow into popular 
favor. Th erefore, if Mr. [George Washington] Hill [president of the American 
Tobacco Company, maker of Lucky Strike cigarett es] suggests that a rhythmic 
number should have more ‘shake,’ while he may not be using a musical term, 
he is using a term based on an observation that I can translate into music.”77 In 
this way, musical programs were slowly conceptualized and shaped to convey 
advertising messages that might appeal to listeners.
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The Audience

In the late 1920s, market research was rudimentary, oft en mainly anecdotal, 
so that concocting programs was essentially litt le more than a hit-or-miss 
proposition. In the case of a cigar campaign described in a trade press article 
in 1929, advertising man Sherman G. Landers of the Aitken-Kynett  Company 
of Philadelphia described his audience as men over thirty, but that was all.78 
Landers also proff ered what was at the time something of a marketing insight: 
“We . . . set out to design a program that would att ract the type of man who 
had already become a cigar smoker or the married man with a family looking 
for relaxation in the form of entertainment.”79 (Th is was actually a strategy 
ahead of its time, for most broadcasters knew so litt le of their audience that 
they tended to design programs around the product, not its market.) Given 
this crude grasp of the market, Landers and his company decided to stay away 
from the “craze” for dance orchestras, which they thought would have at-
tracted too young an audience for their product. Instead, their “fi nal decision 
was to recreate the black face days of yore in an old-fashioned minstrel show” 
as the Dutch Masters Minstrels program.

Th e normal ideal was a program that could appeal to large and diverse audi-
ences while off ending the fewest people. As NBC put it, “Tell it to the masses, 
and the classes will understand.”80 Th ere was a consensus in general that the 
broadest possible audience had to be reached; as a writer for the Saturday Eve-
ning Post put it in 1924:

Th e radio audience includes everybody. Th erefore it wants about everything 
transmissible through the air. Th e ideal program is one made up to appeal 
to every taste every day, pleasing everybody at some point, not somebody at 
every point.81

Reaching everybody meant providing something for everybody.

The Clicquot Club Eskimos

Th us, the early approach was generally not to decide on a desired audience 
but, rather, to devise a program with general appeal. Advertisers were more 
concerned about the best way to represent the product, believing that their 
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job was to fi nd a way to select or fabricate a musical sound or program that 
would somehow resonate with—or create—perceptions of the product itself. 
Frank A. Arnold wrote in 1931, “A sparkling water, or a ginger ale, or a summer 
drink, chooses for its copy program, a type of music suggestive of and thor-
oughly in keeping with the product itself.”82

Arnold was probably thinking of the music for the Clicquot Club Eskimos 
program, a show sponsored by a ginger ale company whose product was sold 
by the Clicquot Club Eskimos, a band led by virtuoso banjo player Harry Re-
ser.83 Th is program aired from 1923 to 1926, originating in New York City on 
WEAF, NBC’s fl agship station. Orrin E. Dunlap wrote in 1929, “Th e Eskimos 
play ‘sparkling’ music because their ginger ale sparkles. Th ey open their pro-
gram with the Clicquot March and the bark of the Eskimo dogs [example 1.2]. 
Th ey hope that when listeners see the bott le with the Eskimo on the label they 
will recognize it as the same Clicquot that made the loudspeakers sparkle with 
pleasant banjo tunes.”84 No recordings of this program exist from this era, but 
there is at least one script, so below is what was probably a typical opening of 
their program, which captures something of the fl avor of the show.85

Announcer: Look out for the falling snow, for it’s all mixed up with a lot of 
ginger, sparkle, and pep, barking dogs and jingling bells and there we have a 
crew of smiling Eskimos, none other than the Clicquot Club Eskimos trip-
ping along to the tune of their own march—“Clicquot.”

Orchestra: (Plays “Clicquot”; the trademark overture.)
Announcer (Continuing):
  Aft er the long breath-taking trip down from the North Pole, the Eskimos 

stop in front of a fi lling station for a litt le liquid refreshment—and what else 
would it be, but Clicquot Club Ginger Ale—the ginger ale that’s aged six 
months. Klee-ko is spelled C-L-I-C-Q-U-O-T. You’ll know it by the Eskimo 
on the bott le. (Slight pause.) Up in Eskimo-land where the cold wind has a 
whistle all its own and a banjo is an instrument of music, the Eskimos spell 
melody with a capital “M,” and tell us that “It Goes Like Th is.”

Orchestra: (Plays “It Goes Like Th is.”)86

Note how the product advertisement is woven into the continuity (the con-
necting prose) of the program in this era of “indirect advertising.”

Th e Clicquot Club Eskimos program was so successful that NBC produced 
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Figure 1.4 Harry Reser: “Clicquot Fox Trot March,” cover, 1926.

a lavish brochure in 1929 that touted the program to potential advertisers. 
Calling the Eskimos “among the most unique salesmen in the history of 
 commerce,” the brochure set out to sketch the program’s att ributes, including 
the theme song.87 Th e sheet music, published in 1926, featured Reser and the 
other members of the group (mostly banjo players) and the Clicquot mascot, 



36 Chapter 1

a cherubic “Eskimo” holding a bott le of ginger ale much too big for him.88 Th e 
music was given away to fans writing in to the program; NBC claimed in 1929 
that fi ft y thousand requests had been made.89

NBC said that the Clicquot Club program was probably the fi rst to use a 
“trademark overture,” a piece of music that “is probably as well-known in intro-
ducing the Clicquot Club Company’s program as ‘Over Th ere’ is in announc-
ing a war picture.” Continuing, employing language from print advertising:

Th e value of this from an advertising standpoint can hardly be overestimated. 
Millions of people from coast to coast are put into a receptive frame of mind to 
hear the Clicquot Club Eskimos’ program by the familiar jingle of sleigh-bells, 
the rhythmic crack of the whip and the bark of the huskies as they bring the 
Eskimos on to the radio stage for their weekly program. Th is musical preface 
and epilogue are “headline” and “signature” to the Clicquot Club Company’s air 
advertisement.90

Th e literalness driving such a conception of music is interesting here; even 
though, as various advertising scholars have noted, tactics derived from psy-
chological warfare employed in World War I found their way into advertising 
practices in the 1920s and aft er, the music used in the beginning of radio was 
not usually selected primarily for its aff ective qualities but, rather, its ability 
to reinforce imagery and text, to animate the product. Early radio advertising 
with music is a kind of throwback to earlier advertising practices of selling the 
product based on its qualities, which are reinforced by sound, especially mu-
sic, instead of att empting to use psychology to incite consumers to purchase.

Aunt Jemima

Th e Aunt Jemima program, also produced by the J. Walter Th ompson Com-
pany, speaks to the question of att empting to match a product to music. 
J. Walter Th ompson’s Gerard Chatfi eld wrote in the company’s News Lett er 
in 1928 that some products simply suggest a kind of program, saying, “Aunt 
Jemima”—of pancake mix fame—“should croon folk songs of the South,” for 
example.91 And the program shows how radio producers in advertising agen-
cies were piggybacking radio onto earlier forms of entertainment that were 
known to be popular, namely, minstrelsy, as in the Dutch Masters Minstrels 
program. J. Walter Th ompson’s executives thought a minstrel program was 
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perfectly natural for selling pancake mix. Th is supposed naturalness, how-
ever, still had to be framed and introduced to everyone associated with the 
product.

Perceptions of the quality (or lack thereof) of sponsored programs occu-
pied many of the J. Walter Th ompson staff  meeting minutes. Henry P. Joslyn 
described one of Th ompson’s own ads, for Aunt Jemima’s Pancake Flour, in 
the meeting on 3 April 1929, an ad that

advertised by a troop [sic] of darkies who sing and play for the white folks 
at Col. Higbee’s plantation. Th ey are real Negroes, headed by J. Rosamond 
Johnson and Taylor Gordon who have toured Europe and America as concert 
singers. Th ey are famous under their own names but go on the air as Uncle Ned 
and Litt le Bill. Aunt Jemima herself is one of the characters in the troop [sic] 
and a small orchestra, quartett e and chorus is built around them. Th e dialogue 
brings the name “Aunt Jemima” to the listening ear between each number. Th e 
“act” is one of the best on the air today. Occasional jazz is used. Spirituals and 
old-time favorites are more frequent.92

Unmentioned by Joslyn, the title character was played by the Italian American 
vaudevillian Tess Gardella.

As one might guess from the foregoing, the scripts for these early shows 
were writt en entirely in dialect. Musical selections were sometimes named, 
sometimes not. Occasionally, the script directions would simply say “Quar-
tett e—Lively Spiritual” or “Lively instrumental,” and refer to Aunt Jemima 
and her friends as either “docile” or “lively.”

J. Walter Th ompson Company staff  nonetheless found the program eff ec-
tive. Th e company News Lett er from 15 December 1928 includes a report from 
the company’s Chicago offi  ce that described the program, concluding:

Th e Aunt Jemima selling talk was worked in very unobtrusively and naturally. 
Th e whole entertainment hung together beautifully and did not drag for a 
single moment. It was apparent to every one present that the whole thing was a 
very distinctive piece of work and far above the average of radio programs.93

Aunt Jemima sales fi gures climbed steadily aft er the introduction of the 
radio program. In a staff  meeting on 16 April 1930, John Reber, by summer of 
1929 the head of the radio department, presented his colleagues with the fol-
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lowing fi gures: sales for 1928 were up 14 percent over the previous year; 1929, 
up 30 percent; 1930, up 35 percent in January.94

Personality

Advertising with sound was used in one strikingly novel way beyond simply 
animating a product: sound could be used to make a program’s stars, and even 
products, come to life by bestowing on them “personality.”95 Historian War-
ren I. Susman has writt en infl uentially of the twentieth-century move away 
from the nineteenth-century emphasis on “character” to “personality,” of self-
sacrifi ce giving way to self-realization, locating evidence for this change in the 
advice manuals published between 1900 and 1920. Th e key quotation that 
Susman fi nds in almost all these manuals is “‘Personality is the quality of being 
Somebody.’”96

Th e impetus for developing one’s personality came, Susman says, from the 
problem of living in a crowd, a mass culture, in which distinguishing oneself 
from others became a prime concern.97 Th is new culture of mass consump-
tion, mass production, mass media, and mass society began to emphasize not 
just personality but the fascinating, stunning, att ractive, magnetic, glowing, 
masterful, creative, dominant, or forceful. Cultivating one’s personality was a 
way to stand out from the crowd, which could be accomplished by the con-
sumption of self-help books, elocution lessons, charm courses, and beauty 
aids—all designed to help consumers construct personalities, fashion selves. 
Th e personality manuals examined by Susman stressed that one’s personality 
is something to be performed; “every American was to become a performing 
self.” F. Scott  Fitzgerald described personality in the Great Gatsby as “an end-
less series of successful gestures.”98

Conceptions of personality were also shaped by the mass media. David 
Suisman writes that cultivating personality of recording stars such as Enrico 
Caruso early in the twentieth century was important in marketing the phono-
graph.99 Warren Susman does not examine radio, but his analysis of the role of 
fi lm is striking. Until about 1910, he writes, the studios concealed the identi-
ties of fi lm actors. But in that year, the movie star was born, necessitating the 
use of the press agent and the skills of the advertising agency; the movie star 
was increasingly marketed as a personality. And, in this nascent consumer cul-
ture, movie stars came to represent leisured lives fulfi lled by commodities.100
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Radio advertisers clearly meant to capitalize on this new emphasis on 
personality, and, indeed, they helped drive it. Th eir discourses, and those of 
their performers, are replete with references to the importance of personality. 
In 1924, one commentator wrote, “Th ere is such a thing as ‘screen person-
ality’ the motion picture directors tell us. Already broadcasting directors are 
convinced that there is also a ‘voice personality.’”101 Also in 1924, Samuel L. 
Rothafel, one of the fi rst radio superstars, known aff ectionately to early radio 
listeners as “Roxy,” host of a popular music program (example 1.3), said:

I am convinced that the radio performer’s personality is more important than 
his voice, his subject or the occasion. Any of these may be poor or inopportune 
and still a speaker will succeed. But if his personality is fl at, his purpose vague, 
he certainly will not command respect on the radio circuit.102

Figure 1.5 Samuel L. “Roxy” Rothafel. (Courtesy of Ross Melnick.)
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Again and again, the concept of personality emerges in early discussions of 
radio performance strategies. Singer Olive Palmer (Virginia Rea) wrote in an 
article for Etude magazine in 1931:

I am frequently asked whether it is possible to project personality through the 
voice alone. I suppose it depends on the individual. I do know that the test of a 
radio singer is whether he can convey to others through the voice what he feels. 
A tear, for instance, must carry over to the unseen listener, or else the song is 
ineff ective. A smile, a bit of whimsy, of rollicking good humor, longing, tender-
ness, a caress—all these and many more must register on the listener through 
the ear solely.103

Advertising men recognized the importance of personality as well. Roy 
Durstine, one of the fi rst advertising agency men to enter radio broadcasting, 
wrote in 1928 that radio advertising “can create a personality so that millions 
will feel that they know him intimately.”104 Another infl uential adman of the 
era, William Benton, chairman of the board of Benton and Bowles, described 
in some detail how “personality” was “added” to a program. He explained the 
success of an “inexpensive litt le program” in 1935 featuring crooner Lanny 
Ross by saying that his company “built an atmosphere around him.” Ross’s 
program, Th e Log Cabin Inn (sponsored by Log Cabin syrup) was popular, 
according to Benton, because the audience liked Ross, followed his exploits, 
and rooted for him:

Th is whole factor of personalization, of sympathetic sett ings and background, 
of illusion—is, in our judgement, the most fascinating and important in any 
study of the future of radio: How to get more of it, how bett er to personalize the 
stars, how to put them in situations where the public is with them and wants 
them to succeed and your product along with them.105

More generally, William H. Ensign of J. Walter Th ompson said in 1928, 
“National Advertisers fi nd that radio . . . carries their names or the names of 
their products into millions of homes in a way which is not only conducive to 
good will building—but which stamps those names with a personality that 
makes them mean more than just something to be bought,” as though con-
sumers were not merely purchasing a product but personality itself.106

Such was the importance of the concept of personality that NBC used a 
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standard form for auditioning new readers and musicians, and one of the cri-
teria to be addressed by the auditioner was personality (along with “Quality,” 
“Musicianship,” and others).107

Advertising agencies extended the concept of personality to goods them-
selves in fairly short order. Th e advertising literature of the day was fi lled with 
discussions of how to give a product personality. As early as 1929, an NBC 
promotional book on broadcast advertising said that advertisers and their 
agencies realized that they could devise programs to stimulate the listener’s 
imagination, “so that he cloaks an inanimate product in living personality.”108

Inevitably, music frequently played a role in developing a product’s per-
sonality, and discussions of musical programs by broadcasters trumpeted 
this. NBC concluded in its brochure on the Clicquot Club Eskimos program, 
“Even a ginger ale may be personalized and dramatized.”109 Th e brochure dis-
cussed the selection of music, which was designed to emphasize the “ginger, 
pep, sparkle, and snap” of the product: “Manifestly, peppy musical numbers 
of lively tempo were in order. Th e banjo, an instrument of brightness and 
animation, was deemed most suitable in typifying the snap of Clicquot Club 
personality.”110

A diff erent brochure produced by NBC about the Ipana Troubadours pro-
gram claimed that the broadcast advertising of the toothpaste “has given per-
sonality to a Tooth Paste.”111 Not coincidentally, both of these were popular 
programs with well-known musicians. Th is interest in imparting personality 
to a product persisted until well into the television era, though it was slowly 
supplanted by the use of music to add mood (see chapter 4).112

Advertisers and their agencies imbued programs such as these with the 
ideologies of modern consumer culture. Radio programs educated listeners 
about their roles as consumers in an era widely viewed as a kind of technologi-
cal modernity, encouraging people to fashion selves not through their expe-
rience in their communities, in churches, in schools, in unions, but through 
mass-marketed goods made real and vivid—and desirable—on the radio.
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The greatest advertising medium in the world is radio.

—Rudy Vallée, 1930

Media is a question of how many seats and how many arses.

—Phil Richardson, head of the fi rst corporate 

media  department in the United States 

(Procter and Gamble), 1930s

2
The Classes and the Masses in the 1920s 
and 1930s

“Tell it to the masses and the classes will understand,” 
wrote the National Broadcasting Company of its program 
Th e Clicquot Club Eskimos in 1929.1 Th is chapter addresses 
the question of the audience: how it was investigated and 
studied by the networks and advertising agencies, and how 
it was eventually commodifi ed. Th e writings on the subject 
of the audience in this period are infl uential though few in 
number. Th ey are also mainly theoretical, or concentrate 
on the rise of audience studies around major fi gures such 
as sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld.2 It is important, however, 
to examine the problem historically: How were audience 
preferences obtained? What were the processes that re-
sulted in the construction of the audience? Th e central ten-
sion for broadcasters and advertisers in this era was to cast 
a broad net. But at the same time, identifying audiences to 



44 Chapter 2

target was important, as broadcasters wanted to be able to att ract the wealthi-
est consumers to market expensive goods to, as well as a large middle group 
of listeners.

Constructing the Mass Audience

Radio played a powerful role in the rise of mass culture in the United States, 
although Americans had a concept of the “mass” before. Indeed, this was one 
of the central tensions of late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century thought, 
as has been studied by T. J. Jackson Lears and others. Lears argues that ur-
ban-industrial transformation in the nineteenth century gave rise to changes 
in Americans’ everyday lives; urban life as anonymous individuals instead of 
known neighbors in villages and the countryside, as well as modern conve-
niences that removed people from the daily experience of the outdoors re-
sulted in much hand-wringing about a perceived loss of individuality. Lears 
quotes a magazine writer from 1909: “We are a mass. As a whole, we have lost 
the capacity for separate selfh ood.”3

Th e advent of radio did not create a sense of mass; it only emphasized a 
tendency already under way. Yet, at the same time, radio imparted a feeling 
of togetherness, since everyone knew that listeners were hearing the same 
programs at the same time. Millions of people could read popular books and 
magazines, or see a movie, or listen to a phonograph record, though one com-
mentator observed in 1923 that there is “a lack of immediate contact with the 
audience” when playing phonograph records.4 With radio, however, those 
millions were listening simultaneously, but not as a group. As one early ob-
server wrote the same year:

How easy it is to close the eyes and imagine the other listeners in litt le back 
rooms, in kitchens, dining-rooms, sitt ing-rooms, att ics; in garages, offi  ces, 
cabins, engine-rooms, bungalows, cott ages, mansions, hotels, apartments; one 
here, two there, a litt le company around a table away off  yonder, each and all 
sitt ing and hearing with the same comfort just where they happen to be.5

Th is writer continues to imagine the far-fl ung audience, united in time and in 
their rapture at hearing organ music emanating from their radios.

Roy Durstine, one of the founders of BDO (Barton, Durstine and Osborn) 
in 1919, which founded the fi rst radio department in 1925, wrote in 1928,
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Radio comes right into the middle of the family circle. It speaks and plays and 
sings for millions, but those millions are divided into countless audiences of 
one or two or perhaps three or four. At most a small group of friends is gathered 
together.

Th is is no mass psychology.6

By early 1929, according to Charles Henry Stamps (on whom I am relying 
heavily for this history of audiences), the radio audience was becoming seen 
as something more complicated than an undiff erentiated mass or as a collec-
tion of individuals. Merlin H. Aylesworth, the fi rst president of NBC, wrote 
in June 1929 that to understand radio advertising, one must remember that 
radio

cannot be an appeal to crowd psychology. We hear so much about the radio 
audience of many millions that we are inclined to visualize it as a vast throng 
sitt ing together, listening to what comes over the air. Of course it’s nothing of 
the kind. It is almost invariably made up of family groups of not more than four 
or fi ve people who select the evening’s entertainment with increasing care and 
discrimination.7

Radio was thus an unprecedented technology, making people feel alone and 
together, simultaneously.

Who Is Listening?

But sentiments such as the above were mainly based on conjecture, for, unlike 
print advertising, whose sales could be measured in magazines and newspa-
pers sold, broadcasters and advertisers had litt le idea who was listening, or 
how they were listening. A 1923 article in Radio Broadcast said, “It would be 
illuminating to have on record not the number of the possible radio audience, 
but the actual number of the audience listening, on a particular evening, to 
any particular programme.”8 From the beginning of radio, broadcasters, ad-
vertisers, and advertising agencies were desperate to discover everything they 
could about their audiences; people att empted to extrapolate from fi gures of 
radios sold, numbers of fan lett ers received, and so on.

In the absence of hard data about audiences, the most common assump-
tion was that if one person liked it, everybody could like it. But who was this 
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everybody? Most infl uential was the notion that the “average mental age” of 
an American was somewhere between the ages of twelve and fourteen. Th is 
information was derived from a pool of one hundred thousand American sol-
diers who were tested for their IQ in World War I and found to have an average 
mental age of thirteen, a fi gure that was taken as gospel by people in broad-
casting and advertising for much of the period before World War II and which 
played a powerful role in the rise of discourses about the “mass” nature of 
broadcasting for several decades.9 An exasperated editorial in Fortune in 1942 
said, “For nearly a generation, the people of this country have been suff ering 
patiently from a curious mental illness, a peculiar delusion about themselves. 
Th at disease is the wide acceptance of a fallacious axiom: that they have an 
average mental age of a thirteen-year-old child.”10

Before the establishment of a system to rate listenership in 1929, adver-
tisers and sponsors gauged the success of programs by the quality and vol-
ume of listener response. Th ey oft en off ered samples in order to gather in-
formation about listeners who mailed in their responses; and they sponsored 
contests whose main purpose was to solicit listener feedback.11 One contest, 
sponsored by Gilmore Oil Company Ltd., manufacturer of Blu-Green Gas, 
solicited verses to its program’s theme song, entitled, unimaginatively, “Blu-
Green Gas.” In 1931, the vice president of Gilmore’s advertising agency wrote 
an article for the trade press, reporting, “To date more than 25,000 verses have 
been received, which we believe justifi es our calling the Blu-Green Gas Song 
the longest song in the world.”12

Another tactic was to hint that a program was about to be canceled in order 
to generate fan mail, which seems to have worked; I have seen a number of sets 
of fan mail in various archives complaining about the announced cancellation 
of a program. A variant on this strategy was mentioned in a 1931 lett er in the 
NBC archives, which says, “Sometimes, we will take a program off  the air in 
order to fi nd if public opinion expresses itself in the form of a protest.”13

But the main measure of a program’s success in the early days was to read lis-
tener mail, however it was solicited. Roy Durstine wrote of fan mail in 1930,

It is a part of the agency’s work in connection with radio to keep a record of this 
fan mail. Th is record is not merely a count of replies analyzed by localities. It is 
a careful study of the type of stationery, the sex and apparent age of the writer, a 
rough classifi cation of good, fair, and poor responses, and a thoughtful reading 
of the lett ers for suggestions in building future programs.14
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Mail was read not just for content but, as it were, ethnographically: Frederick 
Lumley wrote of CBS studying lett ers and searching for clues to social group 
by examining the type of paper, grammar, spelling, punctuation, and sentence 
structure.15

Early radio listeners seem to have been avid lett er writers. A lett er from 
E. P. H. James, sales promotion manager at NBC, to Harcourt Parrish of Ivy 
Lee and Associates, a public relations fi rm in New York City, in July of 1931 
said that in 1930, NBC received 2,180,000 lett ers from the public with com-
ments on programs, some with criticisms. “Th ese criticisms are carefully read 
and every att empt made to off er programs which will please as many members 
of the general listening public as possible,” he observed, and went on to note 
that there are a variety of tastes. Tastes changed quickly, which means that 
NBC had to off er a variety of programs and “watch the reception of each type 
of program very closely.”16 Parrish had evidently asked about inducements in 
order to solicit mail response, and James responded with a tally of what 143 
NBC advertisers had done, as of 1 May 1931. Th e majority (34 percent) made 
no off er; 19 percent off ered a booklet, 14 percent a sample, 9 percent recipes, 
6 percent novelties, 4 percent miscellaneous, 4 percent dealer’s name, 3 per-
cent photographs, 3 percent club membership, 2 percent songs, 1 percent pro-
gram suggestions, and 1 percent comic newspaper.17

In January 1930, the J. Walter Th ompson Company began airing the Davey 
Tree Hour, a weekly program featuring light classics and sentimental songs, 
including a lecture on trees by Martin L. Davey, the son of the company’s 
founder. Davey published an article in 1932 on the success of his program, 
saying that he believed the public’s appetite for jazz to be satiated, and that 
“a very small percent of the people really understand and appreciate classical 
music of the more diffi  cult sort.”18 Because of this low number, Davey believed 
that familiar melodies would off er the most appeal though variety was also 
necessary. To that end, “We made sure that every other piece was fast and ev-
ery other piece was slow. We made an eff ort to have a variety of songs of racial 
origin, including English, Scotch, Irish, Welsh, German, Italian, etc.”19

Th is program generated a good deal of mail that pleased John Reber, head 
of the J. Walter Th ompson Company Radio Department, and his colleagues. 
Reber said at the staff  meeting of 14 January 1930 that the company received 
about six hundred unsolicited lett ers in praise of the program. “Never before 
. . . have we had lett ers of such a high quality; they were even considerably 
higher quality than those received as a result of one classical music program 
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that we had. Th e stationery, the English and the evidences of culture on the 
part of the writers were decidedly higher than the average.”20 Davey himself 
wrote that the lett ers the company received regarding its program were almost 
never rude, and that “a majority of them come from people of education and 
culture.” Yet, he noted, “We have received a very large number of lett ers writ-
ten on cheap paper and in poor English.”21 Davey nonetheless maintained that 
these writers were intelligent people.22

Despite the broad audience that Davey sought with his program, however, 
he still felt that the program appealed to a higher class of people (than, per-
haps, jazz programs, though he didn’t say this). Davey, echoing the worries of 
advertisers and agencies in this period, also admonished the reader that since 
radio programs come into people’s homes, broadcasters had an obligation “to 
respect the feelings and taste of the bett er class of citizens.”23

Att ention to fan mail dropped with the rise of more sophisticated means 
of measuring audiences through polling; there may also have been suspicions 
about fan mail. Merrill Denison wrote in 1934, in an assertion that I have not 
encountered anywhere else, “Fan mail was highly regarded until the discovery 
was made that supplying it had become a racket,—that any interested person 
could buy lett ers to New York at so much a ton.”24 Accurate or not, by the 
mid- to late 1930s, fan mail was less important as a way of measuring audience 
reactions. “To-day,” wrote one commentator in 1937, “executives read only 
exceptional lett ers, depending upon audience-mail tabulators to record, fi le 
and analyze lett ers and their contents. Favorable and unfavorable reactions 
are recorded on punched fi le-cards, enabling one to see statistically what the 
fans are saying. Machines, each with a daily capacity of 5,000 cards, compile 
the records.”25

Polling

Countless polls and surveys were conducted in order to construct a profi le 
of the average audience member and what he or she wanted. Advertisers and 
sponsors also used polls about listener preferences to conceive programs.26 
Depending on how the poll was worded and the kinds of musical categories 
employed, the poll results usually favored dance music, though classical music 
fared bett er in some polls.

Taking polls and encouraging listener responses was the fi rst step away from 
simple assertions of advertisers’ and sponsors’ musical tastes in  programming 
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Table 2.1 The “ideal program,” 1923

Classical and operatic music 2.6 hours 30%

Jazz 2.5 hours 29%

Market reports and weather 0.8 hours 9%

Speeches and lectures 1.7 hours 20%

News and sports 1.2 hours 12%

[Total] 8.8 hours 100%

Source: “Radio Audience Decides Programs,” Wireless Age, August 1923, 29.

and reliance on fan mail. In a broadcasting environment in which advertising 
paid for programming, obtaining accurate information on listeners’ prefer-
ences was crucial, and polling and audience surveys quickly became preva-
lent, and increasingly scientistic.27 Th ese polls and listener surveys helped 
advertisers and advertising agencies tailor programs to fi t the target audience, 
based on the kind of music used.

Th e earliest polls were mainly designed to assess audience desires about 
broadcasting generally, as in this 1923 poll about the ideal program, with the 
following responses tabulated in table 2.1. Note how classical music and jazz 
are the only two music categories, as this is the generic fault line of the debate 
over what kind of music should be aired, a debate that lasted for much of the 
1920s.

Later polls addressed more specifi c listener preferences, especially about 
music. Th e categories are revealing of the tastes of the time, with categories 
such as “old-time songs,” “Hawaiian music,” “mixed quartett es,” “saxophone,” 
“pipe organ,” “religious music,” “Mexican music,” and others.28

What was reported as the fi rst survey of the radio audience was conducted 
in 1928 by Daniel Starch, a Harvard-trained psychologist turned market re-
searcher. It was less about program preference than a simple att empt to ascer-
tain the number of radios in American homes, how much people listen, when 
people listen the most, and the like; programming was almost an aft erthought. 
But the study was innovative in that it broke out the data based on geography, 
with categories such as “farm families.” Starch concluded:

Preferences for most of the diff erent types of programs are practically the same 
on the part of farm, town, and city families. Th ere are signifi cant diff erences, 
however, with respect to several types of programs—semi-classical and classi-
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cal music, and grand opera are preferred less by farm and small town families 
than by city families, whereas religious services, crops and market reports, and 
children’s programs are preferred more by farm than by city families.29

An exhaustive study in 1929 by Archibald M. Crossley for the Associa-
tion of National Advertisers Inc., drawing on a poll of radio editors east of the 
Rockies, six thousand personal interviews in twenty-fi ve large cities, twelve 
hundred interviews in twelve other cities, and fi ft een thousand interviews east 
of the Mississippi, revealed that, of the seventeen diff erent programs named, 
most were musical (almost all popular music of various kinds) except for fi ve. 
In this era, 33 percent of programs were produced by advertising agencies, 
28 percent by the network for its sponsors, 20 percent by the sponsors them-
selves, and 19 percent by special program builders; these numbers gradually 
shift ed toward the advertising agencies.30

In this same period, data were appearing that att empted to index listening 
preferences to income and age, such as these from a 1931 article by advertising 
man P. H. Pumphrey, who drew on a study commissioned by the Universal 
Broadcasting Company in Philadelphia. Th is study charted program types 
with income, revealing the unsurprising fact that high-income groups tended 
to prefer classical or “semi-classical” music over “Sacred” music or “Old-
fashioned melodies,” and that low-income groups overwhelmingly preferred 
dance music.31 Pumphrey concluded that the popularity of dance music makes 
it the most desirable music for advertising (others had stated that it was youth 
who preferred dance music).32 But good bands are very hard to fi nd, Pum-
phrey wrote, and unless there is a “personality” such as early superstar Rudy 
Vallée, most programs could not be supplied. Th us, many advertisers found 
that the light classical or semipopular musical program, employing some 
“dance music, some musical comedy and light opera, some ballads, and occa-
sionally some heavier music, is hailed by many as the golden mean.”33 Th is for-
mat “permits the development of a number of distinctive personalities,” and 
Pumphrey continued by listing such programs, which “seem to have struck 
the least common denominator of popular taste, and appeal to everyone.”34

Polling and audience research were to become even more important with a 
shift  in the business model of the broadcasting industry. According to a histo-
rian of the N. W. Ayer agency, Ayer reversed the method by which advertising 
agencies worked. Before 1930, the strategy was to seek att ractive programs and 
then att empt to fi nd advertisers that would pay for them. But aft er the novelty 
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and glamour of radio advertising wore off , advertising agencies realized that 
they had to begin with the client’s needs and att empt to devise a program that 
would address them.35 Th is shift , according to Stamps, required more “scien-
tifi c” knowledge of the audience. Enter Archibald Crossley in 1929, who was 
asked by the American Association of Advertising Agencies and the Associa-
tion of National Advertisers to head the new Cooperative Analysis of Broad-
casters, which began rating program popularity in 1930. Crossley employed 
the “recall” method of learning what listeners preferred, which entailed calling 
them several days aft er a program had aired.

Learning how to att ract a particular market segment became an increas-
ingly important aspect of broadcast advertising as the 1930s progressed.36 Lis-
tener polls att empted to be comprehensive both about programs and about 
the social class of the listener. A table published in Broadcast Advertising in 
1930, for example, divided Boston listeners by occupations into three classes:

Class A—8 per cent of the total—includes the families of merchants, profes-
sional men, executives, manufacturers, etc. Class B—73 per cent of the listeners 
interviewed—is made up of families of skilled and clerical workers, salesmen, 
city living farmers, retired, and small merchants. Class C—19 per cent—takes 
in the families of laborers, domestics, clerks, and non-employed.37

Polling, and the idea of att empting to capture a particular audience for a par-
ticular product with particular music, spelled the beginning of the end of the 
goodwill concept, also hastened by the onset of the Great Depression. Ad-
vertising agencies became bolder about incorporating advertising messages 
into the programs and targeting particular audiences. As Fortune magazine ob-
served in September 1932, “Th e sponsors have shaken off  all the old network 
inhibitions except the one about specifying prices during evening hours.”38

Commodifying the Mass Audience

Th e National Broadcasting Company had originally conceived of programs 
as a means to sell hardware, since, because it was owned by the Radio Cor-
poration of America, its main profi ts were realized through sales of radios 
and related equipment. But in 1932, government antitrust action forced the 
General Electric Company and the Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing 
Company to relinquish their holdings in the Radio Corporation of America, 
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NBC’s owner. Since General Electric and Westinghouse manufactured radio 
components, NBC lost this incentive.

But even before this, NBC had begun to shift  its business model, thanks to 
competition from the Columbia Broadcasting System, which did not profi t 
from radio sales. William Paley, the network’s founder, understood what no 
one else did at the time—that selling what one would now call “content” was 
not the way to make money. Th is was old-think: if Tin Pan Alley music pub-
lishers sold songs, if publishers sold books, then broadcasters logically sold 
programs. Paley realized that what broadcasters really sold were audiences. 
Th at is, in a system in which programs were funded by viewers indirectly 
through advertising rather than directly through government subsidies as in 
Europe, the broadcaster’s function was not to produce programs but to sell 
audiences to advertisers. Th e idea, as summarized succinctly by Dallas W. 
Smythe, is that advertisers purchase the anticipated att ention of audiences of 
known demographic content who will att end to particular programs in pre-
dictable numbers at particular times in particular geographical markets.39 Or, 
as Paley put it plainly in 1934,

We start with the premise that the advertiser makes our 16 daily hours of radio 
service possible, just as the advertiser makes possible the daily newspaper and 
the national magazine. In order . . . to have something to sell this advertiser, we 
must render a very defi nite service to the radio audience. We must have listener 
att ention—just as a newspaper must have reader circulation—before we can 
secure advertising revenue.

Th is means the fi rst problem of our business is to win an audience, hold an 
audience, interest an audience.40

Advertising agencies understood this perfectly well. As Roy Durstine wrote 
in 1930, “Th e public wants entertainment. Th e advertiser wants the public’s 
att ention and is willing to pay for it. Th erefore let the advertiser provide the 
entertainment.”41

Paley wrote in his autobiography that when he fi rst acquired the majority 
share in United Independent Broadcasters, the original 1927 contract was a 
severe drain on the company’s resources, for it obligated the network to pur-
chase ten hours a week from each of its affi  liates for fi ft y dollars an hour. Th e 
network was paying out about seven thousand dollars per week, regardless 
of whether it had sold time to sponsors to cover its expenses.42 Paley’s pre-
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decessor had devised a new contract, which required the stations to pay the 
network for sustaining programs that the network developed. But this system 
did not staunch the drain on resources, for the network didn’t have that many 
sustaining programs in this period.

When Paley took over, he revised the contract again to make it more at-
tractive to the network’s affi  liates. Th e sustaining programs would henceforth 
be free to affi  liates, and the network would guarantee twenty hours of pro-
gramming per week, pay the stations fi ft y dollars an hour for the commercial 
hours used, but the network wouldn’t pay the stations for the fi rst fi ve hours 
of commercial programming time. Th e main change, however, was the cru-
cial one: the network would have exclusive rights for network broadcasting 
through the affi  liate, and affi  liates would have to identify programs using the 
CBS name.43 Th e affi  liates agreed to the proposition in November 1928, and 
the fl edgling network att racted more affi  liates.

As Fortune magazine put it in 1935 in an analysis of the economics of 
broadcasting, “Falling down the rabbit hole of the broadcasting studio he is 
in a land of Mad Hatt ers and White Knights who sell time, an invisible com-
modity, to fi ctitious beings called corporations for the purpose of infl uencing 
an audience that no one can see.”44 Th is was the problem, as Fortune put it: 
Radio stations have to fi ll the air with sixteen hours of programming per day, 
from 8:00 a.m. to midnight (sometimes the networks would broadcast more). 
How? If, say, an independent station could cover three hours a day through 
advertising revenue, thirteen hours still remained. If the station got cheap and 
free talent and used prerecorded programs, it wouldn’t cost that much (For-
tune estimated it worked out to a talent cost per hour of just thirty-fi ve dol-
lars). Selling this airtime would generate signifi cant revenue, but in the end, 
the independent station would prett y much break even unless it could manage 
to sell more than three hours per day.

Because of this risk, many independent stations elected to become part of a 
network, even though they had to give up their best evening hours, which they 
could have sold to local advertisers. In exchange, however, they received much 
bett er talent in the form of free sustaining programs provided by the network. 
Bett er talent brought greater prestige for the local station. With a network 
contract, local affi  liates received prestige and security; the network received 
exclusive access to the affi  liates’ best evening time slots, which it could then 
guarantee to advertisers.45

Fortune provided a case study, a Cleveland radio station that derived 70 per-
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cent of its revenue from local advertisers and national advertising targeting 
that city. Th e affi  liate’s contract with CBS gave the affi  liate

an option on its time to the network, which may buy any hour it wants, even 
the choice evening hours. On the other hand, the network pays the affi  liate 
something less than $100 an hour . . . for handling network commercial pro-
grams and at the same time sends out sustaining programs for the local station 
to use fr ee of charge during those hours that have not been sold to advertisers.46

According to Fortune, “Th e motive for all Mr. Paley’s toil has been to sell 
time. From 1929 to 1934 the number of hours Mr. Paley sold more than 
doubled.”47

Paley later had the idea of enticing advertisers to purchase time on a greater 
number of affi  liates, for in that period advertisers didn’t always buy time on 
the entire range of affi  liates. Paley realized that if advertisers didn’t want the 
entire network, he could off er them a discount if they took the entire network. 
Th is would mean that the network-sponsored programs would be much more 
widely heard and raise the network’s overall income.48

NBC, by contrast, charged its affi  liates for sustaining programs, which gave 
them no incentive to air them, and it didn’t reserve any hours for itself. Th is 
meant that local stations could run their own programs during the best time 
slots, which might have been desired by an NBC advertiser. NBC’s compara-
tive inability to guarantee audiences was discussed at a J. Walter Th ompson 
Company staff  meeting in 1931, in which a Mr. Spencer reported,

N.B.C. is gett ing its network into bett er shape, and we hope that before very 
long they will have their stations lined up, either by purchase or by more fi rmly 
bound contracts so that we will know just what stations we are going to get 
when we put in an order for them. As you know, there are some stations on the 
network now that take a program or leave it, just as they like.49

Obviously, such a system was unsatisfactory to both advertisers and advertis-
ing agencies, but it was dominant until Paley’s new contracts at CBS. NBC 
ultimately had to change its contracts, essentially duplicating CBS’s.

A document in the NBC archives sheds some light on CBS’s strategy in 
this period. Somehow (the memo att ached to the report at NBC says, “A CBS 
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program—how did NBC get it?”), NBC acquired a CBS publicity campaign 
report, dated 3 December 1931, for a program entitled Music Th at Satisfi es 
with Nat Shilkret. Aft er an introductory paragraph, the report states matt er-
of-factly, “Th e purpose of the campaign, in general, will be that of att ract-
ing listeners to the program rather than advertising the product. Columbia’s 
publicity thus will center upon Nat Shilkret, conductor, and Alex Gray, Bari-
tone soloist.” Even though this program was sponsored by Liggett  and My-
ers Tobacco Company, makers of Chesterfi eld cigarett es, the star of the show 
was to be Shilkret, not Chesterfi eld. Th is document mentions Columbia’s 
“exploitation division,” which was “assigned to the building up of artists in 
ways other than the dissemination of news and pictures designed primarily 
for radio pages.” Th is division was essentially tasked with putt ing Shilkret or 
Gray in every conceivable venue for the publicizing of the show, including at-
tempting to get one of the major railroads to name one of its new trains “Th e 
Chesterfi eld,” the formal dedication of which would be att ended by Gray and 
other cast members. Th e proposed publicity campaign was multipronged and 
extensive: placing stories in the radio press (“Columbia has taken the lead in 
off ering tailor-made copy,” it claimed); biographies of the stars to be distrib-
uted nationally, but also “localized,” sent to “home town papers,” stories not 
just of the stars but of the “production men and control engineer assigned to 
the program”; sett ing up interviews with the stars with radio editors at local 
papers; and “the fan mail received by the artists will be examined carefully for 
possible stories.” “In short, the publicity department will put special emphasis 
upon Mr. Shilkret and Mr. Gray, but will att empt to cover the programs from 
every angle in a concerted eff ort to build an ever-increasing audience for ‘Mu-
sic Th at Satisfi es.’”50

By 1933, as Stamps notes, both NBC and CBS saw that radio was primarily 
a sales medium.51 Only fi ft een years later, NBC could brag to a potential client, 
“Th rough what medium is it possible for an advertiser virtually to own a spe-
cifi c half-hour of millions of families’ LIVES, with a week-aft er-week, month-
aft er-month regularity?”52

Ears and Incomes

Learning more and more about audiences was not simply a way for broad-
casters, advertising agencies, and advertisers to design programs that audi-
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ences might like; it was increasingly, as Paley grasped, a way to ascertain what 
kind of audience each program att racted in order to sell that demographic to 
advertisers.

In 1933, CBS published a study that tackled the question of income and 
listening preferences, Vertical Study of Radio Ownership, 1930–1933. Th e fol-
lowing year, it published Markets in Radio Homes, by Income Levels and Price 
Levels, and Ears and Incomes.53 It hired Daniel Starch to att empt to discover 
how much of an audience a highbrow radio program might reach beyond its 
targeted audience. “Can a specifi c network program penetrate those upper in-
come levels—in actual audience—as deeply as it does the lower? Even more 
deeply? And what about the income levels in between? Can it hold the three-
room ‘Smiths’ while it wins the ten-room ‘Smythes’?”54

To address this question, Starch examined the audiences for four diff erent 
programs: Th e March of Time, a news program associated with Time maga-
zine; Th e Chesterfi eld Program, a musical show featuring André Kostelantez 
and his orchestra and classical music guests; Th e Philco Radio Program with 
news commentaries by Boake Carter; and Th e Fletcher’s Castoria Program 
with an orchestra led by Don Voorhees with classical music guests. Starch’s 
research strategy was touted by CBS as more accurate than the ratings system 
used at the time, in which people were simply telephoned and queried about 
what program they were listening to at that moment. Starch’s researchers went 
door-to-door to 7,490 homes across the country and asked specifi cally about 
each of the programs, in order to tackle “the question of the whole job which 
the whole advertising investment has done.”55 Th e income level of each family 
was coded as A (incomes over $5,000 per year), BB (from $3,000 to $5,000), 
B ($2,000 to $3,000), C ($1,000 to $2,000), or D (under $1,000). Income 
level was determined by the husband’s occupation and the size and character 
of the home. It should be remembered that this was not a study that set out to 
fi nd correlations between income group and radio listening preferences but 
rather one that was designed to see how far down the economic ladder high-
brow programs penetrated, and whether or not an advertiser that aimed at 
an upper-income audience actually captured that audience. Th e CBS study 
concluded that it was possible to att ract upper-income audiences as readily 
as those with lower incomes, and that programs designed to appeal to upper-
income audiences could garner att ention from lower-income listeners; and 
maintained that “even with a ‘selective’ program keyed to a selective audience, 
it is possible for an advertiser, in a few months of CBS broadcasting . . . to 
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reach 2 out of 3 of all radio homes in all income levels, 36,000,000 listeners 
(while he reaches 3 out of 4 of all radio homes in the upper income levels).”56

A later study, by H. M. Beville Jr., research manager at NBC, further inves-
tigated the “social stratifi cation of the radio audience,” as his 1939 report was 
called. Beville, who used data from the Cooperative Analysis of Broadcast-
ing, divided social class into four groups: over $5,000 (6.7 percent of the total 
sample), $3,000–$5,000 (13.3 percent), $2,000–$3,000 (26.7 percent), and 
under $2,000 (53.3 percent). Beville found that the link between income and 
interest in classical music was very strong; in the words of the foreword by the 
Princeton Radio Research Offi  ce, “When the audience of a serious musical 
program is analyzed, good music is shown to be the monopoly of the upper 
income classes. Th e audience decreases markedly with decreasing income.”57 
Beville’s data on this are clearer in a subsequent article, with data that gener-
ally trend downward from the most serious classical music to less, with the 
exception of a program featuring the Philadelphia Orchestra, but it’s evident 
that this program was the highest rated, with 14.2 percent of its audience com-
ing from the highest income group.58

Results

How did all this research play out? Money spent on radio advertising gener-
ally skyrocketed as broadcasters competed to hire the most att ractive stars. 
Th e Variety Radio Directory wrote that in 1930, talent expenditures were about 
30 percent of the total radio budget, but less than a decade later, the fi gures 
were much higher, varying from about 11 percent to 60 percent, though aver-
aging around 40 percent.59

Greater pay combined with bett er data on audiences meant less freedom 
for performers. Th e renowned Russian violinist Jascha Heifetz wrote in the 
late 1930s of the diff erence between state-funded European broadcasters and 
those in America:

In Europe an artist selects his material and submits it to the broadcasting sta-
tion. If he intends to play the “Habañera” and someone else has just played it, 
he may be asked to substitute another number; but that is the most the station 
asks of him in the way of alteration. Anything further would be regarded as 
eff rontery. Good manners alone forbid it; for the artist is an expert in his fi eld 
and it is assumed that he knows his business.
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In the United States the artist is shown into a luxurious suite and a contract 
is handed across the desk for his signature. Th en he is asked: “What are you 
going to play?”

He mentions three or four pieces of music in which for weeks past he has 
been rigorously drilling himself.

“Oh, no,” he is told. “Th ey won’t do at all.”
“Th ey won’t?” he asks in bewilderment.
“We have to give the public what it wants, you see.”

At this point Heifetz’s hypothetical artist, whom he dubbed Petrov, won-
ders if the audience wants Petrov, and, if so, why not Petrov’s pieces? He at-
tempted to make the American radio representatives understand.

“Oh, now, you mustn’t feel that way about it, Mr. Petrov,” he is deft ly placated. 
“You see, you don’t know radio. We’re radio experts; we know what the public 
wants.”

Whereupon Petrov refl ects a litt le wistfully that radio is barely fi ft een years 
old. He has been pleasing the public for twenty, perhaps thirty years. He would 
not think of telling the technicians in the control booth how to adjust their dials. 
He would not think of telling the advertising expert at the desk how to prepare 
a layout. Yet no one has any compunction about telling him how to please the 
public with his music, the thing in which he has a special and expert profi ciency.

Heifetz’s concluding sentence was a strong condemnation of the commodi-
fi cation of the audience and the rationalized ways in which it was calculated 
in America: “I have played—quite recently—in Italy, Germany and Russia. I 
had to come to the United States to fi nd a dictatorship.”60 Strong words in the 
late 1930s.

Programs were devised to appeal to what the audience wanted, usually di-
vided demographically, and sponsors were pitched programs based on these 
demographics. For example, the World Broadcasting System Inc., based in 
New York City, a large producer of syndicated programs, employed a promo-
tion department to generate documents outlining the programs it produced, 
documents that are quite revealing of the ways that this company and the net-
works conceptualized their audiences and the kinds of programming that a 
particular audience might respond to.
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Broadcasters, sponsors, and advertisers worried endlessly (as they still do) 
over how best to reach an audience, and many of these debates focused on 
music. Phil Spitalny, who directed the Hour of Charm program, sponsored by 
General Electric, said in 1938:

Experience showed that the vast majority of our people are music lovers at 
heart, provided they can be given music which means something to them. . . .  

To my mind, the answer is light music: melodic, rhythmic, well played tunes 
which will satisfy the ear and the emotions, without overtaxing an intellect 
which has not been trained so that it may grasp the beauties of the greater 
classics.61

Th is is the music of the masses, wrote Warren B. Dygert. But there is also mu-
sic for the “classes,” music with class appeal for those who know something 
about music. Dygert listed Ford’s Sunday Evening Hour as a good example, a 
“radio program designed to select this limited but profi table audience.”62 But 
one couldn’t go too far in presenting the classics, because, he says, “moderism 
[sic], i.e. extremism, is off ensive to many listeners.”63

The Fleischmann’s Yeast Hour

I’ve heard so much of Rudy Vallee that I think he’s more wonderful than Bee-

thoven’s Sonatas.

—Fan letter to the National Broadcasting Company, ca. 1937

Still, many national advertisers, then as now, wanted to att empt to reach as 
broad an audience as possible. One program that straddled the “classes and 
the masses” with great and long-lasting success was Th e Fleischmann’s Yeast 
Hour, starring crooner Rudy Vallée, and I will spend some time discussing 
this program as a way of pulling together the various strands of argument in 
this chapter.

Vallée’s was a variety show, one of the main ways that advertisers sought 
to cultivate a broad market: “Starting with the premise that radio is a ‘mass’ 
medium, advertisers have set out in assiduous pursuit of that will-o’-the-wisp, 
‘universal appeal,’” wrote one commentator in 1933.64 And as two observers 
said in 1935,
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Figure 2.1 Rudy Vallée, ca. 1930. (Author’s collection.)

In order that his program may appeal to all classes of people and to all mem-
bers of the family, the sponsor oft en tries to include within the same period a 
considerable variety of entertainment. Instead of turning to one program to 
listen to a comedian, another to hear a drama, a third to hear jazz, or a fourth to 
enjoy a symphony, we may turn to the Canyon Tobacco Hour and hear a litt le 
of everything. Perhaps no member of the family enjoys the whole hour, but the 
chances are that each will like a certain fraction of it. Th e variety program is 
the broadcaster’s ingenious creation to appeal to the greatest number of people 
during one period.65

In many ways, Th e Fleischmann’s Yeast Hour was an innovative and inge-
nious variety program. In a 1931 speech before the League of Advertising 
Women at the Advertising Club in New York City, Daniel P. Woolley, vice 
president of Standard Brands, Fleischmann’s parent company, discussed the 
notion of “tempo” (a common word in radio advertising in this era)—that is, 
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matching a product to a particular kind of program and entertainment—in 
the period before advertisers had much concrete knowledge of their audienc-
es.66 His main example was Th e Fleischmann’s Yeast Hour. In those days, yeast 
was sold not simply for baking bread but for health, as a health supplement. 
So Fleischmann’s yeast was marketed as more of a medicine than a foodstuff  
in this era, a diffi  cult undertaking since its taste wasn’t particularly appealing. 
Woolley’s own words on the subject are worth quoting at length:

Yeast for health is a very delicate subject to handle. It has much to do with good 
health, so when we started to look around for a radio program we said, “What is 
the audience we have to deal with?”

We decided that, probably, now-a-days they wanted “It” more than anything 
else. Who had “It” the most of anybody we could fi nd? We found a young 
crooner, Rudy Vallee, and we found the young ladies panting over him and even 
some of the old ladies. He also has a great many men admirers. So we engaged 
Rudy Vallee as the star of this great thing called Health. We wanted him to 
croon but also we wanted more in the program. We wanted athletics or robust 
health to play a part. We went through the list—Jack Dempsey and all. Finally 
we said, “Graham MacNamee [sic] as the noted sports announcer stands for 
sports!”67

(“It” refers to sex appeal, the pronoun having been made famous by its att ach-
ment to movie star Clara Bow, the “It” girl.)

Woolley said that the company wanted to make sure it had a well-rounded 
program and so it should get some “ladies with deep and soulful voices and 
a soloist.” Dr. R. E. Lee, head of the Fleischmann Health Research Depart-
ment, was also included on the program to talk about health issues: “Now, 
I might tell you that that combination of MacNamee [sic] for virility, and 
Vallee for crooning, Dr. Lee to give the advice of the old family physician, 
plus a lady who sings, has been a very successful radio program.”68 It should 
be noted here that in this year, crooning was widely decried as an eff eminate 
mode of singing, since the recently invented electrical microphone permitt ed 
singers to croon rather than belt, and so balancing Vallée with McNamee was 
an important consideration for Standard Brands.69 Yet, as Roland Marchand 
has argued, this intimate form of singing became a way that advertisers and 
advertising agencies understood their relationship to their audiences, for inti-
macy and personalized address to audience members was a way both to sound 
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modern and to att empt to reassure them in an era of increasing uncertainty 
and complexity.70

So, on 5 September 1929, J. Walter Th ompson began producing and air-
ing a program sponsored by Fleischmann’s Yeast, with Vallée as the main at-
traction (example 2.1).71 John Reber told his colleagues at a staff  meeting on 
26 August that the audition of the program went well. An “audition” was a 
hearing, in Reber’s words, “merely a parading before you of the talent and of 
the general idea to be developed. We get it for nothing.” Auditions were prob-
ably put on for sponsors to see before their program aired. Reber reported that 
the star was “really marvelous.”72

Vallée did not enjoy much of a spotlight on his program at fi rst. Th e early 
broadcasts featured Vallée mainly as bandleader, not as personality. Th e an-
nouncer, the renowned Graham McNamee, did virtually all of the talking, ex-
cept for Dr. Lee, who told the listeners of the health benefi ts of ingesting three 
Fleischmann’s yeast cakes per day. By the program that aired on 14 January 
1932, the musical variety show format had started to solidify, reducing the an-
nouncer to litt le more than a commercial spokesman for the yeast; in the past, 
he had been the main speaker, as on most programs. But Vallée, who previ-
ously had only announced the numbers he was playing, began introducing the 
guests as well, at the behest of J. Walter Th ompson. “Th is kind of personality 
opportunity became a JWT program characteristic,” according to the brief, 
undated history of the program writt en by an anonymous employee of the 
company.73 By the end of April 1932, Vallée told his listeners that he was both 
“announcing and directing” Fleischmann’s Yeast Hour. Vallée says in his second 
autobiography that the show by 1932 had become “a program that was to dis-
cover and develop more personalities and stars than any radio show before or 
since.”74

Vallée wasn’t a trouble-free personality himself, however. At the height of 
his popularity in the summer of 1931, Vallée was the subject of a number of 
memos at NBC. He was causing consternation for “advertising anything and 
anybody,” complained John F. Royal, director of programs, changing musi-
cal numbers at the last minute, and not having his programs cleared before 
broadcast, as was the norm.75 Despite his employers’ occasional misgivings, 
Vallée could behave this way because of his massive popularity as the fi rst mu-
sical superstar in the new medium of radio—and one who was widely writt en 
about.76 Th e Fleischmann’s Yeast Hour remained on the air for over a decade, 
though as the practice of eating yeast for health waned, the program was re-
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christened Th e Royal Gelatin Hour in 1936 (Royal Gelatin was also owned by 
Standard Brands).77

Vallée continued to fi nd work in radio because he was also thought to 
possess that quality most desired by advertisers—showmanship; William B. 
Benton, chairman of the board of the Benton and Bowles agency, called him 
“one of the greatest showmen in radio.”78 Th e audience might have been a 
commodity, but selling goods was no less important than the commodifi ca-
tion of the audience. Vallée’s fi rst autobiography, writt en not long aft er he had 
started broadcasting (and just as his stint on the Fleischmann program was 
beginning), includes an entire chapter on showmanship. Vallée was more 
concerned with showmanship in live performance than on radio, though he 
admitt ed that showmanship on the radio was extremely diffi  cult since the au-
dience can’t see the performers. He later off ers a characterization of show-
manship that approximates those promoted by radio writers and producers: 
“Th e arrangement of a well-balanced program with every number calculated 
to please someone in the average mixed audience—this is just as much an act 
of showmanship as is the presentation of the numbers.”79

At the J. Walter Th ompson staff  meeting on 12 August 1930, George 
Faulkner, the writer of dramatic sketches for Th e Fleischmann’s Yeast Hour, 
gave a presentation on showmanship in radio. He began by asking what a 
showman was, saying that the term had connotations of someone undigni-
fi ed, cheap; “it has a vaguely Semitic, Barnumish, Broadway air to it.” Th is kind 
of showmanship is exploitation, said Faulkner. Showmanship in radio means 
the technique of show building, the craft smanship of production. Showman-
ship in radio compelled people not only to listen but also to pay att ention. 
Faulkner quoted an article from Variety: “One agency has as its radio slogan, 
‘while money will put a radio program on the air, only showmanship will put 
it in the ear.’” Faulkner elaborated on this problem:

Radio has become to a much too large extent background music for the Ameri-
can home . . . a background for bridge or the evening paper or the evening meal 
or even for conversation. If you want an audience really to listen to an advertis-
ing appeal you must give that audience something which will catch and hold its 
att ention . . . the audience must listen actively, not passively.80

Th e answer to this problem was “showmanship,” which for the J. Walter 
Th ompson Company in the early 1930s meant variety, unity, pace, punch, 
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and, sometimes, humor.81 William L. Bird Jr. has writt en of the conception of 
showmanship in this era, arguing that the term captured the business com-
munity’s show business–ization of business.82

With the arrival of the variety show, advertisers, networks, and advertising 
agencies had found a way to appeal to the broadest audience possible, their 
main goal in this era, even as they were devising ever more sophisticated means 
of ascertaining information about their audiences. Demographic information 
began to drive the selection of programs, leading to the commodifi cation of 
the audience as we now recognize it. Advertising agency workers were begin-
ning to understand their power in creating meanings for goods, meanings that 
could be proff ered to consumers in appealing musical packages, inviting them 
to consume even an unappetizing bar of yeast.
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“I don’t know the name of the detergent,” a housewife said to 

the store clerk, “but I can hum the tune for you!”

—Madison Avenue joke, early 1960s (from Sal Nuccio)

3
The Great Depression and the Rise of 
the Radio Jingle

Consumption and the Great Depression

Th e onset of the Great Depression was one of the great-
est crises in the history of capitalism and proved to be an 
obstacle to the growing consumer culture in the United 
States, though not a fatal one. Th e staff  meeting minutes 
at the J. Walter Th ompson Company do not betray undue 
panic or fear at the economic troubles in this era, and in-
stead convey an impression of the giant agency biding its 
time until happy days returned. Branching out into radio 
advertising helped many agencies not only remain sol-
vent but grow. William Benton, cofounder of the Benton 
and Bowles advertising agency in 1929, recalled later, “We 
didn’t know the Depression was going on. Except that our 
clients’ products were plummeting, and they were willing 
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to talk to us about new ideas. Th ey wouldn’t have let us in the door if times 
were good. So the Depression benefi ted me. My income doubled every year.”1 
Nonetheless, many of the major advertising agencies before the Depression, 
which serviced major brands, suff ered. Budgets were slashed, employees let 
go, expensive artists jett isoned for cheaper photographers.

Erik Barnouw writes that there was a near total blackout on discussions of 
current problems on the radio during the Depression and that there was very 
litt le news on the air; comedy shows reigned.2 A memorandum dated 2 March 
1933 from Bertha Brainard, head of programming at NBC, to various NBC 
employees said, “We have been instructed to delete absolutely all reference 
to bank failures and depression of any kind in our continuities starting im-
mediately,” and asked the recipient to pass this memo on to everyone involved 
in production.3 Print advertising similarly carried on as though there were no 
trouble.4

Putt ing one’s head in the sand—or the ether—seemed to help radio sales, 
for radio ownership continued to rise, though shakily, during the Depression. 
Th ere was a slump during 1931–32, but sales increased again aft erward, from 
$200 million in 1932 to $350 million in 1934.5 Whereas in 1922, 0.2 percent 
of American households possessed a radio, nearly a quarter did by 1927; in 
1930, the fi gure was 45.8 percent, and by 1940, over 80 percent.6 In the 1930s, 
Americans spent 150 million hours per week at the movies, but they listened 
to nearly 1 billion hours of radio broadcasts. Typical winter evenings in 1938 
saw 40 percent of American households listening to the radio.7

Even apart from the success of radio, consumption continued. Historian 
Gary Cross writes that Americans were reluctant to give up what they had 
come to enjoy in the 1920s, and if they couldn’t aff ord certain things, they 
could still dream about them. Novelties of the 1920s such as radio became 
seen as necessities. Consumption continued through utilization of strate-
gies such as installment purchasing, a practice begun in the 1920s; in 1932, 
roughly 60 percent of furniture, automobiles, and household appliances was 
bought this way.8 Also, department stores began off ering charge plans for con-
sumers. Consumer loans for household goods more than doubled between 
1933 and 1939.9

Advertising agencies, according to Jackson Lears, argued that advertising 
should increase during hard times, and, indeed, network revenue from radio 
advertising rose 316 percent between 1928 and 1934.10 As indicated in a lead 
article in Printers’ Ink in 1930, “Advertising helps to keep the masses dissatis-
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fi ed with their mode of life, discontented with ugly things around them. Satis-
fi ed customers are not as profi table as discontented ones.”11

Some thought that advertising could even help preserve American capital-
ism during this crisis, as opposed to Soviet-style socialism. A J. Walter Th omp-
son publication called A Primer of Capitalism, published in 1937, said, “Under 
private capitalism, the Consumer, the Citizen, is boss. Th e consumer is the 
voter, the juror, the judge and the executioner.”

And he doesn’t have to wait for election day to vote. He needn’t wait for Court 
to convene before he hands down his verdict. Th e consumer “votes” each time 
he buys one article and rejects another—every day in every ward and precinct 
in the land. . . . 

In all history there has been nothing remotely like modern American busi-
ness as a sensitive index to popular likes and dislikes. It is democracy plus.12

Because of the Depression, advertisers demanded more eff ective ads for 
less money, which thus resulted in more aggressive sales techniques, some of 
which, according to Lears, employed “carnivalesque tactics.”13 And Lears of-
fers a 1938 quotation from the director of public relations for the Ford Mo-
tor Company: “Never before the advent of radio did advertising have such 
a golden opportunity to make an ass out of itself. Never before could adver-
tising be so insistent and so unmannerly and so aff ront its audience.”14 For-
tune magazine said in 1932 that before the Depression, “radio was polite. Ra-
dio was genteel. Radio was the guest in the home, not the salesman on the 
doorstep. . . . But some 18 further months of Depression have changed all 
that.”15 Many were aff ronted by jingles, which arose late in the Depression and 
which had roots in earlier, more, shall we say, carnivalesque, modes of selling 
such as the medicine show.

At the same time, there were some in this era who thought that certain 
aspects of advertising could be favorably compared to art, and that advertising 
could thus be a way of introducing Americans to higher forms of visual ex-
pression. Consumption was the vehicle of this introduction. One of the main 
proselytizers for this perspective, the infl uential adman Earnest Elmo Calkins, 
wrote in 1930 that the beauty and good taste in advertisements reached mil-
lions of people all the time, unlike art in a museum. A modern society needed 
to rely on advertising to uplift  taste. It matt ered not whether the art in an 
advertisement compared favorably to works by recognized artists, only that 
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consumers’ tastes were elevated. Th e art in advertisements could combat the 
ugliness of modern life:

Th e important thing is whether there is enough beauty in these modern com-
mercial designs to awaken some sense of taste in millions of minds with which 
they are bound to come into contact, and off set in some measure the ugliness 
and spiritual poverty of much of this modern machine environment. Few will 
ever see the painting, the statue or the print, and could not relate it to their lives 
if they did.16

And who is to bring these modern artworks to the public? Business. Only 
business can pay for it. Business “has the power to create beauty,” but “not 
exotic beauty collected from the past and hung on the walls of museums, not 
even academic beauty, the works of modern artists hung on the walls of our 
homes, but beauty in our visual world, in our landscapes, our architecture and 
the tools and furniture with which we perform the operation of living.”17 I have 
never seen music mentioned in such grandiose terms in writings of this era. 
In fact, advertising’s main contribution to music in this era was the jingle, far 
closer to the carnivalesque than the artistic. Yet the musical jingle proved to be 
an extraordinarily eff ective and long-lasting sales device.

Jingles: Introduction

Most people I know, upon learning the subject of this book, assumed it was 
about jingles, those snappy, catchy tunes used to sell goods. Dinner parties 
have turned into jingle memory contests, with people breaking out into song 
around the table. One friend asked, aft er an absence of some months, “Are you 
still jingling?” Barry Manilow recounted to me in an interview how, in a pe-
riod early in his career, he was preparing to go on the road to promote his fi rst 
album, which contained no hits. Knowing that he had bett er do something 
that the audience would know, he put together a medley of all the commer-
cials he had done. When he performed the commercials medley, the audience 
loved it.18

Jingles, originally known as singing commercials, are indeed a major part 
of this book. Th ey have a long and complicated history, deeply rooted in ear-
lier practices of selling with and without sound (the Oxford English Dictionary 
traces the use of the term jingle to 1645).19 Th is chapter, however, is concerned 
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with the rise of the radio jingle before World War II, so I will keep largely to 
the radio jingle’s more immediate precursors in verse, sheet music, and radio 
theme songs, regretfully treating in more cursory fashion earlier musical prac-
tices such as the street cry and medicine show.20

Musical Jingle Prehistory

Distant Precursors

Street cries, the shouted or sung advertisements by wandering merchants, 
have a long history that predates their fi rst recordings in music notation in 
the thirteenth century in the Montepellier Codex, an important early collec-
tion of French polyphony—“Frese nouvele! Muere france!” (“Fresh strawber-
ries! Nice blackberries!”).21 Other such treatments followed, in the work of 
major and minor composers from Clément Janequin in the sixteenth century 
(Voulez ouyr les cris de Paris? of 1530) to an aria from George Frideric Handel’s 
opera Serse (1738), into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.22 Street cries 
caught composers’ fancies, either for their perceived musical value or to pro-
vide a sense of verisimilitude in dramatic works.

Verse

But one of the most immediate precursors to the broadcast jingle of the 1940s 
and aft er with which most people are familiar was sales pitches in verse with-
out music, sometimes called jingles. Th ese became popular at the end of the 
nineteenth century, when they were frequently used in print advertising and 
placed in streetcars. Frank Presbrey, in his 1929 history of advertising in the 
United States, writes that the success of jingles in verse is att ributable in part to 
the increased visibility of popular song in this era; “Probably in no other ten-
year period have we had so many new songs that nearly everybody knew.”23 
Presbrey traces the roots of the modern jingle in verse to one by Bret Harte 
for Sapolio soap from 1876 or 1877, which, in its brevity and memorability, 
set the tone for the modern jingles of the late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth:

One Sabbath morn, as heavenward
White Mountain tourists slowly spurred
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On every rock, to their dismay,
Th ey read that legend, always
SAPOLIO24

In 1892, Procter and Gamble invented the (nonmusical) jingle contest. 
Presbrey writes that there was a large response from the public, and, monthly 
in 1893 and into 1894, the winning jingles were printed, with illustrations. Th e 
campaign that launched what Presbrey calls the “modern style in the great 
jingle period of modern American advertising” was for DeLong Hook and 
Eye, with jingles by Charles M. Snyder. Presbrey quotes an article from 1894 
praising the campaign, and noting how the verses had infi ltrated the memo-
ries of the public.25

I come in sizes large and small
I hold in calm or bluster weather.
I fasten fabrics canvas tough
And hook the fi nest lace together.

Some of the most famous advertising campaigns in American history were 
based on verse, which was frequently used to keep trade characters (such as 
Aunt Jemima) in the public’s mind. Presbrey writes that one of the classics of 
the era was by James Kenneth Fraser for Spotless Town. Th e pictures in these 
advertisements showed “quaint architecture,” with several happy characters 
of the exceptionally clean town praising the cause of its cleanliness, Sapolio. 
Presbrey says that these jingles become so successful that many readers ea-
gerly anticipated them. References to Spotless Town became so common that 
the phrase turned into a synonym for “cleanliness, order and perfection.” Th e 
popularity of the jingles was such that the soap manufacturer produced a play 
that incorporated the jingles, some of which included music. Th e play booklet 
included instructions for staging, and scenery and props were supplied by the 
soap manufacturer for one dollar. Presbrey writes that throughout the United 
States, many performances of this advertisement for Sapolio raised funds for 
good causes.26

Th e success of this campaign launched many more that included jingles. 
One of the most famous was Phoebe Snow, a trade character created by Ear-
nest Elmo Calkins to represent the Lackawanna Railroad. Snow was con-
cocted to tout the railroad’s reliance on anthracite coal, which burned more 
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cleanly than other coal, thus off ering a cleaner ride so that travelers would not 
arrive at their destinations covered in soot. Snow was a New York socialite 
who traveled in white and whose travels and escapades were reported in verse, 
such as this:

Phoebe says
And Phoebe knows
Th at Smoke and cinders
Spoil good clothes
’Tis thus a pleasure
And Delight
To take the Road
Of Anthracite.

Lackawanna used Phoebe Snow for nearly seventy years.27

Just as famous, though not as durable, was the trade character for Force 
breakfast cereal, dour Jim Dumps, whose disposition was greatly improved 
upon eating the cereal, which transformed him into Sunny Jim in an adver-
tising campaign begun in 1902. Th e story of Sunny Jim was told in verses in 
advertisements:

Jim Dumps was a most unfriendly man,
Who lived his life on the hermit plan;
In his gloomy way he’d gone through life,
And made the most of woe and strife;
Till Force one day was served to him
Since then they’ve called him “Sunny Jim.”

Signs for Burma-Shave on American roads beginning in 1927 off er another 
famous series of verse advertisements. A single line of verse would appear on 
each sign, which drivers would read consecutively as they traveled. Th e verses 
didn’t always rhyme, and weren’t always well writt en, but they proved memo-
rable. Here’s one from 1928:

Every shaver
Now can snore
Six more minutes
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Th an before
By using
Burma-Shave.28

By the end of this campaign in 1967, the musical jingle was well established, 
though advertising in verse has continued to have a life of its own.29

Perhaps these rhymes aren’t as catchy as their musical cousins, but an au-
thor of an 1896 book on advertising confessed, “It is astonishing how some of 
the things that we think the silliest will stick in our minds for years.”30

Sheet Music

Before the musical jingle, there were many ways that companies sought to 
put their goods before the public with music by publishing sheet music with 
advertisements for their product, a practice going back at least to the mid-
 nineteenth century; they would capitalize on popular songs that mentioned 
their product, such as “In My Merry Oldsmobile,” from 1905, a song by Vin-
cent P. Bryan and Gus Edwards (example 3.1), with the chorus

Come away with me Lucille in my merry Oldsmobile
Down the road of life we’ll fl y automo-bubbling you and I.
To the church we’ll swift ly steal, then our wedding bells will peal,
You can go as far you like with me, in my merry Oldsmobile.

And they would adapt the lyrics of popular songs to suit their own purposes. 
Presbrey off ers as an example the song “Harrigan, Th at’s Me,” from George M. 
Cohan’s 1907 show Fift y Miles fr om Boston. Cohan’s chorus

H-A-double R-I—G-A-N spells Harrigan
Proud of all the Irish blood that’s in me
Divil’ a man can say a word agin’ me
H-A-double R-I—G-A-N you see
Is a name that a shame never has been connected with
Harrigan, that’s me!

became
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H-E-R-P-I—C-I-D-E spells Herpicide
Th at’s the bloomin’ stuff  that makes your hair grow
Makes you look just like a human scarecrow.
H-E-R-P-I—C-I-D-E you see
First I rub it, then I scrub it, and I scrub it and I rub it,
Th en there’s HAIR AGAIN—on me.31

Advertisers would also commission songs in praise of their products, such 
as “Under the Anheuser Bush,” a waltz by Harry von Tilzer and Andrew B. 
Sterling from 1903 (example 3.2).32 Th e song’s chorus is:

Come, come, come and make eyes with me
Under the Anheuser Bush
Come, come, drink some “Bud-wise” with me
Under the Anheuser Bush,
Hear the old German band [piano plays fragment of “Ach, du lieber 

Augustin”]
Just let me hold your hand Yah!
Do, do, come and have a stein or two,
Under the Anheuser Bush.

Such songs avoided hard-sell tactics, but their commercial intent was always 
clear. As in verse advertising, sheet music advertising continued aft er the rise 
of the singing commercial on the radio.

Radio, Advertising, and Music before World War II

Until 1938, advertisers spent more money on print than radio, and the broad 
advertising trends of this era are probably bett er tracked in print advertising 
than radio. Additionally, radio into the early 1930s was still a rather haphazard 
aff air, though its novelty meant that it was in some ways Depression-proof, as 
we have seen, for the allure of this new technology was so strong that adver-
tisers, and listeners, refused to go without. It is thus no accident that music, 
and specifi cally the jingle, as well as those songs that gave rise to it, were in-
creasingly utilized in this period to sell goods—a hard-sell message could be 
sugarcoated with a catchy tune. And in this era, jingles were invariably happy 
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and catchy. In the hundreds of jingles from this period that I have listened to, 
all conform to one of two stylistic types: relentlessly upbeat songs for adults, 
or relentlessly upbeat children’s ditt ies for everyone.

Radio Theme Songs

In this era, many programs were paid for by sponsors, programs that were 
frequently produced by their advertising agencies (though there were some 
programs produced by the networks themselves). Th is meant that, at fi rst, 
there was no need for a stand-alone commercial or jingle—the entire pro-
gram served as an advertisement (as we saw in chapter 1), with, frequently, 
the sponsor’s name in the title, or with musicians taking names that referred 
to sponsors. Some programs, however, employed theme songs that sound like 
jingles; these were the direct precursors to radio jingles. A well-known early 
example is the theme sung by the Happiness Boys (for Happiness Candy), 
“How Do You Do?,” which was perhaps the fi rst theme song in radio in 1924 
(according to Ed. Rice, former writer at the J. Walter Th ompson Company;33 
fi g. 3.1; example 3.3).

How do you do, everybody, how do you do?
How do you do, everybody, how are you?
We are here, we must confess, just to bring you happiness.
Hope we’ll please you more or less, how do you do?

How do you do? How do you do?
How do you doodle oodle oodle oodle oo?
Billy Jones and Ernie Hare wish to say to you out there,
How do you doodle oodle oodle oodle oo?

In 1929, when the Happiness Boys become the Interwoven Pair (repre-
senting Interwoven Socks), the song was retained but the lyrics changed 
(example 3.4):

How do you do, everybody, how do you do?
Gee, it’s great to say hello to hello to all of you.
I’m Billy Jones!
I’m Ernie Hare!
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Figure 3.1 The Happiness Boys, 1920s. (Author’s collection.)

We’re the Interwoven Pair.
How do you doodle oodle oodle oodle oo?

Another early nationally broadcast jingle appeared on a program that be-
gan in 1931, and featured a song sung by Harry Frankel as “Singin’ Sam, the 
Barbasol Man” (example 3.5).34 According to the New York Times, the jingle 
was based on the tune of “Tammany,” and the Barbasol Company obtained 
the rights and fi rst aired it in the 1920s; it was the most popular singing com-
mercial until it was dropped in the 1930s.35 Th e show opened with:

Barbasol, Barbasol
No brush, no lather, no rub-in
Wet your razor, then begin.

Some programs employed specially writt en songs that incorporated the 
name of the program, and thus the product, such as the JELL-O Program, with 
Jack Benny, which began in the early 1930s (example 3.6), and whose song 
simply spelled out J-E-L-L-O.
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As the Depression wore on, advertising agencies continued to become 
bolder, chipping away at the early ideal of “indirect advertising.” Th ey began 
to think that it was bett er to use specially composed, full-length theme songs 
that refer to the sponsor’s product, as Warren B. Dygert wrote in 1939:

A theme song is a bett er theme song when it is composed especially for the 
show. Th e use of a popular song, unless there are special lyrics which are sung 
at various points in the program, does not seem so eff ective as a specially 
composed song. Although original theme songs are not used for radio shows 
so much as formerly, the success of this type is proved by the successful sales 
of Tasteyeast [sic] and the resulting popularity of the theme song used on that 
radio program. Many requests for copies of the tune were received; some dance 
bands played it as the result of requests from dancing patrons.36

Dygert was quite right: if advertisers owned the copyright to the song, they 
could use it as they pleased. And they did: they would oft en print sheet music 
of their programs’ theme songs and make them available at no charge to fans, 
as in the accompanying Tastyeast example (fi gs. 3.2 and 3.3; example 3.7); 
even with the rise of the jingle to prominence in 1940 and aft er, advertisers 
would still feature catchy theme songs and off er them to listeners.

Tastyeast provides an interesting example in that it employed radio early 
in its advertising existence. Herman S. Hett inger and Walter J. Neff  (a profes-
sor of marketing and an advertising man, respectively) wrote that following 
unsuccessful newspaper campaigns in 1928 and 1929, the company turned to 
radio, and introduced, in January 1930, the Tastyeast Jesters, a vocal quartet, 
along with a comedian who told stories with a Swedish accent. Th e program 
was broadcast in the Boston-Springfi eld area. Tastyeast off ered two of its yeast 
bars to any listener who wrote to the company, generating 720 lett ers aft er the 
fi rst two broadcasts. By March of the same year, the company was receiving 
3,000 lett ers per week and enjoyed near complete distribution in the area. It 
then shift ed to a network broadcaster.37

“Tastyeast Is Tempting” was evidently a well-known tune, commented on 
by many, as in this 1931 lett er contained in the NBC Archive:

With regard to the use of theme songs, we fi nd that a well writt en theme song 
is a very valuable asset to many radio hours. Th ese not only serve as a re-
minder to listeners of the products which they represent, but they provide 
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Figure 3.2 “Tastyeast Is Tempting,” front and back covers, early 1930s.

in some instances a means of making an advertisement announcement 
which is not only eff ective but quite inoff ensive to listeners. For instance, the 
theme song of the “Tastyeast Jesters” is defi nitely a sales story, and it is at the 
same time a pleasant enough litt le jingle which is familiar to radio listeners 
everywhere.38

New York Times radio critic Orrin E. Dunlap Jr., writing in 1929, told of 
sponsored programs with theme songs that employ information about the 
product. One such song I have found is “Hurrah for the Wonder Bakers!,” the 
theme song for Happy Wonder Bakers, the radio voices of Continental Bak-
ery’s Wonder Bread from 1929 to 1931 (fi g. 3.4; example 3.8), with no chorus 
but with verses such as:
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Figure 3.3 “Tastyeast Is Tempting,” inner pages.

Yo-Ho! Yo-Ho! Yo-Ho! Yo-Ho!
We are the bakers who mix the dough
And bake the bread in an oven slow
And work for the Continental.

Dunlap thought that songs such as this overdid it. But,

there is a good opportunity lurking here for the gift ed composer who can cre-
ate an original radio tune, which if picked up and whistled or hummed by the 
masses no matt er where, will always be associated with a nationally advertised 
product. If a boy whistles “Home Sweet Home” the tune is instantly recognized 
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Figure 3.4 “Hurrah for the Wonder Bakers!,” sheet music cover, 1929.

as such and not as the tuneful name of a tooth paste, shaving cream, or breakfast 
food. For example, “Old Black Joe” would not be called the song of Palmolive.39

The Rise of the Radio Jingle

From these specially composed theme songs, as well as the precedents of 
advertising in verse and sheet music, it was a short leap to what was origi-
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nally called the singing commercial. Th ere was a structural problem, however, 
which was that before 1940, national broadcasters did not lease airtime in 
small increments, unlike today, when increments of time as small as fi ft een 
seconds can be sold. Att empts were made to incorporate songs into various 
programs, though they were seldom freestanding jingles.

Most of what I have been able to discover about early jingles concerns na-
tional or regional programs; local stations’ practices are harder to document 
and as a result have been less studied. But occasionally the national press would 
pick up on a local practice as an oddity worthy of reporting, which sheds light 
on the myriad practices before the rise of the national singing commercial, be-
ginning late in 1939. Some believe that an NBC program in San Francisco, Th e 
Women’s Magazine of the Air, with host Jolly Ben Walker, carried the fi rst sing-
ing commercial, for Caswell’s National Crest Coff ee, sometime in the 1930s. 
Th e music is lost, but the lyrics are:

Coff ees and coff ees have invaded the West,
But of all of the brands, you’ll fi nd Caswell’s the best.
For good taste and fl avor,
You’ll fi nd it in favor.
If you know your coff ees,
Buy National Crest.40

It is clear that local retailers used new lyrics set to existing music as sales 
devices before the rise of the national jingle. For example, the Symons Dry 
Goods Company, in Butt e, Montana, aired in the early 1930s an evening pro-
gram featuring “Powder River” Jack and Kitt y Lee, a duet of cowboy singers. 
At the end of each program, “Powder River” Jack made up songs from the 
store’s daily advertisements, such as this, sung to the tune of “O Susanna”:

Every week we sing a song next week we’ll have one more
For all you happy customers who come to Symons store
To try and beat their bargains you would travel many miles
Th eir dresses for your wardrobe have new color and new styles.
Th eir values are remarkable, they’re dainty and they’re fi ne
You buy your satin undies for a dollar forty-nine.
Th eir toyland store of Hollywood is gett ing many calls
And Mickey Mouse will greet you with the Shirley Temple dolls.
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CHORUS
Oh Susanna your riding boots are neat
She bought them at the Symons store where prices can’t be beat.
Now pencil down this litt le tip, don’t lay it on the shelf
Oh—Give your man a Xmas gift  like he would choose himself
Th e fl annel robes, pajamas, gloves and sweaters are immense
And special fancy socks that sell, three pairs for fi ft y cents.
Pigskin gloves of quality one dollar ninety-fi ve
And you’ll be proud to wear them, just as sure as you’re alive.
It’s mighty nigh impossible as I said once before
To tell about these bargains that you’ll fi nd at Symons store.41

In Des Moines, the F. W. Fitch Company, manufacturers of Fitch’s Dan-
druff  Remover Shampoo and Fitch’s Ideal Hair Tonic, sponsored a couple of 
programs in the mid-1930s that urged listeners to send in four-line original 
jingles (text only) along with a Fitch Shampoo cartoon. Five Bulova watches 
were given each week to the winners. For one program, the jingles were writ-
ten to the tune of “Mary Had a Litt le Lamb” (though it’s unclear if they were 
meant to be sung or if they were even sung on the air); the other program, 
which featured radio pioneer Wendell Hall, requested that jingles be set to 
the tune of his hit song “It Ain’t Gonna Rain No Mo’,” and those jingles were 
sung.42

But, by and large, the path to the stand-alone jingle as a national phe-
nomenon continued through theme songs to the use of songs selling goods 
that were embedded in programs. In 1936, Lehn and Fink, makers of Pebeco 
toothpaste and sponsors of the Pebeco Hour with Eddie Cantor, one of the 
biggest stars of the day and thought by many to be the best salesman on the 
air, broadcast a song praising the company’s toothpaste. In order to solidify its 
success with this program, Lehn and Fink provided its distributors with a card 
for window displays that featured a picture of Cantor, a reminder of the pro-
gram’s broadcast time and network, pictures of Pebeco products and prices, 
and the toothpaste’s jingle, music notation and all, entitled “Th e Cantor Can-
tata” (sung to the tune of “Schnitzelbank,” a popular German drinking song 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that is still occasionally 
heard). Reginald T. Townsend, an account executive at the advertising agency 
that produced the program, called this a “caroled commercial” and remarked 
that its popularity was so great “that thousands and thousands of requests 
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Figure 3.5 “The Cantor Cantata,” 1936.

fl ooded his Hollywood headquarters and forced an encore. Before his season 
ends it probably will be done many times more. Now it is called the ‘Cantor 
Cantata,’ and has been printed on a comic broadside for nation-wide distribu-
tion” (fi g. 3.5; example 3.9).43 Th e “Cantor Cantata” was a bit of a gimmick, 
however, and wasn’t standard practice at the time on national programs.44
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A few years later, in 1939, a daytime serial called Th e Life and Love of 
Dr. Susan, about a single woman doctor, employed jingles and was, according 
to Ed. Rice, the fi rst program to do so. Th e announcer, Frank Luther, was also 
a singer,

and we used to have him sing songs in the commercial. I think maybe they were 
the fi rst jingles, commercial jingles. Th ey weren’t the kind of jingles we have 
now because we didn’t repeat them over and over again like a Pepsi-Cola jingle, 
which was one of the early ones but each of the commercials had a litt le song 
in it that he would sing. Dick Leibert was the organist of the Radio City Music 
Hall and became the organist of Th e Life and Love of Dr. Susan, and we decided 
to have something a litt le diff erent. Every other show had an organ, so we would 
use a new instrument called a Novachord. It was one of the fi rst of the elec-
tronic keyboard instruments.45

Th e only recording I know of Th e Life and Love of Dr. Susan was made as a 
result of the National Archives requesting that station WJSV in Washington 
record its entire broadcast day, which was done on 21 September 1939.46 Th e 
show opens, as Rice recalled, with an announcement followed by a song. Th e 
program concludes with another song that references several popular songs of 
the day: “Th e Trail of the Lonesome Pine” (with the chorus line “In the Blue 
Ridge Mountains of Virginia”), “By the Beautiful Ohio,” “Carolina Moon,” 
and “On the 10:10 (from Ten-Ten-Tennessee)” (examples 3.10 and 3.11).

The First Stand-Alone Jingles

Despite the clear existence of stand-alone jingles on local stations, radio schol-
ars are generally agreed that a jingle for Wheaties breakfast cereal was the fi rst 
freestanding jingle that wasn’t simply pitching a local product (see fi g. 3.6). 
On Christmas Eve, 1926, radio station WCCO in Minneapolis, owned by the 
Washburn Crosby Company, the precursor to General Mills, broadcast what 
consensus believes to be the fi rst singing commercial. Th e station had mar-
keted Washburn Crosby Company products before, but the secretary of the 
company, whose idea it had been to purchase the radio station, said that it was 
time to “fi nd out what that radio station of ours is good for.”47

Th e task was turned over to the fi rst manager of the station, who devised 
a singing commercial, described by a historian of the company as “a model 



84 Chapter 3

Figure 3.6 The Wheaties Quartet, ca. 1926. (Courtesy of the General Mills Archives.)

of decorum, courtesy, and eff ectiveness. Th e Wheaties song did not threaten, 
intimidate, whisper to the snob, urge conspicuous waste, or commit any of 
the off enses against taste or truth of which many a later contribution to the 
literature has been guilty.”48 Th is commercial was sung by an amateur barber-
shop quartet—the Wheaties Quartet, naturally—consisting of an undertaker, 
a bailiff , a printer, and a businessman, each of whom received six dollars per 
week while the commercial was aired, an extravagant sum for unknown radio 
musicians in this era (example 3.12).49 Th e rather lugubrious song employs 
the lyrics

Have you tried Wheaties?
Th ey’re whole wheat with all of the bran.
Won’t you try Wheaties?
For wheat is the best food of man.
Th ey’re crispy, and crunchy, the whole year through
Th e kiddies never tire of them and neither will you
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So just try Wheaties
Th e best breakfast food in the land.

When General Mills contemplated discontinuing Wheaties in 1929, the 
company’s advertising manager pointed out that well over half of the total 
sales of Wheaties were occurring in the Minneapolis–St. Paul area, where the 
singing commercial had been heard for three years. “I believe,” said a mem-
ber of the advertising department, “that if the use of radio were extended to 
other territories these fi gures would be duplicated and that Wheaties need not 
be dropped.”50 Th e Wheaties Quartet, renamed the Gold Medal Fast Freight 
(Gold Medal is a brand of fl our still manufactured by General Mills), was 
broadcast coast-to-coast, a rare event in this era, in a half-hour program of bal-
lads and folk songs courtesy of the young Columbia Broadcasting System.51 
Th e Wheaties jingle is probably best known for its reuse as the theme song 
for the radio program Jack Armstrong, All-American Boy, which began in 1933, 
sponsored by Wheaties.

Th e Wheaties jingle was somewhat anomalous, since, as we have seen, 
most music and advertising practices until the end of the 1930s did not in-
volve stand-alone jingles; the Wheaties jingle did not change the nature of us-
ing music in broadcast advertising. Th e jingle that did that, however, appeared 
in 1939 and was the fi rst nationally broadcast freestanding singing commercial 
to transform broadcast advertising more generally. “Pepsi-Cola Hits the Spot” 
is one of the classics of the genre; Advertising Age listed this campaign as num-
ber 14 in the top 100 advertising campaigns ever, and it has been called “the 
most famous oral trademark of all time.”52 Pepsi used the jingle until 1958, 
when the price of Pepsi went up from a nickel, a low price emphasized in the 
song’s lyrics.53 Th e story of the jingle was recalled by Walter Mack, president 
of the company at the time, who said there was litt le money for advertising 
in this era of the company’s history, so he therefore sought new and less ex-
pensive means of promoting the product such as skywriting. Pepsi had also 
begun a cartoon in 1939 featuring the Keystone Kops types “Pepsi” and “Pete” 
(pictured on the sheet music in fi g. 3.7), who used the line “Twice as much 
for a nickel.”54

Th en, one day in 1939, two casually dressed young men came into Mack’s 
offi  ce (having been recommended by an advertising agency) and played a 
demo of “Pepsi-Cola Hits the Spot” on a portable phonograph (example 3.13). 
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Mack writes that he had litt le use for radio advertising in this period, believ-
ing that people didn’t pay att ention to it. But “here was something diff erent. 
It was amusing, entertaining, and catchy—although at the time I had no idea 
just how catchy—and it was short, just thirty seconds.”55 (Actually, the jingle 
began life as a fi ft een-second version as part of a spoken commercial; the au-
thors thought that it would take at least that long for an irritated listener to 
get up and turn off  the radio.)56 Mack off ered the duo, Alan Bradley Kent and 
Austen Herbert Croom-Johnson (who went by Ginger Johnson; fi g. 3.8), fi ve 
hundred dollars up front, with the promise of another fi ft een hundred dollars 
if the commercial was successful.57 Th ey sold the rights to the jingle to Pepsi-
Cola early in 1940.58

Mack’s advertising agency, Newell-Emmett , didn’t support the jingle, be-
lieving it to be too soft -sell.59 And Mack had a diffi  cult time selling the com-
mercial to NBC, which told him that it never sold advertising airtime in less 
than fi ve-minute blocks. Mack tried CBS to no avail, but eventually located a 

Figure 3.7 “Pepsi-Cola Hits the Spot,” sheet music, front cover, 1940. 
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small radio station in New Jersey that was desperate for cash and sold Mack 
thirty- and sixty-second spots. Aft er two weeks, Pepsi sales in this listening 
area were up, so Mack’s advertising agency bought more time on other sta-
tions in the area.60 Th e jingle was becoming so popular that CBS and NBC 
relented and sold Mack the shorter time slots that he wanted, for fear (ac-
cording to Mack) that advertisers would think they could operate without the 
networks.61 “What made the jingle great, and what saved it from dying long 
ago,” said the Pepsi-Cola account executive at Newell-Emmett , “was Mack’s 
decision to play the song alone.”62 Th e early version of the jingle was so popu-
lar that the company fully orchestrated the song, hired a known band, and had 
recordings made, eventually receiving orders for over one hundred thousand 
discs for jukebox use;63 over a million recordings were eventually released.64 
Th e song became the fi rst freestanding jingle played from coast to coast by 
the networks; a lett er from an NBC executive to Mack dated 13 March 1941 
thanked Mack profusely for the order for the jingle to be aired over 135 sta-
tions.65 “By 1941,” Mack claimed, “that litt le jingle had been broadcast 296,426 
times over 469 stations.”66 Mack was later to assert that he was “the fi rst on the 

Figure 3.8 Alan Bradley Kent and Austen Herbert Croom-Johnson, 1940s. (Author’s collection.)
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Figure 3.9 Alan Bradley Kent and Austen Herbert Croom-Johnson: 

“Pepsi-Cola Hits the Spot,” sheet music, 1940. 

jingle.”67 In 1948, Mack installed a set of electronic chimes on top of Pepsi’s 
Long Island City, New York, plant that played the fi rst seven notes of the jingle 
every half hour.68 A 1942 survey showed that the jingle was the best-known 
tune in America.69 In 1944, the New York Times reported that the jingle had 
been played more than a million times, and was still being heard daily on 
350 stations.70 It was so popular it was translated into fi ft y-fi ve languages.71 
And cover versions were released, such as a 1940s version with some lyrics 
changed, but much of Pepsi’s jingle intact (example 3.14).

Pepsi and Pete were also featured in cartoon shorts advertising Pepsi 
(example 3.15). Th e lyrics that refer to “twelve full ounces” and the cost of 
a nickel refer to the standard practice in the era of selling soft  drinks in six-
ounce bott les, so Pepsi in this jingle was touting its product as being twice 
as much for the standard price; the Magazine of Wall Street noted that this 
fact was a major aspect of Pepsi’s advertising.72 During the Depression, twice 
as much for the same nickel was compelling. Emphasizing quantity in this 
way was part of the new vocabulary businesses began using in this period 
to att empt to reclaim leadership on economic issues from New Dealers, as 
William L. Bird Jr. has writt en.73

As so many jingle precursors were, the melody was derived from a preexist-
ing tune, an eighteenth-century British folk song, “Do Ye Ken John Peel,” that 
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was already known in the United States.74 Th e song was in the public domain 
and therefore royalty-free; for this reason, using public domain materials for 
jingles became a common strategy. Kent and Johnson also wrote that they 
chose this song because they “sensed how well suited it was to the light mood 
of a cola beverage.”75

Later, aft er the war, the lyrics were changed, since advertising a low price in 
good times didn’t work, according to Pepsi-Cola advertising executive Philip 
Hinerfeld.76 When the amount of sugar used was reduced, the lyrics were re-
tooled, and sung by Polly Bergen in the early 1950s:

Pepsi-Cola’s up to date,
For modern folks who watch their weight.
We made it light and dry for you,
Refreshing without fi lling, too.77

Bergen also recorded a “barn dance” version of the music for a television com-
mercial in the 1950s (example 3.16).

Th e success of the Pepsi jingle made Kent and Johnson’s careers and helped 
lay the foundations of the postwar jingle business. In October 1940, Life mag-
azine reported that Kent and Johnson were responsible for 90 percent of all 
one-minute spots.78 Th eir minimum fee went to $2,500, and in one case they 
were able to “lease-lend” a soap powder song for a $20,000 retainer.79 A 1948 
article estimated that to broadcast Kent and Johnson’s commercial music, ad-
vertisers and their agencies had spent roughly $200 million.80 Th eir success, 
and that of later composers, meant that jingle composers could demand forces 
larger than a few singers or instrumentalists. Th eir jingle “Pillsbury’s Pancake 
Serenade,” for example, employed twenty-three brass instruments, a Ham-
mond organ, and male voice, a size of ensemble that most classical composers 
in the United States in this period would have counted themselves lucky to 
have.81

Not everyone accepted jingles, however. Pepsi’s jingle stimulated an effl  o-
rescence of such tunes, so much so that in only a few years, listeners were com-
plaining; the New York Times radio station WQXR banned singing commer-
cials early in 1944, stating that such commercials “were apt to create ill-will 
among listeners and ultimately work to the disadvantage of the advertiser.”82 
(Th e “Pepsi-Cola Hits the Spot” jingle evaded WQXR’s ban by being played 
on a celeste only, without vocals, and was heard three or four times per day 
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that way;83 a 1957 article in Advertising Age noted that instrumental versions of 
jingles could slip through WQXR’s ban.)84 A network executive later in 1944 
complimented those “stations . . . in full possession of their senses, which re-
fuse to accept the musical spots.”85 Nonetheless, the eff ectiveness of jingles—
wrapping up a hard-sell pitch in a sugarcoated musical treat—ensured their 
survival, and, indeed, jingles became an important means of selling for decades.

The Heyday of the Jingle

I would rather play Chiquita Banana and have my swimming pool than play Bach 

and starve.

—Xavier Cugat, famous bandleader of the 1940s and 1950s

Th e popularity of the Pepsi jingle was such that jingle production companies 
began to form and to advertise their services, musicians got to work, and 
networks tried to drum up business; music wasn’t produced by advertising 
agencies themselves as much as it had been in the past.86 NBC made a pitch 
in 1948 to Borden, the dairy company, by saying, “Th rough what medium 
can your slogans become part of the American language? ( Jell-O Again; Duz 
Does Everything; Pepsi-Cola Hits the Spot, etc.).”87 Th ere was even talk in 
the industry of jingle-playing faucets for soda fountains.88 Such was the craze 
for jingles aft er the success of the Pepsi jingle that an entrepreneurial radio 
announcer in New York decided to write weather reports as jingles. He wrote 
sixty jingles on various weather conditions, recorded them, and sold them to 
radio stations—jingles with lyrics such as:

Today’s a day I’d really like to skip,
For damp and nasty days, it is a pip!
Outside we’ve got a mess of fog,
It shouldn’t happen to a dog,
And I think the weather man’s a darn old drip!

His company also branched out into time jingles:

Oh Goodness Gracious! Sakes alive!
Darned if the clock don’t say it’s fi ve!
Five o’clock, fi ve o’clock, fi ve o’clock.89
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(As far as I can tell, recordings no longer exist, so one doesn’t know what these 
jingles sounded like.)

Other jingles of the era registered the growing U.S. interest in far-off  peo-
ples and places, kindled in part by U.S. servicemen’s time abroad. Th e most fa-
mous of these is the Chiquita Banana jingle, introduced in late in 1944, which 
was used for decades. It began as a one-minute commercial, arranged and 
recorded by Mack Shopnick (fi gs. 3.10 and 3.11; example 3.17). Disney also 
produced a commercial for theatrical use in 1947 (example 3.18).90

Th is jingle was declared “the undisputed No. 1 on the jingle-jangle hit pa-
rade” by Time magazine in 1945, and, according to the brand’s website, was 
played 376 times a day on the radio; another source says that by November 
1945, the jingle was being heard over 138 stations in the United States and 
over 24 stations in Canada;91 by early 1946, it was heard on over 155 stations 
in the United States and 30 in Canada at least 15 times each week.92 Various re-
corded versions were issued by famous musicians such as Xavier Cugat, Gene 
Krupa, Vincent Lopez, and Carmen Miranda, and nearly one million record-
ings were sold.93 Th e popularity of this jingle was such that navy students at a 
midwestern college voted Chiquita Banana the girl they would “most like to 
get into a refrigerator with”;94 women workers at an aircraft  manufacturing 
plant told a reporter for the company newspaper that they sang the song every 
morning; the jingle was used by the Famine Emergency Committ ee during 
World War II urging Americans to save fats, wheat, and oils by using fresh 
fruits and vegetables.95

On the Alec Templeton Show aired in New York City on 2 June 1946, the 
jingle was presented as a faux opera (Templeton was a Welsh composer and 
pianist), with maestro “Arturo Templitini,” parodying the immensely famous 
conductor Arturo Toscanini. Th e announcer mimics the announcer for the 
Metropolitan Opera radio broadcasts, the music operaticizes the original jin-
gle melody, and the words impart the same information as the jingle’s lyrics 
(example 3.19).

Th e jingle began with “the idea of personifying the banana as a Latin-
American girl who sings in a characteristic Calypso rhythm,” according to a 
trade book.96 But the United Fruit Company argued that the purpose of Chi-
quita Banana was not to sell bananas, which were in short supply during war-
time, but to educate the public about them. What Chiquita sang, according to 
BBDO, the advertising agency that produced the jingle, was a hit tune made 
out of an educational story.97



Figure 3.10 Chiquita Banana, promotional music, 1945. (Words and music by Garth Montgomery, 

Leonard Mackenzie, and William Wirges. Copyright © 1945 [renewed] by Music Sales 

Shawnee, a Division of Tom Cat Music Inc. International copyright secured. 

All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission.)
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Figure 3.11 Chiquita Banana, sheet music cover, 1946. (Words and music by Garth Montgomery, 

Leonard Mackenzie, and William Wirges. Copyright © 1945 [renewed] by Music Sales 

Shawnee, a Division of Tom Cat Music Inc. International copyright secured. 

All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission.)

Th e war revealed a great deal as to the malnutrition prevalent in this country 
. . . it seems prett y obvious that any food which people like and can be made to 
realize is good for them and their families, particularly the children, they will 
include in their “eating.”

It is our belief that this educational radio eff ort properly carried out will re-
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sult in the public realizing as it never has before the contribution its neighbors 
to the south of us have to make to the health and well being of the nation.

Our offi  cials are also of the fi rm conviction that the only foundation on 
which an industry or business can be built to last is in the fi nal analysis that 
it makes a sound contribution to people’s needs. It is on the confi dent prem-
ise that bananas have such a contribution to make that this radio eff ort is 
undertaken.98

So the lyrics, as many still recall, informed listeners that brown spots on ba-
nanas are desirable, and that, since they are tropical fruits, they shouldn’t be 
put in the refrigerator.

While the above statement might seem to be disingenuous, the United 
Fruit Company conducted tests to determine the ad’s educational eff ective-
ness. Aft er a few weeks of broadcasting, BBDO conducted 500 interviews in 
Baltimore and learned that 90 percent of those interviewed knew Chiquita’s 
advice about storing bananas.99 In January 1945, the jingle was played twice 
over station WOLF in Syracuse, New York, a station that had never aired it 
before. A “panel of housewives” was asked to listen to the jingle and was asked 
questions about the content of the lyrics, generating 513 responses. Answers 
to the question “How do you tell when bananas are fully ripe?” generated 
responses that were 95.5 percent correct; answers to the question “Where 
should bananas never be kept” were 100 percent correct.100

In May, another test was conducted over station WMAL in Washington, 
DC. Th is time, listeners were asked to write out and send in the lyrics with a 
short lett er saying what they had learned from the song. Th e results:

23 had the words lett er-perfect; 21 had one error; 15 had two; 11 had three; 
10 had four; and 12 had fi ve. Th e errors were so slight as to be unimportant. 
In other words, 71% had the message practically perfect. Th e balance, or 29%, 
made six or more errors of omissions, spelling and punctuation . . . but all 
understood the message—and all were of the opinion that the song was catchy, 
pleasant, and presented its story in a delightful and eff ective way.101

United Fruit Company was able to conclude: “We are most happy over the 
fact that we believe the child or adult who is not familiar with our jingle and its 
message is the exception and not the rule.”102
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As with many successful jingles, both the musical arrangement and the 
lyrics have been updated over time; the lyrics were last modernized in 1999 
(example 3.20):

I’m Chiquita Banana and I’ve come to say
I off er good nutrition in a simple way
When you eat a Chiquita you’ve done your part
To give every single day a healthy start
Underneath the crescent yellow
You’ll fi nd vitamins and great taste
With no fat, you just can’t beat ’em
You’ll feel bett er when you eat ’em
Th ey’re a gift  from Mother Nature and a natural addition to your table
For wholesome, healthy, pure bananas—look for Chiquita’s label!103

Jingles and Television in the Immediately Postwar Era

Jingles were receiving suffi  cient att ention by the mid-1940s that specialists 
were beginning to off er taxonomies; Charles Hull Wolfe wrote that jingles fell 
into several classifi cations: prerecorded jingles could be a “chain break” type 
of only fi ft een or twenty seconds (the Pepsi jingle was his example); other 
types were classifi ed by length, down to a fi ve-second recorded tag on live an-
nouncements. Live jingles included local program themes; brief musical iden-
tifi cations; fi ft een- to twenty-second jingles used before or aft er commercial 
announcements; and longer jingles of fi ft y to seventy seconds.104 Whether or 
not one accepts Wolfe’s categorizations, it is clear that in less than a decade, 
the jingle had proliferated into a number of diff erent usages.

Wolfe also noted the “new trend in one-minute jingles . . . toward the 
tune that follows the popular song format,” and urged readers to adhere to 
this trend, in part because the public was used to it, and also because it had 
a built-in repetition of the main melody, which made it easier to remember; 
“Chiquita Banana” was an example.105 And Wolfe listed four “advertising de-
vices that are especially important in jingle lyrics”:

(a) the “You appeal” that sings directly to the listener, as in Palmolive’s “Oh, 
shavers, if you crave”; (b) the emotional appeal that talks to the heart rather 
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than to the mind, as in Colgate’s “Don’t take a chance on your romance”; 
(c) the testimonial, used largely in the “I” or “we” form by the singers them-
selves as in “I go for a man who wears an Adam Hat”; and (d) exactness, as in 
“Just as Jell-O’s six delicious locked-in fl avors can’t be beaten, so the proof of 
Jell-O puddin’s in the eatin’.”106

(Th is is the fi rst time the question of emotional appeal has appeared in the 
trade press with respect to music, a subject I will take up in the next chapter).

Wolfe also cautioned jingle composers to make sure they hadn’t fallen into 
any of the common pitfalls that beset bad jingles, including “voices [that] 
lacked natural sincerity, happy exuberance, and good singing style.”107 “Happy 
exuberance” oft en meant that jingles were composed in a style that was remi-
niscent of a musicalized nursery rhyme, whether or not the product was aimed 
at children; one composer was blunt about this, saying that jingles must have 
a gimmick, “a twist, something the kids will pick up, ape, chant or sing.”108 
Regardless of whether it was aimed at children, this sound was successful with 
them; an article in Nation consulted a study by the Youth Research Institute 
and noted that children quickly picked up jingles that they liked. “Even fi ve-
year-olds sing beer commercials over and over again with gusto.” Children 
sing commercials throughout the day at no charge to the advertiser, with the 
added benefi t that “they are also much more diffi  cult to turn off .”109

Around the same time as the publication of Wolfe’s how-to guide, a brief 
interview in the New Yorker gave some additional insight into how advertis-
ing music worked in the immediately postwar era. Th e radio program director 
would give the arranger percentages; a “sixty-forty jingle” was one that was 
60 percent instrumental and 40 percent vocal. Advertising agencies deter-
mined the size of the instrumental group (based on budgets, one assumes), 
which, according to this article, could run from a male quartet of singers to 
a Ford commercial, “Bring Your Ford Back Home,” which permitt ed the ar-
ranger, Mack Shopnick, twelve instrumentalists, sixteen singers, and a solo-
ist.110 Shopnick worked at home; recording was done in studios rented by the 
advertising agency, which normally also hired the musicians, though some-
times Shopnick was expected to provide his own musicians, which he hired 
from a regular pool “by calling them at their homes, by visiting certain bars, 
and by standing on the sidewalk in front of 1265 Sixth Avenue, where Local 
802 of the American Federation of Musicians has its headquarters.”111
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Television

Th e sound of jingles changed litt le with the advent of television, probably be-
cause advertising agencies’ lack of understanding of television in its early years 
meant that radio practices continued. Adman Fairfax M. Cone said that the 
arrival of television was rocky, for nobody knew what to do with it. It proved 
not to be “radio with pictures,” which was how it was fi rst envisaged. Early 
television was “litt le more than vaudeville brought into the country’s living 
rooms,” he wrote.112 Radio techniques didn’t work.

Because of the ban on making recordings between 1942 and 1944 orga-
nized by the American Federation of Musicians (seeking a bett er deal with 
record  companies—this is commonly known as the “Petrillo ban,” named 
aft er the AFM president, James Petrillo), early television jingles were unac-
companied, or accompanied by instruments not recognized by the union, 
such as the ukulele, tiple (a steel-stringed instrument similar to the ukulele), 
Jew’s harps, kazoos, children’s xylophones, toy pianos, and sand blocks.113 
Austen Herbert Croom-Johnson described the permissible instruments as 
harmonicas, jawbones of asses, lutes, dulcimers, musical saws, lyres, and 
electric Jew’s harps.114 Singers would also imitate the sound of instruments: 
“Some of our people,” said Robert Foreman of BBDO in 1950, “can dub in a 
bass fi ddle by blowing a ‘puck-puck-puck’ sound close to the mike. Th ere’s 
one guy who does the snare drum, trumpet, and sax by breathing through 
his nose. He must be making a small fortune out of T.V. sound tracks.”115 
In 1951, when the AFM temporarily banned the use of musicians in certain 
types of commercials, the jingle industry responded by employing whis-
tling, hand clapping, and electronics.116 Some of these techniques remained 
in the business.

Gett ing a jingle on the air in the early television era wasn’t much diff erent 
than in early radio. A New Yorker article described the process: Two young 
men entered the offi  ce of the vice president in charge of radio and television 
copy for the BBDO advertising agency, Robert Foreman:

“Let’s have it,” Foreman said.
Th e two men cleared their throats and, tapping out time, loudly sang a jingle 

in praise of Calso, a gasoline.
“It’ll do,” said Foreman. Th e two men departed.117
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Th e jingle was sung to the tune of “Litt le Brown Jug,” which satisfi ed Foreman 
for it was in the public domain and thus royalty-free.

Nursery-rhyme jingles continued, but there were jingles aimed at adults as 
well. Consolidated Cigar aired a spot in 1951 that featured a male and female 
soft -shoe routine, with Muriel, the animated lady cigar, asking, “Why don’t you 
pick me up and smoke me sometime?” Th is Clio Award–winning commercial 
“annually received hundreds of requests for the commercial’s music and lyrics 
from viewers wanting to dress up as the sexy cigar” (example 3.21).118

For the fi rst few decades of their existence, jingles tended to track trends 
in popular music—with some lag time—though they were almost always un-
remitt ingly cheerful and upbeat, using happy tunes to sweeten the frequently 
bland information contained in the lyrics. Th ey worked simply, by trying to 
create a positive aff ect around a particular product, occasionally promising 
something, whether suavity and att ractiveness to women (“Brylcreem,” music 
by John P. Atherton, words by Hanley Norins; example 3.22), or white teeth 
(“You’ll Wonder Where the Yellow Went,” for Pepsodent, by Don Williams, 
one of the fi rst commercials aimed at the teenage audience, according to Lin-
coln Diamant; example 3.23).119

Fairfax M. Cone handled the campaign for Pepsodent and had litt le to say 
about the jingle, but the insider information is still telling. Th e problem the 
brand faced was that its main competitor, Colgate, was wintergreen fl avored, 
which was more popular than Pepsodent’s peppermint fl avor. Th e equation 
of fresh breath / clean teeth was well established, and Cone thought that his 
company couldn’t beat Colgate on the breath question. It found in a scrap pile 
the famous “You’ll wonder where the yellow went” phrase, and rescued it for 
the campaign. Cone claimed:

Nothing like this had happened since the early days of radio when the latest 
antics of Amos and Andy or the barbed wit of Bob Hope were reported and 
repeated as a part of the life of each day. Th e only diff erence was that this was 
strictly business. It was the fi rst new approach to dentifrice advertising since 
Colgate had promised: It cleans your breath as it cleans your teeth.120

Cone said he gave the hastily put together jingle and newspaper ad the 
shortest introduction for a client he had ever given: he briefl y introduced 
the recording with no explanation and asked simply for a yes or no from his 
clients.
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When I played the record, and before I could unfold the newspaper advertise-
ment, Bill Eastham [“the peppy Pepsodent marketing manager”] said, “How 
soon can you get it on the air?” He didn’t wait for either [Milton] Mumford 
[president of Lever Bros.] or [Edward] Hicks [in charge of the Pepsodent divi-
sion] to say anything, and when they did it was only to echo his question.121

Cone wrote that the success of the jingle was such that Harry Truman para-
phrased the line—“You’ll wonder where the voters went”—and Cone claimed 
that Pepsodent’s sales doubled.122 Elsewhere, he wrote that the Pepsodent 
campaign on the radio kept sales steady, while the introduction of Crest’s new 
toothpaste resulted in drops in sales of other brands.123

Th e rise and success of jingles such as this occurred during the Great De-
pression, when advertisers and advertising agencies gradually abandoned the 
gingerliness with which they treated audiences at the beginning of the radio 
era: “Hard times meant a hard sell,” writes Stephen Fox.124 Jingles in this pe-
riod, and aft er the conclusion of World War II, were uniformly happy, upbeat, 
and relentless, promoting not only particular commodities but also the con-
tinuation of consumer culture itself, which radio had played a powerful role in 
shaping in the 1920s. Alan Bradley Kent and Austen Herbert Croom-Johnson, 
cowriters of the landmark Pepsi jingle in 1939, wrote a decade later that jin-
gles “should be a pleasing and intriguing form of sugar-coating the advertis-
ing pill,” a musical strategy that would last for decades, until the next wave 
of heightened consumption practices began in the 1980s, the subject of later 
chapters.125
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If you don’t have an emotional hook, baby, you don’t have 

a prayer.

—Paul Stevens, I Can Sell You Anything, 1972

4
Music, Mood, and Television
The Use of Emotion in Advertising Music in the 

1950s and 1960s

Introduction

One of the most striking aspects of early advertising music 
and discourses around it was that aff ect or mood was al-
most never mentioned, even though emotional selling was 
already an important aspect of print advertising from early 
in the twentieth century, as historians of advertising have 
shown.1 Music was chosen for its ability to be evocative—
as peppy sounds for eff ervescent ginger ale, for example—
or cheery, to sell practically anything. Judging by the sound 
of these jingles, aff ect was surely a consideration—dirges 
were not employed to sell anything. But aff ect was largely 
an unspoken concern. Th is, of course, makes sense, because 
with radio one cannot see the product being sold: it had to 
be animated with music, given a personality. Aft er the rise 
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of television, the practice of imparting a personality to a product didn’t disap-
pear, but was joined by the now-ubiquitous strategy of using music for emo-
tional manipulation, providing an aff ective underpinning for visuals.

While the postwar moment brought a number of important changes and 
strategies in the world of advertising, this chapter will focus on the question 
of emotion in music, since it continues to be central to how advertising music 
is conceptualized today; the following chapter will return to the history of the 
jingle, including its decline, to examine other shift s in the industry following 
World War II.

Heightened Consumption after World War II

Th e onset of the Cold War brought with it an increased sense of the impor-
tance of consumption as a civic duty that diff erentiated Americans from So-
viets, but it did not vanquish the upbeat musical sales pitch in the form of the 
jingle. Th e Cold War, did, however, usher in a new strategy for the use of music 
in advertising and the promotion of new forms of American consumer cul-
ture. Lizabeth Cohen has writt en of two competing ideologies with respect to 
consumption in the twentieth century, the “citizen consumer,” who consumed 
out of a sense of civic duty during the Depression and World War II, and the 
“purchaser consumer” of the same era, whose consumption was based more 
on self-interest. But aft er the war, she argues, another ideal emerged, that of 
the “purchaser as citizen” in a new “Consumer’s Republic,” in which consum-
ers acting out of their personal desires could view themselves as acting in the 
public interest, helping to bring the country out of its Depression doldrums.2

Cohen writes vividly of the postwar moment aft er the initial boom in pur-
chasing. What was to come next? Manufacturers made more products, and 
in a greater variety, including what were known in the industry as “parity 
products”—goods that were scarcely diff erent from one another, giving the 
impression of a wealth of products in contrast to the few and standardized 
goods available under the previous regime of capitalism.3 Obsolescence was 
planned, even accelerated.

American consumption reached new heights in this period, driven in large 
part by the advertising industry, which grew enormously in this era, fi nding 
new ways to sell by using psychology. In 1945, total billings of the ten largest 
agencies were $383,000,000; by 1960, billings had more than quadrupled, to 
$1,592,800,000.4 Archival documents bear out the increased role assumed by 
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advertising agencies. A J. Walter Th ompson Company in-house publication 
from 1955 entitled Huge New Markets said:

Th e att ainment of new levels of prosperity will depend largely on our recog-
nition that expanding consumption through mass movements to bett er living 
standards is the key to keeping our production and employment high—and is 
the key to a strong defense and a balanced budget.

Th is is a challenge to marketing, because the change from a production 
economy, heavily infl uenced by government, to a consumption economy of in-
dividual enterprise places the burden on selling, on fi nding needs and creating 
desires and on improving products or developing new products to meet these 
needs and potential desires.

We have experienced the miracle of production—now, through the magic of 
consumption, we have the opportunity to keep our economy dynamic and grow-
ing. Th e magic of consumption off ers an opportunity for utilizing our increased 
productive ability in the positive form of a bett er standard of living.5

Th e document continues by citing statistics about federal expenditures 
and increasing consumption, then returns to exhortative mode, noting that 
American consumers’ spending habits are diffi  cult to change.

Th ere is the task of educating the American people to accept and work for 
the higher standard of living that their productive ability warrants. Selling 
and advertising can play a major part in the constructive urge to bett er living 
standards. And, as the standard of living advances along with productivity, the 
new and expanded markets thus created will have a magical infl uence on indus-
trial growth and progress, on private fi nancing and on increasing government 
revenues.6

It isn’t necessary to point out the success of this approach, which, even aft er 
the onset of the Great Recession of the 2000s and 2010s, shows litt le sign of 
losing its adherents.

Motivation Research

Th e newfound interest in emotion in the 1950s was in part a product of the 
penchant for Freudianism and other psychological theories of the time, for 
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psychoanalysis was on the rise, becoming commonplace among the urban 
middle classes.7 Sherry B. Ortner has writt en of the Freudianism fad in the 
1950s and the ways that it pervaded American culture, thematized in many 
forms of popular culture, in fi lms such as Forbidden Planet from 1956, in which 
the threat proves to be not a creature but the id of the chief scientist. And 
there is Grace Metalious’s novel Peyton Place from the same year, in which an 
important male character, whose father is dead, receives enemas every night 
from his mother and later turns out to be gay.

Despite the interest in Freud held by advertising agencies, introducing the 
idea of the utility of music as a mood manager to advertising was a slow pro-
cess, for as many have observed, early television was conceptualized simply 
as “radio with pictures”; the transition from radio to television was slow and 
arduous. Yet the almost complete absence of discussions of mood and mu-
sic in the early television era is still striking, since in the realm of fi lm music, 
even before sound, mood was central.8 What is noteworthy in the case of fi lm 
versus radio is the distinction between them with respect to the question of 
aff ect, even though radio and fi lm production became intertwined and inter-
related early on.9 Before World War II, there were occasional considerations 
of the question, though they were rare; even a 1935 volume entitled Th e Psy-
chology of Radio confi nes itself largely to questions of audience preferences, 
which was what most publications were concerned with in this era, though 
near the end, the book included a brief meditation on music’s ability to ex-
press “the basic feeling-tone—the mood, emotion, or desire—that underlies 
all experience.”10

But such writings were unusual. Discussions of the importance of aff ect 
in radio do not enter mainstream advertising music discourse until the late 
1950s (and by the 1990s became something of an academic subfi eld that I 
will discuss briefl y below). In part, these early considerations were driven, I 
believe, not only by the advent of television but also by several other factors: 
the research of Ernest Dichter, whose ideas were further promoted by news-
paper advertising man Pierre Martineau in a book published in 1957, and the 
critique of Dichter’s work that appeared in the best seller Th e Hidden Persuad-
ers by Vance Packard, also from 1957. Th e use of insights from psychology 
in advertising had a long history before Dichter (perhaps the most famous 
marker of the promise the industry felt that psychology off ered was J. Wal-
ter Th ompson Company’s hiring of the well-known behavioral psychologist 
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John B. Watson in 1920), but it was Dichter’s development of “motivation re-
search” that marked a new era in the use of psychology in advertising.

Ernest Dichter (1907–91) earned a PhD in psychology from the Univer-
sity of Vienna and immigrated to New York City in 1938, where he worked for 
fi ve years under Paul Lazarsfeld, the pioneer in audience research, and later 
founded the Institute for Motivational Research in 1946. Not without a fl air 
for self-promotion, Dichter became rather notorious when he concluded in a 
study for Chrysler in 1939 that men viewed sedans as their wives but convert-
ibles as mistresses; Dichter advised Chrysler to use convertibles in the show-
room window as bait to draw male customers in, a strategy that substantially 
increased Chrysler’s sedan sales.11

Another one of Dichter’s arguments that illustrates his perspective con-
cerned ice cream.

Most ice cream advertising . . . strives to impress the public with the superior 
quality and fl avor of one particular ice cream. Th ese claims are augmented and 
illustrated with beautiful dishes of ice cream. To the advertiser the combination 
of copy and illustration adds up to good advertising. But is it enough—should 
not his goal be greater?

A psychological study showed the “voluptuous” nature of ice cream to be 
one of its main appeals. In talking about ice cream, people commented: “You 
feel you can drown yourself in it,” and “You want to get your whole mouth into 
it.” Nothing, however, in the advertising produced the eff ect which this psycho-
logical study showed they should have. Th e advertisements were not designed 
so as to satisfy people’s desire for voluptuousness. Instead they created a feeling 
of neatness, an expectancy of sober enjoyment in eating X ice cream—all far 
removed from the emotionally loaded feelings most people have for ice cream.12

Not surprisingly, Dichter thought that the more quantitative kinds of ap-
proaches in other types of audience research were fl awed.

What struck me, coming from clinical psychology and psychoanalytic research, 
was that people were being asked through questionnaires why they were buying 
milk . . . and I just couldn’t swallow that. It was almost comparable to asking 
people why they thought they were neurotic or to a physician asking a patient 
whatever disease he thought he had. I started fi ghting against that.13
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To improve these superfi cial interviews, Dichter developed a technique 
he called “depth interviewing,” which, he wrote, is “a procedure by which the 
respondent achieves an insight in to his own motivations. In other words, for 
the respondent it is a sort of introspective method.” “In a depth interview,” 
Dichter continued, “the interviewer att empts to bring about a full and sponta-
neous expression of att itudes from the respondent.”14 Elsewhere, Dichter de-
scribed the depth interview as having been designed “to elicit the freest pos-
sible associations on the part of the respondent,” as a way of determining “the 
meaning of the consumer’s behavior rather than relying strictly upon her own 
explanation.”15 Th is and other techniques, some of which were more quantita-
tive, could help the interviewer understand if people liked a certain brand of 
gum because it was fun (“bubble blowing”) or because it evoked a feeling of 
aggressiveness (“tougher chewing”).16

Dichter’s infl uential ideas were popularized by Pierre Martineau, director 
of research and marketing for the Chicago Tribune, who was one of the fi rst 
to proselytize for the importance of aff ect in advertising: “One of the great 
reawakenings of human thought has been occasioned by the rediscovery of 
feeling. For 300 years men have worshiped at the altar of Reason,” he wrote.17 
Martineau believed that artists, as well as parents and salesmen, had always 
understood the importance of feelings in shaping human behavior, but ratio-
nality denied this.18 Admitt ing that advertising practices already made much 
use of aff ective devices, Martineau said that aff ect had almost no presence 
in advertising theory, and that many of the aff ective qualities of ads were re-
moved at the insistence of people on the business side because those on the 
creative side didn’t have a way to articulate the importance of aff ect. But, he 
asserted, even the best sales techniques needed some sort of aff ective device 
to accompany them.19 Martineau thus believed that the practices of advertis-
ing must change, making room for feeling and emotions.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, not everyone viewed positions such as Dichter’s 
and Martineau’s with favor. Vance Packard att acked Dichter in Th e Hidden 
Persuaders, believing that America had moved into a world of Big Brother, and 
that “the use of mass psychoanalysis to guide campaigns of persuasion has 
become the basis of a multimillion-dollar industry.”20 Successfully perceiving 
advertisers’ and marketers’ strategy, Packard argued that one of the reasons 
for the rise of “motivation research” was that the post–World War II glut of 
products on the market that weren’t very diff erent from one another—parity 
products—necessitated a diff erent kind of advertising, one that didn’t rely 
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on logic or assumptions of the rational consumer. Bett y Friedan also assailed 
Dich ter in Th e Feminine Mystique for his culpability in att empting to interpel-
late women as housewives and mothers and convincing them that commodi-
ties could provide what they lacked in their lives.21

Music

It is not clear if musicians were participating in these debates, though surely 
some were familiar with Packard’s best-selling book. Nonetheless, the idea of 
the utility of employing music for its aff ective qualities was slow to take hold 
in the world of advertising. Even in the late 1950s, advertising textbook au-
thors were still discussing emotion in simplistic ways that show no greater 
degree of sophistication than the few prewar writings.22 Th e only shift  from 
the straightforwardly happy jingle in this era began around the same time that 
the United States entered World War II, when the march began to be used 
frequently as the basis for radio, and later television, jingles (example 4.1, 
“L-A-V-A,” a jingle that was introduced on the CBS radio program Th e FBI in 
Peace and War in about 1944).23 But most marches remained upbeat, whether 
selling cigarett es or breakfast cereal or razors (Gillett e, “To Look Sharp,” 1953, 
example 4.2, by Mahlon Merrick) or, especially, beer, obviously drawing on 
the German beer-drinking tradition (“My Beer Is Rheingold, the Dry Beer!,” 
1950s, example 4.3). Aff ectively, these examples are quite straightforward, but 
in their exhortative directness, they help make clear the combining of mili-
tary and industrial interests that were coupled with the increasing pressure on 
Americans to conceptualize consumption as an important civic and patriotic 
duty during the Cold War. Th e martial nature of many jingles lasted almost as 
long as the form itself.

Nonetheless, advertising agencies were beginning, however feebly, to be-
come more interested in the eff ectiveness of music used in advertising with 
respect to the question of emotion by the very late 1950s; a 1959 study re-
vealed that music was used most when the advertising copy was motivational 
rather than informational.24 A memorandum from the J. Walter Th ompson 
Company the following year said that not much was known about the ques-
tion of the eff ectiveness of music, but that “basically, it is felt that music . . . 
helps set and maintain the feel or mood of the commercial. It complements 
the copy and picture portion while acting as a unifying cohesive force. It gets 
under the viewers [sic] skin and helps make the commercial something more 
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than just ‘a commercial.’”25 And an advertising practitioner urged his readers 
in 1961 to recognize the potential of music in commercials, pointing out how 
music in advertising could learn from the use of music in fi lm and television. 
Like several publications in this era, this article mentioned Henry Mancini’s 
theme music for the television program Peter Gunn: jazzy, dark, foreboding. 
Th e main argument the author forwards for the use of music in commercials 
concerns the service that music can provide in establishing mood.26

Yet sophisticated conceptions of music and emotion were slow in com-
ing. In 1959, Benefi cial Finance decided to employ music in its commercial; 
the “theory was that additional warmth and public understanding would be 
conveyed via the musical notes,” according to an article in the trade press in 
1962.27 Phil Davis, a leading jingle composer in the 1950s and 1960s, was hired 
to make those notes, explaining his process thus:

Th e lyrics and music of a service commercial, like Benefi cial Finance, go be-
yond the literal.

A man may have a pressing fi nancial problem, which may or may not be in 
the forefront of his consciousness, but from which he basically seeks relief.

Literally, this is a serious situation; yet, to write lugubrious lyrics or music 
would deepen the severity of the pressure. So the musical commercial producer 
does the inverse. He composes happy lyrics and music that suggest to the 
listener a possible happy solution to his problem.

For example, interspersed between the voice of the announcer and the mu-
sic of the commercial, you hear the following cheerful, optimistic lyrics: Call 
for money the minute you want it. . . . 

[Th e commercials] are writt en instrumentally to sound happy by the use 
of the celeste, orchestra bells, or bright, gay woodwinds—and nothing in a 
minor key.28

Th e article later reprints the jingle’s lyrics, which were underlain by a “celeste 
background.”

When the rise of rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s threatened the livelihood of most 
Broadway composers, some entered the world of jingle composition. When 
these musicians, accustomed to writing music that engaged with listeners’ 
emotions, encountered the aff ectively undeveloped world of jingles, there was 
a telling collision of the underlying ideologies of the two realms. Said Harold 
Rome in 1961, who wrote music for a Sanka commercial, “I can’t get any emo-
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tion into Sanka coff ee.”29 Aff ect was long a concern of these composers but 
still foreign to the world of advertising music in this period.

Two Mitches and a Roy: Leigh, Miller, and Eaton

Th e composer who, perhaps more than anyone else, helped broaden the emo-
tionality of music used in advertising was Mitch Leigh (1928–), who formed 
Music Makers Inc. in 1957, which was emphatically not a jingle company 
(though it would please its clients that wanted one) but a company devoted 
to providing music that established the underlying mood of the commercial. 
Leigh, a former student of Paul Hindemith at the Yale School of Music, had 
impeccable credentials as a classical composer and also possessed strong 
ideas about the power of music to motivate, as well as the obsolescence of 
jingles. His bold pronouncements on the lack of usefulness of the jingle—an 
unsophisticated kind of music in his view, in part, I think, because of its af-
fective one-dimensionality—helped him promote the idea that commercial 
music could be something more: “Jingles as we’ve known them for the past 
twenty-fi ve years are dying. In fact they’re dead right now and what is left  is 
just the body cooling off ,” he said in 1960.30 Elsewhere, Leigh compared his 
company’s approach to the use of mood music in fi lm. Today, this is the norm, 
but in the early 1960s, it was a novel idea.31

Using music for emotional purposes entered advertising practice through 
fi lm, which, of course, had employed music to provide emotional underpin-
nings for decades. In advertising, using music this way was called “prescor-
ing,” referring to the fact that the instrumental music was recorded fi rst, before 
the voice and visuals. Commercials began to be prescored in the late 1950s, 
and Leigh was a major proponent, for with prescoring, composers could tie 
moods with the visual with more nuance than was possible otherwise.32 Leigh 
thought that music was the last of the arts to be used in marketing, but that, 
“in stimulating an emotional response to a product [music] can be advertis-
ing’s most powerful instrument of communication,” he said in 1966.33 Leigh 
also said that he wanted to give clients “the most eff ective tool for producing 
emotions for remembering a product when you’re in a supermarket crammed 
with diff erent items.”34

Other interviews with Leigh from the 1950s and 1960s make frequent ref-
erence to the importance of emotion in advertising. For him, the main ques-
tion was, does the everyday person react emotionally to an ad?35 In another 
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Figure 4.1 Mitch Leigh. (Courtesy of Mitch Leigh.)

interview, he said, “Music gives a product emotional memorability.”36 Leigh 
said in a 1958 publication that his company called its approach “musical psy-
chology,” which referred to the “physical relationships of sounds, pitches, nu-
ances, rhythms, meters, melodies and harmonies” with which “we are able 
to invade the unconscious of the viewer and aff ect his human sensibilities; 
thereby sett ing him up for the commercials’ ‘haymaker.’”37 In an interview, I 
asked him about the role of emotion in music. He stated bluntly, “Emotion is 
what advertising is,” and, “I really honestly believe to this day that people buy 
on the basis of emotion, they react to emotion.” Leigh told me that his com-
pany was successful, he believed, because of the emotional selling of products: 
“Th e one thing that remains totally emotional is music, and if it’s used well . . . 
we sold a lot of products.”38

Leigh explained his compositional approach to commercial music in a 
1959 Wall Street Journal interview with an example. A commercial for Ford 
automobiles entitled “Backseat Blues” was designed to convey the impres-
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sion that other cars were less roomy by employing images of people contort-
ing themselves gett ing in and out of these competing vehicles; Leigh’s music 
changed meter with them. “Each meter change gives the viewer an uncom-
fortable experience,” he said, which, he thought, entered the subconscious 
(example 4.4).39 I have been able to hear the music to this commercial (but 
not see the video), and the meter changes are quite audible. At the same time, 
however, the aff ect of the commercial is relentlessly upbeat, in a vocal jazz 
idiom of the era.40

Other commercials employed diff erent techniques. A commercial for 
Renault used French horns and timpani in a crescendo at the commercial’s 
end to leave listeners “with the impression of a spritely [sic] car with a peppy 
getaway.”41 For an antacid commercial, Leigh’s music opened with the sounds 
of a calliope to communicate the madness of contemporary life, moving to 
soothing music as the tablet took eff ect.42

While Leigh was probably the most vocal of proponents of the employment 
of aff ect in advertising music in this era, he wasn’t the only person advocating 
more sophisticated approaches to music and emotion in advertising. Mitch 
Miller, an infl uential fi gure in the commercial music world in this period as 
head of A&R (artists and repertoire) at Columbia Records, wrote in 1956:

I remember asking Rodgers and Hammerstein how they decided what to 
put to music, and what to leave as dialogue. And they replied that they used 
music and songs only when it became impossible to convey an emotional 
feeling by words alone. And the same should apply to music spots. If the mu-
sic does not heighten the emotional impact of your message—bett er leave it 
spoken.43

And an article from April 1961 on Miller presented the idea of using emo-
tion in music as an innovation.44 Miller, like many in this period, believed that 
music could serve a subliminal function in commercials. Th e example pro-
vided is for the 1959 Ford, which the company wanted to hype for its econ-
omy features. A trade press article wrote:

Th e agency’s writers felt that to do this, they would have to list all the major 
savings features. Given 60 seconds, only an announcer would be able to say all 
that had to be said. It couldn’t be sung because gett ing all the nuts and bolts 
information into an eff ective and catchy song would be impossible.
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Was this a problem music could solve? Because of a heavy emphasis on 
economy, the agency felt the image of the car as a quality item might suff er. 
Mr. Miller suggested they back the announcer with a Percy Faith arrangement 
of the Ford theme full of lush fi ddles not ordinarily associated with a low-priced 
item. Th e result was a happy one for Ford sales and emphasized another Miller 
credo: “Words and music must be mated discriminately, or else you’re going to 
end up with a mongrelized commercial.”45

Th e other infl uential fi gure in advertising music who advocated the use of 
music for emotional purposes was Roy Eaton, a longtime vice president and 
music director at Benton and Bowles advertising agency, who, like Leigh and 
Miller, was a classically trained musician.46 Eaton said in a 1963 article, “Mu-
sic has an extremely potent emotional function in the sales impact of a com-
mercial. Th e emotional impact of a commercial is a vital factor in its selling 
eff ectiveness.”47 And in an interview, he told me of a 1957 commercial for Kent 
cigarett es with the then-new micronite fi lter; in order to convey a feeling of 
newness, he used modern jazz in the commercial.48 An advertisement for in-
stant Yuban Coff ee was thought to require modern sound since instant coff ee 
was a fairly new product, so an arrangement of the original theme was made, 
this time with “modern chord progressions,” resulting in “a changed harmonic 
sett ing, a modern diff erence.”49

In 1960, Television Magazine argued that as broadcast advertising had 
become more sophisticated, so, too, had sponsors and their tastes in music, 
which was increasingly judged by feeling more than anything else.50 Discus-
sions with Eaton revealed that commercials’ factual information didn’t require 
the use of music for aff ective purposes. Some of the rationales for using the 
aff ective properties of music didn’t always make sense, as in this trade report 
from 1960 on Yuban Coff ee that Eaton worked on: “With General Foods’ 
Yuban Coff ee . . . where the selling story is quality resulting from the blending 
process (aged coff ee beans), an emotional build-up is called for—and accom-
plished with orchestration and vocal theme (‘deep, dark, delicious Yuban’).”51

Th is article about Eaton provides several useful examples, for it points out 
the diff ering conceptions of the use of music in this era. One example was 
for Prell shampoo, which showed a sexy woman using the product; the copy 
employed only 44 words (we are informed that 150 is the norm for a sixty-
second commercial). Eaton
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Figure 4.2 Roy Eaton. (Courtesy of Roy Eaton; photo by Ken Howard.)

went to a musical style similar to [Maurice] Ravel for two arrangements: one 
made use of two fl amenco guitars, the other used ten instruments, including 
French horns, trumpet, violin, harp, fl ute and drums. Human voices were also 
used in the latt er arrangement for some of the copy phrasing. Th e overall eff ect 
is as sweepingly sensuous and pleasurable as the core of the Prell message.52

Th e other example was for Zest soap, which “also refl ects emotional per-
sonal product involvement”; the commercial showed a mother and small 
daughter being caught in the rain. Th e task for this commercial, according to 
the article’s author, “was to evoke reminiscence of the clean, fresh feeling of 
rain to a child and translate this into the type of physical sensation Zest will 
give to an adult.” Eaton’s solution was to concoct what he called “‘a one-minute 
Peter and the Wolf ’”—that is, a more descriptive kind of musical treatment.
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Orchestration was for ten instruments—chime eff ect for rain, violins for 
sweep, cymbal and woodwinds. In translating character to musical instru-
ment (to give each character a representative musical “image” or “voice”), the 
daughter was represented by a fl ute (lightheartedness), the mother by an oboe 
(maturity).53

The Maturation of a Strategy

Aft er Leigh, Miller, and Eaton in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the emo-
tionality believed to be implicit in music was employed, and referred to, with 
increasing frequency, in part, it was thought, because of the growing sophis-
tication of audiences. Late in 1963, the New York Times printed an article on 
the “new wave” of jingles, noting their continuing popularity: “Ad music is in. 
Way in.” Th e author noted the new trend toward the increasing sophistication 
of their sound (“Musical cognoscenti say they hear strains of Busse and De-
bussy in them”), and compared them to New Wave cinema in their “honesty, 
intimacy, simplicity, an eff ort to say more with less, and above all, an att empt 
to evoke, not provoke, the viewer’s sensibilities.” Th e main exemplar in this 
article was Granville (Sascha) Burland, proprietor of C/Hear Services Inc. in 
New York City. Burland thought, as many did in this era, that there was too 
much “clutt er” on the air, which rendered advertising copy meaningless, and 
he had nothing but contempt for hard-sell tactics, what he termed “highbut-
ton shoe thinking.”

We’re trying to create a new atmosphere through music—not merely jingles, 
but to evoke moods, color through original jazz and sounds around us. For 
years ad music was played on an organ or celesta and it sounded like “Th ree 
Blind Mice.” With the tremendous amount of creative talent coming into this 
fi eld, we’re changing all that.54

Elsewhere, Burland articulated some ideas with respect to aff ect, matching 
instrumentation, rhythm, style, and more to create an underlying mood for 
the commercial.

Th e possibilities of applying music to ads is [sic] endless. Take a bread ad. Bread 
is to enjoy, not to safeguard your health. So we’ll compose a fl ute passage and 
perhaps some rhythm and strings and come up with a message that will be 
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giddy, such as “Carroway [sic] seeds are bett er than vitamins.” If it’s a gasoline 
spot, we’ll give it a jazz orchestration with 35 musicians because you want a 
“go” feeling. To achieve a sense of dignity or stature we’ll use French horns. For 
excitement, it’s brass and polyrhythms. If we want to communicate the sensual 
delights of travel, we might abstract the folk music of the region to give the 
audience the feel of the place.55

Burland here gave evidence that the advertising musician was beginning to 
think of his music as did fi lm music composers, though, as we shall see, the 
conceptualizations of aff ect continued to become refi ned. Th is kind of lan-
guage, refl ecting the growing infl uence of fi lm music techniques, was also part 
of the much-vaunted “Creative Revolution” in advertising in the 1960s, when 
creativity in advertising was given more of a free rein than in previous eras.

By the late 1960s, it appears to have been normal for musicians to discuss 
mood with copywriters or others involved in the production of ads.56 Ques-
tions about mood are largely absent from the trade press by this time, for they 
had been normalized—people in the industry were talking about music and 
mood all the time, no longer simply advocating for the use of music to pro-
vide mood. It was thus probably inevitable that advertising agencies began to 
think in terms of writing songs for advertisements that could capture a desired 
mood. In 1974, a commercial entitled “Sweet Memories” for Kodak was de-
scribed in the trade press employing a kind of nuance that people were talking 
about with respect to selling.

Th e song itself is really the mainspring of the piece. It’s like the clockwork 
mechanism in the center of a fantastically complex clock—motivating the ebb 
and fl ow of feelings and images that run through the fi lm. Th ere are three basic 
elements in the fi lm: the song, the woman and the place. Th ey are what you 
remember, what stays with you.

Th e interesting thing about the making of Sweet Memories was that it in-
volved fi lming a song. Everything else kind of dovetailed with that original idea. 
And it was not an easy kind of song to fi lm. It had to do with capturing a feeling, 
a feeling of evanescing reality, turning into bitt ersweet memory. Th e other 
interesting thing about it was that it did all this in such a way as to make the end 
product of commercial value. In other words, it sold the product. It made you 
think nice thoughts about Kodak, and believe that Kodak has a unique way of 
keeping you and your memories together.57
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Commercials such as this, described in sophisticated language of aff ect (“eva-
nescing reality,” “bitt ersweet memory”), were leading to a shift  in the produc-
tion of advertising music: music and the mood or moods it was thought to 
evoke could drive the production of commercials.

Heartsounds

In 1975, when McDonald’s decided that it was unhappy with the famous “You 
Deserve a Break Today” commercial, its advertising agency found Ginny Red-
ington, a jingle singer and composer who had writt en some notable jingles in 
the past. She wrote a new jingle with lyrics by the advertising agency’s copy-
writer, Keith Reinhard, entitled “You! You’re the One!” Reportedly dressed in 
jeans, she auditioned the song before the advertising agency suits, who asked 
her to record the song for use in the commercials. Th e recording was matched 
with fi lm showing happy working-class families eating at McDonald’s (ex-
amples 4.5 and 4.6). Th e advertising agency wanted to test the commercial, 
and concluded that the song was memorable. It then rented the Civic Opera 
House in Chicago to pitch the commercial to McDonald’s executives, who 
decided to keep the account at the agency, aft er having threatened to take it 
elsewhere.58

Th e rescue of the account by a song became the talk of Madison Avenue. 
Time magazine called the jingle the “quintessential ‘me’-decade song,” which 
concludes with the tagline “We do it all for you.”59 As a result of the success 
of this song, other agencies began to use music more frequently in their com-
mercials, so that by the late 1970s and early 1980s, many commercials em-
ployed a song that made a direct emotional appeal in a strategy referred to by 
some as “heartsounds.” Many such songs addressed listeners explicitly, as in 
Redington’s for McDonald’s.60 Talk of emotion was on the rise in the indus-
try.61 Major campaigns with music that were launched following “You! You’re 
the One!” were the army’s “Be All You Can Be” (example 4.7, music by Jake 
Holmes); “Good to the Last Drop Feeling,” developed by Maxwell House 
with Ray Charles; and “We Bring Good Th ings to Life” for General Electric, 
by Th omas McFaul and David Lucas.62

With the triumph of the “heartsounds” strategy, composers began to have 
to be “chameleons with a feeling for the musical sound of a mood,” said one 
composer in 1976.63 A 1977 overview of the work of advertising composers 
noted that the composer had the diffi  cult task of sett ing the mood in a com-
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mercial in a matt er of seconds, which meant that composers had to possess 
varied musical backgrounds so that they could call upon diff erent musics to 
evoke or support the mood in a commercial.64

Perhaps the quintessential heartsounds commercial actually employed a 
heartbeat-like sound in a mid- to late 1980s Chevrolet campaign called “Heart-
beat of America.” Chevrolet’s advertising agency auditioned over a hundred 
songs before choosing one, by Robin Batt eau, a songwriter and singer. Batt eau 
wanted listeners to associate Chevrolet with the birth of rock ’n’ roll, and de-
scribed the music as beginning with a folklike sound, moving to Motown, and 
then ending with rock (example 4.8).65 Th e music also employed synthesized 
heartbeat sounds. A New York City advertising music producer, who was not 
involved with this commercial, said that this music “has a wonderful sense of 
freedom; a fun quality that’s very loose, undisciplined; it sounds like real rock 
’n’ roll instead of being contrived.”66 Advertising Age reported that consumers 
wanted to know where they could buy the music, and a record release was 
considered.67 Advertising Age wrote that the campaign identifi ed the aspira-
tions of Chevrolet with those of Americans instead of att empting to encour-
age viewers to identify with Chevrolet. Th e executive vice president–creative 
director for Chevrolet at the automaker’s advertising agency said that the mis-
sion statement for the campaign, forged in Ronald Reagan’s America during a 
period of increased nationalism, “demands that Chevrolet stand for America 
and for Americans, that it be the supplier of excitement and dreams for all of 
us who can’t aff ord Ferraris and Maseratis.”68

An article from 1981 discussed the rise of heartsounds and quoted several 
composers on the sound; one, Tom Dawes, who authored such music, said, 
“It’s a time for emotion. Tear-jerking stuff  sells today. It’s not enough to just 
get consumers to understand in a commercial. Th ey have to feel, too.” Another 
composer, Mike Uris, agreed. “You can tell, tell, tell viewers until you’re blue in 
the face,” he said, “but it doesn’t matt er unless they’re touched. You can’t infl u-
ence purchase decisions unless you touch the consumer—and I’m convinced 
that in a majority of cases, music ‘emotionalizes’ your selling proposition.”69

Music and Advertising in an Era of Heightened Consumption

Th e rise to dominance of the thirty-second commercial in the late 1960s 
meant there was less music scoring, but this didn’t hurt the jingle part of the 
business, for the increased federal regulation of advertising copy meant that 
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Table 4.1 What they think of commercial music, 1978

Music can create a strong emotional environment in which to deliver your message 23.6%

Music can emphasize visuals and copy points 18.9%

Each time your jingle is remembered, hummed or sung, a “free” advertising  16.5%

registration is made

Because music can elicit an involuntary emotional response, it can help overcome  15.1%

a listener’s inclination to turn off  the ad message

By functioning as a sort of connective tissue, music can pull the spot together 14.5%

Music makes the message more palatable by entertaining the listener 11.4%

Source: Norm Richards, “Hints to Make Commercial Music Sing,” Advertising Age, 23 January 1978, 54.

Table 4.2 Emotional benefi t added by music for various products

Product Product benefi t Emotional benefi t

Diapers Dryness “I’m good to my baby”

Vegetables Taste, nutrition “I’m good to my family”

Dog food Taste, nutrition “I’m good to my dog”

Toothpaste No cavities “I’m good to my children”

Mouthwash Fresh breath “I’m good to my friends”

Source: Edward Vick and Hal Grant, “How to Sell with Music,” Art Direction, May 1980, 67.

music had to work harder in commercials. Strengthened restrictions on claims 
that could be made in advertising copy in this era meant that less could be 
said about products, putt ing more of a burden on music and other means of 
nonverbal communication.70

And it was inevitable that surveys about the use of music began to refl ect 
the relatively new interest in emotion. A music production house conducted a 
survey of clients in the late 1970s and off ered the results shown in table 4.1 to 
readers of Advertising Age.

Th e rationalization of the benefi ts of using music for emotional purposes 
took many forms. A 1980 article included a litt le chart of the emotional ben-
efi ts that music could produce with various household products (table 4.2).

In the early 1980s, perhaps as a result of the renewed emphasis on con-
sumption in American culture, due in part to the eff orts of Ronald Reagan 
and other conservatives to promote consumption as a necessity of citizen-
ship, there was an uptick on questions of mood as a means to sell more goods. 
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(I will discuss the rise of a new wave of consumption in the 1980s in chap-
ter 7.) A 1982 article by the vice president and associate research director at 
Young and Rubicam shows the sophistication with which the topic of music 
and emotion was being discussed by people in the industry in this era, begin-
ning by acknowledging the importance of music in commercials—“Music is 
the catalyst of advertising.” Th e author, Sidney Hecker, wrote that good jin-
gles “have a clearly defi ned objective,” which he characterized as eliciting the 
appropriate feelings; good jingles “off er the listener a reward, in the sense of 
particular emotional feelings”; and “these executions clearly exemplify a brand 
personality.” Hecker’s article is all about the importance of music in impart-
ing feelings to commercials: “Good composers can develop moods that range 
from dreamy, tender and soothing to bright, cheerful, joyous, to exciting and 
exhilarating, to triumphant, majestic, and even spiritual.” He continued, “Here 
is the power to move the listener, to turn him or her in a desired direction, to 
create empathy or rapport with our characters and with our brand, to augment 
or become part of the brand personality.”71

Additionally, with the advent of the fi ft een-second commercial in the mid-
1980s, there was some discussion of using music for mood purposes rather 
than jingles, since the short period of time didn’t allow for a melody that could 
be developed. Suzanne Ciani, the renowned composer of electronic music in 
commercials, said that her way of dealing with the shorter commercials was to 
use music to aim always to express mood. Ciani saw her role in these sorts of 
commercials as “painting the sound.”72

Th e increased use of music was accompanied by an increase in its detrac-
tors, however; advertising legend David Ogilvy’s famous line—“If you have 
nothing to say, sing it”73—is mentioned in many trade press articles in this 
period, though most who defended the use of music referred to the changing 
landscape of the business. Composers understood their task in this era as at-
tempting to infl ect or create minor diff erences among parity products.74 Th is 
point was reinforced in another publication of the era, using the example of 
Burger King and McDonald’s. Since their products are much the same,

jingle writers . . . fi nd themselves in the business of infl uencing trivial deci-
sions: it simply makes no diff erence which hamburger one buys. One technique 
widely used to deal with this problem is to sell not the product, but various 
intangibles that can be associated with the product: sex, status, excitement, 
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Table 4.3 Sample printout from the Soper MusicSelector software package, 1982

MOOD: GRAND STYLE: ORCHESTRAL

TIME: 3:00 EXACT TIME: 3:03

TEMPO: MED FST/160 GROUP SIZE: LRG

INSTRU: RHY, STR, BRS, WNS, HRP, XYL, VIB, PER

KEY SIGN: D

TITLE: CORPORATE FANFARE

COMMENTS:

CAT NO: 42B-4

Source: Carol Deistler, “Tops with the Pops,” Audio-Visual Communications, March 1982, 24.

or Anita Bryant. Music has been found to be very eff ective in increasing these 
associations.”75

One way to acquire an understanding of just how important the question 
of mood had become by the 1980s is by examining library music, which is 
music composed to be stockpiled, waiting to be used commercially.76 Music 
libraries have long catalogued their music by mood, as well as style and other 
information. A 1982 article that discussed a computer soft ware application 
that allowed users to search for music in a database included a sample printout 
resulting from a search for a three-minute track with a “grand” mood by a large 
orchestra (table 4.3). Only one mood category is indexed here, even though 
the landscape of moods was increasing in this period.

Another sign of the increasing hold the idea of mood had on the commer-
cial music industry was the rise in the 1980s of scholarly publications that 
explore connections between mood and music. With titles such as “Music, 
Mood, and Marketing,” and published in such periodicals as the Journal of 
Marketing and the Journal of Consumer Research, these articles are designed to 
aid advertisers and marketers. Th ey are, from my perspective as an interpretive 
social scientist, much too scientistic to be of more than ethnographic interest, 
serving to point out how established the connection of music and mood had 
become in the advertising and marketing industry.77 One advertising textbook 
mined some of this literature on music and mood to produce a chart that sim-
plistically links (for example) “sad” music to the minor mode, slow tempo, low 
in register, of “fi rm” rhythm (which is meaningless to musicians), consonant 
harmony, and of medium volume.78
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Emotion as a Selling Point

By the 1980s, composers were routinely touting the emotional eff ects that 
they thought their music could deliver. “Music enables you to emotionalize 
your product and its benefi ts: your entire selling proposition. Th rough mu-
sic, you are selling from the heart, to the heart,” wrote one commentator in 
the trade press in 1983, concluding, “Music hath charms to soothe the savage 
breast, and sell a lot of soft  drinks.”79

Th e music and mood ideology became so infl uential that it began to in-
fi ltrate demographic considerations. A good example is recounted in a 1981 
article concerning Bon Jour Jeans, an account belonging to Backer and Spiel-
vogel. According to Bill Backer, “Blue jeans should be fun to wear, so a com-
mercial for blue jeans should be fun to watch.” He thus worked to transform 
the image of the product from harsh “New Wave / punk” to soft  “continental/
romantic” by using Jacques Brel–type love songs. “Our research indicated 
that this kind of musical approach could help build Bon Jour’s franchise most 
quickly,” Backer said.80

A few years later, Advertising Age began an article in late 1987 thus: “Emo-
tion—defi ned as ‘any strong manifestation or disturbance of the conscious 
or unconscious mind’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica)—is what sells everything 
from diapers to diamonds in this country.” Th is preceded an interview and 
profi le of composer/lyricist Joe Lubinsky of Hicklin Lubinsky Company or 
HLC Music in Hollywood. “Prime emotions are what make great advertising,” 
said Lubinsky, and, “great emotion works forever.” Lubinsky, like others in this 
period, began to speak in greater detail about how composers att empted to 
employ emotions in their commercials. “I have a tremendous concern that 
whatever I produce for my clients has some sort of emotional hook to it—
something that will stay with the consumer. Emotional times are what you 
remember most in your life.”81

Music and Mood Today

Music and mood have become the main language by which people in music 
production companies and their clients in the advertising industry communi-
cate, especially when clients aren’t familiar with musical terminology, which 
can be frustrating for musicians. As Fritz Doddy, creative director at Elias Arts 
in New York City, told me:
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So we get together and fi gure out—my sad is your sad, and your blue is my 
blue, my fast is your fast . . . so we have some sort of understanding that, “Well 
we don’t want the spot to be melancholy, we want it to be bitt ersweet”—so 
we’re dealing in very subtle shades. “We want it to be a bossa nova, we want it to 
be a tango, we want it to be heavy metal”—so we defi ne some very broad genre 
and mood parameters for a project.82

Again, the practices of library music composers shed light on the question 
of music and mood in advertising. An interview I had with such a composer, 
Andrew Knox, covered the question of mood in some detail. Library compos-
ers, perhaps even more than composers in music production houses, deal with 
questions of mood on a daily basis, for they not only compose music to fi ll 
niches in their libraries but they also write prose that describes their music so 
that it can be searched in vast databases.

Adjectives—they try to give me as many adjectives as possible, and most of the 
time they’re not musically inclined, and they don’t know what to say. “So, we 
want it to be more yellow, or more blue. . . .” You have to start to learn the diff er-
ent adjectives that people use and then kind of interpret that into music. “Okay, 
I want something that’s simple and sad, but not over the top.” So maybe we go 
for an oboe kind of a sound rather than a violin, because a violin seems too sad-
sounding. So maybe a light fl ute or solo piano might do that. So . . . you get to 
interpret, which is kind of fun for me to interpret their feelings, or their words, 
into music.

One of the skills a library composer must have, Knox told me, is to be able 
to describe music vividly in a single sentence. Th e goal is to characterize the 
tracks so pithily that they can appear in his company’s extremely sophisticated 
search engine.

Th e whole idea with these descriptions is to try to sell the client on actually 
listening to this track, ’cause once they listen to it, then they have their own 
idea. But . . . you have to fi gure out, “Okay, what can I say that talks about this 
piece of music but then also will let the client buy enough to even put it in the 
CD player?” Th e other thing that you think about when you’re describing your 
music is now, in the world of technology, . . . we have computer programs that 
you can search for music by descriptive words.



 Music, Mood, and Television 123

[Typing] “Sad,” “orchestral,” it’s like doing a Google search. . . . And, let’s 
see, 1,194 tracks came up with that. Now I’m sure there’s more than that many, 
I’m sure there’s more than that many, but those are all the ones that have “sad” 
“orchestral” in the description.83

Th e solution is what Knox calls the “shotgun,” whereby he provides a variety 
of selections and hopes that one fi ts the client’s needs.

Record labels similarly employ mood descriptors to classify their music 
to make it searchable by music supervisors, advertising agencies, and others 
for their use in broadcasting. In the mid-2000s, Sony Music off ered a web-
site called SonyMusicFinder to aid potential licensors of its music, off ering 
seventy-one adjectives referring to aff ect (table 4.4). Th e sheer number of 
these terms as well as their subtlety provides a good example of just how 
refi ned this contemporary discourse of mood has become in the realm of 
commercial music today. It has to be—this is the primary means that con-
sumers are interpellated as consumers, addressed by sounds at an emotional 

Table 4.4 “Mood List” from SonyMusicFinder

aggressive detached melancholy rowdy

amiable/good-natured druggy nocturnal sensual

angry earnest organic sentimental

angst-ridden earthy party/celebratory sexual

autumnal eerie passionate silly

bitter elegant playful soothing

bleak exuberant poignant sophisticated

boisterous fun provocative springlike

brash gentle quirky stylish

brooding hostile rambunctious summery

campy innocent raucous tense/anxious

carefree intimate rebellious theatrical

cathartic ironic reckless thuggish

cerebral joyous refi ned/mannered visceral

cheerful laid-back/mellow reserved volatile

confi dent light reverent whimsical

confrontational literate rollicking wry

cynical/sarcastic manic rousing 

Source: http://www.sonymusicfi nder.com. This now-inactive URL was operational in the late 1990s and early 2000s.
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level that advertisers and ad agencies hope will encourage them to purchase 
goods.

Since the late 1970s, the ideology of aff ect has become so deeply ingrained 
in the culture of the production of advertising music that composers routinely 
refer to music’s almost magical powers to infl uence consumers, speaking in 
matt er-of-fact terms far from either Dichter’s psychologism or the scientism 
of later authors: this has become a central ideology that is repeatedly articu-
lated by many in the fi eld. For example, Phil Dusenberry, former chairman 
of BBDO, wrote in 2005, “Emotion is how a branding relationship begins.”84 
Commercial music composers who have had occasion to write something 
about the effi  cacy of music in advertising nearly always refer to the idea that 
music will help consumers remember the product, even, or especially, at the 
point of purchase, and that the mechanism for this is emotion. One jingle 
composer wrote, “Music moves people emotionally . . . [and] hopefully puts 
them in a frame of mind to buy a specifi c product.”85 And another believed 
that music’s “messages sneak into our brains and cause us to act in certain 
ways. We buy products and services and may not even know why. We have 
been infl uenced by these creative messages and we respond oft en in spite of 
our bett er judgment.”86 A composer/owner of a music production company 
said in 1979:

Psychologists . . . tell us that most of our decisions are made on a subconscious, 
emotional level. . . . [Th us], we should be trying to reach [consumers] on those 
same emotional levels. If being easy to remember [“memorability” being a 
buzzword in this era] is a function of intellectual activity, it’s possible for the 
consumer to remember your commercial consciously, but not have it count as a factor 
in his emotional decision of whether to buy your product or service. . . . 

And that, I fi rmly believe, is music’s main value as a marketing tool—its abil-
ity to cut through all the intellectual irrelevancies, and aff ect someone right in the gut, 
where brand preferences are oft en determined, and most buying decisions are made.87

In the fi ft y years since the advent of discourses about mood in music, it has 
been used, sometimes with great eff ectiveness, to support the postwar rise in 
consumption through the 1950s to its heightened importance in the 1980s, 
becoming indispensable in creating apparent diff erences between parity prod-
ucts, whether hamburgers or soft  drinks. Coming in on the fashion for Freud 
in the 1950s, the use of music to create and manage mood in commercials 
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has survived to the present, now with complex languages of aff ect—languages 
that can sometimes be vague and vexing for musicians dealing with nonmusi-
cians. Today, not only is a language of aff ect dominant in the industry, it has 
its own rarefi ed and scientized language authored by academics and industry 
workers, which has continued to be employed during the Great Recession and 
aft erward. Th e “magic of consumption” described by J. Walter Th ompson in 
the 1950s is now driven in part by the emotionality of music.
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[A jingle is] a piece of music that’s not quite long enough . . . 

sounds like someone else, but not close enough to someone 

else to get you sued . . . uses one or two words too often, 

makes a lot of money for a very few people . . . and goes up 

at the end.

—Composer Doug Katsaros, 1988

Could this guy [Mozart] Do Jingles? Are you kidding, A Little 

Night Music had “beer commercial” written all over it.

—Look & Company advertisement, 1992

5
The Standardization of Jingle 
Production in the 1950s and After

Introduction

Th is chapter takes up where chapter 3 left  off , with the his-
tory of the jingle, beginning in the immediate postwar era. 
I recommence here not because it makes sense in terms of 
changes in musical production but because of the historical 
turn toward heightened consumption practices discussed 
in the previous chapter: jingles continued to be the musi-
cal workhorses of the advertising industry in the postwar 
phase of American consumption. Th is wave of heightened 
consumption was driven by changes in American capital-
ism in this period, in which the increased emphasis on the 
mass market discussed in the previous chapter resulted in 
increased standardization of production as well as of prod-
ucts, a consequence of a new cycle of expanded reproduc-
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tion in this era that was spurred by the expansion of the means of production 
sector, as Tom Kemp writes.1 But with changes in the means of production, 
new products diff ered litt le from those manufactured before World War II. 
Th is is as true of automobiles as cultural products, whether fi lms in the studio 
system in Hollywood, or jingles.

In the postwar period, the business of jingle production grew. And as it 
grew, the occupation of the advertising music composer became increas-
ingly professionalized. Th e legendary adman and musician Bill Backer told 
me that when he fi rst got into the business in the 1950s, it wasn’t clear what 
to charge for jingles.2 But in the course of that decade, the advertising music 
business became increasingly regularized and professionalized as it became 
more of a part of the massive and growing apparatus for creating and promot-
ing consumption in the postwar era. Such was the voracity of capitalism in 
this period that composers outside the realm of advertising found themselves 
increasingly drawn into it. While still sensitive to trends in popular music, the 
jingle ultimately achieved its own sound, which was dubbed the “Madison 
Avenue Choir” by industry insiders. Ironically, however, the achievement of 
this sound spelled the beginning of the end of the jingle, for almost as soon 
as it appeared, many in the industry began to view the sound, and the jingle 
itself, as old-fashioned and as too transparent a selling device to be eff ective in 
a media world increasingly infl uenced by baby boomers and young people.

Increasing Professionalization

From Broadway to Broadcast

Th e commissioning of original music for commercials took off  in the mid-
1950s in radio advertising. Th e use of music more generally was sharply on 
the rise in this period. In 1955, only 5 percent of TV commercials featured 
original music, but by 1960, about 85 percent employed music. Also by the 
late 1950s, independent fi rms made most jingles, instead of their being pro-
duced by advertising agencies in-house, as was the norm before; a 1959 sur-
vey showed that only about 20 percent of advertising agencies produced their 
own jingles.3 Agencies frequently employed outsiders to work on their jingles 
for arranging and production. As one music producer put it in 1960, “Agencies 
do not retain these men to make money on jingles, but for a measure of insur-
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ance; with the amount of sweat that’s been put into the tune, they want to own 
it lock, stock, and barrel.”4

Jingle writers became more professional, coaxing into their ranks some 
major composers from Broadway, who found it increasingly diffi  cult to earn a 
living aft er the rise of rock ’n’ roll. Richard Adler, of Pajama Game fame, told 
Time magazine in 1961 that he had been approached many times to write a 
jingle, but, “I fi nally decided ‘Why the hell not?’ Rock ’n’ roll was eating up all 
the air time anyway, and I was off ered a good big piece of money.”5 “At fi rst I 
was ashamed of writing jingles,” he said elsewhere. “Th en when I saw it catch-
ing on I saw what a jerk I was. Now I’m happy to be identifi ed with them.” 
Adler and other erstwhile Broadway composers, however, tended to prefer 
the term “advertising musical.”6

And Broadway composer Frank Loesser started his own fi rm in 1957, Frank 
Music Corp. According to his daughter, Susan Loesser:

During lunch one day with an executive at Young and Rubicam, the subject of 
commercial jingles came up. “Jesus! What do you pay for that crap?” my father 
said. “I could provide you with writers who would knock your socks off , and 
you’d be paying them less than you pay those schlemiels you’ve got now—
they’re already working for me.” A deal was struck. As Herb Eiseman [the com-
pany’s general manager] remembers it, “Everyone was happy. We were able to 
deliver writers to the agency at a price much lower than they had been paying. 
Th e writers were happy because they were gett ing ASCAP [American Society 
of Composers, Authors, and Publishers, which collects fees] performance 
income, we were giving them more assignments, and they were att racting att en-
tion.” FMC produced jingles for Sunkist Lemonade, Halo Shampoo, Newport 
Filter Cigarett es (“A hint of mint makes the diff erence”), Sanka Aroma Roast, 
and various (and very local) beers. My father just enjoyed it to tears.7

Loesser’s fi rm included on its roster composers Hoagy Carmichael, Vernon 
Duke, and Harold Rome, as well as lyricist Ogden Nash.8

Time reported in the late 1950s that the J. Walter Th ompson Company 
consulted experts for spott ing potential hits so that they could be used in com-
mercials. Many Broadway composers liked recycling their songs as jingles; it 
could give their songs a boost, and they could make money. Cole Porter leased 
his “It’s De-Lovely” to De Soto, for example.9 And even before Frank Loesser 
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formed his fi rm, Ford made use of one of the hit songs from his musical Th e 
Most Happy Fella (1956), “Standin’ on the Corner,” whose lyrics “watchin’ all 
the girls go by” were changed to “watchin’ all the Fords go by,” a very success-
ful jingle (other lyrics were changed as well; example 5.1).10 Loesser also gave 
White Owl Cigars the title song of his musical Most Happy Fella for a fi lmed 
commercial, which employed the six principals of the Broadway cast. “Th e 
result,” said Time, “sold not only White Owls but tickets to the show.”11 Th ere 
were, however, some who refused. A 1959 article told the story of Alan J. 
Lerner selling the rights to a song from My Fair Lady to the J. Walter Th omp-
son Company for ten thousand dollars. His partner, Fritz Loewe, asked Lerner 
to purchase the rights back; Ford, the advertiser, refused to take the money 
but canceled the commercial.12

Some insight into how these deals with Broadway composers worked is 
revealed in a 1958 lett er in the J. Walter Th ompson Company Archive. A com-
pany offi  cial met with composer Meredith Willson, at that point at the peak 
of his fame (Th e Music Man had opened on Broadway the previous year), to 
discuss the prospect of writing music for a commercial. Th e company’s pitch 
was reported in a lett er to an employee at J. Walter Th ompson.

Doing a Commercial
If the maestro involves himself it will be with intensity—in talent and in money. 
Th e fact that he’s got loads of both does not diminish his interest in either. In 
this att itude he has my blessings and, I must say, my envy (on both counts!)

His opening gambit to my dissertation on the proposal to create a commer-
cial sound/jingle/song/eff ect was quite evasive: “I want a $5,000 guarantee.”

He would then want to spend a day with you (or your representative) to 
gather all the facts one hoped to get into the eff ort. If he felt he couldn’t do it 
to his satisfaction, the deal would be cancelled. If he felt he could do it to his 
satisfaction he would want this $5,000 guarantee paid him in 1960, plus the 
usual residuals.13

Adjusted for infl ation, that fi ve thousand dollars is nearly thirty-seven thou-
sand dollars as of this writing, giving a sense of the fi gures the advertising in-
dustry was willing to pay for top talent in that era. (Th e fi le contains no record 
of Willson having accepted the deal.)

Another eff ect of the entry of Broadway composers into the realm of jin-
gle composers was that by the early 1960s, the eff ort to raise the quality of 
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jingles—and, not inconsequentially, the standing of composers—continued. 
According to one, “A small minority still feels that there is no diff erence be-
tween a person who sells ten-penny nails in a hardware store and a composer-
arranger. But this minority is dwindling. Th e trend is toward a constantly im-
proving use of music on the part of ad agencies.”14

Fashioning Jingles

Th e success of some jingles meant that there were soon endless discussions 
on how to write them, how to choose music, and more; the trade press started 
to write about them as more than ephemeral phenomena or gimmicks, and 
advertising textbooks began to consider them, sometimes at length.

One such textbook held that, because of the paramount importance of 
words in jingles, which convey the advertiser’s message, “fast rhythms,” fa-
vored by youth, don’t usually work. Th e authors told of the diffi  culty jingle 
singers had with the name of Schlitz beer (“that orally elusive brand name”) 
until the director had the singers make the word two syllables—“Shuh-litz.” 
“Clarity of diction,” the authors concluded, “is the reason many advertisers 
prefer to hear one singer rather than several in their jingles.”15 Diction, and the 
sales message, were of great concern in the industry, and advertising textbooks 
from the era contain many a warning about singers. “When featuring a jingle, 
fi ve or six voices are not always necessary. In some cases, groups of singers 
are carried away by their own harmony and fail to register clearly and audibly 
the important selling points of the project.”16 A 1956 memo at the J. Walter 
Th ompson Company made several suggestions: that someone “translate” the 
words while they were being sung, a “singing-talking duet.” Another sugges-
tion was to have the singer and speaker enunciating the same words simul-
taneously, or, the executive continued, “have the words spoken very rapidly 
just before they are sung.”17 Singers with impeccable diction could be hand-
somely rewarded. One author wrote that a vocal quartet, the J’s with Jamie, 
possessed diction “that makes poets out of admen,” one of whom said, “Th eir 
words seem to be coming from a foot outside of their mouths in a kind of 
bas-relief.”18

Composers could emphasize words also. Joey Levine, composer of many 
well-known commercials from the 1970s and aft er, told me of studying some 
recordings of jingles by Steve Karmen, known as “the King of the Jingle” in 
that era.
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So he gave me his reels and I kind of really went home and studied it, and what 
I picked up most from him was the way he’d accentuate the main lines. Th at he 
would punctuate them. He would do pauses, and he would do tympani hits . . . 
so that the words that came out, the phrases, really stood out, and I learned a 
lesson from that. Just listening, I said, “Ah.” So when I wrote “You Asked for It, 
You Got It,” I wrote it, because it was kind of—[sings] “You-oo asked for it, you 
got it, Toyota.” You know, it was like the accentuation of the word you.19

While words dominated, they were not the only concern. Robert Swanson, 
who studied with the well-known composition teacher Joseph Schillinger, had 
a formula for the successful jingle:

(1) Figure out the best way to get the message across in the shortest possible 
way. (2) Put the words together in a simple rhyming patt ern. (3) Th e melody 
must be simple and memorable, never intricate. (4) If these basics have been 
accomplished, you can now go ahead and elaborate all you wish in the produc-
tion of the commercial.

Said Swanson, “Th e desired eff ect is to catch the listener on a musical fi sh 
hook, dangle him in mid-air, and seduce him into buying the client’s product or 
services.”20 But there was no consensus in this era about jingle composition.21

Th e types of commercials solidifi ed in this period. According to a jingle 
composer and guidebook author, there was “the thematic,” which is what he 
called more recent radio concepts in which the song has nothing to do with 
the product; his examples included the instrumental pieces “Music to Watch 
Girls By” (for Diet Pepsi in 1966 and 1967, which sold over a million cop-
ies and was covered many times;22 example 5.2) and “No Matt er What Shape 
Your Stomach’s In” (for Alka Seltzer in 1965; example 6.21).23 And there was 
“the hit song,” a type writt en in the style of, or intended to be, a hit song but 
in which the words mention the product or service, such as “I’d Like to Teach 
the World to Sing” (for Coca-Cola in 1971; example 6.19).24

Specialty Singers

Just as jingle houses sprang up, so did specialists in jingle performance, es-
pecially singers. Some of them parlayed jingle experience into mainstream 
success as popular singers, with Barry Manilow perhaps the most famous 
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 example (he also wrote some memorable jingles); there were plenty of other 
now-famous musicians who began in jingles but tend not to remind listen-
ers of that fact, unlike Manilow. Jingle composers and producers I spoke to 
dropped many a name, from Herbie Hancock to Carly Simon. In the 1960s, 
rock bands could be introduced to the public as jingle musicians fi rst, accord-
ing to Brian Albano, a musician I interviewed; the idea was to get them ac-
customed to studio work before going into the studio to make a recording as 
a band.25

Jingle singers had to be able to appear and perform with litt le or no 
 rehearsal—singers were expected to show up and sing. Reading music was 
a necessity according to some, like Linda November, dubbed “the Queen of 
the Jingle” by New York magazine in 1979.26 For singers and instrumentalists, 
it was an att ractive way of making a living and escaping the grueling life of 
constant touring normal for musicians appearing in public.

Jingle singers are usually the best remunerated of all advertising musicians, 
for they are protected by powerful unions, the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) 
and the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (AFTRA ). 

Figure 5.1 Linda November. (Courtesy of Linda November.)
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Jingle singers could make quite a bit of money in this era; the hott est singers 
could make $10,000, even $25,000 per disc in the 1960s. Th e J’s with Jamie, 
for example, earned about $250,000 per year (they also had a brief burst of 
fame and recorded an LP for Columbia in 1963, which employed their sig-
nature sound).27 Linda November told me that forty minutes of work on a 
jingle in the 1960s that aired on network radio nett ed her $18,000 in her fi rst 
paycheck; this was the fi rst of over twenty-two thousand commercials she re-
corded as one of the most sought-aft er jingle singers in the business.28 Jingle 
singers could make so much money that one, Janie Fricke, told me that when 
Columbia Records approached her with a contract, she seriously considered 
turning it down since she was doing so well as a jingle singer, though she even-
tually left  to pursue a career in country music.29

November, who was the singer for the famous “Meow, Meow, Meow, 
Meow” commercial from 1976 (example 5.3), told me in an interview what a 
recording session was like in this period for top jingle singers.

I’ll never forget that when we did it . . . Tommy McFaul, who wrote it for Lucas, 
McFaul, said, “We are not showing you the fi lm yet.” I said, “Oh, c’mon! I 
wanna!” . . . and he said, “No, no, no, no.” So . . . the group sang the underscore. . . . 
it’s very hip, it’s a great litt le piece. And then they just gave it to me [sings “meow, 
meow, meow”] and I did it, I laid it down in a second, and I said, “Yeah I take it, 
Tom, you want it breathy?” . . . and he said, “No, yeah, just do your Linda No-
vember, that’s what I want, I want that wonderful quality that you have up there.”

So then before they let me see it, they said, “We’re not happy with the last 
shot where the cat licks her chops and she says ‘Meow.’ So we would like you to 
look at it. . . . ” So I had to look at the footage, and they fi nally found a piece of 
footage that they liked, this last piece, which is wonderful, when she licks her 
chops, she went “Meow.” And on the third take . . . I got it and they went, “Per-
fect! Come in,” they handed me a glass of champagne, I said, “I have six more 
jobs”; he says, “I don’t care; we want you to have a glass of champagne. . . .”

Th ey synced the thing up . . . and played it and all of—we just burst into 
tears, it was the most darling, plaintive [song].30

Making Songs: The Advertising Industry Meets the Music Industry

In the postwar era, the music and advertising industries were beginning to 
move closer together, a trend that continues to the present. Mitch Miller, who 
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was the head of A&R (artists and repertoire) at Columbia Records beginning 
in 1950, addressed the American Association of Advertising Agencies in 1956 
on the subject of jingles. He raised the importance of sounding like the popu-
lar music of the day, for “music spots are competing with hit records for the lis-
teners’ ear—therefore—an appealing spot must have all the appeal of a good 
pop record.” Good jingles, then, must possess the same characteristics as a pop 
song: mainly, they can never be uninteresting but must also be “simple—and 
yet have enough color, performance and humor not to be dull.”31 Miller also 
said commercials with music must have a personality, which is oft en sacrifi ced 
in the making of a music commercial since composers and musicians have to 
please so many masters, from advertising agency personnel to their clients.32

A 1961 story on Miller said that he made his fi rst foray into advertising 
music in 1955 when he was contacted by an executive at the J. Walter Th omp-
son Company, which had been using cover versions of popular songs to sell 
Ford automobiles with litt le success. Miller realized that music could have 
been employed as a means to break up the commercial message.33 Miller also 
introduced the concept of having known singers such as Frankie Laine and 
Rosemary Clooney sing commercial parodies of existing popular songs, since 
it would aid their careers in a variety of ways: greater exposure and promo-
tion of their recordings.34 Miller was also credited with lowering the price of 
licensing a song from a publisher, since the exposure publishers received was 
so profi table.

Rosemary Clooney and “This Ole House” for Ford

Th e story of a song popularized by Clooney provides a good example of how 
ingenious advertising agencies, clients, and musicians such as Miller could be 
in using popular music to sell products in this era. Clooney, a big star in the 
1950s, had recorded a version for Ford of “Come on ’a My House,” which had 
generated an enthusiastic response. So in 1954, Miller’s assistance was sought 
in choosing another song that could be used in a similar fashion. “Th is Ole 
House” by Stuart Hamblen was selected. Two J. Walter Th ompson Company 
employees wrote a Ford version of the lyrics, which were recorded by Cloo-
ney. Th e noncommercial version was released, and charted at number 1, and 
then a version with the Ford lyrics with the same backup as the original.

Sponsor magazine perused the J. Walter Th ompson Company fi les to 
chronicle the rise of this commercial, revealing its genesis.35 It is clear that the 
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idea to use Clooney appeared early in the song’s development. Robert V. Bal-
lin, head of Ford radio-TV programming at J. Walter Th ompson, wrote to the 
Th ompson Company on 18 May 1954 and responded enthusiastically to the 
question of employing Clooney, indicating more generally that “we have felt 
that the technique of tying in with a popular number, either current or revival, 
gives us plus values that are unbeatable, even if not precisely measurable.”36 
Th en a snag emerged: stars were becoming chary of associating themselves 
too closely with particular products for fear of being denied guest appearances 
on programs sponsored by competing advertisers. But, according to Joe Stone, 
the Ford Group copy head, “Mitch Miller of Columbia Records is going to 
talk with Ed Sullivan. As head of the popular record division of that outfi t, he 
is naturally interested in seeing us make a deal with his top recording star. He 
is certain that such an arrangement means a big lift  for the song parodied [i.e., 
the Ford commercial version of “Th is Ole House”].37

For various reasons, the potential problem was avoided, and a song se-
lected. A lett er from 7 August 1954 informed the client that Stone and Miller 
had “turned up a tune, ‘Th is Ole House,’ that is back-to-back with ‘Hey Th ere’ 
which is now going well.” But the latt er tune wasn’t deemed suitable to be 
turned into a commercial; it was “too slow for a commercial which has to 
make as many points as Ford copy must.” Th ey thought “Th is Ole House” was 
extremely promising, however:

Musically, it appears perfect for commercial exploitation; it is fast, lively and 
novelty in character. And the Rosemary Clooney rendition of the number is 
tops. Joe and Mitch admit that there is no way to guarantee these things, but 
they feel rather strongly that this song has hit possibilities, and that these will be 
achieved by the time our version hits the air.38

Another lett er with the same date announced that the deal was set: Clooney 
would record several versions. Th e price was high (and not disclosed) but was 
thought to be worth it. Th e composer was located, the broadcast deal struck. 
Th e commercial was recorded at the end of September 1954; Ford dealers 
wanted to broadcast it as early as 26 October. A rough demo was sent to the 
client at the end of August, in several versions for him to choose from. Six were 
off ered, and, unsurprisingly, Clooney’s “Th is Ole House” was the favorite (it’s 
not clear what the others were). Th e client thought, “It is going to do a big job,” 
and agreed with Miller’s recommendation to use “exactly the same quartet 
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and orchestra. Part of the success in the performance of the original is doubt-
less due to the unique combination of talent and arrangement, and we might 
do well to duplicate it.”39 Th e song was evidently recorded in diff erent styles, 
common in this era as a means of using the same melody to appeal to diff erent 
groups, for a lett er reporting on the recording session said, “One of the tunes 
was changed from a cowboy beat to a mombo [sic],” at Miller’s suggestion, an 
att empt to cash in on the popularity of “Latin” music in this period.40 Some 
delays in Clooney’s recording contribution ensued, but the song was recorded. 
Several sighs of relief were writt en, concluding with a lett er from W. Eldon 
“Hap” Hazard, J. Walter Th ompson radio-TV representative on Ford, Detroit, 
that included a quotation from a Kansas Ford district committ ee that said, 
“In our opinion the most exciting part of the campaign is Rosemary Clooney 
singing ‘Th is Ole House.’ We consider it the best musical commercial we have 
ever had and the fi nest to appear to date in the automobile fi eld.”41

Th is spot was the beginning of a string of successful commercials produced 
for Ford and other clients by the J. Walter Th ompson Company, described 
by the vice president and copy group head thus: “We just spot potential hits 
and hitch-hike our way to the top.”42 (Th is person was in charge of this initia-
tive because J. Walter Th ompson staff  wrote new lyrics for the existing songs, 
promoting Fords.)

Kodak: “Turn Around”

In the 1960s, it was fairly normal for an advertising agency to fi nd a song that 
it felt was right to promote a particular product, and then att empt to get a 
known singer to sing it. In the early 1960s, the J. Walter Th ompson Company 
campaign for the Eastman Kodak Company called “Turn Around” featured 
an existing song (by Malvina Reynolds, Allen Greene, and Harry Belafonte) 
with that title. An agency copywriter heard the song “Turn Around” on a Be-
lafonte record and noticed the lyrics, which refer to a litt le girl growing up: 
“Turn around and you’re two / Turn around and you’re four.” Th e copywriter 
thought that the lyrics would go well with a Kodak commercial promoting 
photography. It proved to be easy to fi nd photographs to go in the commer-
cial, since some had been provided by a California doctor, documenting his 
daughter’s passage from childhood to motherhood, and had been obtained by 
the agency for a print advertisement that had never been run.

J. Walter Th ompson and Kodak liked the resulting commercial, but Be-
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lafonte, who owned the rights to the song, had to be convinced that such a 
usage of his music was acceptable; the agency was able to convince his com-
pany that the song would be used tastefully, so a version of the song for the 
commercial was recorded by guitarist Tony Matt ola and singer Paul Arnold 
(example 5.4).43

Th is campaign was hugely successful, and generated signifi cant fan mail 
to Kodak; some of the received lett ers were retained by the Th ompson Com-
pany, which later claimed, “In one year, Kodak received more lett ers of praise 
. . . than all the lett ers of complaint about all commercials received that year 
by the FCC.”44 “Th ank you so much for the best television commercial I have 
seen in a long time,” wrote one viewer, going on to praise the commercial’s 
taste, and inquiring when it would be aired again. Another described the music 
as “enchanting,” saying that the commercial was “a joy to watch and listen to.” 
Yet another lett er writer said that the commercial was “the fi nest I have ever 
seen.”45 Jack O’Brian of the New York Journal-American described the commer-
cial as “warm, simple, lovely and unexpectedly fi ne hearthside huckstering.”46 
Kodak said in Kodak Dealer News that the commercial “caused a boom in re-
cords and sheet music for the background theme. One tele-watcher pleaded, 
‘Please let us know if it’s been recorded . . . being in the record and sheet music 
business, we get lots of inquiries about it.’”47

The Madison Avenue Choir

Despite the success of some commercials, however, most advertising music in 
this era was becoming increasingly homogenous and similar in sound. A style 
of music emerged in the postwar era that sounded like nothing else, which was 
commonly referred to as a jingle that employed the “Madison Avenue Choir.” 
Th ese jingles drew on popular music styles and sounds, but were nonethe-
less unique: they were always upbeat, contained crisply enunciated vocals that 
were usually sung by a group, or a group interacting with a soloist. A composer 
of jingles said in 1976, “Up to now, original music had its share in tv commer-
cials, but mainly they were infl uenced by what the record industry was doing. 
Now, because of the quality of music available to the agencies, the music is de-
veloping a style and dignity of its own.”48 Jingles off er positive aff ect as well as 
lyrical information about products, and use particular musical signs to convey 
this positive aff ect.

Th e rise of this sound was due in part to economic factors. Steve Karmen, 
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a major fi gure in advertising music in the 1970s and 1980s, wrote that evolu-
tion of multitrack tape recorders from four to more in the mid-1970s meant 
that what was once recorded live could be assembled piecemeal. New multi-
track tape recorders also meant that vocals could be doubled (that is, the same 
singer could record one part and then record another), and doubling, said 
Karmen, “became the rage,”49 in part because of the sound, but also because, 
as we have seen, singers’ contracts were more lucrative than for any other mu-
sician in the studio, including the composer—it was cheaper to hire one or a 
few singers to sing multiple parts.50

Some in the industry believe that multitracking led to the increased 
homogeneity of the jingle sound. Norm Richards, composer and owner 
of a jingle house in New York, wrote in 1979 that jingles had become so 
standardized that

a composite profi le of your next jingle can be drawn up now, with a reasonable 
probability of being accurate. Chances are good that it will utilize males and fe-
males singing the client’s name in full harmony before the announcer’s message 
and at the end. . . . Th e 30-second spot will be bright, up-tempo, having a pop, 
disco, rock, country and western or middle-of-the-road style and have a rhythm 
section with prominent guitar(s), and maybe some trumpets.51

Another article in a trade magazine complained about the advent of the 
“Boring Middle-of-the-Road Jingle.”

No one claims to be its mother or father, but many are its silent and devious 
practitioners. Th ey use very few chords and many singers and musicians; they 
use the same ways of resolving songs over and over again, and they leave bored 
Woman and Man to the point that only nine out of the top twenty-fi ve com-
mercials of 1983 . . . are musical.52

A vice president and art supervisor for Doyle Dane Bernbach said in 
1984, “What I hear from many music companies are similar sounds. Music 
has become middle of the road and anonymous. If someone does something 
successful it’s copied. People tend to go with something that’s already estab-
lished.” Th is observer also noted that soft  drinks, automobiles, and airlines 
alike were using similar sounds, all of which employ an “anthem-like feel 
which is soulless and almost bubble-gum.” He thought that the problem was 
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in the creative process, which was not hospitable to new sounds, and the fact, 
commented on by many observers in the industry over many decades, that 
musicians weren’t brought into the process of devising a commercial until late 
in the game.53 Another author wrote that in the late 1970s, “the solo voice is 
de-emphasized in favor of the large, anonymous choral eff ect. Th e att empt is 
no longer to link the product to a specifi c singer, but to bathe the listener in a 
sea of friendly voices.”54

Th is, then, for bett er or worse, was the sound of the Madison Avenue Choir 
jingle: 1950s and 1960s big-band-style music with a chorus, or sometimes a 
vocalist backed by a chorus. For this sound, advertising composers employed 
a vocal ensemble to make a chorus of approbation for the advertised product 
in a kind of secularized gospel music style (and it is perhaps no accident that 
advertising executives frequently referred to commercial songs as “anthems” 
in the 1970s and 1980s).55 A Burger King jingle by Jake Holmes from 1981, for 
example, employs a soloist and chorus format and ends with a plagal cadence, 
the same as in a hymn on the word amen (example 5.5). Th e “informational” 
content of this commercial is left  to a male soloist, as though he were the reli-
gious leader imparting timeless truths, while the chorus chimes in with more 
emotional, even ecstatic, music. Th e Madison Avenue Choir sound was a pin-
nacle of advertising music, but quickly this zenith became its nadir: the more 
advertisements sounded like advertisements, the more objectionable many 
found them to be as the baby boomers came to power in the industry in the 
1980s and 1990s, as I will discuss in later chapters.

Detractors, Complaints, Decline

Th is industrially produced, homogenous sound contributed to the decline of 
the jingle in the 1990s, though some in and out of the industry had assailed 
jingles for decades.56 As the advertising music business became increasingly 
industrialized and rationalized in the Weberian sense, and populated more 
and more by organization men throughout the 1950s and into the 1960s, the 
means of assessing its eff ectiveness also became increasingly rationalized and 
scientistic; jingles weren’t just homogenous in sound, but were brought into 
the rationalized and bureaucratized world of midcentury American capital-
ism. Th e modes of polling described in chapter 2, however, became increas-
ingly sophisticated and expensive. One study, published in 1950, is fairly 
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straightforward, concluding that jingles eff ected the highest level of memora-
bility aft er two months compared to other kinds of commercials.57

Later polls and studies were more sophisticated. A 1958 memo in the J. Wal-
ter Th ompson Company Archive noted that 88 commercials out of a survey 
of 350 “contained some jingle material.” Th e research corporation it hired de-
termined that commercials with jingles were slightly less eff ective than those 
without jingles. Th e research also determined, however, that “eff ectiveness var-
ied with the amount of time devoted to jingle,” and concluded that “(a) Just a litt le 
jingle is usually not enough to have much impact, and is apt simply to distract; 
(b) A commercial that is mostly jingle may be entertaining, but not leave much time 
for serious sell or meaningful demonstration.”58 Only a few years later, however, 
Schwerin Research Corporation concluded, “Jingle melodies and background 
music are certainly desirable commercial elements,” for they make television 
“less strident, more palatable.” Commercials with music are more liked than 
those without, but not necessarily more eff ective, they claimed.59 Subsequent 
studies, of which there are many, varied as these do, and did litt le to support 
jingle’s advocates or vanquish its opponents.60

Despite whatever data the surveys produced as well as other fears, agencies 
continued to push jingles, to a point, using the kind of unscientized, impres-
sionistic mode of argumentation common among creative personnel in the 
industry when combating facts and fi gures beloved of those on the business 
side. Robert T. Colwell of the Th ompson Company said in a speech in 1965:

Th ere is a warm welcome for jingles that are bright and ingenious musically and 
lyrically.

Moreover, jingles are durable. A good song will not wear out its welcome 
as fast as the litt le drama whose ending surprises us the fi rst time. People who 
tire of repetition in other types of advertising feel just the other way about their 
favorite words and music in advertising. Th ey like to sing them, not just once 
but over and over. Familiarity breeds popularity.61

Or so it was hoped. Th is is one of the most frequently articulated justifi cations 
of jingles, still used today.62

But by the 1980s, jingles began to be seen by many as too obvious a sell-
ing device, too hard-sell. Th ose employing the Madison Avenue Choir sound, 
which had grown out of 1950s mainstream popular music, no longer sounded 
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like any other music, exposing their function. A 1990 report by an advertis-
ing music composer to the J. Walter Th ompson Company offi  ce in Chicago 
addressed the question of the death of the jingle, saying that jingles weren’t 
dying, “but they’ve been beat up prett y badly” for, among other things, being 
“phony and insincere,” unable to sound like anything other than something 
that was industrially produced. Th e recommendations included: jingles should 
sound like good records, not “jingles,” and that lyrics should be sincere, real, 
and warm.63 Th e quality of sincerity was coming to be paramount. Chris Wall, 
an executive creative director at Ogilvy and Mather Worldwide, refl ecting on 
the waning popularity of the jingle, said in 1999 that the jingle represented 
“everything that’s wrong, dishonest and insincere” about advertising.”64 Th e 
perceptions of “dishonesty” and insincerity were a result of the jingle’s role 
having become increasingly obvious. Th e jingle by the 1990s had become 
tainted by the selling process.

Th e public’s and advertising industry’s shift ing views on the jingle were ac-
tually tackled in a few television commercials from the 2000s, ads aimed at the 
jingle and its formulaic, hard-sell associations. A good example is Nabisco’s 
Crispy Th ins ad from 2002, in which the music generally signifi es folk authen-
ticity in music, for the musician is a lone woman with an acoustic guitar who 
sings in an intonation-challenged, warbly voice to an advertising agency boss 
and two underlings. But even this authenticity is tarnished, its eff ectiveness 
diminished. Th e boss rejects the jingle and instead off ers a kind of straightfor-
ward description of the product, a mode of advertising, that, incidentally, ad 
agencies had eschewed for decades in favor of ads that depicted goods as part 
of a desirable lifestyle. Th e language of sales has been presented as refresh-
ingly direct through its juxtaposition with the suspect jingle, now so discred-
ited that all the folk music signifi ers of authenticity that can be crammed into 
a few seconds of music are rejected. Interestingly, though, the jingle concludes 
the ad, still poking fun at its hard-sell past (example 5.6). In this ad, the jingle 
music is a sign of the hackneyed hard sell. What this ad accomplishes is a kind 
of cleansing of the language of sales: the jingle is so obviously a jingle, so obvi-
ously a sales mechanism, that it is constructed as false. Th e boss’s plain speak-
ing is thus rehabilitated aft er the opening jingle—it’s straight talk, removed 
from the realm of selling.

Around the same time as this commercial, IBM aired a few commercials 
that also lampooned the jingle for being old-fashioned and insincere. “Hip 
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Hop Guys” shows two young African Americans in a room full of suits, be-
ing questioned about using their music to help this fi ctitious computer com-
pany improve relations with its customers. Music is made to be useless in this 
endeavor—the whole point, the ad seems to say, is that products and services 
should be of high quality. And yet, this commercial ends with a jingle, though 
obviously not one that would have been writt en by the hip-hop musicians, 
and is more in the now-outmoded Madison Avenue Choir style, as if to em-
phasize the complicity of music with sales (example 5.7). Th is ad is similar to 
the Crispy Th ins commercial in that music is tried out and rejected (in this 
case not even heard), in favor of plain speech. Th is IBM ad is also poking fun 
at a spate of commercials in the last decade or so that use hip, underground 
music (though rarely hip-hop) for selling, as advertisers try to att ract youth 
audiences for their products (see chapter 8). A diff erent IBM commercial, 
from the same year and entitled “Th e Rockers,” depicts aging rock musicians 
who are expected to perform the same service (example 5.8). Th e taint of the 
jingle was so strong in these ads that IBM took them off  the air. A represen-
tative from IBM told me that the company had tested the commercial and 
found that “frankly, it didn’t do too well. People thought the jingle was kind of 
silly and not really appropriate for IBM, which is one of the reasons why we 
haven’t done any jingles for a long time.”65

In the mid-2000s, two commercials for Snickers candy bars also parodied 
the jingle. “Happy Peanut Song” makes fun of the innocence of jingles past 
with sweet music and naïve lyrics (example 5.9). Th e object of these commer-
cials’ parodies is complex—the old-fashioned hard sell wrapped in a sweet 
package, the faux sincerity thought to be characteristic of jingles, the idea that 
music could make a weak product seem bett er. But they also parody the sound 
of capitalism itself, a sound that was designed for selling and nothing else, and 
was thought to have outlived its usefulness.

In addition to perceptions of its insincerity, the jingle also fell out of fash-
ion in part because of changing demographics in the advertising industry, 
which became increasingly youth-oriented and therefore att entive to youth 
music and, later, music associated with the baby boom (chapters 6 and 7). Th e 
jingle’s demise was precipitated by still other factors, such as the rise of the 
fi ft een-second commercial in the 1980s, which made it more diffi  cult to de-
vise an ad with a memorable jingle, so music went more into the background. 
Additionally, what people in the industry are calling the “convergence of con-
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tent and commerce”—that is, the growing symbiotic relationship between the 
production of popular culture and advertising (chapter 8)—has edged out the 
jingle as real songs become increasingly common in advertising.

Also, a massive shift  from acoustic to digital sound production in the 1980s 
and early 1990s meant that many musicians who were slow to adapt found 
themselves unemployed. Younger musicians from the world of rock who did 
know how to use these technologies began competing for jingle jobs and were 
not union members, which meant they could charge less; they were also not 
in the jingle business and had no allegiance to the way things had been done.66 
Many people I interviewed who had been in the business during this shift  de-
scribed it as one of the biggest changes they witnessed in the industry; one 
such veteran said that these older studio musicians hated the new technol-
ogies.67 Composer Steve Karmen wrote of how MIDI (Musical Instrument 
Digital Interface, introduced in the early 1980s, which standardized the way 
that computers and electronic musical technologies communicated with each 
other) put advertising musicians out of work, since a single machine could 
produce many sounds. Only the jingle singer has survived, Karmen said;68 but 
not very many years later, jingle singers were almost gone as well. As Karmen 
said, one the signs that convinced him it was time to leave the jingle business 
was when a client told him that his twelve-year-old son used the same synthe-
sizer.69 When the person hailed as “the King of the Jingle” for the bett er part of 
two decades decided to leave the business, as Karmen did in the early 1990s, 
it is clear that an era had ended.70

To conclude this chapter, let me return to the question of insincerity. Th e 
decline of the jingle spoke to desires for the authentic, the sincere, in this era. 
Jingles, perhaps the quintessential sounds of capitalism, couldn’t compete 
with rock and pop songs, which were being increasingly employed in com-
mercials (as I will discuss in the following chapter) and which were thought to 
be ideologically purer and more authentic. Steve Karmen wrote that a music 
director with many years of experience told him,

“Today, advertisers don’t want a jingle, they want a song. Jingles, meaning an 
original happy melody writt en about a product or service that extols the ben-
efi ts, qualities, and excitement that come from owning or using that product, 
are no longer considered honest. Th e world has changed. We have to be more 
honest in our advertising. More real. We use music that is real because the best 
ads are real. Pop songs are real. Th ey reach the young market. Jingles do not.”71
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With this, we are in the realm of what some have called the postmodern, 
a world awash in goods—and prett y advertisements for them—to the extent 
that what is “real” or “original” or “authentic” has become increasingly diffi  cult 
to discern. Th eorists of postmodernity argue that the world by the 1980s or 
perhaps sooner had become a mass of signifi ers ungrounded in history or any 
meaning other than those on the surface, and thus concepts such as authentic-
ity or the “real” become mobilized in att empts to rescue fragments of an objec-
tive reality no longer easily discernible. As Jean Baudrillard writes, “When the 
real is no longer what it used to be . . . there is a proliferation of myths of origin 
and designs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticity.”72

Pop songs, of course, are no more—or less—“real” than jingles: they were 
made and performed by some of the same people, and there was a consider-
able overlap in styles by this period. It’s possible to make the same case for 
popular songs and jingles that Baudrillard famously made about Disneyland: 
the theme park is taken as a fantasy world because of its obvious fabrication as 
opposed to the real world surrounding it, but it is that very artifi ce that char-
acterizes the “real” world today.73 Jingles, particularly those that employed the 
Madison Avenue Choir sound, had come to be seen as artifi cial and as mass 
produced as the commodities they purveyed in this era, but, of course, they 
serve to point out the way things really are in a world in which commodities, 
advertising, and consumption play even greater roles in people’s lives than 
they ever had before.
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It went from suits and short hair to jeans and long hair. It was 

just like us, only they were older. But they were just like us—

they were trying to be hip.

—Musician Ron Dante on the transformation of the advertis-

ing industry in the 1960s, interview by author, 2009

Jingles are not meant to be hip, but to sell products.

—Jingle composer Ron Lockhart, 1979
1

6
The Discovery of Youth in the 1960s

Introduction

Even though it seems that everything moves at a breath-
less pace in the advertising industry, major trends in fact 
take quite some time to gather steam. Th e industry is too 
huge, and too beholden to clients’ wishes, to make drastic 
changes happen quickly. Th us, even with the “discovery” 
of the youth market in the 1950s by the recording and 
other industries, it wasn’t until well into the 1960s that this 
started to infl uence the production of commercials, which 
began to emphasize the hip and the cool, an ideology that 
has come to suff use the industry.

With this discovery of the youth market and its culture 
in the 1960s, the advertising industry had found one of its 
most potent strategies for selling commodities, appealing 
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to the youth market, fi rst as youth in the 1960s, then as aging baby boomers. 
Th e ideology of the importance of youth and its tastes infl uenced not only the 
production of advertisements but advertising culture itself, as the epigraph 
by Ron Dante above shows. In other words, the fi eld of cultural production 
of advertising is powerfully shaped by ideas associated with youth and the 
counterculture, the hip and the cool.

As this chapter will show, by the late 1960s, capitalism, at least in the realm 
of advertising and marketing, had already begun to att empt to address youth 
culture on its own terms. Sometimes the music that was used bore litt le re-
semblance to rock music as we understand it today, but it didn’t take long for 
rock and popular musicians to make commercials and hawk products aimed at 
youth and those who aspired to stay young, such as baby boomers, sometimes 
with spectacular success. Rather than capitalism being simply reactive or ap-
propriative, it was, in this particular historical moment, proactive, att empting 
to make the consumption of goods more palatable by adapting youth music 
and other hip and cool aspects of youth culture in order to sell goods. What 
one might call “gray-fl annel” capitalism had given way to blue-jeans capital-
ism, as Dante’s observation implies. Th is happened so quickly, and so deci-
sively, that many people in advertising agencies were unprepared for the shift , 
as I will show. But the change did occur, and has become a deep and seem-
ingly irrevocable part of the world of advertising and American culture more 
generally.

Adapting Songs

Th e growing recognition of the youth market and the important role that mu-
sic played in this group made it diffi  cult for some composers of advertising 
music to resist att empting to make commercial music sound less like com-
mercial music. One of the ways that audiences for commercials—especially 
youth audiences—were increasingly cultivated was by eschewing the jingle 
and att empting to off er a “real” song. And some commercials slowly began to 
track more closely popular songs of the day. In the era when workers in the ad-
vertising industry were increasingly worrying about “clutt er” on the airwaves, 
some thought that making jingles compete with popular songs might help the 
cause of advertisers.

In 1960, the Kingston Trio, at the height of its popularity, struck a deal 
with 7UP to sell a recording called Cool Cargo, containing four of its songs, 



 The Discovery of Youth 149

including its hit “Tom Dooley,” for fi ft y cents and a coupon from 7UP dealers; 
the trio’s agreement also included appearing in commercials for the drink.2 A 
commercial from 1960—probably the fi rst in this campaign—opens with a 
presentation about why the trio is making commercials. It is an astonishing 
four-minute production that rationalizes its pitching for 7UP, presents one of 
its songs with 7UP–ized lyrics, and then moves into another of its numbers, 
also with lyrics selling 7UP (example 6.1).

Th is strategy was slow to catch on, however, for advertisers and market-
ers had litt le idea of, or perhaps litt le sympathy for, the sounds associated 
with youth. In the summer of 1962, for example, Ford aired a summer re-
placement program called Th e Lively Ones, described by Advertising Age as 
“a mood-music color stanza,” hosted by singer Vic Damone with stars such 
as Peggy Lee, Dave Brubeck, Gene Krupa, and Stan Kenton, none of whom 
would be appealing to most youth of the era, the majority of whom had long 
been fans of rock ’n’ roll. Th is program was evidently a television version of 
Ford’s then-current  campaign “about those go-go-go young people, who have 
fun living and laughing it up—and gett ing there, of course, in a Ford,” wrote 
Advertising Age.3

But brands continued to att empt to target youth. Perhaps nowhere was the 
strategy of using popular music sounds or songs to appeal to youth clearer than 
in the long-standing batt le between Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola for supremacy 
in the soft  drink market in the 1960s and aft er. Th e batt le for youth in the so-
called cola wars was initiated by BBDO’s chairman, Tom Dillon, who wrote 
a “white paper” in 1960 about Pepsi advertising, admitt ing that Pepsi was a 
parity product (i.e., not really diff erent from any other cola), and that it would 
make more sense for advertising to place a greater focus on the consumer—
whose age, he thought, was about twenty-three—than on the product in com-
mercials.4 Since, as a Pepsi executive noted, “Teenagers consume soft  drinks 
far in excess of their weight in the population,”5 a new campaign called “Pepsi. 
For Th ose Who Th ink Young” was devised in 1960.6 A vice president at BBDO 
said that this campaign was meant to diff erentiate Pepsi from Coca-Cola, “a 
drink for people who are out of step, out of touch, out of date.”7 Alan Pott asch, 
senior VP–creative services at Pepsi, said, “Th e concept began, with ‘for those 
who think young.’ It became a question of labeling that group we were aft er.” 
Pott asch claimed that the Pepsi generation was “everyone with a young view 
of things. . . . Th e Pepsi generation is a special breed of people—not an age 
group—that believes in living life to its fullest.”8 “Today, all America thinks 
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young,” said Philip Hinerfeld, Pepsi’s vice president for advertising, in justify-
ing the campaign. “Less than three weeks ago,” he said, “America inaugurated 
the youngest elected President its history. Th e average age of his cabinet is also 
the youngest ever. Why, at Pepsi-Cola Co., the average of our top management 
team is under 46 years of age.”9

For this campaign, a 1928 song called “Makin’ Whoopee!” was resurrected, 
with new lyrics sung by Joanie Sommers, a young singer.10 Th e arrangement 
was scarcely diff erent from the previous Pepsi song, “Be Sociable”—light, 
jazzy, unchallenging—which had begun airing in the spring of 1958.11 Special 
lyrics were writt en to appeal to local markets, such as New Orleans (“From 
Mardi Gras to Sugar Bowl / Cook southern-style to cook Creole”) and Long 
Island (“From Hampton Shores to Oyster Bay / Th e tide has turned the Pepsi 
way”; example 6.2).12 Tom Dillon said that if his company missed its target 
audience of young people (who in fact probably wouldn’t have recognized a 
popular song from their grandparents’ generation), other people might at least 
recognize the music; and it would appeal to the all-important bott lers (who 
must always be brought on board any advertising campaign, in part to ap-
prove it and in part because they pay a portion of the media-placement bills; 
Dillon characterized Pepsi-Cola as “a marketing company on behalf of their 
bott lers”).13

Philip Hinerfeld, Pepsi’s vice president in charge of advertising, said that 
this commercial tested well: “Research in several markets indicates it has a 
high degree of memorability and listeners associate it with ‘young, success-
ful people.’”14 Teenagers continued to be part of the market, and Pepsi’s radio 
advertising was going to include local commercials noting teenagers’ accom-
plishments, wishing them happy birthday, and more.15

Th is commercial marked the fi rst salvo in the batt le over youth in the long-
running cola wars, as smaller, upstart Pepsi sought to challenge the supremacy 
of Coca-Cola. I will not go into great detail about the cola wars and youth 
culture, since that has been well documented by Th omas Frank.16 But I will 
devote comparatively more time to the music used. Coca-Cola’s response 
to Pepsi’s “Th ink Young” campaign was “Th ings Go Bett er with Coca-Cola,” 
beginning in 1963 with an ad featuring the Limeliters, which Advertising Age 
said “revolutionized jingles forever” because it wasn’t a jingle, it was a song, or, 
as the magazine wrote, the “fi rst ‘song-form’ commercial, geared to the Top 
40 radio and rock ’n’ roll market” (example 6.3).17 Th e magazine quoted Bill 
Backer, who was music director at McCann-Erickson at the time: “Our idea 
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was to write minor hits that used Coke in the same way as the old hit ‘Rum & 
Coca-Cola’ did.”18 Th e campaign’s goal with this song, according to the senior 
vice president at McCann-Erickson, Atlanta, was to “be ‘in’ without gett ing 
‘way out’”—that is, alienating older viewers; he noted that young adults were 
the main targets of the commercial.19

But it wasn’t easy, for most major brands were leery of rock music in this 
period. Backer said that “we had a hard time convincing them that people 
who listened to rock ’n’ roll weren’t devil worshippers.”20 Elsewhere, Backer 
observed, “Rock music was considered dirty and low-class.”21 Both comments 
speak to advertisers’ reluctance to have anything to do with African American 
musics in this period. Jingle composer and singer Anne Phillips told me that 
she had visions of one executive on his knees before his bosses pleading with 
them to let them record popular musicians before Coca-Cola did.22 Th is was 
probably Hilary Lipsitz at BBDO, who recounted in similar terms the diffi  cul-
ties he had with his superiors over the question of hiring Diana Ross and the 
Supremes for a Pepsi commercial, with his bosses telling him that “that kind of 
music is never going to make it”; an agreement had been made, but the bosses 
demurred, and so the Supremes recorded for Coke. Th is changed att itudes at 
Pepsi, which immediately permitt ed Lipsitz to engage the Four Tops.23

Advertising Age reported that thirty-fi ve musicians sang songs with the 
tagline “Th ings go bett er with Coca-Cola,” from Petula Clark (example 6.4) 
to Ray Charles (example 6.5) to Aretha Franklin (example 6.6) and the Fift h 
Dimension (example 6.7), in an att empt to blanket the market.24 Coca-Cola’s 
vice president and brand manager said about this campaign and the many ver-
sions of the jingle that were produced with various well-known singers, “Th e 
name singer series has performed in much the manner we hoped it would. It’s 
a smashing hit with the target audience.” And, “It injects product action where 
the action is . . . in this growing under-25 soft  drink market.”25

Pepsi responded with the “Th ink Young” campaign, launched in late 1963, 
followed by its new song “Come Alive” in the autumn of 1964. BBDO chair-
man Tom Dillon said the campaign was trying to be on the “cutt ing edge of 
social movements.”26 Philip Hinerfeld said that the whole country was “going 
beyond thinking young, it was acting young. So we put our name on this time, 
we called it the Pepsi Generation.”27 John Bergin, who worked on the Pepsi 
account at BBDO, recounted that the campaign was defi nitely aimed at youth, 
and that they at BBDO realized that there were millions of “war babies” who 
were at the right age to begin drinking cola. But nobody came to the creative 
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department and told its people what to do; they were operating in the dark, he 
said, with very litt le research or information. Pepsi, for its part, thought that 
the average age of its consumer was twenty-eight.28

Th e plan was to make Pepsi a part of a youth-oriented lifestyle; Allen 
Rosenshine, later the head of BBDO, said that “youth” was “att itudinal rather 
than chronological” in these commercials.29 According to Dillon, “We are in 
fact kind of creating a litt le daydream in which you are a participant.” To do 
this, BBDO felt it had to move beyond jingles. Dillon said, “Th e Pepsi thing 
got music out of what you might call the ‘pure jingle stage.’ By and large, stuff  
before that was kind of simple-minded music. It was kind of doggerel, and . . . 
frequently writt en from things in the public domain. And it wasn’t all that 
much ‘composition’ for television; people weren’t really doing that.”30

So, in September 1964, Pepsi launched its “Come Alive! You’re in the Pepsi 
Generation” song, writt en by Sid Ramin, which was initially planned to be 
a short-term campaign in the month of August 1964 and on radio only;31 
Th omas Frank says that commercials in this campaign were Pepsi’s fi rst that 
employed television.32 Louis and Yazijian observe that this “generation” was 
young, pristine, unaff ected by the Vietnam War, and report that the campaign 
became a “national idiom,” and was commented on extensively in the popular 
press.33 Frank writes, however, drawing on an Advertising Age article, that the 
campaign was broad enough to communicate an ideology more than inter-
pellate a particular demographic group: it was, in part, about hipness versus 
Coke’s squarer image, individuality versus conformity (example 6.8).34

But nothing about Ramin’s music seems designed to appeal to youth (be-
fore entering the advertising music business, Ramin had worked as an arranger 
on the Texaco Star Th eatre starring Milton Berle35): the music was conceptual-
ized as a big band song, and there is a full swing orchestra with choirs of horns 
and saxophones and a jazzy fl ute. Ramin, who was given the lyric and asked 
to compose a song to it, thought it should be “rather fanfaric” and “heraldic,” 
so he wrote the opening three-note gesture. (Ramin also used terms like bold, 
big, confi dent, and almost commanding to describe the opening of his composi-
tion.) But he knew who the singer was, that she was young, and that the youth 
audience was directly addressed: “Come Alive! You’re in the Pepsi Genera-
tion,” sung again by Joanie Sommers. Ramin didn’t think a rock version was 
ever recorded, though he thought a popular vocal group sang it.36 Tom Ander-
son, musical director at BBDO, said that in “Come Alive,” the company had, 
for the fi rst time, an “emotional campaign.” It knew the campaign had to reach 
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people’s emotions, and television was the best medium with which to do so.37 
According to John Bergin, Don Kendall, the CEO of Pepsi at the time, was 
moved to tears the fi rst time he heard the song.38

In launching this campaign, Philip Hinerfeld, Pepsi’s advertising vice presi-
dent, stressed the “action nature” of the commercials, which showed young 
people on the move.39 Th is contrasts, as Th omas Frank observes, with the 
“Th ings Go Bett er with Coke” commercials, which represented the “the drink 
of workplace order,” organization cola.40 Frank draws on Jackson Lears’s char-
acterization of American advertising as alternating between depicting images 
of carnival and those of “personal effi  ciency,” and places the Pepsi commer-
cials in the former category and Coke’s in the latt er.41 It seems to me, though, 
that the commercials represent the long-standing tension in the industry be-
tween soft  and hard sell, or lifestyle marketing, in its naissance in commercials 
such as these, versus older “reason why” advertising.

Pepsi’s next campaign departed from its normal strategy of identifying its 
product with a model consumer and instead touted the product itself. Th is 
was the “Taste Th at Beats the Others Cold / Pepsi Pours It On” campaign 
of 1967–69, whose two taglines were the products of two diff erent advertis-
ing agency eff orts that were combined.42 Lipsitz, who was involved with the 
campaign, said that BBDO didn’t want to change to this campaign but its cli-
ent gave it no choice.43 Many at Pepsi and BBDO saw this campaign as an 
aberration, a move away from the youth theme, and it didn’t last long.44 But if 
one views the commercials, they were clearly aimed at youth audiences; two I 
have seen were both fi lmed in recording studios, showing singers (the Turtles 
in one case, example 6.9; the Four Tops in another ad, example 6.10) and in-
strumentalists grooving to Anne Phillips’s music.

Pepsi’s campaign from 1969, “You’ve Got a Lot to Live, and Pepsi’s Got 
a Lot to Give,” was directed both at the current youth market as well as at 
the earlier one that the company had originally targeted.45 Allen Rosenshine 
said that “You’ve Got a Lot to Live” became a hallmark of Pepsi advertising 
because of its scope and grandeur, and camera techniques that gave “glimpses 
of people at their moments of spiritual best,” “coupled with the music itself, 
a truly soaring, uplift ing, musical treatment, which then became a patt ern for 
treatments to follow.” Earlier jingles (by Ramin), Rosenshine thought, were 
still slogans set to music. “Th is was the fi rst . . . major expression of spirit 
through song,” he said; subsequent Pepsi campaigns were just reiterations 
of this song.46 Rosenshine claimed that “You’ve Got a Lot to Live” and later 
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Figure 6.1 Anne Phillips. (Courtesy of Anne Phillips; photo by Judy Kirtley.)

songs linked Pepsi to “things that go beyond bubbly, good-tasting refreshing 
fl avored liquid.” “Th ere is a Pepsi spirit one could catch.” “From ‘Live/Give’ 
on there was a certain Pepsiness, a Pepsi way, a Pepsi att itude, a Pepsi point of 
view. . . . Th is is what we tried to purvey.”47

Several people involved with the campaign noted the turmoil of the 1960s 
and suggested that comparing the fi rst commercials from the early 1960s 
with those in the “You’ve Got a Lot to Live” campaign shows how much the 
country had changed; and music had changed—the Beatles had profoundly 
infl uenced the world of popular music, including advertising music—aft er the 
fi rst commercials.48 John Bergin said that because of the unrest of the 1960s, 
Pepsi wanted to be the voice of something optimistic, telling young people 
that “we’re on your side.” Bergin said that the campaign generated incredible 
lett ers, even from people who wrote that they were about to att empt suicide 
but stopped upon hearing the song. Th e commercial was an adult voice speak-
ing to younger people, he thought. “I think the greatest thing Pepsi-Cola ever 
did, was make Pepsi the offi  cial drink . . . of young America. And the reason 
why it was a good idea was that there were so damn many of them.”49

Th e jingle was a powerful song by Joe Brooks (later famous for writing the 
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1970s megahit “You Light Up My Life”), described by the company president 
as “gospel rock”50 and by Pepsi elsewhere as “jubilation rock.”51 Th ese char-
acterizations are apt enough and suffi  cient to point out yet again that, while 
youth and the counterculture were both being referenced and targeted in 
this commercial, the music was pop-oriented and slow (example 6.11). Frank 
writes that someone who had been in tune with the hippie movement concep-
tualized the original idea for this commercial, but Pepsi did not want to risk 
alienating part of its audience and so opted for a more mainstream approach.

Pepsi described this music to its bott lers thus:

Exciting new groups doing out-of-sight new things to, and for, music. It’s 
youth’s bag and Pepsi-Cola is in it. With a song composed for the “now” sound. 
With lyrics that make this generation’s “thing” our “thing” like never before.

Th ere’s a whole new way of livin’ and Pepsi’s supplyin’ the background 
music. . . . 

It’s a radio package that obliterates the generation gap and communicates 
like a guru.52

In 1970, the music was recorded by a number of diff erent artists, includ-
ing Johnny Cash (example 6.12), B. B. King (example 6.13), Odett a (example 
6.14), Tammy Wynett e (example 6.15), and Th ree Dog Night (example 6.16); 
a three-LP set was produced for radio use with these and other diff erent ver-
sions. Pepsi’s message on the back of the box reads like a Hollywood script 
depicting the beliefs of the counterculture:

You’ve got a lot to live.
Pepsi’s got a lot to give.
Listen. Th ere’s war and hate and hunger in the world. Th ere’s fear and suspi-

cion and suff ering.
But listen. Th ere’s also love. And the greatest generation of young American 

in history. Th eirs is a “whole new way of living.” New, and sometimes jarring, 
but fi lled with love and hope and joy.

Just listen. You can hear the sounds of change. Of a happier, more peaceful 
world that’s coming, maybe tomorrow, the day aft er for sure.

Listen. We’re not in the philosophy business, we sell soft  drinks. We’re out to 
make a profi t, but that’s not our only goal. If we can help remind America that 
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things are gett ing bett er, all of us will profi t. Th ese are commercials for Pepsi, 
but the message belongs to us all.

So listen.

Th e lyrics of Joe Brooks’s song follow:

Th ere’s a whole new way of living,
Pepsi helps supply the drive.
It’s got a lot to give to whose who like to live,
’cause Pepsi helps ’em come alive.
It’s the Pepsi generation,
comin’ at ya, goin’ strong.
Put yourself behind a Pepsi.
If you’re livin’, you belong.
You’ve got a lot to live,
And Pepsi’s got a lot to give.
You’ve got a lot to live,
And Pepsi’s got a lot to give.53

For 1971, still more versions were recorded, described by Pepsi as pop, 
country and western, and soul, with artists such as B. J. Th omas (example 6.17) 
and Roberta Flack (example 6.18) and others. Th e inside of the double al-
bum contains a message about the jingle: “Pepsi’s back big. With the big ‘now’ 
sound, the big ‘now’ song that talks straight to the heart of young America.” 
And there are vignett es of the musicians that describe them employing terms 
from the jingle: the Ides of March “come on strong” with their rock sound; 
B. B. King infl uenced a “whole new generation” of musicians.54 BBDO chair-
man Rosenshine recounted in 1984 that this song, and all of the Pepsi songs 
since the beginning of the “Th ink Young” campaign, were re-creating and up-
dating the same att itude sociologically, with a social relevance, making sure 
Pepsi “was in tune with what people felt was important to them.” Also, Rosen-
shine said, Pepsi had to be sure to please its bott lers, who didn’t want to hear 
the same song for twenty years, but they understood that the campaign was 
being updated sociologically, not changing strategy.55

But perhaps the most celebrated of all these commercials in the musical 
cola wars of the 1960s and 1970s was one for Coca-Cola called “Hilltop” from 
1971 (example 6.19), which is bett er known by the song it used by Billy Davis 
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and Roger Cook, entitled “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing” (Bill Backer 
provided the line “I’d like to buy the world a Coke and keep it company”).56

I’d like to buy the world a home and furnish it with love
Grow apple trees and honeybees and snow-white turtledoves.
I’d like to teach the world to sing in perfect harmony
I’d like to buy the world a Coke and keep it company.
Th at’s the real thing.

Backer told me, as did so many people I interviewed, that in that era, bud-
gets were prett y much unlimited, so creative workers could do whatever they 
wanted.57 In this case, as Backer wrote, they wanted the commercial to “try to 
be the voice of the times—the end of the sixties.”58 He said to me:

When I did the Coca-Cola music, I just had a budget. I could write, and they 
wanted to have me do as many versions as they wanted. . . . Aft er “Teach the 
World to Sing” came along, and everybody wanted another, I said, “Th ose 
things don’t happen. . . .” I said, “Let’s do an album complex. We’ll go to any 
groups that we think, of singers that we want, and record three, four, or fi ve if 
we want to. And . . . maybe a single would come out, and maybe it wouldn’t. But 
I guarantee every time we have to write, we’ll try for one.”59

Th e commercial cost about $225,000 (over $12 million today).60

Backer also told me that while it is diffi  cult to know just how much a 
commercial can aff ect sales of soft  drinks, the commercial did benefi t the 
product.

Th e year that “Teach the World” became a song, I remember seeing presenta-
tions of what that did to brand identity. . . . It’s very diffi  cult to att ach the big 
products to any direct sales, because one like Coca-Cola, hot weather and 
marketing price add [so much], and even what the competition is doing, has so 
much to do with it, so you never can really be sure. But you can test brand iden-
tity and reason to buy and that kind of stuff . And those kinds of commercials 
did those products a lot of good.61

Coca-Cola received many requests for lyrics, and gave away free copies 
of the music in manuscript. One teacher wrote to the company saying that 



158 Chapter 6

she wanted to write a play based on the commercial’s theme.62 A press report 
on the commercial tells of an advertising executive who, desiring to demon-
strate the power of mass communications, asked his audience to stand for the 
“World’s National Anthem,” then played the Coca-Cola song.63 Th e song was 
re-re-recorded by the original singers, the New Seekers, in a commercial ver-
sion, and several cover versions appeared as well, some of which enjoyed brisk 
sales.64

Th is commercial outdoes Pepsi’s in its presentation of squeaky-clean 
youth, but was more multicultural: it wasn’t just representing American youth 
culture, but the international student movement more generally. Stolid Coke 
had jumped on the youth bandwagon as well.65

Youth and the Counterculture

Clearly, some of these soft  drink campaigns, particularly those by Pepsi, were 
aimed at capturing the youth demographic, in part by representing youth in 
commercials, but also by drawing on sounds and other signs calculated to 
resonate with youth. Probably everyone is familiar with this strategy, which 
Th omas Frank has called the “conquest of cool” in his exceptionally useful 
book on the subject that chronicles how the advertising industry since the 
1960s has att empted to locate the hip and the cool in order to harness these 
properties for selling.66 Th ere was also a growing sense that youth were easier 
to market to; as one textbook put it in 1983, “Desires of young people are 
more plastic than those of older persons, and it is easier to establish new habits 
of consumption among these groups.”67

Th ese colas, as Frank points out, were ahead of their time in their cultiva-
tion of the youth market and representations of youth. Most advertisers and 
their agencies were still grappling with how to deal with the youth question 
in the early 1960s (which was, culturally, still the 1950s) and well into the 
middle of that decade. In 1965, for example, J. Walter Th ompson president 
Dan Seymour talked about the ever-increasing rate of change in contempo-
rary culture, with special reference to music.

Th e most signifi cant component in the new world of sound is music. Music—
like visual communications—responds to the needs and pressures of our 
society. It is a litmus paper by which we can gauge what is happening to all of 
us. And something has happened to us over the last ten years. Our traditional 
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reluctance to accept new ideas in sound, to depend on what has gone before, 
has been replaced by a spirit of diversity and exploration. Today, one’s ears are 
hearing music that is far more subtle and sophisticated, even when it’s shatt er-
ing the ear drums.68

Seymour doesn’t say so, but, clearly, he is expounding on a theme that, with all 
of the fast changes going on in the culture, advertising must keep up.

Two years later, Seymour discoursed on the fragmentation of the radio au-
dience in the late 1960s, maintaining that with the ubiquity of radio, there 
were about a dozen diff erent audiences. He dramatized this fragmentation 
with a takeoff  on the old Aldrich Family radio program (fi rst broadcast in 1939 
and on which he had been an announcer). How were advertisers and advertis-
ing agencies to reach today’s diversifi ed audience? For youth, you need “Hulk-
ing Henry Aldrich.” (I don’t know what audio he played but am certainly curi-
ous.) Seymour played musical examples for several diff erent audience groups, 
including the “post–teeny bopper / pre–jet set” audience and “the affl  uent, 
intellectual elite,” which doesn’t like any form of popular music.69

Seymour’s and others’ sensitivity to the use of rock and pop musics didn’t 
mean that major advertisers were adopting popular music with alacrity—they 
weren’t. Clients were skitt ish, and advertisers and agencies still believed in a 
kind of mass campaign, as Seymour’s speech indicated, which meant that a 
variety show format was still used. When he pitched a new television show 
before the Distributor Sales Meeting of RCA in Indianapolis, he said:

And when we’re appealing to such a broad group . . . people of every age and 
every income level . . . people with many diff erent interests, many diff erent en-
thusiasms . . . it is essential that we structure a program of the broadest possible 
appeal, but with att ractions for every part of our swinging society.

Who might that be? Perry Como, who was sure to appeal to the diff erent 
groups that RCA would want to target.

Surrounding Perry are some of the newest, most exciting and most popular 
acts in this sometimes perplexing entertainment world of 1967. Th ey’re the last 
word in what’s “In” right now, this autumn.

Maybe you and I don’t “dig” all of them, but they’re the pied pipers who 
excite the record buyers . . . the young marrieds shopping for Color TV . . . the 
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stereo buff s . . . and the college crowd that are the RCA customers of today and 
tomorrow.

It’s just possible some people might think Jeff erson Airplane is something 
akin to the Ford Tri-Motor [an airplane produced in the 1920s and 1930s]. 
But if you read TIME magazine a month or so ago, or have been watching pop 
record sales, you know that Jeff erson Airplane is the hott est personal appear-
ance group of our current times. It’s fi ve fellows and a girl with a particular beat 
and unique sound that has kept their latest RCA album at the top of the Variety 
best-seller list for the last twenty-four weeks. . . . 

In this constantly changing world of ours, the craze of a year ago oft entimes 
is just a memory today. Th e men in our TV department, whose job it is to 
know what people are reacting to right now as well as what will excite them 
six months from now, tell us that the emerging new sound is a special kind of 
South American beat, and its prophets are Sergio Mendes and Brazil ’66. So 
they’ll be with Perry, too.70

Th e year 1967 appears to mark the point at which the potential of capital-
izing on youth culture had become an unstoppable trend, though music as-
sociated with youth had been fi nding its way into advertising for some time. 
Fairfax M. Cone, writing of trends in October of 1967, said:

1967 . . . is the year of the discovery of youth.
What is youth?
Youth is riding tandem on a Honda motorcycle or walking the streets with a 

transistor radio. Youth is playing a guitar, drinking Coke, eating pizza. Youth is 
long hair and mini-skirts, white lipstick and Clearasil.

Youth is a wonderful time to be alive.
Also, for the caterers of the above, and such incidental items as portable 

phonographs and records, panty stockings, false eyelashes, dark glasses, sandals, 
sarapes, and the paperback editions of the great authors—including William 
Burroughs—youth is very good business.

Cone is rather skeptical of the apparent fad for youth, and points out that de-
mographics show that, while people under twenty-fi ve were nearly half the 
population in 1965, very few were heads of households and therefore not 
likely to be purchasing expensive goods.71

Cone’s caveat did litt le to dampen interest in cultivating the youth mar-
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ket. Because of the newfound interest in it, advertising agencies had to educate 
themselves and their clients (and potential clients) about the importance of 
youth, sometimes, as Frank shows, with unintended comical eff ect, at least for 
today’s readers. One person, who owned a music production company in this 
era, told me of how he would be hired to go around to advertising agencies 
in the 1960s to lecture on popular music, with titles such as “Who Are the 
 Beatles?” A 1967 trade press article noted the importance of knowing the diff er-
ence between the “Motown Sound” and the “New York Sound,” “and wouldn’t 
think of trying to get the ‘Nashville Sound’ on a commercial by recording the 
spot in San Francisco. Th ese days both creative and media people at agencies 
must know what kind of musical spot will trigger a positive response among 
various demographic groups for the product or service advertised and which 
tv program and radio stations to slot the spots.”72 In the summer of 1970, Ad-
vertising Age magazine held a workshop that showcased diff erent rock acts to 
educate advertisers about diff erent kinds of music. Th e groups were Green-
wood County Farm (described as “big band rock”), Hardy Boys (“bubble gum 
rock”), Mason Proffi  t (“western rock”), Rotary Connection (“acid rock”), 
Shadows of Knight (“hard rock”), and Soul Experience (“Afro-electric rock”). 
Various experts were on hand to “dissect the youth world.”73

And some people in advertising in this period even solicited youth input. A 
story in a trade journal in 1965 of a Raleigh, North Carolina, department store 
chronicled the work of the advertising manager, Marilyn Holder, who wanted 
a jingle but didn’t want to commission it from a traditional jingle house, believ-
ing, “Th at just wasn’t us.” But through her local television station, she found 
herself in a jingle house in Chicago, where a local jazz group and a male and 
female vocalist recorded the jingle. Returning to Raleigh, Holder immediately 
auditioned the jingle by humming it before the department store’s “advisory 
panel” of twelve high school seniors. “Th is youth-market thing,” Holder said, 
“you can’t underestimate that.”74

Chico Hamilton, an African American advertising musician, when asked in 
1975 how he composed new music that appealed to large audiences, replied:

Th ere are no new sounds . . . at least not until they invent new instruments. Th e 
best sounds come from the streets . . . from young people. To compose for them 
I have to keep contemporary. I do concerts in New York City grade schools—
the seven-year-olds love our stuff  . . . we don’t play down to them. Th e only way 
to understand young people, teens especially, is to put yourself in their bag.75
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The Sounds of Youth?

Th e “discovery” of youth (Cone’s skepticism seems rather quaint at this point) 
did not mean that rock music found its way into commercials immediately, as 
we have seen. Infatuation with youth did not necessarily mean that rock music 
was employed in commercials, though rock sounds sometimes were. What 
was described as being rock (or rocklike) in this era sounds quite watered-
down today. Nonetheless, youth and the counterculture could be successfully 
addressed through lyrics and images, if not sound, as Coke’s and Pepsi’s suc-
cesses demonstrate.

It must remembered just how radical this music was, not only to general 
audiences of the 1950s and 1960s, but perhaps especially to advertisers and 
advertising agencies, who constantly had to be wary of off ending potential 
customers. Rock music was treated in an extremely gingerly fashion, and 
made inroads into the production of advertising music only slowly.

Th e fi rst mention I can fi nd in the trade press of a rock band used to sell a 
product is in 1964, the “Wet and Wild” series for 7Up, which I have been unable 
to view or hear.76 Another early one was for Yardley Black Label aft ershave from 
1966 featuring an upbeat song with pastoral and active scenes in which members 
of the Monkees sang “Some guys have it, some guys never will” (example 6.20).

Far more common than featuring bands in commercials was the slow in-
corporation of sounds associated with rock music into commercials with mu-
sic that had been writt en by professional jingle composers. A commercial for 
Alka-Seltzer in 1964 (example 6.21) resulted in a pop song, “No Matt er What 
Shape,” by the T-Bones (the title for the commercial was “No Matt er What 
Shape Your Stomach’s In”). Th e composer, Sascha Burland, said that the ad-
vertising agency wanted nothing but stomachs on fi lm,

so I fi gured out a relaxed rock ’n’ roll concept, done in a humorous way. As I 
sense it, the ad really was an episodic movie, but I felt that the musical theme 
had to unify a group of largely divergent frames. It was the theme that led later 
into the popular recording. It had a kind of “now-it’s-happening” feeling, which 
I guess is why it took off  as a pop hit. We used our own version of the “Mersey 
Sound,” which had done so well for the Beatles. However, the factor that really 
established it as part of the popular music scene was the counterline. It had 
a Bob Dylan harmonica sound done by “Toots” Th ielmans [the leading jazz 
harmonica player], backed by Fender bass, guitar and drums.77
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Other insiders tell a somewhat diff erent story about this commercial: Bur-
land’s music was thought to sound too contemporary, too sexy, and the music 
was toned down.78 Diluted or not, the instrumental tune was so popular that 
it was released on a recording by the T-Bones and climbed to number 3 on the 
national charts for twelve weeks, selling over a million copies.79 One industry 
insider wrote that the spot’s creator estimated that the commercial “played on 
over $20 million worth of network air time.”80

Also in 1964, the “Teaberry Shuffl  e,” based on the “Mexican Shuffl  e” re-
corded by Herb Alpert and his Tijuana Brass, for Teaberry chewing gum was 
successful (example 6.22). Several commercials utilized it, showing people 
from a variety of age groups kicking up their heels to the music. Later, a 1969 
commercial for Crocker Bank with lyrics and music by Paul Williams and 
Roger Nichols was made famous by the Carpenters as “We’ve Only Just Be-
gun” (example 6.23).81

Composers’ discourses about the creeping infl uence of rock music—with 
the approval of reluctant clients—is illustrative of how established advertis-
ing musicians coped with rock, and the hip and the cool. Steve Karmen, for 
example, on the “When You Say Budweiser, You’ve Said It All” jingle of 1970, 
off ered a lesson on the importance of fi nding “unique audio” for the lyric (ex-
ample 6.24).

For the fi rst arrangement of “When You Say Budweiser, You’ve Said It All,” I 
sought a new musical sound, at least one that was not being used by other beers 
of the day. . . . 

To try and stand out in this crowd, I chose to begin my Budweiser song 
with a rhythm section of a tuba (playing downbeats) and three trumpets 
(playing offb  eats). Th e tuba is a traditional beer-hall instrument, but it is used 
infrequently because of its Germanic um-pah-pah sound (not hip for the hip 
beer drinker). But as the basis for a rock and roll track, the tuba proved to 
be a unique and perfect bott om for the orchestra. As soon as the commer-
cials began, even before the lyric, the consumer recognized it as the sound of 
Budweiser.82

Writing in 1980, Michael J. Arlen off ered a description of a recording by 
Phoebe Snow for an AT&T radio commercial; the song had already been re-
corded by Roberta Flack and Ray Charles; José Feliciano, Tammy Wynett e, 
and Paul Williams were scheduled to record it, and a diff erent arrangement 
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Figure 6.2 Steve Karmen. (Courtesy of Steve Karmen.)

of the “Reach Out and Touch Someone” theme had been writt en for each of 
them. David Lucas and Th omas McFaul wrote a song from the slogan, which 
was turned into more variations for television commercials. Arlen described 
the recording studio and session, which was att ended by a freelance song-
writer and arranger who had arranged the “Reach Out” version for Snow. In 
charge was the chief musical consultant for the N. W. Ayer agency, which was 
producing the commercial.83 Arlen interviewed Bill Eaton, the arranger of the 
“Reach Out” music for Phoebe Snow’s radio version:

I took the original David Lucas score and mulled it around in my head until I 
reached a point of view. What I wanted was something with a rock beat—but 
not too much of a rock beat—and also with a hint of disco. . . . When I do a 
commercial, I have to accept the responsibility for making it stylistically right 
for the artist, and for making it unique in such a way that the artist can convey 
his own personality. My work is close to popular, of course, but it’s not the same 
as popular.84



 The Discovery of Youth 165

Th e caution with which advertisers handled rock music (“Rock was treated 
like a diseased person,” recalled one industry veteran in 198985), and their gen-
eral ignorance of popular music, continued for many years. Artie Schroeck, a 
composer and arranger in the business at its heyday, told me about writing 
promotional music for ABC in the early 1980s. He had writt en a song for the 
network that won a Clio Award in 1982.

Th e following year . . . they wrote another lyric, and they wanted to use “Alexan-
der’s Ragtime Band” [a song composed in 1911]—[sings] “C’mon along, c’mon 
along with ABC.”

And at the time Irving Berlin was still alive, and he didn’t want anybody to 
do his song—they asked him one time, they wanted to put out a whole book 
of all his songs. . . . And he said, “Naw, I don’t want anybody to sing my songs 
anymore.” . . . So . . . they wouldn’t let us do “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” so I 
wrote another song. . . . I wrote a song on the order of “Alexander’s Ragtime 
Band.” And I brought another [more contemporary] song in . . . and they ended 
up taking the more contemporary song. . . . [sings] “Come on along with ABC, 
we’re reachin’ out for you and me.”

By “more contemporary,” ABC meant more rock ’n’ roll, Schroeck told me.86 
Th ese anecdotes demonstrate just how much slippage there could be between 
sounds as conceptualized by advertisers and as heard by musicians and fans. 
By the mid-1970s, everyone knew the importance of sounding up to date in 
order to continue to appeal to the youth market, but this still meant diff erent 
things to diff erent people. Diff erent clients had diff erent sounds in mind, not 
all of them contemporary, even if they desired to capture the youth market.

Baby Boomers and Nostalgia

Baby boomers, the size of the baby boomer market and the money that baby 

boomers have, they’re like a gorilla, an eight hundred–pound gorilla. They control 

the music tastes of a lot of clients.

—Hunter Murtaugh, interview by author, October 2009

Th e att empts to att ract the youth and baby boomer markets grew more in-
tense throughout the late 1970s and aft er. In 1976, a company called RockBill 
was founded in New York City, whose purpose was to promote rock acts to 
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corporations for potential sponsorship in a slick magazine. Shaped and mod-
eled aft er Playbill, RockBill eschewed hard sell about bands and featured short 
articles, interviews, and informational bits about various bands and musi-
cians. RockBill’s free distribution was assured through contractual agreement 
between musicians’ management and their concert promoters, so between 
one hundred thousand and two hundred thousand copies were printed for 
each band’s tour.87 Jay Coleman, RockBill’s president and founder, helped ne-
gotiate some major deals, linking the Rolling Stones and Jovan, the fragrance 
company, and Julio Iglesias with Coca-Cola.88

In late summer of 1985, Warner Special Products contacted all New York 
advertising agencies billing more than twenty-fi ve million dollars annually 
with information on the benefi ts of using original recordings in advertising. 
Phase one of this direct mail campaign included a “How to Make a Commer-
cial Rock” packet that included a disc touting the use of original recordings, 
and a mail-in card to request a free cassett e entitled Fortyfi ve Ways to Make 
Your Commercial Rock. Th e next phase involved a national direct mail cam-
paign as well as placing ads in trade publications.89

In the fall of 1986, Marketing through Music began publication as a monthly 
newslett er published by Rolling Stone. Its mission, like RockBill’s, was, as its 
title suggests, to promote music for commercial uses. Th e magazine’s pub-
lisher wrote in an introductory lett er that the purpose of the newslett er was 
to “encourage marriages between music and non-music marketers.”90 For an 
annual subscription fee of fi ft y dollars, this newslett er helped bring together 
marketing, advertising, and music executives. Th e newslett er was a booster 
for the use of music in advertising, containing stories about advertising cam-
paigns that used music in prominent ways, statistics about revenue derived for 
corporately sponsored acts, and more. Marketing through Music ceased publi-
cation aft er three years. But its mission was realized; sponsorship amounted 
to hundreds of millions a year by the mid-1990s, according to Jay Coleman 
of RockBill; some national brands sponsored dozens of bands.91 All of these 
eff orts resulted in vastly more spending on marketing and music; in 1981, 
roughly two million dollars was spent on music marketing; by 1984, the fi gure 
was over twenty million dollars.92

Even as baby boomers aged, they continued to be targeted by marketers 
(as they still are); one composer said, “Th e baby-boomers are a musical gen-
eration, no doubt about it. Th ey have made music the language, the idiom 
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of the country. As a result, almost everyone has musical ears today—we’re a 
music-crazy nation.”93 An article in 1980 noted that the target audience was 
frequently “war babies,” who liked the Beach Boys and James Taylor.94

Th e emphasis on adapting for and att racting baby boomers and younger 
generations of youth resulted in more and more music being used in commer-
cials in the 1970s and 1980s, perhaps also as a result of the publications just 
mentioned. In 1979, 60 percent of all television commercials had music, but 
a litt le less than 50 percent employed jingles as the main music; as usual, the 
parity products of beer and fast-food jingles dominated.95 An article in 1980 
said that 70 percent of all commercials had music;96 another article in 1981 re-
ported a fi gure of 80 percent.97 In 1984, many people in the industry were not-
ing that business was booming; one person reported using music more than 
twice as much as just two years previously.98 Music houses were also on the 
rise; an article from early 1984 reported that one music house owner thought 
that the number of music houses had increased at least tenfold in the previous 
fi ft een years.99

It was the fi lm Th e Big Chill (1983) that alerted the business world to the 
potential of baby boomer consumers’ nostalgia, including nostalgia for music; 
advertisers learned to use popular music from the 1960s in commercials from 
this and other fi lms. An art director at BBDO in early 1987, referring to the 
“baby boom syndrome,” said:

Th ere is a huge market of people out there who grew up on music from the 
Temptations to the Rolling Stones to the Moody Blues. Music is part of their 
lives. Th ese are people with money in their pockets, who are willing and ca-
pable of buying just about anything that is off ered. Th at is why you see so much 
music being used and for the most part used eff ectively. Th e audience is more 
sophisticated, and consumers don’t want to be hard-sold. Th e music method is 
one that appeals to them; it is easier for them to relate to.100

According to Hunter Murtaugh, who was vice president of Young and Ru-
bicam and director of music production in the mid-1980s:

It’s an idea whose time has come. Th e people of the ’60s are grown up. Th ey 
have money, jobs and new consumer needs. Ads have to reach them. To 
connect the car with the consumer, the music takes them back to when they 
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learned to drive and what cars meant to them. Everybody has slammed the 
door to a car, put their foot on the gas and felt free. It hits everybody.101

Murtaugh also discussed this in our interview.

[It’s] 2009 right now. You’re perfectly hip to walk into a client meeting and say, 
“Got a great idea. You need a piece of music from forty years ago. Richie Ha-
vens. Th is is a great American spirit, it’s . . . great.” But in 1980, if you’d walked 
into a room and said, “I’ve got a great idea for you. Glenn Miller, forty years 
ago, still a great hit.” . . . Th e same forty years, people would laugh you out of the 
room. Th ey would say, “Hey, Hunter, it’s 1980, what are you talking about, forty 
years—Glenn Miller, that’s like a thousand years ago!”102

An early campaign that made use of rock music to att ract nostalgic baby 
boomers was for Ford’s Lincoln-Mercury Division in 1984, which employed 
seventeen classic rock hits underlying “witt y mini-scenarios of baby-boomer 
life-styles.” Known to industry insiders as the “Big Chill campaign,” it targeted 
potential buyers with a common denominator of rock music, according to 
the company’s market research, an att empt to dispel the carmaker’s image 
as a brand for older people. Lincoln-Mercury’s advertising manager said, 
 “Regardless of background, the music of the ’60s created positive feelings of 
the time—college, the prosperous country, boyfriend-girlfriend.”103 He said 
elsewhere that the company used popular music from the 1960s so that its 
audience would understand it, and that Lincoln-Mercury understood its 
audience.104

According to the creative director at the advertising agency that produced 
the commercials, “Th e music makes younger viewers feel that Lincoln-
 Mercury understands them. It recalls their adolescence, the most exciting 
time of their life and it transfers some of those good feelings to Lincoln-
Mercury.”105 Th e advertising agency conducted research before and aft er the 
commercials were made, and determined that the fi rst commercial, with “Ain’t 
No Mountain High Enough,” engendered a “remarkably deep and complex” 
eff ect in the audience. “Research showed that they were reading a variety 
of positive things into the spot, recalling all kinds of wonderful moments 
from their college days, and att ributing those moments to the brand name 
Mercury.”106
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Th e research done by the automobile company’s advertising agency de-
termined that its target audience didn’t want the lyrics of the music tampered 
with (in other words, tailored to sell the product), so the original musicians 
re-recorded their hits for the advertisements (though in the case of the Beat-
les, the agency employed a soundalike group, a fairly common strategy in 
this period, and the spot was produced by Beatles producer George Martin). 
Sometimes, performers would appear in commercials featuring their music. 
Th e four spots that were produced presented, according to an article in the 
trade press, images designed to appeal to baby boomers, and borrowed their 
titles from the songs they employed: “Born to Be Wild,” “Ain’t No Mountain 
High Enough,” “Mama Said,” and “Wouldn’t It Be Nice.” Market share in-
creased from 5.5 percent to 6.5 percent.107

Th e Ford Motor Company issued a press release in the summer of 1985 
trumpeting the usage of a cover, or remake, of the Beatles’ “Help!” in a com-
mercial as part of this campaign:

Lincoln-Mercury Division is using Beatles music from the 1960s to appeal 
directly to the “baby boom” market. Th is is the fi rst time a commercial has used 
music by the world’s most famous rock group.

Lincoln-Mercury Division is currently airing a commercial for its auto-
mobiles which features the song “Help!,” the title song from a 1965 Beatles 
movie. Th e commercial is one of four being used to promote Mercury cars, all 
of which feature hit music of the ’60s and ’70s. Howard Guard, who directed 
the Mercury commercial, also directed the musical sequences in the movie 
“Help!”

Lincoln-Mercury Advertising Manager Tom Ryan says the commercials are 
part of an overall eff ort to increase Mercury’s appeal to younger buyers.108

Th e company’s research indicated that music from the 1960s and 1970s would 
help reach the market of twenty-fi ve- to forty-year-olds that the company was 
targeting, particularly if the music hadn’t been tampered with. “We realized 
that this music is very important to our audience,” Ryan said. “We didn’t want 
to do anything to alter its basic integrity.” Th e company thus employed origi-
nal lyrics, and used the same recording studio and engineers who produced 
the originals. Ryan believed that the commercials had been eff ective; the av-
erage age of the Mercury Cougar buyer was forty-four in 1983 but dropped 
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to thirty-fi ve as a result of this campaign.109 Th is campaign was the fi rst of its 
kind, spawning many imitators, and was the main initiative to impress upon 
the advertising industry the potential sales to be gained from licensing exist-
ing rock music (to be discussed in chapter 7).

A later campaign for Lincoln-Mercury featured megastar Rod Stewart to 
sell not just a single car but the brand itself. “When consumers hear Rod Stew-
art’s unique voice, no matt er what the song, they’ll immediately know that it’s 
a Lincoln-Mercury spot,” said the advertising manager of Lincoln-Mercury. 
Predictably, the target was baby boomers:

We are trying to reach people born between 1946 and 1964. Th at’s the heart 
of the baby boom, a huge segment with purchasing power that is continually 
rising. We think that there is no bett er way to reach them than through music. 
Rock is an extremely strong emotional connection for that group. Buying a car 
is a decision that is also very much infl uenced by emotions. Th at’s why music is 
a very powerful marketing tool for us.110

Lincoln-Mercury tested Stewart with audiences, who liked his music even if 
they couldn’t identify him. Stewart re-recorded four of his biggest hits for the 
campaign.

According to one trade report, a major reason that rock stars and com-
mercials began to appear together was that “both the music and the medium 
have a respectability they didn’t have in the 1960s and 1970s, when rock 
stars resisted commercial endorsements and few companies wanted them as 
spokesmen.”111 In other words, as a diff erent author put it, “rock music lost its 
countercultural status.”112

In October 1987, Marketing through Music reported on a book called Youth-
trends™: Capturing the $200 Billion Youth Market by Lawrence Hamdan and 
Lawrence Graham, who described a generation aft er the boomers they call 
the “Fun Loving Youth en Route to Success,” or “F.L.Y.E.R.S.”113 Author Gra-
ham told Marketing through Music, “Music can quickly provide an image for 
your product. A company can make the most outdated product seem current 
by using current music.” Th e book’s authors said that the most successful re-
cent campaign was Pontiac Fiero’s sponsorship of the 1984–85 Daryl Hall and 
John Oates tour, and argued that the success of this sponsorship wasn’t just 
the music, but more
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how Pontiac carried it out. Th e promotion was so good because Pontiac 
covered so many diff erent angles. Th ey made sure that the tie-in was not just 
at the concerts—where they had pictures of Pontiacs and other promotional 
materials—but that they had actual record albums—with Hall & Oates pos-
ing next to a Pontiac Fiero, and they had ticket giveaways and contests at the 
showrooms—in the neighborhoods where young people go to look at cars.114

Later, New Age music was employed to att ract the same baby boom con-
sumers, and was fi rst noticed in a trade publication in 1987. A Lincoln-Mercury 
campaign, departing from its successful “Big Chill” strategy, turned instead to 
New Age music. Two English musician/producers were hired to write fi ve 
original New Age pieces for use in commercials in 1988, electronic works that 
were more closely related to classical music than rock, according to Market-
ing through Music. Th e Lincoln-Mercury Division general marketing manager 
said, “Th is new genre of music has become quite popular, particularly among 
younger, more affl  uent buyers. We believe this music will succeed in creating 
a contemporary image and help us att ract the 25–44 year-old group [in other 
words, those born between 1943 and 1962—still primarily baby boomers]—
the primary target for the Mercury brand.”115

Another article on New Age appeared in Marketing through Music in May 
1988, and noticed, “A new buzz word is being bandied about more and more 
in music marketing circles these days. Th at buzz word is ‘new age,’ and corpo-
rations targeting an upscale, sophisticated demographic view new age afi cio-
nados as a particularly att ractive audience.” Th e article mentioned usages of 
the music by Lincoln-Mercury and Hitachi, which sponsored Kitaro’s North 
American debut tour (which it reported on in November 1987116). A manage-
ment company specializing in the music was formed in Oakland, California; 
its president said, “Th e horizons for utilization of this kind of instrumental 
music in fi lm, video, merchandising and marketing campaigns are vast and 
untapped.”117 Marketing through Music’s “M.T.M. Datafax” feature presented 
data on New Age listenership in the March 1989 issue. Th e broadest listen-
ership was listeners under the age of forty-four: “Belying the misconception 
that new age music att racts an older demographic, this month’s DATAFAX 
shows that the genre’s appeal actually drops off  aft er age 45!”118 And an article 
in American Demographics from the late 1980s noted that pop and New Age 
music “had the most universal appeal.”119
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One of the reasons that rock and other musics liked by baby boomers 
could appear in commercials was because boomers had begun to ascend to 
positions of power in the advertising world in the 1980s and 1990s, and they 
had no compunction about using music from their youth in commercials. 
One industry insider said:

Th ere are a lot of people in advertising who grew up in with rock ’n’ roll. So you 
see a lot of old rock ’n’ roll songs creeping in, and a lot of current ones as well. 
We live in an age where middle adults—people under 50—were young enough 
to have been into rock ’n’ roll. I think there’s a real identifi cation there: there’s 
a sense of youth about yourself. I think there’s a real value to it. Even if a song 
doesn’t tie into the product exactly, there’s a certain emotional pull.120

Th e baby boomers’ rise to positions of power in the advertising industry by 
the mid-1980s was noticed and commented on by people in the industry. No 
longer were they simply the targets of marketing—they could be the target-
ers. Spencer Michlin, a leading jingle composer of the 1970s and 1980s, noted 
the increasing number of styles available to jingle composers, and how demo-
graphics brought a change to jingle styles: “Th e baby boom bulge—I’m part of 
it—was raised on rock ’n’ roll. When I started business, clients were afraid of 
it . . . didn’t want to turn off  the older people. Now the older people are us. Th e 
clients are us. If you listen to almost any commercial now . . . you hear a good 
beat.”121 Kendall Marsh of Mental Music Productions said, “Th e baby boomer 
generation grew up with this music. Ad execs are in love with it, so they want 
to see their products associated with it. . . . You don’t have to say anything else. 
You’re associating yourself with a product which has a resonance with this 
tune. You’re buying into a lifestyle.”122

New Music

RockBill, Marketing through Music, and other ever-increasing eff orts to att ract 
youth and baby boomers meant that that the distance between some adver-
tising music and popular music began to diminish in the 1980s. Susan Ham-
ilton, of the music house Hamilton, Buskin and Batt eau in New York City, 
said in 1990, “Th ere used to be such a gap between records and music for 
commercials. Jingles used to be pale, watered-down derivatives of hit records. 
Now commercials are as innovative, and the onus is gone. I mean, celebrity 
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Figure 6.3 George Martin, Susan Hamilton, and Bernie Drayton, 1972. (Courtesy of Susan Hamilton.)

talent—the most amazing people are doing jingles!”123 In our interview, she 
mentioned Leontyne Price, Michael Jackson, and Elton John, among others.124

In the early 1980s, a trend away from the jingle continued, in an eff ort to 
make commercials sound more like real songs. Th e shift  was described in the 
trade press thus: “Today the jingle is conceived of more as a song with copy 
integrated within the melody and rhythm, rather than music which supports 
strong copy.”125 Producer Bernie Drayton (fi g. 6.3), of the music house HEA, 
said in 1984:

In the early ’70s, things got very myopic in the music business. Everyone 
wanted to have their music sound like a jingle. Since then the jingle has evolved 
into a song with a contemporary feel. Basically our policy is to stay away from 
derivative music. . . . 

It has to be believable, and feel good. If we have to take a line out of the copy 
to make it fl ow, then that’s what we do. It makes things more alive, more real. In 
general jingles don’t relate to the real world, whereas a real song does. . . . In the 
last fi ve years, the jingle has peaked. In some of the longer formats we do, such 
as radio spots, we actually do “real” music.

Although commercials always lag behind popular music, our time gap is 
prett y close. Our writers are producing the real stuff .126
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A fi rm in New York that mainly produced theme songs for television 
branched out into the jingle business, describing its work in that arena as writ-
ing “un-jingles,” approaching each commercial as a litt le fi lm. It att ributes au-
diences’ increased sophistication to MTV (which had begun broadcasting in 
1981; see chapter 7) and a general tolerance for diff erent musical styles. For 
the fi rm, this meant using a soft er-sell approach. Commercials were coming to 
be seen as entertainment in their own right, not just selling instruments. Th e 
popularity of MTV was such that advertising agencies were beginning to seek 
out musicians with backgrounds in the entertainment industry. Th e advent of 
stereo TV was important to these composers, for they saw this technological 
innovation as a boon to their creativity.127

Th e “un-jingle” approach caught on. A 1983 article wrote of the abilities of 
country/pop singer Janie Fricke, who recorded many well-known commer-
cials. One, for Busch beer, was so successful that the advertising agency’s copy 
director said that the commercial was successful because it became “a Janie 
Fricke Busch beer spot rather than a Busch beer spot with Janie Fricke. She 
lent her originality to it.”128 In other words, it transcended the lowly status of 
being a jingle and became a song.

In the mid-1980s, a commercial for Löwenbräu beer featured music by Bob 
Rans of Tullio/Rans, who was chosen “because he was heavily into records—
not commercials. We wanted a noncommercial, nonjingly sound—an original 
sound with international appeal compatible with the brand image.” Advertising 
Age reported that the style was “techno-rap.”129 A late 1980s interview with Stu 
Kuby, senior vice president–director of music production at an advertising 
agency in New York City, who “discovered” Whitney Houston for a Diet Coke 
commercial, reported that Kuby thought it important to try to take somebody 
who wasn’t well known but on the rise for use in commercials, believing it to 
be useful to off er a musician, whether known or unknown, the opportunity to 
shape a new song rather than covering an existing one.

Most agencies will take an existing song and maybe rerecord it. But they’re 
taking a record that already exists and using it for their purposes; they’re not 
commissioning that person to create a new piece of music for them. Eric Clap-
ton, Phil Collins, people like that, there they are on the screen singing, but it’s 
not a new piece of music; it’s a record they’ve already done. Th ey’re lending the 
music they’ve already created.130
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When seeking to hire a well-known musician, Kuby believed that it was neces-
sary to fi nd someone who cared about the product, not someone who simply 
picked up a check. Kuby and his colleagues found new musicians by employ-
ing people to go to clubs and listen to a good deal of music. Seeking out new 
musicians this way, seeking the hip and the cool, was to become one of the 
most potent ideologies in the world of advertising, active to this day.

New Capitalism

Th is adoption of the hip and the cool marks a new strategy in postwar capi-
talism, as Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello have writt en. Th ey argue in Th e 
New Spirit of Capitalism that critiques of capitalism, which they label as 
“social” (a set of critiques that emerged during the Great Depression about 
capitalism’s unfairness) and “artistic” (critiques from the 1960s countercul-
ture about capitalism’s inauthenticity), play a role of a “motor in changes in 
the spirit of capitalism.”131 It is the “artistic” critique that interests me here, 
since this is linked both ideologically and chronologically to the countercul-
ture and the later (and continuing) infatuation with the hip and the cool. Th is 
critique has its roots in “a bohemian lifestyle” whose progenitor was Baude-
laire and the dandy, a critique that rejects disenchantment, inauthenticity, 
the loss of a sense of beauty resulting from “standardization and generalized 
commodifi cation.”132 Boltanski and Chiapello place the artistic critique in the 
late 1960s, epitomized in the events of 1968, the artistic critique having been 
taken on board by students around the world.

In the post–World War II era, they say, capitalism “off ered itself both as 
a way of achieving self-fulfi llment by engaging in [it], and as a path of lib-
eration from capitalism itself, from what was oppressive about its earlier 
creations.”133 Consumption, which has been much discussed as a kind of pal-
liative, was one such path, but also advertisements—especially those with 
music—off er emotional bribes, even emotional rewards. And aesthetic ones 
as well, since, as is oft en remarked, some advertisements are bett er than the 
programs they interrupt. Boltanski and Chiapello write of the “‘privatization 
of cultural consumption’ made possible by the rapidly developing cultural 
industries . . . as a form of liberation via the commodity.”134 Th ey also say that 
they take seriously capitalism’s penchant for commodifying desire, though I 
would express this in a less psychologistic way and instead refer to the ques-



176 Chapter 6

tion of the emotionalization of advertising through the use of music articu-
lated in chapter 4.

Boltanski and Chiapello write that goods, in order to be considered “au-
thentic,” had to draw on something from outside the commodity sphere, 
commodifying the authentic.135 In this realm of advertising, the strategy since 
the 1960s has clearly been to seek what Boltanski and Chiapello call “sources 
of authenticity” in the practices of youth, in particular their musical tastes. 
As an advertising agency worker told Joyce Kurpiers when selecting music 
for a commercial, youth “are burned out on big, oversold stuff —they value 
authenticity.”136 In the 1960s, the decade that witnessed the rise of the infatu-
ation with youth and the hip and the cool, one of the ways of being hip was to 
critique the commercial, consumption-oriented culture of the 1950s by char-
acterizing it as inauthentic; this was the grounds on which the baby boomer 
generation in the advertising industry phased out the jingle, as discussed in 
chapter 5.

Boltanski and Chiapello trace the last incarnation of this “artistic critique” 
of capitalism to 1968, but, as we have seen, the advertising industry had be-
gun to co-opt the youth culture critique of capitalism before then; adman 
Fairfax M. Cone said 1967 was the year of the youth, and, even though this 
co- optation was slow, it doesn’t conform to Boltanski and Chiapello’s chro-
nology.137 Nonetheless, I would be reluctant to swing the pendulum all the 
way back to Th omas Frank’s view of things, that the advertising industry’s 
“conquest of cool” was a conscious and deliberate conquest.138 It was, partly, 
but it was also part of a broader shift  in American and other nascent postin-
dustrial cultures. Th e advertising industry is not “outside” of culture at large, 
it is part of it. What some people in the advertising industry believed in the 
1960s, especially those who were part of the so-called Creative Revolution, 
was largely congruent with the youth culture of that period; each, as Stephen 
Fox observed, lacked a historical memory, disliked authority, and was visually 
oriented.139 I would thus favor a more dynamic interpretation of the work-
ings of the advertising industry, and American culture more generally: Th e 
advertising industry co-opted youth and the counterculture as much as it was 
shaped by them. And the result was an ever-increasing infi ltration of capital-
ism into everyday life, introduced, in part, by the use of music entering peo-
ple’s ears, bodies, and minds.

Capitalism’s response to this “artistic critique” was to internalize it, Bol-
tanski and Chiapello write. “Th is recuperation took the form of a commod-
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ifi cation—that is to say, the transformation into ‘products,’ allocated a price 
and hence exchangeable on a market, of goods and practices that in a diff erent 
state of aff airs remained outside the commodity sphere.”140 Th at is to say, the 
hip and the cool, once outside of the commodity sphere, at least to some ex-
tent, have been increasingly drawn into it.
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It’s all branding and lifestyle, just trying to get people to buy 

into, you know, “This is the soundtrack to your life, and this 

is the cosmetic that’s gonna go with it and make you feel a 

complete whole.”

—Composer Andy Bloch, Human Worldwide, 

interview by author, 20 April 2004

Music is identity!

—Sam Michaelson, advertising agency 

vice president, director for radio buying, 1986

7
Consumption, Corporatization, and 
Youth in the 1980s

Introduction

Despite the growing awareness of the importance of 
youth culture, whether in its baby boom incarnation or 
subsequent iterations, few publications mention demo-
graphic information in discussions of music before the 
early 1980s, even though advertising agencies continued 
to commission studies, some of which were quite detailed. 
But interest in demographics and music grew in the late 
1970s and beyond, as advertising agencies increasingly 
targeted consumers based on their tastes, their lifestyles, 
income, and much more. At the same time, the rise of 
MTV meant that music was permeating American cul-
ture ever more, helping propel some musicians to super-
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stardom that advertisers and advertising agencies were anxious to harness 
for their own ends.

Consumption, Lifestyles, Segments

In the 1980s, a new wave of consumption ideologies heightened most Ameri-
cans’ already strong consumption practices, newly invigorated by Ronald Rea-
gan’s sacralization of consumption in this era, as George Lipsitz has writt en.1 
(I have discussed the new wave of consumption in the 1980s elsewhere and 
need not do more than recapitulate it here.)2 Reagan’s and others’ emphasis 
on consumption helped shape a culture in which consumption increasingly 
became part of everyday life, even as a form of leisure. Slogans from the era 
help recapture this ethos: “Shop ’til you drop,” “When the going gets tough, 
the tough go shopping.” Additionally, with the rise of the World Wide Web 
in the 1990s, it became easy to purchase goods online, which meant that one 
could shop at times and places where consumption was impossible before. 
By the 1990s, the average American consumed twice as many goods and ser-
vices as in 1950, and the average new home of today was twice as large as the 
average house constructed aft er World War II so as to hold all of its owners’ 
possessions.3

Heightened consumption in this era became a way to realize one’s identity, 
an ideology, and strategy, that arose in the post–World War II era.4 Consump-
tion increasingly became not just a leisure activity but also a means of self-def-
inition, self-creation. Wearing particular clothes, sporting a particular haircut, 
listening to a particular kind of music rather than another—these and many 
other modes of consumption and self-representation became important ways 
for many Americans to fashion their selves.

Th e new increase in consumption was driven not only by political ideol-
ogy but also by technological innovations such as the Universal Product Code 
(UPC), or bar code, which fi rst came into widespread usage in the mid-1970s, 
and which allowed retailers to track with great precision who was purchasing 
what, where, and when. One of my interlocutors, Scott  Elias of Elias Arts (one 
of the biggest music production companies in New York and Los Angeles at 
the time of the interview in 2004), said that the utilization of the UPC was 
one of the two main innovations he had seen in the industry in his decades in 
it (MTV was the other).
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When I fi rst got involved in advertising, the agencies had a very important role 
to play in the marketing and the research, the design and development, not 
only of advertising, but in the marketing eff orts. . . . What I think fundamentally 
changed was that now retailers . . . could have such a powerful impact, not only 
in America, but potentially even globally, that they could have so much data 
about any product, it could be a Gillett e razor, it could be a consumer.5

Audience measurement had becoming increasingly refi ned since its incep-
tion in the 1920s, but an important breakthrough occurred aft er the rise of the 
UPC with the adoption of the People Meter by Nielsen in 1987. Th is device, 
att ached to televisions of four thousand American homes (up from an earlier 
sample size of fourteen hundred), doesn’t simply track which programs are 
watched but allows individual users to indicate that it is they who are watch-
ing. If big sister were watching, she pressed her butt on on the People Meter 
corresponding with her profi le with Nielsen; if litt le brother were watching, he 
pressed his butt on. Th e data thus generated were much more specifi c about the 
tastes of individual viewers, not just those of an undiff erentiated household.

Another eff ect of these developments was that niche markets were culti-
vated even more assiduously than before in an eff ort to increase profi ts, since 
profi ts began to matt er more than the quality of the advertising agency’s work 
in this era. One worker in the industry described what the process was like 
during this period.

Th e process of developing a musical image, or jingle, for an advertiser or broad-
caster usually follows a similar course. A detailed consultation with the client 
takes place initially to establish the primary goals and objectives. Th is process 
also includes developing a profi le of the client’s potential customer from the 
information given, which in turn helps to dictate the musical style, delivery and 
lyrics best suited to strike the responsive chord.

Th e depth to which this profi le is taken has grown measurably in the past 
decade. Once the development of a musical theme or concept was almost entirely 
dependent on the character of the product or service to be advertised. But recently 
a shift  in emphasis has altered the positioning and presentation of such things.6

New businesses sprang up that specialized in bringing music and market-
ers together. Gerry Dolezar, president of a company called Radio Kings, de-
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scribed his role in 1987: “I’m basically a buff er between artists and agencies. I 
bring them together in combinations that are appropriate for each campaign.” 
Th e trick, however, was to try to keep so abreast of trends that artists could be 
hired at aff ordable prices before they became popular and thus prohibitively 
expensive.7

Th is new segmentation of markets provided, and necessitated, ever more 
refi ned demographic data.8 People were analyzed with a new “science” called 
“psychographics,” a kind of psychological profi ling of demographic groups. 
Now, demographic data could be used to target youth and others in increas-
ingly sophisticated ways, frequently through music. Perhaps the most infl u-
ential scheme in this era was the “values and lifestyles” or VALS 1 typology, 
developed by a think tank called SRI International in the early 1980s.9 Accord-
ing to SRI, the VALS 1 typology comprises nine diff erent types of consumers, 
divided into three groups: Need-Driven, Outer-Directed, and Inner-Directed. 
Need-Drivens are the “farthest removed from the cultural mainstream” of the 
nine lifestyles, and the “least fl exible psychologically and least aware of the 
events of our times.”10 Need-Drivens include “Survivors,” who are old and 
poor; and “Sustainers,” who are living on the edge of poverty. Th e Outer-
Directed groups contain Middle America; generally, people in the Outer-
Directed groups “respond intensely to signals, real or fancied, from others” 
and “conduct themselves in accord with what they think others will think.”11 
Th e Inner-Directed groups (the term is derived from the noted Harvard so-
ciologist David Riesman, we are told) are motivated by internal forces; they 
are sensitive to their feelings.12 Outer-Directeds include “Belongers,” who are 
conventional; “Emulators,” who are youthful and ambitious; and “Achievers,” 
who are middle-aged and prosperous. Inner-Directeds include the “I-Am-Me” 
lifestyle, which is people in a transitional state who are young and narcissis-
tic; the “Experiential” lifestyle, youthful people who are in search of experi-
ence; and the “Societally Conscious” lifestyle, which is mission oriented and 
mature.13

Advertising agencies and marketers were well aware of the usages of music 
in the psychographics era. A president of a music marketing agency wrote in 
Advertising Age in 1985 that since psychographics helped advertisers become 
part of a person’s lifestyle, and that, since “the consumer’s values and fantasies 
are embodied in their favorite artists,” the use of music could help advertisers 
transfer a consumer’s loyalty from the musician to the sponsor or product.14 
A 1985 trade press report noted how obsessed the advertising industry was 
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with market segmentation, quoting a composer who said, “Th e great thing 
about music is that it breaks things out demographically. You can really nail 
the prospects depending on the music played; it’s a great advertising and mar-
keting tool.”15 A 1988 report in Advertising Age summarized the state of the 
business well:

Th e genius of music marketing stems from the knowledge that each per-
former—like each product—appeals to a particular niche audience. By 
properly identifying the characteristics of its target consumer, and then cor-
relating that profi le with the fans of potential music celebrity endorsers, savvy 
advertisers are able to tap into the relationship that exists between a group and 
its followers. Th e marketing-through-music concept is so eff ective at convert-
ing band loyalty into brand loyalty that it has been extended from traditional 
youth-oriented product categories—fast food, fashions and fragrances—to 
non-traditional segments such as cameras, cars and even cat food.

Th e article went on to note the fi t between particular goods and services, 
target audiences, and music (Frank Sinatra singing for Holiday Inn, Pat and 
Shirley Boone for the Recreational Vehicle Industry Association, and many 
more).16 And the article referenced the newfound success that old songs can 
have once they are introduced to new audiences through their use in commer-
cials; Sam Cooke’s “Wonderful World,” for example, charted higher aft er its 
use in a Levi’s commercial than it did in its previous release some twenty-fi ve 
years earlier. Advertising Age concluded with a useful summary, from market-
ers’ perspective, of the benefi ts of marketing through music and how music 
was being used to target specifi c social groups:

We’re seeing the ascendance of a new marketing tradition. It’s one that com-
bines nostalgia, music and musical personalities—some of whom are fi nding a 
new generation of appreciative audiences—with products in a way that strikes a 
powerful, resonating chord in today’s marketplace.17

Race, Class, and Ethnicity

Ethnic groups began to be increasingly marketed to as well in this period, in 
part because of the rise of minority-owned advertising agencies. Bernie Dray-
ton told me of how he was hired by Herman Edel in the 1960s but was deliber-
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ately prevented from working commercials that might have employed African 
American music, for it would make him “‘the black guy that does all the black 
stuff .’” But, “then the eighties came and the advent of African-American ad-
vertising agencies really bourgeoned. And by this time I was an established 
guy, I didn’t have anything to prove, and so I jumped right on that.”18

Hilary Lipsitz of BBDO, which produced many Pepsi-Cola commercials 
with music, recounted how his company never made a black-music commer-
cial for black radio stations—it made youth-market commercials for youth-
market stations: rock ’n’ roll, top 40, black and white. He said that black play-
ers couldn’t play on commercials in that era (though it’s not clear why), so 
Lipsitz sought to change that with the commercials he produced for Pepsi. 
Quincy Jones recorded his second commercial ever for Pepsi’s “Come Alive” 
campaign, and BBDO fi lmed black groups in the mid-1960s such as the Four 
Tops.19

A late 1970s article in the trade press described how advertising agencies 
att empted to reach African American audiences through music. One agency 
had developed a melody to sell a soft  drink, which was described thus: “We 
used very litt le rhythm and a lot of shimmering high-end tonality; bell tree, 
orchestra bells, car keys, triangle, electric keyboards and violins and a single 
female vocalist.” Evidently, it was thought that a diff erent tack was needed for 
the African American audience:

For the black exposition of the same melody we studied the playlists of black 
radio stations in the major markets and let this information dictate our orches-
tration and arrangements. Th ere should be no confusing this music with that 
of any other soft  drink. And the care taken to provide customized music for 
diff erent groups should refl ect well on our client’s product.20

Th e same author recounted how his company located Cuban and Puerto 
Rican musicians in New York City for a client who wanted to reach that mar-
ket, but needed to travel to Los Angeles to record “Chicano versions” of the 
music. “We knew we were in the right place when the lead singer introduced 
himself as ‘Willie G. of the Southern California Dukes’ and asked if our music 
was going to be salsa or lowrider. It makes musical and advertising sense to 
have people in the subculture speak to the subculture.”21

Composer Chico O’Farrill spoke in a 1984 article of the growing infl uence 
of American popular musics on various Latin musics and vice versa, so that a 
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new generic sound was emerging, a sound that he employed to reach the His-
panic market, though he had been writing music for major Hispanic advertis-
ing agencies for a decade.22

Th ere were also periodic att empts to market to working-class and/or rural 
viewers and listeners; the trade press includes occasional articles throughout 
the 1950s and aft er on the rise of country music in advertising.23 But such at-
tempts never really caught on at the national level. Country music or musics 
associated with nonwhite ethnic groups are frequently used, but chosen for 
their effi  cacy in marketing a particular product in a particular way, not as part 
of a more general series of campaigns.

The Infl uence of MTV

Market segmentation in the 1980s was greatly aided by the rise of cable televi-
sion, which had been devised aft er World War II for Americans living in rural 
areas too remote from a broadcast signal, but which really took off  in the 1980s 
for many Americans. One of the earliest and most successful of all the early ca-
ble channels was MTV, a cable television station that plays videos of popular 
songs. It debuted on 1 August 1981, but it wasn’t until the mid-1980s that the 
advertising trade press was reporting on its infl uence on commercials—the 
Madison Avenue Choir sound was beginning to give way to MTV’s world of 
spectacle and fantasy. And, not coincidentally, MTV helped make rock music 
more palatable to advertisers.

Th e infl uence of MTV can’t be overstated since it ushered in a new, fast-
paced visual language to accompany music. Th e music itself, commonly 
thought of as an accompaniment to visuals, was now driving the production 
of visuals, which had a tremendous impact on the production of commercials 
as music video directors shot commercials. Scott  Elias described the eff ect 
of MTV as having taught listeners that music can be accompanied by visuals 
in meaningful ways: “I think that now visuals and music or sound or a sound 
track, always are associated with an image. And if you see an image, and it’s 
a fi lmic or cinematic image, I think we always in our head dream up a sound 
track. Th at sort of socialization is now something that we sort of take for 
granted.”24 Th e visual language of MTV was so novel that it featured promi-
nently in many scholars’ theorizations of postmodern culture in this period.25

Examples of the infl uence of MTV on advertising include a commercial 
from the 1980s for Edge shaving gel that shows a young man fl oating out of 



186 Chapter 7

bed into the bathroom, where he shaves with Edge when a beautiful woman 
appears in the doorway. By the next scene, they are gone, the camera showing 
only the water left  running in the sink. According to the senior vice president–
account director of the advertising agency that produced the commercial, 
“We wanted to create a fantasy experience the way MTV does. We want young 
men to think of our product as high-tech, high-performance in the same way 
that they think of cars and stereos.”26

Th is article didn’t say so explicitly, but it seems to be the beginning of the 
shift  away from older modes of advertising that made clear pitches, sometimes 
with jingles. One agency executive showed his colleagues some European 
commercials, all of which had “strong visuals, dramatic music and only a litt le 
copy.” Th e article also noted the trend toward making commercials that seem 
like litt le programs instead of commercials; according to one executive, “Ev-
eryone is so tired of commercials that it’s become incumbent upon advertisers 
to reach out and capture viewers by making them think they’re watching a 
program. Once you do that, you slip in a product message at the end.”27

MTV also helped to contribute to an aestheticization of advertising. Many 
in the advertising industry felt that commercials could be creative expressions 
in and of themselves, just as an MTV video was a creative expression, even 
though, of course, it was in essence a commercial for a song, an album, a band, 
and a record label. Since many video directors worked in MTV and vice versa, 
it was inevitable that MTV video techniques found their way to the produc-
tion of commercials. MTV-infl uenced commercials became known as “atmo-
spheric advertising,” commercials featuring audio and visuals eschewing the 
hard sell.28 A late 1980s assessment in Advertising Age of the infl uence of MTV 
on commercials said, “Th e videos’ quick cuts, pulsing beats and high energy 
would change the look and feel of TV programming, commercials and mo-
tion pictures forever,” to the extent that “it’s almost hard to tell one from the 
other,” according to MTV’s senior vice president–creative director. A com-
mercial director thought this infl uence was negative, for “the techniques be-
come the message.”29

Th e substance of commercials changed as well. Honda aired some com-
mercials in 1984 featuring popular musicians that were directly infl uenced by 
MTV in their use of bright colors and a new style of graphics. Th e commer-
cials were for motor scooters and were deliberately targeted at young people, 
making no mention of anything technical about the scooters. A senior adver-
tising specialist for Honda said, “It’s not a product commercial at all. It’s more 
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a portrayal of a sense of style and panache.” Not surprisingly, the commercials 
were aired on MTV.30

A Levi’s 501 Blues campaign from the mid-1980s employed many famous 
musicians, such as Jerry Garcia. Th e ad agency’s executive producer said, “We 
let the artists be themselves. It’s not unlike the instruction we give the people 
appearing in the ads, which is ‘just be yourself and we’ll fi lm.’ We tell the musi-
cians to do what they do, not what they think we want them to do.”31 Artists 
were allowed to do whatever they wanted, though they had to mention Levi’s 
501 jeans, and the phrases “shrink-to-fi t” and “butt on-fl y.” And, according to 
a press release, “no jingles.”32 A Levi’s executive said that the reason it hired 
famous musicians “is to pull from them the kind of music that they normally 
do. One interesting thing is that we do the music fi rst. Before we even run the 
camera, we’ve got our musical tracks together. We basically shoot to the mu-
sic,” showing the infl uence of MTV.33 Marketing through Music reported that 
this campaign raised sales by 50 percent.34

Pepsi Again

And MTV helped propel Michael Jackson to superstardom, which brought 
him to the att ention of advertisers. Doubtless the most celebrated early ex-
amples of the convergence of popular music and advertising occurred when 
Pepsi paid Michael Jackson a reported fi ve million dollars to appear in TV 
commercials in 1984. Th is was reputed to be the largest celebrity endorse-
ment ever, which transformed the world of music and marketing. John Sculley, 
president of Pepsi, said in 1980, “We haven’t really changed our advertising—
the Pepsi generation—in 18 years,” for “we think we articulate a life style that 
large groups of Americans can aspire to.”35 Allen Rosenshine, worldwide CEO 
of BBDO, which produced the Jackson commercials, wrote that “Th e Pepsi 
Generation” had been very successful but Coke was making inroads.36

In the midst of devising this campaign, Rosenshine said in an interview 
that he didn’t think there was a real “Pepsi style” out in the world, “there never 
is.” “Th ere are att itudes and styles which we wish to make signals of, or synon-
ymous with, the brand. Advertising and brands don’t really create style. Th ey 
take styles that exist, hopefully at the forefront . . . and try to make [them] the 
property, proprietarily owned by a brand.”37 He wanted to make the drink a 
badge that said, “If I drink this, I have a certain style.”38

Rosenshine also said that “Choice of a New Generation” marked a turning 
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point in 1984 because BBDO changed the advertising and the advertising’s 
way of reaching the consumer in terms of both tools and strategies. Michael 
Jackson possessed “all-age, all-family appeal.” Th e commercials’ strategy was 
devised before Jackson was engaged, and he was hired because he fi t that strat-
egy. Th e target audience, he said, was twelve to twenty-four. “What character-
izes those people that we can own, lifestyle-istically?” “We want to off er them 
the sign of ‘we’re a step ahead, we’re a litt le snappier, we’re a litt le witt ier, we’re 
a litt le cleverer, we’re a litt le out front.’” “If you want to be that,” he said, “you 
can’t not be in music.” Continuing, he said:

You can’t ignore the world of music if you wish to be the badge of the leading edge 
of youth, because youth is into music. And that is part of their leading edge, they 
express themselves through music, they live through music; MTV is not an iso-
lated phenomenon. So if we’re going to be leading edge, we have to be in music.

Pepsi thought that Jackson wouldn’t alienate older viewers, that, in fact, 
older viewers liked Jackson because he made them feel a litt le like kids, and 
that’s what Rosenshine desired: he wanted older people to think of them-
selves as being part of the new generation when they drink a Pepsi or think 
of Pepsi.39

Jackson’s association with Pepsi began when Roger Enrico, head of Pepsi, 
was approached by Jay Coleman, founder and president of RockBill (a com-
pany that specialized in bringing musicians and corporations together, which 
was begun in the mid-1970s and which published a magazine of the same 
name, as discussed in the previous chapter). Jackson’s representatives had 
approached Coleman seeking tour sponsorship. Coleman said, “Th e obvious 
place to take Michael is to a soft  drink company. Cars, liquor—for a dreamy, 
clean-living kid like Michael, these make no sense. He needs a product that’s 
soft , cuddly, harmless, and fun. And that’s soda.”40

Pepsi and advertising agency executives weren’t sure what they were get-
ting, despite the massive success of Jackson’s Th riller, released in 1982. Enrico 
wrote that Jackson’s music videos that Coleman used in his pitch were the 
fi rst ones he had ever seen, but he found Jackson’s dancing so captivating that 
he thought the videos would be compelling with the sound off . “He’s magic. 
We’ve got to sign him,” wrote Enrico.41 Enrico balked at the fi ve-million-dollar 
price tag, but Don King, Jackson’s manager, held out successfully. Enrico’s 
boss, head of PepsiCo’s Worldwide Beverage Group, was not happy. “Look, do 
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you have a record or something this guy has done? I’d like to listen to it over the 
weekend and see what we’re buying for fi ve million dollars,” recounted Enrico, 
emphasizing yet again the frequent disjuncture between popular culture and 
the rarefi ed world of advertising.42 But the deal was signed.

“Billie Jean” (example 7.1) features Jackson look-alikes, including a young 
boy, who bumps into the real Jackson in the course of the real commercial. 
Th e original lyrics were altered to contain Pepsi content, revisiting the genera-
tion theme with lines such as “You’re a whole new generation.”

Enrico claimed that aft er the release of these commercials, 97 percent of 
the American public saw them at least a dozen times in the space of a year, 
pushing sales to new levels.43 As a result, Phil Dusenberry, chairman of BBDO, 
said, “Awareness of Pepsi’s advertising went up 24% . . . [and] recall scores 
doubled the category norm. Nielsen shares increased a whopping two points 
in twelve months; that’s $250 million a point.”44

Pepsi engaged Jackson again in 1987 for more commercials for a reported 
fee of fi ft een million dollars (though Enrico said that the contract prohibited 
him from mentioning a fi gure but claimed it was considerably less).45 Mar-
keting through Music called this arrangement “the most far-reaching and lu-
crative music marketing deal ever between a corporation and a performing 
artist.”46 Pepsi was put on the defensive about Jackson’s popularity, which 
some thought had waned since the fi rst commercials in 1984; Enrico himself 
wondered if Jackson could possibly be as hot in 1987 as he was in 1984.47 But 
an anonymous Pepsi insider said, “We expect him to be a trendsett er again. A 
lot of people say he’s through; we are convinced that he’s still hot.”48

Enrico told Advertising Age that the second deal wasn’t just a celebrity en-
dorsement, but it was rather a “relationship,” and that the cost of the deal was 
“the most money paid for any relationship of this kind.” Jackson was slated to 
act as a “creative consultant” to Pepsi and perhaps direct a commercial; his 
fi rst song writt en for Pepsi would be included on his next album. Th e contract 
did not require Jackson to hold, drink, or come into contact with Pepsi, some-
thing that Jackson had received criticism for in the fi rst campaign.49 Enrico in-
sisted that such deals nonetheless paid dividends; the company said that sales 
rose 8 percent within thirty days aft er the last campaign. Enrico claimed that 
the Pepsi commercials would be zap-proof, referring to users’ ability to mute 
commercials with remote control technologies that were becoming increas-
ingly common in this era.50

Th e new deal included Jackson’s writing original music for two new com-
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mercials. Th e broadcast of the new commercials was delayed to coincide with 
the release of Jackson’s new album post-Th riller, Bad.51 Pepsi’s marketing was 
closely tied to Jackson’s album. Th e series of commercials consisted of four 
spots, the premiere of which was delayed, however, because the release of Bad 
was behind schedule. A trade press report said that the campaign marked a 
number of precedents in the industry: Th e campaign featured the song that 
was expected to be the album’s biggest, and it was “unusual to buy the rights 
for a TV commercial before the song ha[d] proved itself on the charts”; the 
song was purchased as part of the overall deal with Jackson. Additionally, the 
two commercials cost two million dollars to produce, twice as much as Pepsi 
had spent on the earlier Jackson commercials.52

Two commercials were released late in October of 1987, fi rst airing on 
MTV, both continuing the “new generation” theme. Th e fi rst, called “Con-
cert,” was a ninety-second spot that showed Jackson live in concert. Th e other, 
“Backstage,” depicted Jackson in his dressing room meeting a young fan; both 
commercials use the song “Bad” (example 7.2). Advertising Age’s reviewer’s 
report was less than enthusiastic, and made fun of Jackson’s album title, Bad: 
“Th ey’re bad, they’re bad. But it don’t make no never mind. Ooh.” Describing 
the long-awaited commercials as “surprisingly ordinary” and highly reminis-
cent of the previous round of commercials from 1984, the reviewer averred 
that the long delays in the release of the album were simply an att empt to build 
up anticipation for it.53 Th e second phase of the campaign was fi rst aired dur-
ing the 1988 Grammy Awards broadcast in March.

Not everyone in the advertising world liked the show business–ization of 
the advertising industry (one longtime composer I interviewed referred to it 
derisively as “starfucking”). Some believe that the infatuation with music and 
musicians threatened to overwhelm the sales pitch. Advertising Age’s review 
of a Diet Coca-Cola commercial featuring George Michael said in early 1989, 
“You can certainly see how the millions of dollars behind this ad will accrue to 
the benefi t of George Michael. Product as hero? Th is is product as extra.”54 Th e 
reviewer later att acked the commercial-celebrity system, likening it to the old 
payola system, in which record labels paid radio DJs to play their recordings:

Used to be, a singer cut a record and some sleazoid promoter paid bribes to get 
the thing airplay. And if payer and payee got caught—well, Faustian bargains 
can have infernally unpleasant consequences.
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But now the whole system is turned topsy-turvy. Th ese days, boff o record-
ing artists get paid lott o-jackpot sums to plug their own songs on TV—with the 
sole proviso they be photographed in proximity to a major soft  drink. . . . 

Payola is old hat. Th is is the PayCola age.55

But the att achment to the youth market and infatuation with hip and cool 
ideology that had begun to be established in the 1960s had become too en-
trenched to jett ison; the use of popular music continued, even rose. A late 
1980s report in Advertising Age noted the increased role played by popular 
music in commercials: “Th e ad industry, as a whole, has fallen in love with 
rock ’n’ roll, and for good reason. Its fans—primarily 15-to-44-year-olds—are 
the country’s largest population segment, wielding more purchasing power 
than any other age group. Marketers from every product category are eager to 
cash in on the avid consumerism of the demographic group.”56

By the late 1980s, even hip-hop began to be used in commercials as ma-
jor brands such as McDonald’s, Denny’s, and Coca-Cola att empted to reach 
urban youth. Part of the appeal seems to have been that a good deal of in-
formation could be imparted by rapping the lyrics.57 A survey of teenagers in 
this period revealed that nearly 80 percent of them believed hip-hop to be in 
vogue, which was a higher score than for any other kind of music. Demon-
strations of the music’s appeal to white teenagers were the deciding factor for 
many advertisers, though most were reluctant to employ hip-hop musicians 
who hadn’t “thrown off  some of the ‘street,’” according to the president of the 
African-American Marketing and Media Association in 1993. Russell Sim-
mons, one of the founders of Def Jam record label, said that the use of hip-hop 
in advertising wasn’t selling out (as it would have been perceived from a white, 
middle-class rock viewpoint), because

black kids want to be sold out, as in “there ain’t no more records left , no more 
tickets for your concert.” Black people like to see people large. Th e more cars 
and houses and places rappers go, the badder they are. Being a starving artist is 
not that cool in the ghett o.58

Simmons articulated what many African American musicians had long felt: 
that permitt ing their music to be used in commercials was a sign of main-
stream acceptance and thus was to be welcomed.
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Corporatization

Within the advertising industry itself, the business-friendly environment nur-
tured by Ronald Reagan changed the industry substantially; advertising agen-
cies became, as described by Bill Backer in our interview, “pawns in a Wall 
Street game of mergers and acquisitions.”59 A couple of people I interviewed 
said that while they liked to work for independent music houses, aft er the 
mergers of the 1980s, many of the creative people that they had worked with 
were being let go in favor of younger people who were thought to be more in 
touch with youth culture.60

Th e eff ect of the mergers and acquisitions of this period meant that the 
bott om line became increasingly important to the multinational corporations 
that owned advertising agencies. Budgets diminished considerably. While it 
was common to hire many live musicians in the heyday of the jingle in the 
1960s and 1970s—many people I interviewed recalled working with twenty- 
to forty-piece orchestras—the rise of digital technologies that emerged in the 
1980s and 1990s changed that. Compounding this change was a late 1980s 
SAG/AFTRA  strike that had the eff ect of teaching advertising agencies and 
advertisers that music could be produced much more cheaply in “right to 
work” states and abroad. Once the strike was over, Nick DiMinno told me, 
things were never the same.61

And music was increasingly tested, increasingly brought into a rationalized 
business framework. Anne Phillips, a singer/composer, told me how demoral-
izing all of this testing was, not just testing about the effi  cacy of jingles but test-
ing of every jingle, every commercial. Th is was part of the reason she decided 
to leave the business.62 She wrote an unpublished article in 1981 about this 
experience, describing how commercials were once beautifully craft ed with 
skill and care, but

then something began to happen. More and more campaigns began to mysteri-
ously die somewhere between creation and broadcast. . . . [Th e rise of testing 
meant that] soon it seemed that the people who once got excited about new 
campaigns had gott en knocked down so many times by the numbers that they 
just couldn’t believe in or fi ght for an idea anymore. . . . Today if I write 30 
commercials and one fi nally makes it through the maze of client presentations, 
marketing analysis, legal, testing, etc., I consider it a miracle. . . . 
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It’s as though the rug of basic pride in our work and faith in our experience, 
talent and professionalism was slowly pulled out from under us. Th e basis for 
decision, if you call what is in truth non-decision, “decision,” is no longer one’s 
wisdom and ability to make sound judgments. It is numbers.63

Th e advertising and music industries were becoming more like businesses 
in this era, more exclusively concerned with profi ts, and advertising agencies 
realized that they could potentially increase profi ts by hiring stars or licensing 
known songs. Th e kind of money that the increasingly corporatized world of 
advertising was spending on stars such as Jackson provides examples of just 
how important marketing through music had become in the 1980s. One of 
the biggest campaigns of this type occurred in the late 1980s when Burger 
King mounted a massive radio campaign costing between twenty-two mil-
lion and thirty million dollars that featured musicians in sixty-second radio 
commercials, ranging from John Lee Hooker, the Fabulous Th underbirds, the 
Neville Brothers, Take Six, Was (Not Was), Mel Tormé, Tone-Lōc, and Paul 
Shaff er and the World’s Most Dangerous Band. According to the senior vice 
president–creative director at the advertising agency that produced the com-
mercials, who got to play with the musicians, “We got to work with people we 
liked. We weren’t looking for Michael Jackson. We’re not looking for the Who; 
we’re not looking for the Rolling Stones. We’re looking for bands that have 
something to say, that have an identifi able musical style who also are known 
for breaking the rules a litt le bit.” Th e senior VP–sales and marketing at the 
Radio Advertising Bureau praised the campaign because “everyone wants to 
get into specifi c targeting,” at which radio was unparalleled.64 Th e campaign, 
called “Sometimes You’ve Gott a Break the Rules,” began airing on 1 October 
1989, three days before the launching of the TV campaign. Advertising Age 
reported that the commercials were “a long way from hard sell, barely men-
tioning the name Burger King and never mentioning Whoppers, French fries 
or milk shakes.” Th e ads were intended to “capture an att itude,” according to 
the senior vice president–account director.

Sounding more like a music producer than an advertising music producer, 
Susan Hamilton, president of the music production company HB&B, said:

One of the reasons we were even able to touch a lot of the artists that we had 
was that we told them we were not interested in having them sing our jingle 
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and sound like us. We were interested in having their artistry, their talent, their 
words, their music, their sound, their personality be the driving force behind 
the performance.

If we had told them to stand up and sing our song, a number of them would 
have told us to take a fl ying leap.65

Rather strangely, the television commercials in this campaign did not use this, 
or any, music. “We did not want to do a traditional jingle campaign. No matt er 
how good the music is, and it is, the minute you start putt ing pictures against 
it, it’s something you’ve seen before,” said the senior VP–creative director at 
the advertising agency.66

In 1989, the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company began what its marketing 
company described as “the largest fully-integrated music-marketing program 
in history.” Th is eff ort included advertising, promotional events in nightclubs, 
a direct-mail record and tape club, and a bimonthly music magazine. Reyn-
olds was att empting to recapture some of its younger consumers for its Salem 
brand, and it clearly understood the importance of music to younger Ameri-
cans. “Since we are the leading menthol in the country, there’s great potential 
with young adult smokers because music is a major element in their lifestyles,” 
according to a Reynolds spokesman. Th is promotional eff ort was based in 
part on the use of what the magazine called a “purchase behavior database” 
of menthol cigarett e smokers that was built on the responses to off ers of free 
merchandise.67

Clearly, the music and marketing industries were becoming increasingly 
interdependent in the 1980s, and both industries became increasingly corpo-
ratized. In 1989, Marketing through Music included a rare column, by Mitch-
ell Berk, president of Entertainment Marketing Inc., who wrote of the trend 
since the beginning of the 1980s of what in his business is called “marketing 
through entertainment.” At fi rst, he said, companies simply derived goodwill 
from this practice. But soon corporate marketers wanted more—they wanted 
to be able to make the marketing eff orts “help them accomplish specifi c mar-
keting goals and objectives.” His case study was of country music star Kenny 
Rogers and Dole Food Company, which had recently signed a deal with the 
singer. It paid him a sizable fee (“which still amounts to only a small percent-
age of the company’s yearly marketing budget”), and would sponsor Rogers’s 
tour for at least three years. Rogers would also appear in television and radio 
commercials and “at a select number of Dole VIP functions.” Additionally,
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every Kenny Rogers concert city becomes a target market for Dole and its fi eld 
marketing team. For several weeks before a performance, local retail markets are 
turned into Dole promotional headquarters, with an ongoing appearance by a 
six foot Kenny Rogers standee, which appears in stores throughout the market.

Th ere were also many diff erent contests and promotions intended to “tact-
fully, yet permanently associate Dole products with Kenny Rogers”; and one 
radio station in each market was to air a one-hour music and interview special 
with Rogers. And still more.68

Corporate sponsorship of musicians was one of the signs of the growing 
convergence of popular music and advertising, and corporate sponsorship of 
rock music tours reached new heights by the end of the 1980s, when many 
top musicians were expected to negotiate lucrative deals for sponsorship of 
their tours. Such deals oft en included the musician making commercials; 
Pepsi sponsored Michael Jackson’s overseas tours.69 Paul McCartney received 
a seven-fi gure fee to appear in a commercial for Visa, which also sponsored his 
1990 tour; McCartney had never appeared in advertising before. Th e presi-
dent of Entertainment Marketing and Communications / RockBill said, “In 
the mid-’70s, when music sponsorships really began, the corporate side was 
very fearful of the countercultural image of rock ’n’ roll, and most of Madi-
son Avenue shared the sentiment. Today, most of the senior and middle-level 
managers in the agency and client world are products of the baby-boom era. 
Th ey grew up with rock ’n’ roll.”70

Not surprisingly, marketers were acquiring tour sponsorships with greater 
alacrity than in the past and thus demanding more from musicians. A vice 
president at a promotion group said, “In the early 1980s, an advertiser would 
pay a relatively small amount to have its name printed on tickets and post-
ers. Now advertisers want the umbilical cord to be shortened. Th ey want 
artists to do things that will have the greatest possible impact on their target 
demographics, such as TV commercials, special concerts and merchandising 
programs.”71 At the same time, however, in this era, when many fans worried 
about whether or not their favorite musicians were sellouts, marketers had to 
be careful not to be too intrusive. Th is same vice president said, “If an adver-
tiser over-commercializes the sponsorship, it compromises the value of the 
star in the eyes of his fans and reduces the value of the sponsorship. People re-
late to an artist because he’s diff erent, he’s cool, he’s special. [Marketers] have 
to be careful not to kill the goose that laid the golden egg.”72
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In June 1989, Marketing through Music reported on a deal struck between 
Fuji Photo Film USA and Enigma Entertainment Corporation that the news-
lett er calls unprecedented. Fuji was to sponsor several Enigma acts on tour, 
include Enigma cassett e samples in Fuji promotions at retail sites, provide the 
record label with tape for duplication, and sponsor some music specials on 
cable television. Th e agreement was based on Fuji’s realization of the impor-
tance of the youth market.73

And musicians increasingly wrote songs for brands. In the summer of 
1987, Adidas launched a Run-D.M.C. Sportswear line, aft er the hip-hop art-
ists wrote a song called “My Adidas” (example 7.3), which reached number 5 
on Billboard’s black singles chart.

My Adidas
walk through concert doors
and roam all over coliseum fl oors
I stepped on stage, at Live Aid
All the people gave an applause that paid
And out of speakers I did speak
I wore my sneakers but I’m not a sneak
My Adidas cuts the sand of a foreign land
with mic in hand I cold took command
my Adidas and me both askin P
we make a good team my Adidas and me
we get around together, rhyme forever
and we won’t be mad when worn in bad weather
My Adidas . . . 
My Adidas . . . 
My Adidas

Th is was the culmination of a long relationship with Adidas, which had been 
supplying the musicians with promotional items for three or four years pre-
viously. Th e person responsible for promoting the relationship between the 
band and Adidas said, “Th e beauty about the whole thing is that when they 
began they bought Adidas because they simply loved the shoes. Now, I think 
Run-D.M.C. is almost synonymous with Adidas.”74

And in the fall of 1987, Pontiac launched a new campaign aimed at a 
younger audience. General Motors sponsored a twenty-seven-city tour in 
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1988 organized by MTV. Seven and a half million fans were expected to see 
Pontiac’s 2.5-minute commercial. Th e fi rst television commercial in the cam-
paign featured a “feverish new theme song” dubbed “Ride Pontiac,” which, in 
the somewhat overheated prose of Advertising Age, “accompanies quick visual 
intercuts of a band performing the music in concert, hard-charging cars and 
sultry scenes such as a woman who shrugs off  an oversize shirt to reveal her 
swimsuit as she runs past her LeMans on the beach.”75

Given the continuing obeisance to the youth market and the ideology of 
the hip and the cool, fi nding out what youth were listening to was ever more 
important. And the new trend toward the use of existing popular music in 
advertising meant that some companies began to study popular music assidu-
ously. A report in the Wall Street Journal in 1985 said that Coca-Cola studied 
the lyrics of the top 20 songs each week in an att empt to ascertain which mu-
sic young people like. Th e senior vice president for marketing said, “Because 
there are fewer teenagers than in the 1970s, competition for their att ention is 
fi ercer, and targeting them demands greater precision than ever before.”76

A Marketing through Music article from April 1989 said that a study in 
which over two thousand twelve- to nineteen-year-olds were polled showed 
that teens looked to music and musicians when making their purchasing de-
cisions.77 Such studies were part of an increasing desire to follow trends in the 
popular culture of youth. “Commercial music has to follow the trends,” ac-
cording to David Horowitz, president of David Horowitz Music. “Th ey check 
out the trends and fads before they plug into anything. Millions of dollars are 
being spent to buy time so they have to be sure that the way the message is 
cloaked will be acceptable by the pop music culture. Aft er all, we’re not selling 
art, we’re selling a product.”78

Licensing

Big corporate money wasn’t being spent just on musicians recording commer-
cials but also to license preexisting music as recordings, not just covers (or 
parodies as they were known).79 Th is practice had existed sporadically before 
that decade, however, as we have seen, and, in fact, by the late 1970s, articles 
began to appear on the use of existing songs in commercials.80 In 1978, an 
industry insider said that licensing was “at an all-time high. Th ere was a slight 
surge at the end of the ’60s, but it’s nothing like what it’s been in the last three 
or four years.” One advantage of using known music, according to another 
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insider, was that “it has a built-in safety factor. Th e song doesn’t need test-
ing; you need only test the campaign and the identifi cation of the song with 
the product. Th ere’s no guesswork that you would have with a new tune. Will 
the public catch on to something it’s never heard before? Who knows?”81 Li-
censing of original songs was still on the rise in 1980; the agency that issued 
licenses and oversaw the collection of fees from record companies on behalf 
of music publishers saw licensing income from TV/radio commercials double 
from 1978 to 1979.82

In May 1984, Sprint aired a TV commercial using Stevie Wonder’s “I Just 
Called to Say I Love You.” Calls to Sprint were up 25 percent in three days, 
which had a greater impact than anything the advertising agency had ever 
done for Sprint, according to an executive at the advertising agency that pro-
duced the commercial. Th e senior vice president of sales and marketing at 
the company said, “Music puts us fi rmly on the leading edge of contemporary 
lifestyles.”83 Th e success of this commercial was such that in late 1984, CBS, 
several music publishers, and United Artists and Unart banded together to 
market songs and images to potential licensors in a twenty-two-minute video 
presentation entitled “Songs that Make Commercials Sing,” which was per-
haps the fi rst time that sound and fi lm had been used to seek licensors.84

Other advertisers tampered with lyrics of original songs, however, when 
they made covers, or remakes, of them. A 1985 article from Madison Avenue 
described “parody fever”—the use of preexisting popular songs to sell—which 
was sweeping the industry; some in the industry referred to the 1980s as the 
Re-Decade. Popular songs were tested for their memorability and then em-
ployed in commercials; using existing songs makes research and testing easier 
since the songs are already known.85 Examples include the Platt ers’ “Only You,” 
which became “Only Wendy’s”; the Diamonds’ “Litt le Darlin’” became Ken-
tucky Fried Chicken’s “Chicken Litt le”; Buddy Holly’s “Oh Boy” became “Oh 
Buick!”; Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Whole Lott a Shakin’ Goin’ On” became Burger 
King’s “Whole Lott a Breakfast Goin’ On”; Danny and the Juniors’ “At the 
Hop” became “Let’s Go Take a [Granola] Dip”; “Mack the Knife” became 
“It’s Mac Tonight”; and “Look What Th ey’ve Done to My Song, Ma” became 
“Look What Th ey’ve Done to My Oatmeal.”86

A 1985 article in Forbes noted the new trend of using preexisting music in 
commercials, articulating a widespread belief in the industry in this period: “It 
is an att empt to sway the viewer toward a product by enlisting the good feel-
ings he or she already has for a popular song.”87 Th e head of a music produc-
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tion company in New York that specialized in turning 1960s hits into jingles 
noted that, while existing popular music had been used for commercial pur-
poses in the past, it was a much bigger business in the mid-1980s, and that one 
of the main diff erences from earlier usages of popular music was the decrease 
in lag time between the release of a popular song and its appearance in a com-
mercial. When an oldie is used as a jingle, he said:

You’re buying all the associations people have for that song. Th ose songs defi ne 
the listeners’ life style, so advertisers can really target their audience that way. 
Th e risk is if the advertiser misunderstands, misrepresents or doesn’t follow 
through on those associations. Th ey can alienate the very people they want to 
impress.88

Inevitably, new services arose to feed the new demand. Marketing through 
Music wrote in March 1988 that SBK Entertainment (a music publisher and 
entertainment services company) was to begin off ering free catalogs of its ex-
tensive library to music professionals.89 Th is may be the fi rst time that poten-
tial licensors were courted.

Th e licensing craze did not seem to harm the music production business 
at fi rst; Marketing through Music reported in June 1988 of the licensing boom: 
“Commercial music has been dramatically aff ected by the rising popularity of 
music marketing. Th e jingle business, once dominated by a handful of New 
York–based music houses, has become big business with 500 or so commer-
cial music production facilities doing business in major cities across the coun-
try.” Th e magazine interviewed several workers at Smythe and Company, a 
six-month-old jingle house in New York City.90

Revolution? Or Devolution?

Perhaps the most celebrated—and condemned—of the early licensing of songs 
occurred in the spring of 1987, when Nike bought the rights to the Beatles’ 
“Revolution” for a reported $250,000 to EMI and another $250,000 to SBK 
Entertainment World for the copyrights (example 7.4). Th is was to be the fi rst 
time, according to Nike, that the Beatles’ recorded music would be used in a 
commercial.91 Nike’s use of the song was part of a $7- to $10-million campaign 
(depending on which trade press report one accepts).92 Nike purchased the 
rights from SBK, owned by Michael Jackson, to use the original song. Th e 
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director of public relations and communications for EMI Music, North Amer-
ica (EMI/Capitol owns the recordings) said, “Nike approached Yoko Ono be-
cause ‘Revolution’ is a John Lennon song. It was referred to us through Yoko’s 
offi  ce with the understanding that Yoko was in favor of allowing the use of 
the song in the ad campaign. Th e deal was structured in such a way that it was 
used tastefully.”93 Adweek said that the commercial was “quietly redefi ning” 
TV advertising, in part because of its look, but also because there was no an-
nouncer, no real sales pitch, and the logo barely appeared.94 Th e video showed 
clips of athletes young and old, famous and amateur, and Nike products, all in 
a quick cutt ing style.

Former music video producers Peter Kagan and Paul Greif, who had been 
making commercials for only a year, oversaw the production of the ad. Th ey 
shot it in black and white with a handheld Super 8 camera and employed the 
music video technique of numerous quick cuts, which made it resemble a 
home movie. A partner in the advertising agency said, “Clients tend to want 
very predictable things. To turn everything over to 8mm was very radical. But 
when the idea of using ‘Revolution’ came up, we thought it would be terrifi c 
to use Kagan & Greif and get that honesty and reality they bring to fi lm.” Th e 
fi lmmakers claimed, “Th is is the right time for progressive advertising.”95 Th eir 
response to the prospect of fi lming a commercial with the iconic 1960s song 
was, “We were both pleased and nervous dealing with this piece of John Len-
non music in advertising. Th ere it is—the anthem—and we all know it had 
nothing to do with sneakers when it was writt en.” Kagan said, “To voice over 
John Lennon would not only have been busy, but sacrilegious, impolite and 
insulting to him. We knew we were trying to do justice to the music.”96

Nonetheless, there was an outcry over the commercial, which was seen by 
many as desecrating not just the Beatles and the song but the 1960s revolu-
tionary spirit the song articulated. An Advertising Age editorial acknowledged 
the outrage, but, the author said, the owner of the Beatles songs, Michael Jack-
son, is not running a charity, and “we lost our innocence about such deals well 
before 1967 when TWA began using the Fift h Dimension’s ‘Up, Up and Away,’ 
so we expect many an advertiser to tell Michael Jackson, ‘Count me in.’”97

A lett er to the editor described Jackson’s “exploitation” of the Beatles’ music 
as “obnoxious,” and suggested that Beatles fans found a charity organization 
to purchase the music themselves, thus “saving the fi nest pop songs ever writ-
ten from becoming fodder for mindless Madison Avenue ‘jinglemongers.’”98 
Historian Jon Wiener wrote an article in the New Republic in May of 198799 
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that was excerpted in Advertising Age on 29 June 1987, which generated a lett er 
to the editor by a staff  artist from a corporate advertising department, noting 
that Wiener and others had neglected to ask the main question: “Do such ads 
work?”100

By any standard, I would be considered a prime target for such advertising, yet 
I have been largely unimpressed. Th e assumption seems to be that my heart 
will melt when I hear one of those “Good Old Songs” and I will become kindly 
disposed toward the product. However, when the time comes for me to part 
with my hard-earned income, I couldn’t care less about the background music. 
I would much rather be intelligently informed about what the seller has to 
off er.101

Th is position refl ects the age-old tension between “reason why” and other 
forms of advertising.

In July 1987, the Beatles’ music company, Apple Records Inc., sued, claiming 
that Nike “wrongfully traded on the good will and popularity of the  Beatles” 
by using the song. Th e lawsuit sought up to fi ft een million dollars in dam-
ages.102 Th e lawsuit was based not on copyright infringement, since the Beat-
les no longer owned the song, but that the Beatles’ “persona and goodwill” 
had been damaged. Th e att orney for Apple told Marketing through Music:

Th e Beatles want this lawsuit to be a warning to advertisers that if you think 
you are going to use Beatles recordings to peddle, promote and endorse your 
commercial products, we are going to sue you. For 25 years, no Beatles original 
recording has been used to promote or endorse any product. Nike and EMI 
are well aware of the fact that this is the fi rst time it has ever been done. Our 
position is that EMI can sell recordings, but can’t license our recordings to push 
other people’s commercial products.

EMI countered that the commercial had been made with Yoko Ono’s per-
mission, but Apple’s lawyer said that Apple requires all four of its “directors”—
that is, Ono and the remaining Beatles—to sign off  on such usages.103 Apple’s 
lawyer also claimed, “Th e Beatles didn’t write and record their music to sell 
commercial products. Any advertiser that tries to use a Beatles record to sell 
a product does so at [its] own peril and will be sued.” Apple not only wanted 
money but also demanded that Nike discontinue its advertising campaign, 
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and that Capitol and EMI return the Beatles’ master recordings.104 Nike, mean-
while, claimed not to have broken any laws. On 6 August 1987, Nike published 
a newspaper advertisement in Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, Portland, Or-
egon, and in USA Today labeling Apple’s lawsuit a publicity stunt.105 It contin-
ued to produce new commercials with the song.106

In April 1988, Marketing through Music reported that Nike pulled the Bea-
tles’ “Revolution”; the fourth and last television usage of the song ceased on 
March 22 of that year.107 Nike didn’t exercise its option to renew the song for 
a second year, saying that it was simply a business decision.108 Th is, however, 
did not staunch the animus. Paul McCartney told Rolling Stone that he wasn’t 
pleased with Nike’s campaign, “because the Beatles never did any of that. We 
were off ered Disney, Coca-Cola and the hugest deals in Christendom and be-
yond. And we never took them, because we thought, ‘Nah, kind of cheapens 
it.’ It cheapens you to go on a commercial, I think,’” even though he did a few 
years later.109 Th e lawsuit was sett led out of court in 1989, terms undisclosed.

A later editorial in Advertising Age acknowledged that many fans don’t like 
the licensing of popular songs to sell goods.

As these grumblers vow never to buy the products thus advertised, we might 
point out that in most instances the use of the music in commercials puts a 
few more bucks into the pocket of those who wrote the tunes. And since most 
songs that make it to the charts are writt en to make money, it seems unfair to 
insist the songwriters not benefi t from their talent once the record sales fade 
away. Th ey might even be thus inspired to pen more songs that bring pleasure 
to pop music fans.110

Despite fans’ complaints, the use of familiar songs in commercials con-
tinued to rise.111 Memorability, positive associations with the original song, 
and aff ection for the music were the driving forces behind the licensing trend, 
especially in att empts to reach baby boomers. In its July 1988 issue, Market-
ing through Music presented on its fi rst page a graph that showed the success 
of commercials with music: Eric Clapton for Michelob, Linda Ronstadt for 
Coke, Michael Jackson for Pepsi, Bon Jovi for Coors, and U2 for Kodak. Its 
data showed that these commercials with music garnered more positive re-
actions than negative.112 Data were presented a few months later in the same 
year, and this time, more was made of the data instead of simply displaying a 
graph:
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In a national survey of more than 1,400 music consumers conducted during 
January 1988, Soundata asked consumers to name the best commercials they’d 
seen in the past 3 months. Music-based campaigns—California Raisins, Levi’s 
501 Blues and Michael Jackson spots—came out on top.113

Yet complaints continued. Many, even some in the advertising industry, 
decried the practice of licensing. A Chicago-based advertising copywriter 
wrote in a 1986 article in Advertising Age, “I’m being manipulated and I don’t 
think I like it.” She professed to be a “real” baby boomer, not one of the “new 
boomers,” the twenty-fi ve- to thirty-fi ve-year-olds, and, since she could re-
member the original versions of songs that were being covered, wasn’t happy 
about it.114

In the spring of 1989, Advertising Age interviewed many advertising and 
commercial music personnel about their favorite, and most disliked, uses 
of music in television commercials. Predictably, opinions varied on specifi c 
songs, as well as on more general questions. One interviewee said, “I don’t 
think there is any music too sacred for appropriate use in a commercial. It 
depends on the product and the usage. It is very easy to be crass and blasphe-
mous.” Th e perennial question about the effi  cacy of using preexisting music 
in commercials was also raised. One composer said, “To use existing music 
in a commercial detracts from that music’s original meaning. I understand the 
value that a well-known piece of music can add to a commercial, but at what 
price? Th e music loses value, creativity is stifl ed and oft en the consumer is 
insulted and boycott s the product that ruined his favorite song.” Another ob-
served, “Th e use of hit songs in advertising is here to stay. Rather than belitt le 
that fact, we jingle composers should try harder to be the ones who write to-
morrow’s hit songs.”115

One advertising agency music director, justifying the use of 1960s music 
in commercials, said, “You get some kind of immediate awareness when a 
voice comes on that you or I might know. You turn around and run back to 
your TV and say, ‘Wow! What the hell is that?’”116 Th e president of a group 
that  measures psychological response to advertising said of the use of 1960s 
music:

When you get into the music of the 1960s, it triggers a time in the listener 
when defenses were much lower than they are now. It was a time of lessened 
discipline, when people were concerned with protest and gett ing high. When 
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you use the voices of that time in a commercial, it induces a state of increased 
receptivity to stimuli.117

Baby boomers and others with memories of these songs were thus effi  ciently 
targeted with music, as were youths with their music.

In the mid-1990s, Mercedes att empted to reach a clientele younger than 
its fi ft y-one-year-old male median by lowering its prices and licensing Janis 
Joplin’s “Oh, Lord, Won’t You Buy Me a Mercedes Benz.” A thirty-eight-year-
old San Francisco banking executive who had bought his fi rst Mercedes in 
1994 said of the ad that “it’s a riot; my wife sang right along with the ad” the 
fi rst time they heard it.118 Licensing continues to the present, with the music 
industry happily complicit, charging fee aft er fee; I will discuss this practice in 
greater detail in the following chapter.119

Let’s recall, by way of conclusion, how the practice of licensing not only 
represents the growing closeness of the music and marketing industries, mo-
tivated by increased att ention to the bott om line in the decade of the 1980s. 
Th e revitalized emphasis on consumption in the 1980s also meant a greater at-
tention to profi ts. Market segmentation, facilitated by the rise of cable televi-
sion, was a strategy to increase profi ts. Th e fascination for the hip and the cool 
was so powerful that it reshaped not only advertisements and the corporate 
culture that produced them, but capitalism itself, as discussed in the previous 
chapter. Today, as one music production company worker told me, most such 
companies barely break even, and that is the norm. Money is still being made, 
of course, but only at the very top. Virtually everyone else, including musi-
cians, is struggling.
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What’s-his-name painted the Sistine Chapel not because he 

was a religious nut but because that was his job. I don’t un-

derstand the concept of selling out.

—Lance Jensen, co-owner of Modernista!, 2001

Marketers are increasingly becoming the Medicis of music.

—Stuart Elliott, New York Times, 2009

8
Conquering (the) Culture
The Changing Shape of the Cultural Industries 

in the 1990s and After

Introduction

While popular musicians had been involved with the adver-
tising industry for decades before the 1980s, because of the 
eff ect of MTV and the popularity of portable stereo units 
such as the Sony Walkman, released in the United States in 
1980, the use of music in advertising was on the rise in the 
mid-1980s, including the use of music with known musi-
cians, as the previous chapter examined. One advertising 
agency executive said that nearly all of his agency’s com-
mercials contained music in the mid-1980s, whereas just 
fi ve years previously, only about half of its commercials 
had music.1 So much music was employed for advertis-
ing that in the late 1980s, Advertising Age’s resident critic 
Bob Garfi eld complained about the music having become 
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ubiquitous in commercials: “It is now one of the fi ve elements: earth, water, 
wind, fi re and jingle.” Claiming that 90 percent of commercials featured mu-
sic, Garfi eld said that the result was a “terrible cacophony, with a half-dozen 
competing melodies diluting the impact of any single one.” Garfi eld predicted 
that some commercials would eschew music altogether only to cut through 
the clutt er, but he advocated a middle road of choosing music that was totally 
integrated into the commercial.2

Th e rise of the use of music in the 1980s meant that in this period there 
were increasing signs of the growing closeness of the music and advertis-
ing industries. A creative supervisor at the advertising agency Muller Jordan 
Weiss said, “Th ere’s a real meeting of minds between people in the record-
ing industry and the advertising business now. Advertising people and re-
cord people talk the same musical language. More and more, I think the two 
groups are going to become interchangeable.”3 One author noted the number 
of popular musicians who had been heard in commercials (Sammy Davis Jr., 
Ray Charles, Frank Sinatra); songwriters such as Richard Adler and Sammy 
Cahn; and pop/rock stars such as Barry Manilow, Paul Williams, and Melissa 
Manchester.4 As composer Billy Davis said in 1984, “Music and advertising 
are coming closer and closer together. But both sides can do a lot more to help 
each other communicate a more meaningful message on life.”5

Some in the industry were beginning to speak increasingly of commercials 
as recordings in their own right. Gerry Dolezar of Radio Kings, a company 
that promoted musicians for commercial use, said in 1985:

I want to get to the point in commercials when bands are listening to my com-
mercials and saying, “Man, did you hear that drum sound? Did you hear how 
they did this? Did you hear how they did that?” Recording artists are realizing 
that it’s not only doing a bit of music and making a living but trying new things 
to bring to the record business, or vice versa.6

Th is chapter considers this growing closeness of the advertising and music 
industries, which was the result of a complex of factors from changes in the 
law to shift ing att itudes toward consumption in American culture, and how 
the infatuation with the hip and the cool has become not just the conquest 
of cool, as Th omas Frank has argued, but the conquest of the culture itself: 
making advertising cool.7
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Changes in the Cultural Industries

Let me begin with a consideration of the passage of the 1996 Communica-
tions Act, which lessened restrictions on radio station ownership. Th ere was 
inevitably a trend toward monopoly, with the top four radio station owners 
broadcasting to almost half of all listeners, and the top ten owners broadcast-
ing to almost two-thirds of listeners a decade later.8

Th is consolidation has had a number of other ramifi cations: local DJs are 
disappearing as the monopolies att empt to cut costs by prerecording DJ talk 
and broadcasting it in several cities; playlists have been greatly restricted as a 
result of increasing market research; few stations venture beyond playing the 
same handful of hits;9 Clear Channel coerces musicians into performing at 
its concert venues by threatening to withhold airplay. Most artists comply.10 
Also in the broadcasting fi eld, MTV is playing fewer videos and airing more 
programs, further limiting musicians’ access to the airwaves.11

Th e consolidation of playlists and decline in videos aired by MTV has 
meant that the old stigma about allowing one’s music to be used in commer-
cials evaporated almost overnight. Th e executive creative director of Deutch, 
Los Angeles, observed in 2005, “Th e biggest change is the willingness. Th e 
sell-out stigma is gone.”12 Peter Nicholson at Deutch, New York, added, “Th e 
old cliché that the artist ‘sold out’ doesn’t apply in this situation, because it is 
a harmonious relationship that is built on the truth of popular culture’s per-
ception of the music and the brand. Th e music is cool. Th e brand is cool. And 
both can become part of the DNA of how a person defi nes him- or herself.”13 
Th is has meant that advertising agencies are more in control of musicians’ 
work than in the past. Th e creative director at Arnold Worldwide said in 2002, 
“When artists fi ght with agencies because they think they’re compromising 
their art, that lasts about two seconds. We’re paying way too much for that 
kind of prima donna [behavior].”14 So pervasive has the use of preexisting 
popular music—and even new songs—been in the media that the new mea-
sure of success for popular musicians today is no longer registered in radio air-
play or even sales, charts, or signing a contract with a major record label; one 
artist’s manager told a music producer at an advertising agency in New York 
in 2008 that his client had had a terrifi c year—“a ‘Grey’s Anatomy’ [television 
show] placement, two ad placements and a possible fi lm license.”15

Finally, another shift  was technological. While advertising musicians of a 
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generation ago probably had some classical music training and could read and 
write music, the rise of digital music technologies in the 1980s meant that 
those who knew them best could bett er compete for commercial music jobs, 
as noted in chapter 5. Most of the people I interviewed for this project who 
had been in the business for more than a couple of decades mentioned tech-
nology as one of the biggest changes they witnessed during their time in the 
industry, transitioning from frequent live recording dates to many fewer. Early 
adopters of these new technologies tended to be in the realm of popular mu-
sic; they viewed writing for commercials as something other than their main 
work, and would frequently play in bands, produce recordings, and perform 
other kinds of labor in the commercial music world. Th is fl exibility of labor 
was another factor that hastened the introduction of contemporary popular 
musics to advertising.

Taken together, these changes mean that there is less variety of music being 
broadcast than in the past, making it much harder for musicians to fi nd their 
way to the airwaves.

Th e picture is not much bett er in the music industry, which, like radio, is 
in a state of near monopoly. Yet this industry is in trouble. For a variety of 
reasons, there has been a noticeable drop in CD sales. It is not clear how much 
this is due to the decline in variety of music played on the radio or digital pi-
racy, but the statistics are striking: there has been a steady decrease since 2000 
in sales of CDs, down nearly 50 percent in 2008 from 1999, and the decline 
is continuing.16

Other factors were at play in the music industry in this period. Th e devel-
opment of high-end digital technology meant that operating a professional 
recording studio is more expensive than ever, with the result that the cost of 
producing an album is higher than ever. In the past, labels could off set pro-
duction costs such as these by using their high-selling acts to subsidize those 
musicians who sold moderately well, but the music industry has by and large 
dropped bands it doesn’t expect to make much money in order to concentrate 
instead on blockbusters. And, fi nally, record labels have tightened promotion 
budgets, making it harder for bands to fi nd an audience.

Enter Alternative Music

And licensing of preexisting music continues.17 A new surge in licensing oc-
curred beginning in the 1980s in part because of the entrance of rock and pop 
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musicians into the realm of advertising. Licensing has become an important 
aspect of the advertising music business, another way of eff ecting Frank’s 
“conquest of cool,” the conversion by the advertising industry of rebellion into 
hip salesmanship.18 Licensing to some extent displaced advertising music spe-
cialists, who either left  the business or learned how to become more fl exible 
workers in the commercial music realm. By 2002, if not earlier, record labels 
were hiring “strategic marketing” executives whose job is to place recordings 
in fi lms and television shows.19 Advertising agencies learned to be on the look-
out for new music.

Th e Warner Special Products A&R (artists and repertoire) fi lm and TV 
manager said in 2000:

It’s funny, you have creative guys at ad agencies in New York scouring used 
record bins in record stores and taking albums that just look interesting even 
though they have no idea what they sound like. Th ey’ll take them home, listen 
to them and, if they like it, call us. Th at’s how you get a Buzzcocks song on a TV 
commercial. We have gott en some really interesting requests, such as an Aphex 
Twin track for a Bank of America commercial. It worked really well.20

Newer music, rather than music from baby boomers’ youth, started to 
make its way into commercials by the 1990s as a younger generation of work-
ers in advertising began to assume positions of authority. Th e signal event for 
putt ing nonmainstream music on the mental maps of advertisers was Lolla-
palooza II, a traveling music festival of alternative music groups that toured 
twenty-seven cities in the summer of 1992. Bob Chippardi, president of Con-
crete Marketing Inc., in New York City, which promotes alternative bands, 
said at the time, “I would think there would be some smart marketers and 
advertising guys on Madison Avenue who saw Lollapalooza and said, ‘Hey, 
why don’t we tap into that?’”21

And tap into it they did. With the structural, bureaucratic, legal, and tech-
nological changes described earlier, all the pieces were in place for alterna-
tive musics to enter the mainstream—not via record label marketing, radio, 
or MTV, but commercials, a development unthinkable only a few years prior. 
Additionally, new advertising strategies that sold lifestyles rather than prod-
ucts helped television commercials start to become much more interesting 
beginning in the 1980s, rendering commercials so much more artistic that 
musicians were less reluctant to permit their music to be used in them.
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Mainly, however, it was the lack of a radio outlet that made many musi-
cians feel as though they had no option but to license their music for use in 
commercials. According to one independent (“indie”) rock musician whose 
decision to license his music saved his band, “Radio is controlled by this huge 
industry. Ads are controlled by a few creative people. Th ey probably did art in 
college. Maybe they were college radio programmers.”22

Jim Powers, cofounder of the Minty Fresh label, admitt ed the diffi  culty of 
making his bands known in 2002.

Is it a bett er world? I don’t think so, but meanwhile I have bands that need to 
tour. My bands now are completely open to having their songs as part of televi-
sion commercials. Seven or eight years ago, it was unseemly to even bring it up. 
At the time it didn’t seem necessary, because there was still a sense that radio 
was willing to take a chance on adventurous music. Th at’s not true anymore, so 
you have to look for other ways to get the music out there.23

Th e alternative musics used in television commercials were occasionally 
composed for a particular ad. But most of the time the music was licensed, 
and independent record labels (the main purveyors of this music) found that 
licensing is a growing part of their business. A senior vice president of visual 
marketing and licensing of Astralwerks, a small record label with some major 
bands such as the Chemical Brothers, said in 2002:

In the past two years [advertising] is one of the areas that has been exploding. 
Th e money [in the music business] is not what it used to be. And there is more 
money in advertising than in licensing to fi lm and TV. Subsequently [sic] artists 
are lending themselves to sponsorship and product endorsement. . . . Record 
labels have to look into other ways to generate revenue and ad companies spend 
a lot of money in media. . . . [Also] television commercials have become a lot 
more worldly and edgy. Th ere are some amazing commercials that people want 
to see.24

Advertising agency creative personnel defend their use of alternative mu-
sics, most claiming that it is simply a form of corporate sponsorship. Lance 
Jensen, who cofounded a hot agency and is a fan of alternative music, said, 
“What’s-his-name painted the Sistine Chapel not because he was a religious 
nut but because that was his job. I don’t understand the concept of selling 
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out. If you’ve been taking guitar lessons since you were fi ve years old, why 
shouldn’t you make some money?”25

It was probably Play, the 1999 album by Moby, one of the biggest names 
in techno music, that alerted musicians to the promise of licensing. V2, Mo-
by’s label, signed over a hundred licenses for songs on Play in North America 
alone, garnering nearly one million dollars for Moby; the album went multi-
platinum.26 Elsewhere, early in 2003, an offi  cial at the label said, “One year 
ago, and even with Moby’s success, none of my co-workers were focusing on 
this area. But this has drastically changed internally. Now I’m being asked why 
Underworld’s music or Puretone’s ‘Addicted to Bass’ are not being used in 
commercials. It’s been a complete 180.”27 One British advertising agency, Bar-
tle Bogle Hegarty (BBH), even established an in-house publishing company 
so it could license its songs to other advertisers and reuse them.28

Advertisers also realized that if they made an obscure band into a hit, their 
taste and perspicacity would enhance their standing in the eyes of potential 
customers. According to an executive producer / creative director at a music 
production company in California in 2003, “Breaking bands [i.e., introduc-
ing them to the public] in commercials is defi nitely the new trend. It brought 
labels and advertising closer together. Advertisers are now, more than ever, 
interested in fi nding and breaking bands because it brings more att ention to 
their brand.”29 It also brought more att ention to advertisers as arbiters of taste, 
a position they increasingly seemed to enjoy and acknowledge. Emblematic 
of this position was the July 2004 cover of Creativity, one of the main trade 
magazines of the advertising industry, which showed the 1980s band Survivor 
serenading a pajama-clad New York City advertising agency creative director 
in his kitchen, seeking work.

Th e advertising industry isn’t simply breaking bands, however. In the face 
of the diminished opportunities provided by radio and MTV, some people in 
advertising were att empting to reconfi gure television commercials as an alter-
native site for presenting new music. For example, Saatchi & Saatchi licensed a 
track by the DJ Fatboy Slim designed to appeal to teenagers. A music director 
at the agency said in 1999, “It was music that our target market would recog-
nize, but it wasn’t something you were going to fi nd at the top of the charts. 
In some ways that makes it more interesting to the teens. It’s just the fact that 
you’re buying into the equity of a piece of music that teens are going to think 
is cool.”30 By this point in the history of marketing, teenagers were being mar-
keted to with great effi  ciency.
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Yet musicians and others in the music industry wondered how much their 
own creativity was being aff ected. A president/owner of a music production 
company asked in 2003, “Are we trying to make commercials, or are we trying 
to make pop promos? Th e record business is rubbishy at the moment, so re-
cord companies have found the best way of exposure is through commercials. 
It starts becoming more of a commercial for the band than the product.”31

Music

Among alternative musics, techno music was hot for a time, and was mainly, 
though not exclusively, employed in automobile commercials. Examining the 
use of its music at the peak of its trendiness—the late 1990s and early 2000s—
gives evidence of how music frequently associated with the underground was 
fi nding its way to television commercials.32 One advertising creative staff er 
who had used techno in advertisements said proudly in 2002, “Th e music you 
hear in automobile commercials is bett er than most of the music you can hear 
on the radio.”33 Techno musics of various kinds became so ubiquitous as the 
sound of the underground in automobile commercials that in the fall of 2002, 
the L.A. Offi  ce RoadShow, an annual gathering of companies with licensable 
properties and fi rms looking for a deal, had to move to a bigger venue; the 
organizer said that all the record labels asked how many car companies were 
coming.34

Volkswagen

By all accounts, it was Volkswagen that set the trend of using new and interest-
ing music in television advertisements. For years, Volkswagen had been expe-
riencing lagging sales in North America and wanted to att empt a comeback. It 
hired Arnold Worldwide of Boston in 1995 to bring its sales and brand image 
out of the doldrums. Arnold assembled the usual market research information 
on Volkswagen’s audience and discovered that Volkswagen drivers tended to 
be younger than its competitors, earned more money, and possessed more ed-
ucation. Arnold devised a campaign to appeal to these existing buyers, strate-
gically targeting this group rather than att empting to reach a broad market.35

It was perhaps the commercials for the New Beetle in 1998 that awakened 
viewers to Volkswagen’s new “Drivers Wanted” campaign. Liz Vanzura, direc-
tor of marketing for Volkswagen, North America, said in 1998:
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We defi nitely wanted music that was contemporary and that had broad appeal. 
Th at’s why we did fi ve spots. We wanted to be sure that we covered with certain 
of our spots our baby-boomer contingency, the folks who had some recall or 
affi  liation with Volkswagen, but we also wanted to have some types of music 
that had some appeal to the youth market as well. . . . Th ere’s really no nostalgic-
oriented music in this. . . . We used very contemporary songs, but things that 
we thought, no matt er what age, no matt er what demographic you were, you’d 
think this was cool.36

Th e music of these fi ve ads was eclectic, to say the least, provided by fi ve UK 
acts: Hurricane #1, Stereolab, the Orb, Spiritualized, and Fluke.

Perhaps the most remarked-upon of the new VW ads featured music by 
the late English musician Nick Drake, used in an ad that demonstrates Arnold 
Worldwide’s changing att itude toward music.37 Jonathan Dayton (now famous 
for codirecting the 2006 hit fi lm Litt le Miss Sunshine), who cofi lmed the Volk-
swagen commercial, envisioned Drake’s song “Pink Moon” not as selling a car 
but as a song that people in the ad might be listening to themselves, a strat-
egy that is employed in all the ads in the “Drivers Wanted” campaign. Day-
ton said in 2001, “It’s acknowledging the place music has in people’s lives. It’s 
not meant as an endorsement.”38 Th e commercial employs Drake’s intensely 
personal and introspective music accompanying nocturnal scenes of young 
people driving and enjoying the night sky, arriving at a restaurant, then, pre-
sumably, departing without entering, back on the road (example 8.1).

By any measure, Volkswagen’s commercials in the “Drivers Wanted” cam-
paign were hugely successful. Sales were way up, as was brand loyalty and what 
is known in the industry as “brand buzz.” Th e buzz generated by the music 
used in the ads resulted in a 2001 CD entitled Street Mix: Music fr om Volkswa-
gen Commercials (volume 1), which was for a time available from Volkswagen’s 
website for ten dollars. Th is disc contains ten tracks that are well known from 
their advertisements, including Nick Drake’s, as well as music by the techno 
band Hooverphonic, Charles Mingus, and others. Th e liner notes contain 
litt le information except some details about the songs (though without saying 
which albums they’re from). Th ere is an introductory note, however, that is 
suggestive: “We chose these bands because they had something to say, be-
cause they felt like kindred spirits. When our creative team set forth to convey 
the essence of Volkswagen, we needed music that had soul. Well, we got soul 
and here’s 12 tracks of it. Enjoy.”39
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Volkswagen also began an online radio station at its website (which has 
since been removed). If you visited it, you would have seen the text: “MU-
SIC’S BEEN GOOD TO US. So we thought we’d return the favor.”40 Volkswa-
gen off ered four channels with music from its advertisements, as well as music 
not on its ads. While the music played, the album cover appeared in the corner 
of the tuner application, and you could click on it to purchase. You could also 
click on links that recalled old advertisements, though the website wouldn’t 
play those ads’ music.

Mitsubishi

As startling as Volkswagen’s successes with music were, it may be that Mitsubi-
shi, whose advertising agency Deutch LA essentially imitated Arnold World-
wide’s strategy, had achieved more notice for its advertising music.

In 2002, refl ecting on the success of its campaign called “Wake Up and 
Drive,” Pierre Gagnon, president and chief operating offi  cer of Mitsubishi 
Motor Sales of America, said, “We realized that Generation Y would be reach-
ing driving age soon. We knew if we were going to grow, we needed to reach 
them.”41 Gagnon said that Mitsubishi had the second-youngest demographic 
of all foreign automakers in the United States, behind only Volkswagen: the 
average age of Mitsubishi owners at the time was thirty-eight; 38 percent of its 
customers were under thirty-fi ve. Gagnon said, “Our cars are for people who 
think young. People who drive Mitsubishis may look diff erent, but they all 
have a common youthful spirit. Th ey’re part of a club or family of Mitsubishi 
drivers.”42

Eclipse: “Fun” (2001)

Eric Hirshberg, executive creative director of the advertising agency Deutch 
LA, said in 2001, “We had this very simple idea: Let’s make the Mitsubishi 
owners into a cool club. If they were all singing a Britney Spears song, the spe-
cialness of driving a Mitsubishi would have gone away.”43 Instead, Deutch used 
a song called “Start the Commotion” by the British hip-hop/big-beat band 
the Wiseguys, in an ad for the Mitsubishi Eclipse that debuted in March 2001. 
(Big beat is a subgenre of techno that emerged in the 1990s and was meant as a 
return to simple dance music as opposed the more intellectual kind of techno 
in vogue earlier in the 1990s; the Wiseguys was a “band” consisting of Touche 
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[real name Th eo Keating] and Regal [real name Paul Eve], whose music con-
sisted only of samples—that is, exact digital copies of recorded music.)44

Deutch’s strategy stemmed from the simple desire to att empt to use mu-
sic in ads that drivers might actually listen to. Its concept was to show what 
people, especially young people, actually do in their cars, such as singing along 
with the stereo, as in its ad called “Start the Commotion,” which shows actors 
moving to the music. Deutch LA executives actually drove around in their 
cars and thought about the music they were listening to. According to Eric 
Hirshberg, “You can’t fi nd great driving songs in a conference room. You have 
to fi nd them in your car.”45 Th e “Fun” commercial shows young people groov-
ing to the Wiseguys’ music in their Mitsubishis (example 8.2).

Mike Sheldon, the general manager of Deutch LA who was the producer 
of the commercial, claimed that viewers are invited into the hip Mitsubishi 
club with ads that say, “‘Either you take a youthful look on life. Or you buy a 
Toyota and give up.’”46 Signifi cantly, the ads in the “Wake Up and Drive” cam-
paign end with the tagline: “Are You In?” Hirshberg said, “Talk to consumers 
about cars and they rarely talk about the things car companies talk about—
even handling and acceleration. Th ey talk about what image they want to 
project through their cars: which one is me? We’ve turned Mitsubishi into 
the fi rst fashion car brand. It’s emotional territory that Mitsubishi can, and 
does, own.”47 Affi  nity marketing is the term used for this kind of advertising. 
Th e strategy is to have customers discover the music and then latch onto the 
car brand to become part of an in-crowd, a peer group of those in the know.

Gagnon said that Mitsubishi’s use of popular music was successful. “Th e 
most powerful proof is when a DJ comes onto the radio and says, ‘And now, 
the Mitsubishi song.’ It’s hard to explain the phenomenon. What we’re so 
pleased with is we know we’re breaking through when these songs become 
more popular.”48 And its use of popular music was successful in terms of sales. 
In the spring of 2003, Mitsubishi claimed that in the past four years—since 
the company began using popular music in its commercials, sales grew 81 per-
cent.49 Hirshberg said that his company’s aim was for Mitsubishi to be “woven 
into the popular culture,” and it appeared to work.50 Th e Wiseguys’ album was 
released in 1999 but wasn’t represented on the Billboard charts until heard on 
the Mitsubishi commercial in March 2001.51 Th en, “Start the Commotion” 
was on Billboard magazine’s Hot 100 chart for twelve weeks, peaking at num-
ber 31 on 25 August 2001.
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Eclipse: “Days Go By” (2002)

Later, Dirty Vegas’ (a British house music trio) “Days Go By” was used 
in a Mitsubishi Eclipse ad; the song became a top 15 hit in the summer of 
2002. Vincent Picardi, senior vice president and associate creative director 
at Deutsch LA, the company that developed Mitsubishi’s “Are You In?” cam-
paign, says that the idea was to convey the company’s youthful image. “We 
had to fi nd the music that fi t the brand; it’s a brand that’s more youthful. With 
the Eclipse, using Dirty Vegas (the commercial), was literally moving. It was 
about having so much fun tooling around and the music comes on that causes 
some people to sing, and in her case [a young woman passenger in the com-
mercial], break out dancing and pop locking.”52 All while in a Mitsubishi, of 
course (example 8.3).

According to Hirshberg, using the Dirty Vegas song “gives street cred to 
Mitsubishi and shows that they are not just a corporation with a big budget, 
but a brand cool enough to tell you what’s new.”53 Vincent Picardi, senior VP / 
associate creative director of Deutsch, the advertising agency that produced 
the Mitsubishi ads, said, “We see it as the perfect marriage of commerce and 
art. Music spurs sales of Mitsubishi cars and vice versa. Mitsubishi under-
stands the eclectic nature of music and how it works with their brand. Artists 
and labels see what this exposure does for them.”54 Frances Oda, vice presi-
dent for marketing at Mitsubishi Motor Sales of America, said, “Th e music has 
enabled us to get to our target—affl  uent buyers looking for a more youthful, 
styled driving experience. We defi nitely feel it’s been working.”55

For their part, the musicians were pleased. Paul Harris, a member of Dirty 
Vegas, said, “Th e ad [for the Mitsubishi Eclipse] helped push our record into 
everybody’s living room. Only now is radio in America starting to play more 
dance music. So, people seeing the ad on TV, and hearing our music, con-
tacted their local radio stations wanting to hear the song. Th e power of the 
people is what helped propel our song to success.”56

To reinforce its image as a purveyor of hip music, Mitsubishi, like Volkswagen, 
also produced a compact disc in 2002, using the campaign tagline as its title.

Advertising and the Cultural Industries

Th ese are all relatively clear-cut examples of licensing: one industry purchas-
ing the temporary use of music from another. But in the new millennium, the 
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production of advertising music in commercials had become increasingly in-
tertwined with the production of popular music more generally. Advertising 
workers weren’t simply remembering music of their youth to employ in com-
mercials but were avidly seeking new and unusual music, essentially playing 
the role that DJs once performed on the radio. As one composer at a New York 
City music production company told me in 2006, there is no counterculture 
anymore; there is only culture, and it is made by commercial interests. Th at is 
overstating the case, I think, but it is nevertheless clear that the advertising in-
dustry enjoys a greater infl uence over the making of popular culture, perhaps, 
especially, music—and American culture more generally—than at any time in 
its history, to the extent that it increasingly drives popular music production. 
And its ideology of the cool and trendy is becoming increasingly dominant.

Even though many tens of billions of dollars are spent annually on advertis-
ing in the United States, the industry was experiencing diffi  culties even before 
the onset of the Great Recession in 2007. Because of TiVo and other time-
shift ing video-recording devices, by the early twenty-fi rst century, advertisers 
and the advertising industry began to worry that television commercials were 
no longer being viewed, paving the way for product placement, or what began 
to be called “advertainment” or “branded entertainment.” “Th e aim,” accord-
ing to an advertising trade press report in 2002, “is to get viewers to actually 
choose to view ad content by making it as compelling as the programming.”57 
In that year, TiVo began off ering “advertainment” to its customers. Spending 
on branded entertainment was over $4 billion in 2005, up from the $3.45 bil-
lion spent in 2004; in 1999, by contrast, spending totaled $1.93 billion.58 In 
1994, American Express spent 80 percent of its marketing budget on televi-
sion advertising, whereas in 2004 it spent only 35 percent. John Hayes, the 
chief marketing offi  cer at American Express, said, “We have moved out of the 
‘buying’ world and entered the world of content and channel integration in 
a signifi cant way.”59 Insiders in every corner of the cultural industries seem 
to be in agreement that this convergence is occurring. Josh Rabinowitz, a se-
nior vice president–director for music producer at Grey Worldwide, who has 
produced a few commercial recordings (not just recordings of commercials), 
believes:

More artists are going to be broken through corporations, with the agencies as 
talent scouts. . . . Th e agencies are kind of like the A&R [artists and repertoire, 
a function once assumed by record companies], and the client’s blessing is the 
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green light. My theory is that sooner or later, the record companies will be cut 
out of part of the process.60

Additionally, while workers in the advertising industry have long employed 
the trope of creativity to describe their own work, they wield the term today 
as means of arguing for their natural affi  nity with the entertainment industry. 
Not until the twenty-fi rst century did this rhetorical strategy appear to gain 
traction outside the world of advertising. At a 2002 meeting of advertising 
and content providers, an advertising agency executive told the assembled 
crowd, “We’re not in the business of content or commerce but in creativity. 
We are in the business of creating brand experiences. Brands are the central 
focus of what we do. Our industries are moving independently but in the 
same direction.”61 In 2007, Peter Nicholson, a partner/chief in the advertising 
agency Deutch, New York concluded an opinion piece in Billboard magazine 
(the main American music trade press weekly, one of many signs of the con-
vergence of the advertising and music industries) by invoking the creativity 
trope, writing:

I will end on my bias as to why an ad agency makes for a great partner if you are 
an independent band: creatives [workers on the creative side of the industry, 
as opposed to the business side]. Most agency creatives are artists at heart. And 
in some agencies, they actually get to be more artist than marketer. Creatives 
spend a lot of time making ideas that take on a bit of their own personality. 
So the work becomes personal and not commercial. Or, as I like to say, a lot 
of care has gone into the work. Th e creatives share the same understanding 
that any artist has: your work is precious and it is personal and must always be 
respected.62

The Conquest of Culture

An early example of this latest phase of the convergence of commerce and 
content occurred in Arnold Worldwide’s Volkswagen commercials, which 
employed Ben Neill, a “downtown” New York City musician well known in 
the experimental music scene. Neill says that people at Arnold knew his ear-
lier music and that he was hired to produce his sound for their Volkswagen 
commercials (example 8.4). In the course of writing music for these ads, Ar-
nold produced an extended version of Neill’s songs. Th en, says Neill, “I got the 
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idea to turn them all into full-length songs. It’s a new model for artists to get 
their work out, in working with labels, brands, and ad agencies.”63 Th e result 
was a CD called Automotive, which, according to a cover slipped over the disc, 
“features expanded arrangements of music Ben Neill composed for a series of 
groundbreaking VW television ads.”64 On the album, there are live vocals and 
fl ute, plus Neill and his electronically manipulated trumpet, accompanying 
animated black-and-white scenes of father and child in and out of the car. Ar-
nold Worldwide designed the cover art for the album, which is a colorized still 
picture from one of its ads called “Nite Nite.” And it designed the liner notes 
as well, which include a fi ctitious encounter between Neill and his employers 
at Arnold, who are represented as hip and easygoing.65 “Nite Nite” the com-
mercial was recognized by the International Automotive Advertising Awards 
in 2000.

Neill seemingly rejected a time-honored “downtown” New York position, 
claiming, “Th ere is no diff erence between something that is considered art 
and something that is a commercial. My album is a statement of that.”66 Neill 
also said:

It’s a real convergence between a brand, an ad agency and a record company 
and it has worked out really well for me. . . . It gives my music a lot more 
exposure. Th at was one of the things that appealed to me when I was doing it 
because having my music on television means millions of people are becoming 
familiar with it.67

Since these commercials aired, the relationship between popular music 
and brands has become ever closer. Th e fi rst major project that marked this 
new form of the convergence of content and commerce in the realm of popu-
lar music was English rock star Sting’s decision to appear in a commercial for 
Jaguar in 2000. Th e singer’s popularity had waned somewhat since his days 
with the Police, but, nonetheless, as a rock star, he possessed the qualities that 
advertisers and their agencies frequently seek to exploit. Sting’s then manager, 
Miles Copeland, said that when he fi rst saw the music video of “Desert Rose” 
(from the album Brand New Day), he realized that it was a car commercial, 
and sent the video to Jaguar’s advertising agency, Ogilvy & Mather. Copeland 
said he presented the deal this way: “If you will make the commercial look 
like an ad for my record, I’ll give it to you free.” It was the fi rst time, Copeland 
said, that a known artist had promoted an unknown song in this way.68 Jaguar’s 
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worldwide director of sales and marketing said, “Once we saw it, we realized 
the enormous opportunity to produce a television advertisement using foot-
age from the video. Sting was delighted to become part of Jaguar’s mystique.”69 
Th e singer, in a press release, said, “Th e director proposed a number of cars to 
be used in the video and I chose the Jaguar S-type. It’s a beautiful car and it 
evokes the feeling of style and success we were trying to achieve.”70 Th e agree-
ment was that Sting appeared without a fee, in return for excerpts of the video 
of the song being used in the commercial. Th e resulting commercial looks 
much like a music video, with Sting, musicians, and dancers given as much 
time as the car (with Sting in it, of course; example 8.5). Th e commercials’ 
titles read: “Everyone dreams of becoming a rock star / What then do rock 
stars dream of?” In 2003, an Advertising Age article entitled “Sting-Jaguar Deal 
Still Serves as Model for the Music World” wrote of the “reverent references” 
people in the industry still make to this arrangement.71

Th e marketing expenditures in this case tell an equally interesting story. 
Th e label had planned to spend $1.8 million just to market the “Desert Rose” 
single, which included $800,000 to produce a video of it. Jaguar spent $8 mil-
lion to broadcast the commercial, much more than is usually spent in music 
marketing. According to Advertising Age, the song received litt le airplay before 
the commercial was broadcast, and the sales expectations for the album were 
about a million copies. But aft er the commercial was aired, sales soared, and 
it became Sting’s biggest solo album at that time, selling four million copies 
in the United States alone. Jaguar enjoyed a surge in sales as well, particularly 
among younger buyers.72

Subsequent campaigns have insinuated brands ever more completely into 
music production and vice versa. For example, on the Coors Light “Love 
Songs” spot from 2002, which garnered a good deal of att ention in the indus-
try, the musicians omitt ed any reference to the beer. One of the musicians, 
John Godsey, said that they wanted to make the performance “sound like a 
real band” so that “people would respond to it as a song, not an ad” (exam-
ple 8.6).73 Writing songs instead of jingles isn’t that new, going back at least to 
the early 1970s (the most famous example being “I’d Like to Teach the World 
to Sing” for Coca-Cola in 1971), but songs that don’t mention the product are 
a twenty-fi rst-century trend.

Major brands have also embarked on promotion and sponsorship deals 
with musicians on a scale much larger than those discussed earlier. In 2002, 
Toyota promoted Phil Collins’s CD Testify and one of its songs, which was 
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used in a commercial for the brand’s Avalon model. Toyota employed a cap-
tion in the style of MTV to identify the song “Can’t Stop Loving You” in 
the fi rst few seconds of its commercial. Th e record company affi  xed Toyota 
stickers on fi ve hundred thousand copies of the CD, Toyota’s logo appeared 
on posters advertising the CD as well as on related merchandise, and the re-
cord company located promotional materials in record stores advertising the 
Avalon. According to the senior vice president for marketing at the record 
company, because of the decline in music sales, “We are looking for new and 
innovative ways to get the music out to the public. We are very proactive in 
this area. Toyota is the most collaborative partner we ever had. Th is is real co-
marketing.”74 A year later, DaimlerChrysler signed a fourteen-million-dollar 
multiyear contract with singer Céline Dion, who appeared in its TV commer-
cials (example 8.7); the company also sponsored her long-running show in 
Las Vegas with its name emblazoned on the marquee.75

Following arrangements such as these, musicians’ relationships to major 
brands began to become even more complex and intertwined. In 2003, musi-
cians Common and Mýa recorded “Real Compared to What” for a Coca-Cola 
commercial, a cover of a 1960s protest song by Eugene McDaniels with new 
lyrics by Mýa (just one of many commercial adaptations of 1960s political 
music; example 8.876). She released the full version of the song on her sub-
sequent album, Moodring, the same year. Steve Berman, the head of market-
ing for Interscope/Geff en/A&M, who is a proponent of the convergence of 
the advertising and music industries, said, “We went to Mýa and Common, 
not with a product endorsement, but with an idea that would give them ex-
posure while giving Coca-Cola something that would be at the core of their 
message. From our perspective, it’s not a commercial; it’s a record and a visual 
interpretation of that message.” Berman acknowledged the decline in CD sales 
because of illegal downloading and fi le sharing, but noted, “Music is more 
popular than ever, but fi guring out how to monetize that is diffi  cult. . . . If you 
tap into a culture, the market is still there.” Th e solution to coping with the 
decline of sales, he said, was to forge alliances with marketers. “We’ve decided 
to work with strong brands where we’re targeting a similar audience. We’re 
always challenged by budgets and have to come up with alternative ways to 
market our artists. A record company can’t compete on traditional market-
ing platforms. For a major release, the entire TV budget might not equal one 
prime-time spot.”77

A diff erent approach was employed in an ad for Sprite called “Liquid Free-
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dom,” launched in 2005. Th e commercial shows sweaty basketball players 
jumping onto the court that morphs into a swimming pool (example 8.9). 
Human Worldwide was commissioned to write an original song for the com-
mercial, which employed the standard thirty-second version of the song. Th e 
song became so popular that Coca-Cola, which owns Sprite, “got excited and 
wanted to get behind it,” according to Marc Altshuler of Human.78 Human 
shared the proceeds with Coke. “Instead of paying us the traditional fee for 
a 30-second spot, which doesn’t really apply, they wanted to fi gure out a way 
to use their network—POP [point-of-purchase], packaging—to drive people 
to get this music, and split everything 50–50. It’s a prett y unbelievable deal 
and it was a lot of work,” he said.79 Th e arrangement Coke struck with Hu-
man was to have Sprite’s point-of-sale and packaging in over two hundred 
countries direct people to a website where the song would be available for 
download. Th is spot worked well because there was no dialogue, which meant 
it could play in various countries; Altshuler describes it as a music video. He 
also att ributes the success of the video to web-based searches, which make 
such videos easy to fi nd; “people discussed ‘Pool’ in chatrooms, advertising 
chatrooms, and on blogs,” he wrote. And he quoted the director–creative de-
velopment, Asia, at Coca-Cola, who argued, “Brand content is not pushed at 
people but requested, downloaded, collected or shared.” Altshuler went on to 
say, “Brands now can drive the culture via the underground and the Internet. 
Websites such as YouTube, Google and eBay can function as two-way streets 
for brands: Brands discover who their consumers really are, and consumers let 
brands know what they want.”80

Another development is that, while advertisers and marketers have oc-
casionally employed hip-hop music since at least the mid-1980s, the music 
has become increasingly common. In the spring of 2003, Pepsi sponsored a 
series of radio programs called Project X, a hip-hop show aimed at the elusive 
Generation Y demographic (elusive in part because observers place people 
born anywhere between the mid-1970s and the early 2000s in it). Every com-
mercial was for Pepsi, and the musicians sprinkled the brand’s name in their 
broadcast conversations. “DJs are the key infl uencers in hip-hop—they dictate 
trends,” said the executive in charge.81 At least eight of the top twenty Billboard 
hip-hop singles that year referred to Pepsi.82 McDonald’s tried something of 
the same strategy in 2005 when it hired an entertainment-marketing fi rm to 
encourage hip-hop musicians to incorporate references to the Big Mac into 
their songs. Said the director of brand entertainment strategy at McDonald’s, 
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“Th e stars of hip-hop have become brands. Th is partnership refl ects our ap-
preciation and respect for the most dominant youth culture in the world.” Th is 
strategy drew criticism from the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood, 
however, which felt that the resulting commercials would target children, who 
“won’t know the rappers are being paid to push Big Macs—these ‘adversongs’ 
are inherently deceptive.” McDonald’s, of course, disagreed: “We believe that 
the McDonald’s brand is so omnipresent already in America that having it in 
music, having it in TV, having it in movies, is no more intrusive than anything 
else children experience nowadays.”83 Th e deal Maven Strategies (a fi rm that 
brings together musicians and marketers) made with McDonald’s and the 
musicians was that the musicians could choose for themselves how to men-
tion the sandwich in their songs, but McDonald’s would have fi nal approval.84 
Maven is paid as a consultant in these arrangements; the musicians receive 
nothing up front, but receive one dollar to fi ve dollars each time the song is 
played on the radio.85

Th e popular music practice of remixing—taking a preexisting track and 
modifying it digitally by adding other sounds and altering it in other ways—
has also found its way into advertising music. Advertising Age, in a story about 
the ten most successful product launches in 2003, listed the Sprite ReMix as its 
number 9: “Coca-Cola re-established the hipness of the fl agging Sprite brand 
with a smart PR-drive launch for its tropically-fl avored extension. Backed with 
a Memorial Day launch infused with rule-breaking hip-hop icons and a 50-city 
sampling tour that included a remix recording studio, the line helped boost 
trademark Sprite by 7% through November.”86 Th e premise behind Sprite Re-
Mix is that it is like a musical remix: it is always diff erent. Before Sprite ReMix 
was launched, Coca-Cola distributed the drink through DJs, giving away three 
million bott les at various events, and hosted a party with P. Diddy at the MTV 
Music Video Awards. Th is strategy of giving the product to people who are 
called “lifestyle infl uencers” resulted in a 90 percent awareness with children 
twelve to eighteen and increased sales by 8.6 percent.87 Coca-Cola and its ad-
vertising agency have even been willing to give up the most valued commod-
ity in the world of marketing—brand stability, which is thought to engender 
brand loyalty—in order to sell their product. Willingness to jett ison this hal-
lowed idea grew out of Sprite’s conversations with young people about the 
drink and popular culture. “With kids today, things change so quickly, it really 
does tie back to developing a brand that’s about change. It almost doesn’t mat-
ter if it’s a berry fl avor or a tropical fl avor [the fi rst two fl avors of the drink]—
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it’s the whole image of ReMix,” said Rob Stone of Cornerstone Promotion, 
which handled the Sprite campaign (example 8.10).88 Th e commercial depicts 
Latinos, African Americans, Muhammad Ali, a DJ, all quickly intercut, and 
accompanied by hip-hop music.

In a bid to lure consumers deeper into the web spun by brands, in the sum-
mer of 2008, McDonald’s resurrected its famous “Two all-beef patt ies, spe-
cial sauce . . .” jingle from the mid-1970s, but instead of enticing professional 
musicians to cover it, remix it, or incorporate it somehow into their music, 
McDonald’s att empted to cash in on viewers’ memories of the commercial 
by inviting consumers to make their own remixes of it, which is becoming an 
increasingly common strategy.89 A 2007 survey of one thousand Americans 
revealed that 80 percent know the ingredients of a Big Mac, which the jingle 
lists.90 McDonald’s chief marketing offi  cer said that the jingle was “something 
that many of us grew up with,” and that reusing it is “a great way to capture 
the fun and the personality of Big Mac and the brand, so we’re very excited.” 
McDonald’s advertising agency produced an updated version of the jingle for 
a television commercial that advertised the jingle contest, directing viewers to 
a MySpace website where there were multiple versions of the updated jingle 
by various artists in diff erent styles.91 Viewers of the website were encouraged 
to make their own remix of the jingle, and all visitors to the site could vote on 
their favorites. A panel of three judges decided on the winner, whose version 
of the jingle was to be used in a television commercial.92 Th e MySpace website 
sorted the uploaded videos by “genre”—country, Latino, hip-hop, R&B, and 
rock. Th ose interested in making their own remix could download an “audio 
kit” that included the updated version of the jingle, as well as many snippets 
of beats and other sounds that could be incorporated into one’s own remix. 
Th ose I listened to (a random sample) tended to eschew these prefabricated 
sounds and simply devised their own version of the jingle. Th e winner, out of 
12,280 entries, was a hip-hop version, which was aired for a week on MTV in 
July 2008 (example 8.11).93

Th e erosion of meaningful distinctions between the advertising and music 
industries has resulted in a convergence not only of content and commerce 
but also of the marketing of popular musicians. According to Stuart Elliott , it 
is timing that distinguishes the practices of the present from those of the past, 
for popular musicians today time the release of recordings with advertising 
campaigns in which they appear. Elliott  cites as an example a commercial for 
Hewlett -Packard that featured the music of Gwen Stefani and included her 
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and two other members of her band, wearing much the same clothes as in her 
music video; the same person directed the music video and the commercial 
(example 8.12).94

Th e 2008 Chris Brown top 10 song “Forever” employed the phrase “Dou-
ble your pleasure, double your fun,” a famous line from a jingle for Wrigley’s 
Doublemint gum. Th e video was nominated for an MTV Video Music Award’s 
Music Video of the Year. Wrigley in fact commissioned the song; later, a com-
mercial for the gum featuring Brown appeared (example 8.13). According to 
a trade press article, this was the fi rst time that a song had been “seeded” in a 
“real” song before being employed in a commercial.95 According to the mar-
keter who brokered the deal, “Using entertainment assets to introduce prod-
ucts is a platform that needed to get exploited. Th e lines needed to be blurred. 
When done correctly, there’s consumer acceptance.”96 Elsewhere, he defi ned 
selling out as creating an inauthentic relationship between popular culture 
and a product.97 Th e commercial was later pulled aft er Brown was arrested for 
assaulting his girlfriend, to which he subsequently pleaded guilty.98

Record labels and advertising agencies have moved closer together in yet 
another way. Sony BMG started an in-house advertising agency called Arcade 
Creative Group, which opened in April 2008. It can draw on the label’s vast 
catalog of recordings to use in commercials it produces.99 In July of the same 
year, the advertising agency Euro RSCG acquired a majority stake in a fi rm 
called Th e:Hours, an independent record label.100 And new companies are 
springing up that produce both recordings and advertisements. Decon, one 
such fi rm, employs workers who have backgrounds in both the advertising 
and music industries, and the company produces recordings as well as com-
mercials. Its cofounder described the fi rm’s approach thus: “Our whole model 
now is to fi gure out how to incorporate what we’ve developed with our music 
and entertainment relationships and apply it to branded content to connect 
with the youth market. We want to use brands as a launching pad for our tal-
ent, and vice versa.”101

What the foregoing shows is that there are now myriad ways that advertis-
ing, through its association with musicians from many diff erent genres, is infi l-
trating the world of popular music production and dissemination: sponsoring 
tours, commissioning songs that are not obviously advertising music, inviting 
consumers to be a part of the music-making process through remixing, pro-
moting musicians’ recordings, and still more.102 Th rough this penetration of 
the fi eld of production of popular music, the advertising industry is able to 
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continue to promote its ideology of the importance of trendiness by att aching 
itself to the hip, the cool, or even, as I will discuss next, creating trends.103

Trendspotting  Trendsetting

Until this moment of the convergence of comment and content, advertising 
agencies saw their job as following and att empting to capitalize on trends; as 
one executive who worked on the Pepsi account said bluntly in the late 1970s, 
“Pepsi doesn’t create trends, it follows them.”104 Advertising agencies expend 
a great deal of eff ort trying to keep up with trends, though the Internet has 
made researching them easier than in the past. But spending time with real 
youth still matt ers. Tom Julian, a trend analyst at Fallon in New York, said in 
2004, “We have to go from Tucson to Los Angeles to Vegas to Pitt sburgh and 
live in student unions vicariously, [and] spend time in retail sett ings.”105

To help identify existing trends, the advertising and marketing industry 
has increasingly turned toward social scientists and social science method-
ologies such as ethnography (“Ethnography is hot,” proclaimed a special 
supplement to Advertising Age in the midst of this trend); there is a growing 
number of publications on this subject aimed at audiences in the advertis-
ing and marketing industry, and there are more and more articles devoted to 
the subject in the trade press.106 Th ere is also a growing number of scholarly 
or semischolarly guides that are edited by and/or include articles by trained 
anthropologists.107

A 2007 article noted the increased problem for marketers in focus groups: 
so many Americans are now so complexly identifi ed, with multiple self-
 representations (with “diff erent profi les posted on MySpace, Match.com and 
Wikipedia,” wrote an academically trained anthropologist now in the adver-
tising industry), that it is diffi  cult for marketers to know just whom they are 
dealing with in focus groups. Th us, according to this same writer, “in this en-
vironment, ethnography is more vital than ever in helping marketers under-
stand what’s really going on in the subcultures where brands live, fl ourish, fade 
and regenerate.”108

Th e search for trends has produced a new industry that serves the adver-
tising and marketing industry and whose sole function is to spot trends and 
provide information for marketers. Irma Zandl, one of the founders of this 
industry, owns a fi rm that recruits three thousand people between the ages of 
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eight and twenty-four to investigate what is cool and trendy. Th ese workers 
are sought out mostly in malls, where they fi ll out questionnaires about their 
tastes. Th e staff  at the Zandl Group publishes the results in a “Youth Market / 
Young Adult Trend Tracking Report” or “Th e Hot Sheet”; subscription costs 
are eighteen thousand dollars per year.109 Th e Hot Sheet is a slick publication 
that features stories on hot musicians, beverages, and so forth, as well as brief 
profi les of young people, including their taste in music, beverages, and much 
more.110 As a the consumer insights director at McCann/Erickson in Th ailand 
said at a symposium on “Th e Selling Power of Song” in 1999, teenage behavior 
can be aff ected in four ways: “belonging, sources of cool, hanging out, and 
language. You can access all these things through music.”111

It is clear, however, that the gold standard for an advertising agency is for 
its client’s brand to become part of popular culture, not simply to emulate it; 
workers in the industry speak of this in matt er-of-fact terms. An article in Ad-
week from late 2004 said, “Considering its ephemeral nature, advertising might 
be the perfect venue for tapping into—even creating—fads and trends.”112 In-
dustry insiders say much the same thing. A cofounder of an advertising agency 
in Boston asked in 2001, “Did Pepsi sell more the day aft er Britney Spears’s 
90-second Super Bowl commercial? I don’t know. But Pepsi’s job is to be part 
of the pop culture.”113 In trying to reach a younger crowd by sponsoring various 
popular culture acts and events, the president and chief executive at a major 
advertising fi rm said in 2005, “We want the pop culture dialogue to include 
Burger King. . . . Th e mission is not about generating awareness of Burger 
King . . . because everyone knows Burger King. We want to make a connec-
tion. We want to make Burger King the kind of brand people would want to 
wear on a T-shirt.”114

And people in advertising agencies increasingly view themselves not just as 
supporting but as being part of, contributing to, popular culture. Peter Nichol-
son, Deutch, New York partner/chief, said in 2007:

Th e pulse of pop culture isn’t dead; it’s very much alive and being nurtured in 
advertising agencies. . . . [Advertising] has always been in touch with popular 
culture, but now, more than ever, advertising agencies have become more in 
tune with the beat of pop culture and how that applies to the brands. And, all 
brands have a role in popular culture. Some have niche roles; others have a 
broader, more signifi cant reach.
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Nicholson decries the old assumption in which music was the “starlet” and 
“sponsorship was the groupie that got a prime photo op to fl aunt around.”

Th at old model always annoyed me because it discounted the importance of 
the brand’s stature in popular culture. . . . Th e brand’s position in pop culture 
is more powerful than the music or the artist. So the right brand and music in 
partnership would provide bett er and faster exposure for the music and the 
brand.115

Other people in the industry take what one could call a historical- revisionist 
view, as does Josh Rabinowitz. “Historically, the worlds of branding and ad-
vertising have been the underwriters of much of pop culture. In 2008 and be-
yond, much of pop culture, especially music, may begin to underwrite and 
rewrite the path of advertising and branding, changing the dynamics of that 
equation from subsidizer to the subsidized.”116

It is now the case that musicians can try to att ach themselves to brands for 
qualities that they desire instead of the other way around. In the late 2000s, 
hip-hop star Common struck a deal with Microsoft , which sponsored his tour 
and featured him in commercials. When asked why he wanted to work with 
Microsoft , Common, who seems to regard himself as a brand, said that

Microsoft  is classy, it’s a timeless brand, and it means something to the world, 
internationally, and I felt like that’s the direction of what I want Common to be, 
to be honest. I want to be timeless, I want to be international and those are the 
things I feel like I’m working toward now. I was able to team up with them for 
some of those reasons. . . . I liked creatively where they wanted to go.117

And Will.I.Am, of the Black Eyed Peas, was named director of creative in-
novation for Intel in 2011. Said Johan Jervoe, the company’s vice president for 
creative marketing:

I don’t want him to be the promo man. Th is is not meant for him to say, “Here’s 
the latest and greatest product from Intel and go buy it.” Th ere’s an overlapping 
creativity, understanding, desire and expertise that he brings with him. While 
he may go out and talk about some of the products we’ll be coming up with, it 
was clear to both of us that he needed to be an employee and at the center of 
these products’ creation.118
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Musicians are thus branding themselves as any other commodity; appearing 
in commercials, or allowing their music to be used in commercials, is part of 
the branding process. Selling out is no longer an issue; some in the industry 
are saying that it’s no longer possible.

While advertising agencies do att empt to follow trends so closely that they 
might be able to set trends, introduce previously unknown or litt le-known 
music to a broad public, most of the time, the use of advertising music in com-
mercials is part of a complex series of negotiations between advertiser and 
audiences. Music is chosen not simply to appeal to a targeted demographic 
but to signal to that demographic that the advertiser knows it. A marketing 
executive told Joyce Kurpiers that with the music his company uses in its com-
mercials, “we want them to know we understand who they are and what they 
need.”119 And, despite the limitations of VALS and other forms of market re-
search, they prett y much do.

Having spent over a decade researching and writing this book, I have slowly 
come to the conclusion that there is no longer a meaningful distinction to be 
made between “popular music” and “advertising music”—virtually all musics 
today that are heard outside the school or church (or Irish bars) are produced 
in commercial circumstances. My students now tell me that only when the 
lyrics begin do they realize that a radio commercial is a commercial and not a 
“real” song. Th e sounds of capitalism are everywhere.
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The point of a proper and eff ective intersection of the labels, 

publishers and advertisers is on the not too distant horizon. 

Hopefully, the actual music, as opposed to the commodity of 

the music, will be king again.

—Josh Rabinowitz, senior vice president / director for music 

at Grey Worldwide (advertising agency), 2007

If you don’t have originality, you’re not in the advertising 

business.

—Steve Karmen, interview by author, 2009

9
New Capitalism, Creativity, and 
the New Petite Bourgeoisie

In this fi nal chapter, I analyze the world of the production 
of advertising music as a fi eld of cultural production in 
Pierre Bourdieu’s sense, a fi eld populated mainly by what 
Bourdieu has called the new petite bourgeoisie, whose 
members adhere to ideologies of creativity and the hip and 
the cool and who, because of their infl uence on the culture 
more generally, are involved in a project of reshaping to-
day’s capitalism—which, drawing on Richard Sennett , I 
will call new capitalism—according to their ideologies, 
tastes, and practices.1 A central ideological trope is that of 
creativity, which serves not art but as a form of symbolic 
capital, an ideological marker of the privileged members of 
this group.
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The New Petite Bourgeoisie

First, let me address the question of the social group involved in making ad-
vertisements and music for them, at least for the period of the last few decades, 
since people in the industry in this period have been available for interviews. 
One of the fi rst treatments of this new group appeared in 1979, when Barbara 
Ehrenreich and John Ehrenreich advanced the notion of the “professional-
managerial class,” or PMC, which they defi ne as “salaried mental workers who 
do not own the means of production and whose major function in the social 
division of labor may be described broadly as the reproduction of capitalist 
culture and capitalist class relations.”2 Th eir list of professions includes, inter-
estingly enough for my purposes, workers in advertising. For the Ehrenreichs, 
the PMC began in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, but articu-
lated strongly with the New Left  and the student movement of the 1960s.

Many other writers followed with similar characterizations. Scott  Lash and 
John Urry, for example, considered the American service class, which pos-
sesses many of the same characteristics as the PMC.3 For others, this group 
was the new middle class.4 And some have noted that this group has a genera-
tional cast: it is baby boomers, who, when they fi rst started to emerge as a dis-
tinct class in the 1980s, were referred to as yuppies.5 Still others have posited 
a new social group that is similarly involved in cultural production, whether 
Robert Reich’s “symbolic workers” or Richard Florida’s “creative class.”6

Th ere are thus many names and characterizations of this group, which does 
seem to indicate a consensus that it exists, whatever one labels it. I prefer Bour-
dieu’s conception of the new bourgeoisie and new petite bourgeoisie, which, 
like many of these other characterizations, includes cultural workers such as 
advertising agency personnel. Bourdieu described these groups in great detail 
in Distinction, and it is worth reviewing some of his claims. Bourdieu notes 
that these members of the new petite bourgeoisie possess an ambivalent re-
lationship with the educational system, which includes “a sense of complicity 
with every form of symbolic defi ance,” including cultivating a fascination for 
“the avant-garde underground, which is their monopoly . . . as a challenge to 
legitimate culture.”7

Th e new petite bourgeoisie is also comprised of “rising individuals who 
have not obtained all the educational capital which, in the absence of social 
capital, is needed to escape the most limited of middle positions.”8 I have 
found this to be the case among the people I have interviewed, though there 
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is a split between musicians and producers; producers tend to possess less 
educational and cultural capital; none of those I interviewed who att ended 
college had studied at institutions as prestigious as those of most of the mu-
sicians. Musicians, on the other hand, tend to be the more déclassé group 
(many of those I interviewed had att ended private colleges and universities, 
some quite prestigious), and were usually the children of professionals. One 
small fi rm in New York City is comprised entirely of such people: Two are the 
children of doctors; the third is the son of an international banker. All three 
att ended private, elite eastern colleges.9

Bourdieu’s argument that the new petite bourgeoisie operates against high 
culture helps point out that the baby boomers’ introduction of their music for 
use in advertising in the 1980s wasn’t simply a matt er of taste, or changes in 
technology that brought more rock musicians into the realm of advertising. 
It was also a reaction against what had been dominant in advertising music: 
music by trained musicians who were adept at scoring music for orchestras, 
bands, and choruses.

Bourdieu also observes that the new petite bourgeoisie is involved in cul-
tural production, frequently acts as a cultural intermediary, and has devised 
a series of middlebrow genres halfway between what he calls “legitimate cul-
ture” and “mass production.”10 As many have noted, commercials beginning in 
the 1980s became more artistic, more aesthetic. Advertising agency creative 
personnel’s discourse on their work has changed with this shift . For example, 
the vice president and associate creative director of Deutch LA, who oversaw 
the Mitsubishi commercials discussed in the previous chapter, acknowledged 
in 2002 that “people hate commercials,” and that what Deutch wanted to do 
was “make litt le pieces of entertainment.”11 It was in part this new att itude that 
prompted many musicians to make their music available for commercial use.

Bourdieu’s analysis of the new petite bourgeoisie as a cultural intermediary 
is dependent on high culture’s claim to prestige, and thus he makes a good 
deal of the new petite bourgeoisie’s middling class position. Th e new petite 
bourgeoisie mediates between high and low culture, but its mediating, and the 
cultural forms that result—such as advertisements—are never seen as being 
as consequential or prestigious as “legitimate culture.” Th e new petite bour-
geoisie is a popularizer of high culture, Bourdieu says, but does not possess 
the competence of legitimate simplifi ers and popularizers such as academics. 
Th e new petite bourgeoisie has to invent for itself something resembling the 
authority of the author apart from the modes of competence that mark the le-
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gitimate popularizers, resulting in a role of what Bourdieu calls the “presenter,” 
which he says is “devoid of intrinsic value.”12 Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello, 
in a recent and important book on today’s capitalism, similarly write of what 
they call “managers,” people with a talent for “sniffi  ng things out,” who must 
rely on what the management literature (which they surveyed exhaustively) 
calls “intuition.” Th e success of holders of “intuition” is related not to skill or 
expertise, but to their affi  nity with the target group, which is extremely impor-
tant in the ageist world of advertising.13 Many advertising agencies today have 
become presenters of obscure popular musics. Bourdieu is in eff ect describing 
the decades-old dilemma of the advertising man (and they are mostly men): 
they consider themselves to be highly creative, but what they create is rarely 
valued by the culture.

One last observation of Bourdieu’s is worth noting here, and it concerns 
the new petite bourgeoisie’s concern not simply with the production of sym-
bols, as in advertising, or the mediation of cultural forms, but consumption 
as well. Th e new petite bourgeoisie, writes Bourdieu, is engaged in struggles 
“over everything concerned with the art of living, in particular, domestic life 
and consumption.”14 Th e new petite bourgeoisie, then, is not necessarily in-
volved with the production of goods, but is intimately concerned with how 
goods are made to insinuate themselves into people’s lives.

Generational Shift

But what are these presenters, these intermediaries, sniffi  ng out and medi-
ating? It is rarely art; the advertising trade press is replete with discussions 
of the importance of mistaking advertising for art.15 Rather, it is the hip, the 
cool, the trendy, as we have seen. Th us, despite its usefulness, it is necessary 
to update Bourdieu’s analysis of the new petite bourgeoisie, because time has 
passed since Distinction was fi rst published in 1979 in French; another genera-
tion enjoys a position of authority in the new petite bourgeoisie. What does 
this group look like now? As a class with certain structural characteristics such 
as those analyzed by Bourdieu, I think the new petite bourgeoisie is reason-
ably stable, but with some changes; the update and amplifi cation concerns 
this issue of mediating cultural forms and, additionally, the att itudes toward 
consumption held by this younger generation in the new petite bourgeoisie, 
as Bourdieu saw it was beginning to take shape.
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Th e baby boomers in the advertising industry, who were responsible for 
bringing about the demise of the jingle and the rise of the practice of licensing 
music, are being superseded by late or post–baby boomers, who now hold 
sway in advertising agencies and, thus, the authority to choose the musical se-
lections to license in advertising. Th ese are frequently people who listened to 
alternative radio in college or may have been involved in college radio them-
selves; perhaps they played in a band. According to one longtime ad industry 
member, “Th ese guys are people who grew up with Th e Cure, with Th e Police, 
with Th e Smiths and they’re bringing their taste to Madison Avenue and con-
sequently to the rest of America.”16 Time and again, this latest generation of 
the new petite bourgeoisie is shown to possess large amounts of knowledge 
of the hip and the cool—their form of capital—that can be employed in their 
fi eld of cultural production.

I want to consider briefl y who these people are in this new petite bourgeois 
today and their relationship to techno and alternative music more generally. In 
the early 1990s, when I taught a class on popular music for the fi rst time, my 
students were obsessed with arguing about which musicians or bands were 
sellouts and which weren’t. Th ey had a set list of criteria: a sellout was some-
one who (1) signed a contract with a major label, or (2) appeared on MTV, 
or (3) allowed his or her music to be used for commercial purposes. Th is was 
a period when “alternative”—that is, nonmainstream—music was all the rage, 
when many young people in college or just out were turning their backs on 
“corporate music” and seeking something that they felt was less commercially 
compromised.

Many of these people are in the new petite bourgeoisie, and they retain 
their att itudes to some extent. Th ey still have no tolerance for what they view 
as commercial music, and have latched onto alternative music as one of the 
kinds of noncommercial music that they like, for some of it has a good deal 
of credibility as underground music. At the same time, however, they have no 
compunction about using this music for commercial purposes. For them, this 
does not compromise the music: they believe their motives to be altruistic, in 
that they are helping obscure musicians survive, and they eff ectively wield dis-
courses that argue for the artistic worth of commercial production, as we have 
seen. For example, Apples in Stereo, an indie band with deep anticommercial 
tendencies, decided to allow its music to be used in a Sony commercial be-
cause a friend who worked as a sound designer suggested its music for Sony’s 
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ad. Band member Robert Schneider said in 2001, “You imagine that it’s a crass 
process. But it’s not like Sony used our song in the commercial, which is how 
it looks to the indie kid. It’s just one guy who liked our music.”17

Musicians and postboomers in advertising are using the music for their 
own ends, not simply accepting what the industry gives them. For this younger 
new petite bourgeoisie, controlling how their music is used, controlling how 
they consume, is all-important.18 Controlling consumption is a way of mak-
ing it manageable, acceptable, which marks another more general diff erence 
between today’s new petite bourgeoisie and the one Bourdieu studied nearer 
its beginning. Today’s has a much less ambivalent att itude toward consump-
tion generally. Even though it was the baby boomer generation that began the 
practice of licensing, the practice was quite controversial. Th e chief strategy 
offi  cer for the advertising agency Portland Wieden+Kennedy, a late baby 
boomer, said:

I grew up with the Clash, and the idea of the Clash making a ton of money by 
being commercial was horrifying, OK? [I thought] they should not sell out. We 
used to talk about people selling out. Well, that’s not what’s going on in youth 
culture today. Th ey fully embrace the entrepreneurial and the business side of 
it. Being entrepreneurial—“It’s a business, make it a success”—all of that’s got a 
lot of credibility among the young.19

Members of today’s late and post–baby boomer generations aren’t just 
shoppers, or even consumers of goods and the sign-values that the culture 
att aches to them, but are in eff ect consumer/participants. Television com-
mercial viewers/listeners are not simply “presented” with factual materials 
about automobiles, as in early ads; they are not simply being shown a lifestyle 
they can identify with, as in more recent ads. Instead, in many commercials 
today, they are being invited to participate, to join the hip club; they are shown 
scenes they can imagine themselves in, as in the Mitsubishi commercials dis-
cussed in the previous chapter.

Th is kind of advertising is instrumental in forming a new kind of consumer, 
as well as a new kind of relationship to goods. Marketing to yuppies marked 
the rise of this mode of advertising. “Before yuppies,” observes anthropologist 
Grant McCracken, “there was no compelling connection between the Rolex 
and the BMW.”20 Today, it is not simply that there is thought to be a connec-
tion between a car and a watch—and social class, habitus, lifestyle, and so 
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forth. Contemporary consumption practices are more integrated into every-
day life than before, as many have observed, and today’s young consumers 
consume unabashedly and unapologetically, while they (occasionally) discur-
sively protect certain arenas—such as their music—from the taint of com-
mercialism, even if that music is commercial through and through.21

Th e members of the new petite bourgeoisie who work in advertising are 
uniquely situated in that they, like all consumers, possess the identifi able 
tastes of their social group, but they have the power to share, and promote, 
their tastes in particularly infl uential ways. Bourdieu argues that each faction 
of the bourgeoisie wants to impose its tastes on the other, each wants to be he-
gemonic. In addition to their altruistic motivation of helping struggling musi-
cians, these members of the new petite bourgeoisie are att empting to educate 
audiences by promulgating their musical tastes to the masses: they control the 
use of their music in an att empt to manipulate the tastes of others.

And they are, by and large, successful. Many observers of the music scene 
have noted the rise of interesting music on television, thanks to workers in 
the advertising industry. Joan Anderman of the Boston Globe wrote in 2001, 
“Th e Ad Guys—historically derided as smarmy salesmen—are suddenly the 
hippest DJs around.”22 Barry Walters included Dirty Vegas’ “Days Go By,” dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, in his list of the top 10 dance music tunes of 
2002 in Rolling Stone, observing, “Madison Avenue is the new MTV.”23 And 
fans write in to Internet newsgroups wondering about the music they’re hear-
ing in commercials; some enterprising fans compile lists of ads and the music 
used on them, though this activity has largely been superseded by a commer-
cial site, adtunes.com. Record labels affi  x stickers to the cellophane of CDs 
saying, “As heard on the such-and-such commercial.” CD “reviewers” at ama-
zon.com write how they discovered a particular band through a commercial.

Last, and most suggestive in my eff orts to detail the new generation of the 
new petite bourgeoisie, for these post–baby boomers, “legitimate culture” is 
of no import or interest; Lance Jensen didn’t know Michelangelo’s name (as 
recounted in the previous chapter), even as he compared advertising work to 
painting the Sistine Chapel: creative work made to order.24 Th e new petite 
bourgeoisie att empts to confer legitimacy upon itself not by brokering high 
culture or importing techniques associated with high culture into the produc-
tion of advertisements. Th ey remain intermediaries, or presenters in Bour-
dieu’s sense, but are instead presenters of hip, underground culture, not high 
culture. Th eir capital isn’t opposed to legitimate cultural capital; it is slowly 
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supplanting it. Th e structure and practices identifi ed by Bourdieu are intact, 
since the new petite bourgeoisie still performs a mediating function, but it is 
mediating not high culture, but hip and the cool. Th e new petite bourgeoisie 
in advertising is not educating mainstream viewers about the glories of art, but 
instead is introducing them to the sounds of the underground. While Bour-
dieu understood the changing cultural landscape of France when he studied 
it as increasingly displaying a confl ict between “legitimate culture” and more 
commercial values, this next chapter in the story he began doesn’t simply ar-
gue that commercial values have become ascendant—even dominant—but 
that the new petite bourgeoisie has retained its mediating function, its taste-
making function, although its taste is organized not around “legitimate cul-
ture” but around the hip and the cool.

Now, as musician Ben Neill (born in 1957) said, “Th ere is no diff erence be-
tween something that is considered art and something that is a commercial.”25 
Whether or not this statement is “true” is not the point: the point, rather, is 
that musicians like Neill are increasingly common, and their practices are or-
ganized around these kinds of statements and positions.

Advertising employs people of a particular social group in a particular fi eld 
of cultural production who have the power to extend their tastes beyond this 
group. In doing so, they help demonstrate that advertising is not simply part 
of a “top-down” process by which the faceless cultural industries impose their 
wares on an unsuspecting public. Th e advertising industry is populated by real 
people on whom structures act, and they, with their increasingly important 
role not just in the purveyance but also in the production of popular culture, 
possess the ability to infl uence structures themselves, bringing their taste 
for hip music to the mainstream. Today, unlike what Bourdieu described in 
Distinction, the new petite bourgeoisie in the advertising industry and other 
parts of the cultural industries has managed to make its own ideology of the 
relationship to goods—the hip, the cool, the trendy—increasingly dominant, 
crowding but not yet replacing the bourgeoisie’s use of art, by aligning itself 
with DJs, independent record labels, popular musicians, and so forth. Th e 
yardstick by which taste is measured is now more likely to be knowledge of 
the trendy than knowledge of high art.26

I am thus not describing, as Bourdieu was in Distinction, a struggle within 
the dominant group over the defi nition of legitimate culture (between the old 
bourgeoisie with links to the past, and the new, which was more technocratic 
and commercially oriented) but, rather, the ascendance of the values of the 
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new petite bourgeoisie in its struggle to capture legitimacy from the dominant 
group. Th e new petite bourgeoisie’s quest for legitimacy is increasingly eff ec-
tive as it erodes the value of high culture and as its credibility as mediators, or 
discoverers—or even creators—of the trendy grows.

The New Petite Bourgeoisie and the New Capitalism

I have tried in the preceding chapters to present a historical narrative of mu-
sic in advertising, though not a strictly chronological one, since this history 
is multiple, with many of its parts simultaneously intersecting and diverging. 
Clearly, however, as is well known, capitalism seems to be endlessly adaptable 
and fl exible. One can make that generalization, and another: that capitalism, at 
least in the United States, is always encroaching—another well-known point.

What I think this study has shown is that the advertising and marketing 
industry has proved to be endlessly inventive in devising ways to encourage 
people to participate willingly in consumer culture and to purchase com-
modities. Th e industry hasn’t just supported consumer culture, it has played 
a powerful, and perhaps the principal, role in making consumer culture what 
it is through the three major phases I have examined here. Th rough increased 
market segmentation and niche marketing, today’s capitalism—whether one 
calls it late, postindustrial, neoliberal, global, post-Fordist, disorganized, new, 
or something else altogether—has insinuated itself ever more eff ectively into 
people’s everyday lives.27 If we increasingly inhabit a world of commodities, 
those very commodities seem to be almost like intimates, as they are mar-
keted to us in terms of our lifestyles and animated, and given meanings by ad-
vertising as well as social uses. Consumption has become, therefore, far more 
than the simple acquisition of goods, but the mean mode of relating to goods, 
and to one another, a point made some time ago by Jean Baudrillard in his 
infl uential att empts to understand the new capitalism in France, positions that 
are arguably more relevant in the United States today.28

It is clear that people in the advertising music industry are not simply 
making (or choosing) music that they and/or their clients believe to be ap-
propriate for a particular commercial, but that they are att empting to aff ect 
 listeners—not just trying to get them to make a purchase, but on a deeper 
level. Th e term for this is impact, defi ned by Joyce Kurpiers as “an audience 
member’s physical, physiological or emotional response to audiovisual stim-
uli infused with meanings and values.”29
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Some have argued that this new capitalism relies more heavily than ear-
lier ones not just on the production of knowledge but on the production of 
culture. Scott  Lash and John Urry, early articulators of this position, noted in 
1994 how “economic and symbolic processes are more than ever interlaced 
and interarticulated; that is, that the economy is increasingly culturally in-
fl ected and that culture is more and more economically infl ected.”30 Subse-
quent authors have pursued much the same line. Allen J. Scott , for example, 
posits what he calls the “cognitive-cultural economy,” in which today’s econ-
omy is driven by certain key sectors such as technology, services, and “cultural 
products industries.”31 Another author argues for a new “promotional culture” 
that has increasingly suff used every aspect of contemporary life.32 Th e cultural 
industries are infl uential not simply for the goods they produce in capitalist 
cultures but for the ideologies they purvey, ideologies of consumption, and of 
the importance of youth and the hip and the cool.

Creativity as Calling in the New Capitalism

In addition to intuition, noted above, central to many diff erent considerations 
of today’s capitalism is the question of creativity (or talent, as Richard Sennett  
writes33), and it is indeed a dominant theme in the discourses of advertising 
workers, and workers in the cultural or “creative industries” more generally.34 
For most in the industry, advertising clearly isn’t viewed as art, but it is seen as 
a product of creativity, an ideology that arose with the advent of our modern 
conception of art in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.35 It was 
the Creative Revolution of the 1960s that was most important in bequeathing 
to today’s industry the creativity trope as it is now understood. Now- legendary 
fi gures such as William Bernbach believed that advertising could be an art—
and advertisements should be produced with this in mind.

What you have to say, however right it is, will not even be noticed unless you 
say it in a way that hasn’t been said before. How do you break through? Only 
with ideas that reach people, that move them, that they respond to, that they 
listen to because they want to hear. And the talent to do that is the talent of an 
artist.36

As Stephen Fox writes of this period, “Gray-fl annel anonymity gave way 
to personal expression.”37 Th e new att itudes of the Creative Revolution infl u-
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enced the production of music, though fi rst this infl uence was more discursive 
than sonic, since it took some time for popular musics to fi nd their way into 
advertising music, as discussed in chapter 7. Nonetheless, the trade press and 
how-to guides latched onto the idea of creativity fairly quickly. One musician 
said in 1962, “Th ings in the jingle jungle are looking up. . . . People are begin-
ning to realize that jingle writing is a highly creative art and in many instances, 
the jingle is the springboard for an entire campaign.”38 And the fi rst-published 
how-to guide is clear: “I simply can’t emphasize too strongly that our tool of 
success is creativeness [sic].”39

Today, discourses and ideologies of creativity completely suff use the world 
of advertising. Th ere is the creative process, Creative Revolution, the trade 
magazine Creativity; there are creative directors, creative teams, creative fees, 
creative conferences, and still more; virtually everyone I interviewed used the 
term. Andy Bloch, for example, told me:

Th e creative level . . . you know it’s just a dishwashing liquid, but we have to 
get a great director, and we have to make it look great, and we’re going to do 
something cool and diff erent, and the music . . . we don’t want it to sound ad-y 
at all, it’s got to sound cool. As far as I’m concerned, the music that we make, 
and other people in this industry make on the high end, is probably . . . more 
cutt ing-edge, more interesting than pop music. Or it’s as good, and sometimes 
they take more chances.40

Anthony Vanger was more blunt: “Advertising is a way to be creative, and you 
get paid a lot of money for it.”41

Even producing a cover version of an existing song for a commercial is 
thought of as creative, as Josh Rabinowitz told me:

I’m from kind of an objectively creative standpoint. . . . It’s kind of cool to come 
up with a new creative thing. If it’s taking an old song and doing a rearrange-
ment of it, a cover version of it, to me that’s a prett y cool thing. Sometimes you 
come up with something . . . you’re taking a great song and making it your own. 
We did that with a Sony spot, a year ago, the song “Carry On” by Crosby, Stills, 
Nash. . . . Th at was a great opportunity to do something, and work with a really 
gift ed artist, Alana Davis. To me, that’s being really creative, . . . taking a song, 
making it, contemporizing it a litt le bit, but certainly making it Sony’s own 
song, Sony Electronics’ own song.42
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Figure 9.1 Andy Bloch. (Courtesy of Andy Bloch.)

Dissenters, I should point out, are rare. David Ogilvy said that creativity 
was too grandiose a word to describe what advertising people do. He acknowl-
edged that he had gott en credit for being “original” and “creative,” but he was 
proudest of an advertisement he wrote to att ract industry to Puerto Rico that 
was very successful. It wasn’t “creative,” he said; it just did its job. He does 
not like advertising that tries to be art, tries to take on the aesthetic trappings 
of art.

I don’t like aesthetic advertising and I don’t like clever advertising. . . . I’m not 
out to produce commercials which appeal to your aesthetic or intellectual taste 
at all. Th at’s not the object of the exercise. I’d go broke if I do that. I just want to 
sell you / [get you to] try my product tomorrow, you see. And you know that 
can be done painlessly and pleasantly and not off ensively. I want you to say, 
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“What a very interesting thing. I never knew that about that product. I think I 
have to try it.” Th at’s the reaction I’m looking for all the time.43

And Bernie Krause, who was the only one of my interviewees who off ered 
a critique of what advertising musicians do, told me that he got out of the 
business because,

aft er blowing through hundreds of spots, I just got to the point where I didn’t 
want to contribute to any more commercials. I could not fi nd a single com-
pelling reason to spend another creative moment writing music, the purpose 
of which was to compel folks to buy more things they just don’t need, you 
know—like another pair of 501s or a lipstick or a Big Mac. . . . 

If you value your creative work and your level of expertise, soon enough 
you’ll get to a point in your life where you’ll begin to take stock of what 
you’ve done. Th e question for me was, “Did I want my legacy to be an archive 
of sixty, thirty, or twenty seconds worth of jingles?” Just thinking about that 
option was giving me hemorrhoids. Luckily, I found a much more life-
affi  rming path.44

Yet even Krause uses the words creative and creating to describe this labor.

Figure 9.2 Bernie Krause. (Courtesy of Bernie Krause.)
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Both Ogilvy and Krause, however, belong to diff erent generations from 
workers in today’s industry, for whom creativity is the central trope used to 
describe what those involved with music in advertising (or the “creative” side 
of things more generally) do. Th e term is so fetishized, invested with so much 
potency and meaning, that it needs to be thought through further. Perhaps 
because asking whether or not advertising is art would too oft en result in a 
negative answer, advertising workers focus instead on the concept of creativ-
ity. Th at is, they know they don’t make art, but, like artists, they do possess 
creativity. “Art” is distanced, unobtainable—like God—but can still be paid 
homage to through worldly activity as labor in advertising, and it is “creativ-
ity” that constitutes this labor, standing for duty to God. As Fritz Doddy, cre-
ative director at Elias Arts, told me in 2004, “I have to remind these guys that 
it really is, it’s commercial art. It’s art. It’s commercial art. It doesn’t mean that 
it’s any less or any more. You have to aspire toward art, and those are the re-
wards that you get.”45

What is interesting in this fi eld of cultural production is the way that musi-
cians and other creatives in advertising are drawn to being creative as though 
called, in the Weberian sense. But the master they serve is not God or Art 
but Creativity; the justifi cation for what they do is not spiritual but an almost 
mystical belief in the signifi cance of their work as creative people as being 
somehow remote from the world of selling and crass commercial culture. In 
this context, I have found useful Max Weber’s discussion of the calling, which 
he traces from Martin Luther, establishing that this conception can be found 
among most Protestants.46 What was new with this conception, writes Weber, 
was “the valuation of the fulfi llment of duty in worldly aff airs as the highest 
form which the moral activity of the individual could assume.”47 In this sense, 
“Th e only way of living acceptably to God was not to surpass worldly morality 
in monastic asceticism, but solely through the fulfi llment of the obligations im-
posed upon the individual by his position in the world. Th at was his calling.”48 
Weber’s position is neatly characterized by Derek Sayer, who writes, “What 
matt ers is not what one does, but the spirit in which one does it.”49 Given the 
assumptions that what one does in advertising is (according to most) not art, 
what matt ers in this context is not what one does—make advertising—but 
the creative spirit in which one does it. It must be remembered that the origins 
of the modern understanding of creativity are akin to the divine, as Christine 
Batt ersby writes.50

While I’m not sure if there are many people called to advertising, there 
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are many people in and out of advertising who feel called to be creative and 
who use the concept to justify what they do, to valorize it. Further, the ends 
to which advertising is put in such a (Weberian) system are salutary since, 
aft er all, the acquisition of property is the fruits of labor, and the labor of 
these people is constructed as creative. Advertising agencies make money on 
their creative labor, and they can justify the sale of the goods that they sell 
and the consumer culture they fortify. Weber writes that the concept of the 
calling gave entrepreneurs a clear conscience, for it allowed them to do what 
they did in the knowledge that they would receive eternal salvation.51 Today, 
divorced from religious asceticism, “victorious capitalism” has resulted in a 
culture in which the idea of duty toward one’s calling is deeply sedimented, 
even for those whose work cannot be seen as being among the most elevated 
pursuits.52

Th e constant dynamic between the business side and the creative side of 
the industry, the world of numbers and the world of ideas (another important 
trope in the industry), gives an almost mystical power and authority to the 
idea of creativity for those on the creative side of the advertising business, 
for this is what they believe separates them from the business side. Th e cre-
ative side possesses creativity; it creates and gives sustenance to ideas. William 
Bernbach said that research, which creatives see as an unacceptable intrusion 
of the rational into their creative processes, would get in the way of the cre-
ative impulse in making an ad; “I consider research the major culprit in the 
advertising picture. It has done more to perpetuate creative mediocrity than 
any other factor.”53

In a sense, to continue the Weberian framework, the frequent batt les be-
tween the business and creative sides of the industry represent a contest be-
tween a highly rationalized and bureaucratized wing of the business and its 
opposite—the creative side—att empting desperately to remain, or at least 
seem, ineff able, mystical, enchanted. Yet even creativity is subject to the ideo-
logical workings of the marketplace, for as many have writt en, once workers 
in the industry have aged out of the main target demographic of the product 
they purvey, their opinions count less, no matt er how creatively fecund they 
might actually be.

Th e struggle over creativity could seem to make advertising agency cre-
ative workers appear to be heroes of a sort, despite their role in selling need-
less commodities and further inculcating the ideologies of consumption in 
their listeners and viewers. Th eirs is a way of att empting to survive the un-
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precedented voracity of capitalism and the iron cage of rationalization that 
accompanies it, even as they serve capitalism.

In concluding this book in this way, I am att empting, as I have throughout 
these pages, neither to celebrate nor to condemn what musicians and other 
creative workers in the advertising industry do: both, and neither. Th ese work-
ers are part of the myriad contradictions of today’s capitalism with which we 
are all, to varying degrees, complicit. For it has become impossible not to be.
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