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HELLO.
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This book is for anyone who’s ever been irritated by a commercial break or frustrated by a web banner. In other words, most people.

It was initiated by a company called KesselsKramer, and we know how you feel. We really do.

However, it’s only fair to inform you: we make ads. Lots of them.

Amongst many, many other projects, we’ve worked with global brands to make fashion collections, turned dogshit into mini billboards fig. 01 and promoted a Dutch province by staging a mass wedding.

KesselsKramer (KK) began in 1996, born in part from a dislike of adverts in general, as well as the industry conventions that produced them.

One of those conventions was the use of the word “advertising” itself. KK felt that “advertising” stood for a narrow mindset: the assembly-line production of formulaic billboards, TV ads and radio spots.

Instead, KesselsKramer became preoccupied with making “communications.” For KK “communications” stood for truthful, human messages that told a brand’s story in any and all available media.

Though now common, this approach was then novel: using music videos, books, exhibitions and stunts to support a product was rare to the point of being virtually non-existent.

This love of diversity also underscored a restlessness that extended beyond advertising. Outside commercial briefs, KesselsKramer spent (and spends) its time expressing creative ideas wherever the possibility arises. After all, an idea is still an idea, whether it comes attached to a sales message or not.

Over time, this version of “communications” came to encompass the publication of books on photography (through KK’s in-house publisher) and an own brand, “do,” whose many products aim to make consumerism less passive. fig. 01

More accurately, then, this book should be entitled Communications For People Who Don’t Like Advertising but that wouldn’t make much sense to anyone outside KesselsKramer. So it isn’t. Instead, we chose Advertising For People Who Don’t Like Advertising, not just for the sake of clarity but as an invitation to all those who would mess with creative commerce.

This book is motivated by a wish to look outward, to make contact with those we admire, those who question our industry. We wanted to discover what insights they’ve gained over the last decade or so, a period in which the business was redefined, and re-redefined, and re-re-redefined.

Our collaborators include Alex Bogusky, who left one of the most prestigious creative posts in advertising to work on the biggest of projects: how to help capitalism grow up.
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Fig. 01: Anti-clockwise from top right: KK’s stunt for the Hans Brinker Budget Hotel, possibly the most widely reported dog turd in history. A selection of items from KK’s inhouse brand “do,” which seeks to make consumerism less passive by asking users to modify its products. Two images from an international fashion collection developed for Absolut.

Renowned designer Stefan Sagmeister explains how quitting work makes you better at working.

The legendary Steve Henry tells how he changed the business of advertising once, and suggests how he would do so again.

Photographer, curator, journalist and all-round Renaissance Man Hans Aarsman ponders the always murky line between advertising and news.

Anthony Burrill visualizes his concerns with communications through design and illustration.

Finally, former music video director, copywriter superstar and educator Mark Fenske tells us what it takes to become a great creative.

But this book isn’t a blueprint for a brighter tomorrow. You’re not holding a political manifesto, only with pictures. And don’t expect footnotes with quotes from peerreviewed papers. Academically speaking, nothing here would make it on Wikipedia.

Do expect a collage. As well as our contributors’ pieces, tales of Kessels-Kramer’s own exploits and creative advice, we have examples of contemporary advertising that don’t look, feel or think like advertising. These are included to inspire and amuse both you and us.

Before we begin, let’s end on a final caveat: along the way, we’ll raise more questions than we answer. And most of what you’ll read is pure, subjective, unverifiable opinion. Opinion formed over long years, long hours, some success and more failure… but opinion nonetheless.

One of those opinions has to do with a drift we see within the industry, a movement toward a more positive form of advertising. So select a seating position of your choice, open a refreshing beverage and we’ll attempt some cultural commentary.


FAIRY TALES FOR TREND SPOTTERS.

Here’s a story about Western society.

It goes like this: Sometime in the last twenty years, we all turned into hippies. Some of us became big hippies, some medium-sized hippies, and some quite small hippies – hippies in suits with BMWs. Nevertheless, compared to “Homus Eighties,” we all might as well be playing acoustic guitars with sun-flowers in our unwashed hair.

As part of this general hippification, products and services that promote a more selfless consumerism became the norm.

Take recycling, for instance. Once exclusively for New Agers, but now widespread and unremarkable, with even the most conservative householder separating glass from plastics, and paper from organic compost.

Or take biological food. Our indifference to what we eat is waning. Slowly we’re voting with our store cards, slowly produce is becoming friendly: to people, chickens, pigs, fish, olives, tomatoes. Even the peanuts in peanut butter die with grace and dignity. And words like “by-catch” and “bio-industry” can be used in daily speech without anyone requesting a dictionary definition.

Today, sustainability is a topic for Presidential speeches.

Today, nobody thinks it’s a grand statement if you buy Fair Trade. Today, multinationals spend millions on commercials touting their environmental good deeds.

Today, Oscar winners include Inside Job, a complex, partisan documentary about banking corruption and the wrong inflicted by money.

Even if we’re not exactly a species of Joni Mitchells just yet, the West seems on course for Planet Hippy.

At some point, these attitudes found their way down to what’s traditionally seen as a moral basement: advertising (one floor down from lawyers, take a right at the guys who train child soldiers).

About as socially acceptable as arms dealing, advertising is still considered “poison gas” (to quote the legendary art director George Lois). At the time of writing, Morgan Spurlock has released a new film about the perniciousness of branded content, and the likes of Peter Joseph’s Zeitgeist Movement condemns commercial creativity as the devil’s work. Mostly, ads are judged to be subtle manipulation, emotional blackmail or simply plain old remorseless propaganda.

We’re not disagreeing.

But while these opinions are mostly/ all true, there’s a counter-culture even within the ad industry. In the nineties, agencies began to emerge that swept the Mad Men stereotype aside, embodying a different set of values, perhaps closer to the present’s more responsible outlook.

These agencies were reformers on all levels. They experimented with more liberal, open-minded creative practices, more transparent business policies and more grown-up ethics. They turned down tobacco, they turned down airlines, they turned down reactionary political parties. A massively influential example of this type of agency is Howell Henry Chaldecott Lury, the co-founder of which, Steve Henry, appears in these pages.

These agencies could do what they did because advertising is basically morally neutral. Believe it or not, advertising’s nature doesn’t inherently make you anxious, or create a burning desire for pointless junk. Granted, that’s how it’s most often used, but that isn’t what it is.

One of the contributors to this book, Alex Bogusky, defines advertising as “asking for attention,” and likens its ethics to sex: you can do some pretty horrible things involving sex, and you can do some pretty amazing ones too (make a family, for instance). Ultimately, sex and advertising are just sex and advertising. Both are only as warped as the people involved.

In short, when the values of the people making ads change, so does the great snotty beast itself. To be fair, this change feels glacial, but it’s a pretty fast-moving glacier, one with plenty of cracks, one that occasionally, very occasionally, doesn’t feel like a glacier at all, but a slow and slushy river.

One of the primary reasons for change is that, ultimately, advertising is a creative industry, and creativity is all about transformation.

Now, from the outside, all those endless standardized ads for face wash and tampons don’t look remotely creative, but the process that spews them out is a creative one, absolutely, positively, definitely.

Trust us on this.

Behind every horrific model skating along a beach at sunset, there are a hundred, a thousand, wonderful ideas. In fact, there’s a graveyard full of them, each one murdered by fear, compromise and office politics. But to say that these wonderful creative ideas died isn’t the same as saying they never lived. And it sure isn’t the same as saying there aren’t a hundred thousand more where they came from.

So let’s think glass almost half-full.

Probability states that the new responsible societal attitudes described above will increasingly manifest themselves in advertising (which very often only reflects what the world is thinking). There will come a day when that dark army of skating models is struck down and replaced, one by one, by fantastic ideas. Perhaps ideas that provoke and engage, instead of comparing you negatively to some tedious Photoshopped rollerblading bint. Or perhaps ideas that just make you giggle, or feel better disposed toward whatever’s happening in your day.

The point is: you can’t be in a creative business like advertising without being experimental, and you can’t be experimental without questioning the status quo – even if the status quo is usually paying your bills.

Question hard enough and long enough, and good things will happen.

From inside advertising you can see glimmers of this, and not just from agencies.

As of a few years ago, even the largest, staunchest corporations have put “responsibility” at the heart of their internal conversations. It’s also standard practice for clients to request not simplistic old-school ads, but multi-disciplinary projects encouraging creative collaboration with their product’s audience. Open source over hard sell.

So this book promotes a type of advertising that we can all live with: brand stories that are honest, engaging and open. It’s a style that’s been around for a while
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