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The Author’s Foreword to his Readers





I have myself worked for two advertising agencies. The Agency is neither of them. While there may be some procedural similarities, because procedures in many agencies are much the same, no person or happening in either of the agencies in which I have worked (or any others) may be identified with any person or happening in this book.


There is no such thing as Foundation Soap, as far as I know, and I doubt if it would sell if there were. For obvious reasons, I had to invent something which couldn’t exist as a marketable product. There are many toilet soaps, and some have a lanolin base, and most are perfumed, and such phrases as “deep-cream cleansing” and “exclusive ingredients” could be used, and probably have been used about many of them, but none of them is Foundation Soap.


Hoppness, Silch & Co. is a firm which does not exist. What is called “the soap field” is, it is true, dominated by three firms, but it wouldn’t have been possible for me to find any commodity of mass-distribution in this country for which similar conditions did not obtain; wherever you look, you’ll find that a few giant firms in competition with one another control most of the market. None of the three companies which between them make and sell most of the soap, washing powders and toothpaste we buy is Hoppness, Silch, and I have no reason to know that any of them has ever launched a product identical in all respects with another already on the market. I have, in fact, written advertising for such a product, but it was not launched in this way, and it was not a soap.


In my last novel there was a short scene which described an internal meeting in an advertising agency. Several people wrote and said that they thought it a pity to spoil the realistic surface of the book by satire of this kind. It was not satire. Advertising people really do talk like this within an agency; if they’re sensible, as most are, they slough it off in private life, or even make fun of it. After all, most jobs have a jargon into which the people who are doing the jobs fall without self-consciousness, and soon the jargon comes naturally to them. And it is quite simply shorter to ask, “How’s the copy productwise?” than, “Can what you have written be supported by the product in performance, and conversely have you done full justice to the qualities inherent in the product?”


Lastly, my thanks are due and most gratefully given to Jeremy Bullmore, Sheelagh Churton, Brian Gore, Antonia Gray, Barry On and Patrick Woodcock, all of whom have helped me with this novel.





JOHN BOWEN


March, 1960.
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THE AGENCY





The Agency was a large building, and took up most of one side of a small London square. Eight houses had once occupied the ground on which the Agency was built; a blue plaque on the wall facing the square announced that someone historical had lived in one of them. Houses of the type which had been pulled down to make room for the Agency were still to be seen in the square, but nobody any longer lived in them; they were all offices. A couturier occupied one, and had his workrooms in the mews at the back; two were owned by a firm which sold agricultural machinery. The whole square now was given over to offices and showrooms. Cars were parked round all four sides of it, and from twelve in the morning until three in the afternoon, the lunch-hour taxis ran round and round, like a sluggish river that was forever drained away and forever renewed. The square was no longer as quiet as it must once have been, but trees still shaded it and the Council tended the turf; in summer it was pleasant to sit on a bench under the trees, and eat one’s sandwiches, and watch the messenger boys and secretaries strolling by or lying on the grass, and to stare up from time to time at the Agency, ten stories high with a front of glass that glittered in the sun, and wonder what important affairs were hatching there.


Advertisements were hatched there. A clutch of advertisements made up an advertising campaign, and in the hatching of that clutch, the eggs were warmed by many bodies. All manufacturing processes begin with raw material. Steel is turned into ships; wood into tables; tobacco, paper and acetate become filter-tipped cigarettes. The Agency, like an army, used people as its raw material. People were turned into advertisements.


Perhaps that is an exaggeration. The talents and attributes of the people were used, not the people themselves, although when, as sometimes happened, the talent dried up, there was not much left of the person, since after all it may be said that a person is his talent and his attributes—his capacity to love, hate and fear (which the Agency used), his sympathy and empathy with others of his own kind (which the Agency used), his pride, his hope, his self-respect, his need for self-expression and desire to communicate (all of which the Agency used). The Agency demanded a high standard of raw material, and paid well for it. Above the ranks of messenger boy and telephone operator, it employed two hundred and thirty-eight men, and one hundred and fifteen women, all of whom had I.Q.s of over 100, and most of whom held university degrees. These people were grouped into departments. First were the Account Executives, the non-specialists who formed a link between the Agency’s clients and the Creative and Service Departments of the Agency. Among them were fourteen Old Etonians, ten Harrovians, two Wykehamists, two baronets, an Olympic hurdler, and the younger son of an ambassador; it is one of the functions of an Account Executive to butter-up clients, and the idea of class still persists sufficiently in Britain for clients to enjoy being buttered-up by such people. In the Agency’s Market Research Department, there were three who had studied with Laski and one who had studied with Jung. In the TV Department, there were two ex-actors, a sometime radio announcer, and one man who had made good documentary films in the thirties. A poet in the Copy Department had not written a poem for six years, a novelist had not written a novel for three, and a man who wrote detective stories under a nom-de-plume continued to produce them very happily at the rate of two a year. Two of the Agency Art Directors were A.R.A.s, one had begun as a designer for the theatre, and quite a number had hoped at one time to become painters.


Taste, talent and intelligence were, of course, also to be found outside the Agency, and the Agency found them, and used them. It used the producers, directors, cameramen, lighting cameramen, designers, cutters, dubbers, and all the other film technicians of the television production companies specially formed to make television commercials for the Agency and other Agencies. It hired famous photographers to take the photographs for some of its press advertisements, and its Art Directors shuttled about Europe to find artists who would illustrate others; once an Agency Art Director had approached Matisse for a poster, but Matisse had wanted too much money, so the Agency had made do with Van Dongen. Actors and dancers in need of work were glad to perform for the Agency; one well-known Shakespearian, needing money to pay off arrears of tax, had guyed Othello to sell a deodorant. Art is the expression of the soul of man; intelligence lifts him from the ruck of creation; communication is his deepest need. The Agency took Art and intelligence, and turned them to the task of communication, and what was communicated was a series of promises from the Agency’s clients to the public.


Every medium of communication was used. Personal precept and example—the Agency’s Public Relations Department organized lectures and demonstrations all over the country. Letters—sent out in hundreds of thousands by the Direct Mailing Service. Radio—the commercial radio station of Luxembourg, in between interminable Request Programmes of popular gramophone records, broadcast the promises of the Agency’s clients mainly to the young, mainly to the working classes, mainly to the North of England. Television—at least on one channel, with the possibility of another coming up. The Cinema. The Theatre—in the programme, or sometimes on the safety curtain between acts. Posters —which dominated the streets of every town and city. Newspapers and magazines of all sorts, from the great national dailies with circulations of over four million to the tiny technical journals read only by the trade. Choice among these media was made, for the most part, by the Agency’s Media Department, whose concern it was to see that each promise reached those people who were most likely to respond to it, and reached them at the least cost and with the most frequency—since if, let us say, you are advertising expensive French wines to connoisseurs, it would be unwise to use the pages of the Daily Mirror, most of whose readers care little for such matters.


These were some of the promises which the Agency devoted itself to communicating.


—That a particular patent medicine fortified the “hidden cells” of the body, so that even quite old men and women who dosed themselves with it continued to have clear skin, bright eyes, freedom from colds and (for men, it was hinted) a prolonged sexual potency.


—That a particular cigarette was a badge of social acceptability. Those who smoked such cigarettes found friends everywhere, and even to be seen with a packet indicated that the smoker was “one of the group”. Subsidiary: that these cigarettes “satisfied”—a necessary promise to make, but unimportant because most other cigarette advertisements also made it. Subsidiary: that the new “synthesized” filter, with PK63 to stop the carboniles, cut down the smoker’s chances of contracting lung cancer—this promise, which had some truth in it, was left over from a previous campaign which had failed because, it was discovered, smokers did not care to be reminded of lung cancer.


—That a particular sort of washing powder gave what is called “the heavy wash” a particular sort of whiteness (indistinguishable outside the laboratory from the whiteness given by any other washing powder) because it contained a particular ingredient (also remarkably similar to the special ingredients in its competitors). That this particular sort of whiteness was in some way whiter than the other sorts. Subsidiary (varying from month to month); threepence off the packet or a variety of useful gifts to be obtained by sending in packet tops and postal orders to the value of roughly what the gifts would cost wholesale.


—That a particular jam, while it did not actually contain more fruit than any other jam, gave the consumer more fruit taste. Subsidiary: children loved this jam, and it was good for them, and they would reward with love any mother who gave it to them.


—That, by buying a particular sort of car, a man might both possess and impose upon others his own ideal vision of himself—or rather a sort of ideal Id, in that the car symbolized his sexuality and his power to hurt. The owner of such a car had not only the pleasure of power over others and power over things, but the additional narcissistic pleasure of being able to cosset, stroke, burnish, and generally pleasure himself in the person of the car every Sunday morning. Subsidiary: a high social status signified by his being seen to own such a car and the up-to-date gadgets that went with it. Subsidiary: a low mileage per gallon, considering the size of the engine.


—That British wine, made in Cornwall, aerated, put into tiny bottles, capped with gold foil and christened Pink Charmain offered to women in pubs all the glamour and luxurious associations of pink champagne at a fraction of the cost.


There were many other promises; the Agency had many clients. For each client the Agency devised a promise, and before these promises were, as the Agency would say, “finalized”, there had to be research (or at least some intelligent deduction) to make sure that what was being promised was something that people actually wanted at some level of their consciousness, and that the promise was not being offered by any other Agency for any other client, and that the promise could be kept. Then the promises were made into advertisements, and the Agency bought the space or time in which they appeared, and accepted from the newspapers and magazines or the radio and television stations a kick-back of 15 per cent. So that, except from those whose advertising appropriations were so small that it was more profitable for the Agency to charge them a service fee, the Agency took no money from its clients, but only from the media in which the advertisements appeared, and which, without the advertisements, could not survive. What the Agency did was a public service; the Agency’s Chairman, speaking at formal luncheons to opinion leaders, had often said so.


He was right. The Agency was part of the system of capitalist urban society. It had grown with the system, and it could not be cut out without harming the system—indeed, even in a system of state socialism it is at least likely that many of the Agency’s functions would continue to be performed, probably by a Ministry of Information and Propaganda. If the common articles of household consumption were to be sold at a low cost, they had to be produced in large quantities, and the Agency helped to sell those quantities, so that production was maintained, and the workers kept their jobs and were paid, and consumed more—the Agency had not built this treadmill; it only oiled the wheels.


As for the washing powder, perhaps it washed clothes no whiter than its competitors could, but at least they were whiter than they would have been ten years before, since the Agency (though it might state only one side of a case) did not explicitly lie, and the constant pressure of their competitors’ advertising forced the Agency’s clients continually to improve their products. Perhaps there was no medical reason why the Agency’s “hidden cells” tonic should do those who drank it any more good than an orange a day or liver once a week, except that they believed in it as they would not have believed in the oranges, so that in fact it did much of what was claimed for it, and its manufacturers received many letters of thanks from potent old gentlemen or comparatively unlined ladies. Pink Gharmain, too, did what was promised. Those who bought it would not have been able to afford real champagne, and would not have liked real champagne any better. Those who knew what real champagne was avoided Pink Gharmain; the Agency’s promise was not directed at them.


People said that the Agency “corrupted public taste”, but it did not; it suited the language of its promises to the media in which they appeared, speaking intelligently to the readers of the Spectator, emotionally to those of Woman’s Day, excitingly to the children who watched television at five in the afternoon. People said that those who engaged in the Agency’s business were corrupted by it. The young actress quaffing a fizzy medicine, the dancer spinning through a jingle, the painter turning to commercial art, the photographer who had once exhibited at Whitechapel, the young film-maker who yearned for Free Cinema—these were people whom the Agency helped to keep alive, and if some of them found the money so easy that they gave up the practice of an art to work for advertising, were these not the very people who would have given up anyway at the first hint of hardship? The Agency helped to establish and maintain lines of communication, and along these lines (if only they would) artists might move towards people, and people towards artists; if anything like mass-art were ever to be possible, it would need these lines. Meanwhile they were there. The Agency was not concerned with art, except in so far as it could be used, and so it moved along the lines, presenting unimportant things in an important way, and material things in a spiritual way, and everything in a general way.


A general way. If there was harm, it was here. For, whereas most of the good and harm the Agency did was part of the up-and-down of the system and cancelled out, those who believe that human beings are important as individuals might always say this against it, that it communicated to individuals only on a broad beam of general similarities. The Agency knew that one housewife in four had red hands, that three children out of five were afraid of the dark, that AB class men in general lost their hair at an earlier age than D class men, but were less worried about it. It dealt with groups—income groups, class groups, age groups, regional groups—and not with individuals. But the Agency was, after all, only part of the system, and the system does not deal with individuals either.
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FOUNDATION SOAP





“NEVER A TIME WITHOUT BEAUTY. BE SURE OF YOUR LOVELINESS WITH FOUNDATION SOAP. Wherever you are—asleep or awake, at work or play—there is no time when your beauty is not enhanced by make-up if you use Foundation Soap.” Simon Purvis was reading over the shoulder of Sophia Last, with whom he shared an office. “Give it here,” he said, taking the top clipping from the file she was studying.” Why all this interest? Do you use Foundation Soap, love? Is that why you look so lovely all the time? Or is that the natural you, lambent beneath the maquillage?”


“Just natural me.”


“True. But not modest to say so.” He continued to read. “Foundation Soap comes in five natural shades, specially blended by expert cosmeticians for your complexion’s needs.”


“I know.”


“There’s Radiant Peach, Apple Blossom, English Rose, Magnolia and Gypsy. Why are you reading all these anyway?”


“For a meeting. P.A.’s office.”


“That’s interesting. I wonder which shade he uses. Perhaps there’s a special one for burst capillaries. Old Tawny—as supplied to members of the Institute of Directors.”


“Shut up, Simon. I’ve got to go down in a moment, and I want to read these first.”


“Don’t bother. They’re all the same. Anyway, why Foundation Soap? Are we getting the account?”


“Of course not. How could we?”


“Quite right, love. A foolish question, and I’m a foolish boy to ask it.” The Agency already handled an account for one of the big soap and synthetic detergent companies, and could not accept a competitor. “Then what?”


“How should I know?”


“Mysteries! Mysteries!” Simon said. “What an exciting life we copywriters lead! You get on with your reading, love, and I won’t hinder you. Anyway, I’ve got a dishonest little eleven-inch triple to write for the News of the World.” He went back to his desk on the opposite side of the tiny office, picked up a pencil, and wrote “Science tells us …” meditatively on top of a sheet of blue copy paper. Sophia turned over one advertisement, and began to read the next. Simon was quite right; they were all the same, with only unimportant variations of picture and phrasing. Nevertheless, she read them all. When, twenty minutes later, she went off to her meeting in P.A.’s office, Simon had reached his second sub-head, “The Secret of Life”, and did not even look up to see her go.


*


P.A. was one of the Agency’s senior Directors, all of whom had initials and no names. He was a little ruddy man, who had once been Production Manager to a firm in the Midlands which manufactured wash-basins and lavatory pans. He had been at school with the Chairman of the Agency and when the Chairman, who had been an Account Manager at another Agency, had broken away in 1932 to found his own, he had asked P.A. to join him, and P.A. had raised what money he could, and had come to London. The Chairman had brought with him from his previous employers a nucleus of clients and of creative staff who had been working for those clients, and to that nucleus other nuclei had been attracted when the Chairman had persuaded F.R. and G.K., the other two founder-members of the Agency, to venture with him. Since that time the Agency had grown and grown into the tall glass-fronted building which now housed it, so that it would not now consider accepting as a client any firm which could not afford to spend more than £100,000 a year on advertising, and the only such client which still remained on the Agency’s list was the little Midlands manufactory which had once employed P.A.


There were seven Directors now, all growing old. P.A., F.R., G.K. and the Chairman had been joined by B.C. (once the Advertising Manager of the Agency’s first really big account), L.T. (ex-schoolmaster, ex-journalist, and now the Agency’s Creative Director), and R.P. (the Company Secretary). The Agency was not a family firm. The Chairman had believed, when he founded it, that advertising skills and what is called flair are not necessarily inheritable, and each member of the Board had agreed to sell his stock holding when he retired to the man who should succeed him. The heirs of this succession would be drawn from the body of Associate Directors, not yet dignified by initials, who jostled and manœuvred, like fish too closely packed in a tank, for the Directors’ favours, and as the years passed and the Directors grew nearer the retiring age, the fish became more slippery and more determined.


Increasing age and the long experience of power had brought out eccentricities in all the Directors, but P.A. was the most capricious. He enjoyed being P.A. He was a virtuoso in advertising. He did not simply anticipate the intentions of his clients; he reacted intuitively to their deepest temperamental needs, bullying the masochistic, steadying the uncertain, sage to the would-be sage, the plain man to the stupid, the man-of-the-world to the man-of-the-provinces, and had even sold to one client, whose temperament was ruled by boredom, what later turned out to be a spectacularly successful though dotty advertising campaign simply by telling him, “After all it’s your money. Why shouldn’t you have some fun spending it?” To his copywriters and artists, to the painstaking economists of the Marketing Dept., P.A. was an irritation only bearable because they knew that once he had accepted a campaign, at least the client would be sure to accept it also. But you never knew where you were with him; he was a chameleon. Sometimes he would discard all your carefully compiled market data, saying fretfully, “What the hell good is all this bumph? I need an idea. Don’t people have ideas any more?” and sometimes he would refuse to show to his client even the most brilliant campaign until every advertisement had been tested for memorability and meaning by a panel of working-class housewives in Norwich, checked against comparable experience in the United States, and reported upon by the psychologists of the Tavistock Institute. And the most annoying thing was that, virtuoso or not, P.A. didn’t really know anything about advertising. His intuition told him how to treat his clients, whom he met frequently, but nothing about the people who bought his clients’ goods, very few of whom he met at all. As for his subordinates at the Agency, P.A. did not need intuition to deal with them; it was for them to adjust themselves to him, and for him simply to be P.A.—P.A. in whatever persona he chose to adopt, P.A. the Tycoon, P.A. the Good Fellow, P.A. the Creative Genius, P.A. the Man of Decision, P.A. the Unhurried, P.A. the Leader of a Devoted Team, all these P.A. s and others, but always (centre-stage) P.A.


P.A.’s office was on the first floor. Since it faced the square, most of the outer wall was of glass, and was covered by a long Venetian blind of grey with dark blue cords. P.A.’s desk was conventionally large and leather-topped, and there was seldom anything on it but a ceramic ashtray, an ivory telephone, and sometimes a letter-book of red leather. There were chairs in the room and a sofa, and a dark blue carpet. On one wall there was a painting by Sir Winston Churchill; on another was a large board covered with asbestos felt, on which advertisements could be pinned. Those who attended meetings in P.A.’s office tried to arrive early enough to avoid having to sit on the sofa; it was difficult to look alert on so comfortable a piece of furniture, and anyway, as Donald Wallace of Marketing once remarked, you felt too much like one of the Three Little Maids from school.


When Sophia arrive with her Copy Group Head, Hugh Grover, she saw that the other people in the room were all members of the Glo group—Glo was a washing powder made by Hoppness, Silch & Co., who also made New Fiz, Super, Shining Blue and Gentle (which were also washing powders) and Coppelia, Kingfisher and New Dream (which were toilet soaps). Each of the Agency’s accounts was under the general charge of one of the directors, and under him there was the team which actually worked on the day-by-day conduct of the account—an Account Manager and his Assistant, a Marketing Group Head and his Assistant, a Copy Group Head and a copywriter, an Art Director, a TV Director, and someone from Media Planning. All these people, unless the claims of the account were very heavy indeed, would also work on other accounts, but usually with a different set of work-mates, so that the temperamental stresses set up in one group were not carried over into any others—Sophia herself worked under Hugh on Poppity Pops (a breakfast food) and Ambergris Shampoo, but none of the other members of the Glo group worked on those accounts.


These were the members of the Glo group: Keith Bates and Tony Barstow (Account Management), Don Wallace and Peter Wicklow (Marketing), Hugh Grover and Sophia Last (Copy), Fidge Randolph (Art—he was the son of Sir Burton Randolph, who had painted the portrait of every Lord Mayor in the Midlands between 1900 and 1915), Desmond Bast (Television) and Harold Hartley (Media). They sat uncomfortably in P.A.’s office, waiting for P.A. to arrive, for it was one of P.A.’s characteristics that he was never there when you came to his office for a meeting. Nobody knew where he went—perhaps, as Simon Purvis had suggested, it was only to smoke a cigar in the Directors’ loo—but he would always allow time enough for everyone to become unsettled before walking briskly in to start the meeting.


Hugh sat like a cat on the sofa, and folded his paws in front of him. He was a little gray comfortable man, grown senior in the Agency simply by staying there. “Just in time,” he said. “I am glad.”


Stacked together by Don Wallace’s chair were a number of charts—pieces of heavy cardboard, on which parti-coloured columns indicated, on one chart the different market shares held by competing products, on others the different sorts of people, by age, sex and social class, who bought these products, on yet another the amounts spent by each of the products in press and television advertising. An easel was propped just behind the door of the office. Obviously Donald was to deliver a lecture. The meeting would go on for a long time, and Sophia hoped there would be tea. The tea served to Directors was better than the tea brought round by trolley to other members of the staff.


“What’s it all about?” she said to Peter Wicklow.


“Foundation Soap.”


“Yes, I know. But what about it?”


“P.A. won’t say.”


P.A.’s secretary opened the door, and P.A. himself entered the office. “What—late am I?” he said. “I’m always late for meetings. Let’s get started.” He sat down, looked round the room as if checking them off in an Attendance Register, nodded to Donald, and said, “Donald, you begin.” Peter Wicklow set up the easel, and placed the first of the charts on it. Donald said, “P.A. wants me to tell you about Foundation Soap.”


“Well, go on. Do it,” P.A. said.


Foundation Soap had only been on the market two years. It was made and sold by Pettifer’s, a small firm that did most of its business in proprietary medicines. Consequently Foundation Soap was outside the control of the three colossi who between them manufactured most of the soaps and washing powders to be found in the shops. Although small, Pettifer’s was what is called “old-established”; it had excellent distribution among chemists all over the country, and a good reputation in the trade. The firm had begun in the nineteen-twenties by supplying standard unbranded items like aspirin, yeast and sulphur tablets, which chemists could bottle under their own labels, and had gone on slowly to produce a range of branded products which sold steadily, if not particularly quickly, chiefly because they were “ethicals”—which means that you could not buy them without a doctor’s prescription, so that they were not advertised except in the medical magazines. In 1952 Pettifer’s had bought up a declining firm which had once sold cosmetics, but was by then reduced to a single product, a bubble bath called Desire Me. Supported by an occasional quarter-page advertisement in the women’s weeklies and put out to all the chemists who already bought from Pettifer’s, Desire Me settled down to a steady, if unspectacular, rate of sale, and Pettifer’s directors began to look about for something else; the Desire Me organization, they felt, was not being used as fully as it might be. They had no wish to re-enter the market for cosmetics; it would be easier to try something new. So Pettifer’s had consulted its Agency, and that Agency had mounted a research, and out of it all came Foundation Soap, which was not exactly a cosmetic, and not exactly a soap, and certainly not a patent medicine, but had done very well for Pettifer’s just the same.


Advertising has not been a profession very long, but already, among the older, toping generation, among the directors of some of the smaller agencies growing senile together in golfing suburbia, there is talk of the good old days. All the successes of advertising in the good old days, they would tell you, were sudden flashes—advertisements printed upside down, pages left almost entirely white, slogans which swept the people into the shops where they bought and bought and bought again, puns which passed into the public language. Perhaps that was so once, and those who see the Agency as a wilfully malevolent force which corrupts men, leading them like sheep always into a deeper slavery, certainly like to believe it. But success stories nowadays are seldom so simple; the flash is not so sudden. Agencies begin with facts. If an old product is in decline, its Agency must discover why the people who used to buy it are doing so no longer, and whether other people, who have never bought it, might now be induced to do so. If a new product is to be produced, it will be fashioned out of what people like and dislike about other products of the same general nature; before you can undertake the expense of making something, and marketing it, you have to be sure that people will want what you have made—and they cannot be made to want it unless there is something in them which does want it, whether they know it or not. So that, long before anyone has begun to devise advertisements, the Market Researchers of an Agency have been as busy as mice in houses and shops, asking questions and tabulating answers, and burrowing below the surface of those answers to discover whether anything is meant which has not been said. Then, out of all the people in the country, you will know how many of them are in the market for your product, and for what reasons they may buy it. Now the Media Department of your Agency must determine whether or not you can reach them economically by advertising—for, let us say, if only women under the age of twenty-five can be expected to buy your product, and only 20 per cent of the readership of a women’s magazine which reaches two million women are under that age, and if the cost of a colour-page in that magazine should be £2,800, you will be paying fourteen shillings to show your advertisement in colour at a reasonable size to each hundred of your potential customers, who may not even read the advertisement, let alone buy your product. Only then will the Creative Departments of the Agency, knowing now to whom they have to sell and for what reasons and by what media, only then will they begin to devise advertisements, making them as credible as they can, and as memorable so that long after the telly has been switched off, the magazine laid by, the poster left behind in the crowded street, those advertisements will go on working in the mind. And that is what happened to Foundation Soap. It was a success story of advertising today; many people had worked in different ways to make it sell successfully.


Foundation Soap combined a cream base with (although this was not made explicit in the advertising) a light dye which wore off within a few hours. The best foundation for make-up, as actors know, is a clean, but slightly oily skin. Ordinary soap cleans, but takes out the natural oils of the skin; Foundation Soap put the oil back again, and added also the delicate bloom of peach, apple blossom, magnolia, rose or gypsy, so that one had the illusion of wearing make-up even before make-up was applied. Obviously there were many people who would not buy Foundation Soap, or at any rate they would not buy it more than once. It was not a family soap. Many fathers and children will wash themselves with delicately coloured beauty soap containing genuine perfume from France if they happen to find it in the wash-basin; indeed, they may enjoy doing so. But going to school or to the office delicately tinted with gypsy is quite another thing. Soap is family property; once it has been used, it cannot lie on a dressing-table with cosmetics. So Foundation Soap was used mainly by women living alone or with other women. They formed a small market, Donald said; they were difficult to reach by advertising without wastage; but there were enough of them to make Foundation Soap a profitable product.


“Market wouldn’t stand another though, would it?” said P.A.


“Another Foundation Soap? I shouldn’t think so.”


“Hugh, what do you think?”


Hugh blinked, and sat up on the sofa. “Oh, I agree with Donald,” he said. “I always do.”


“Why?”


“He’s always right. I’ve been letting Donald do my Marketing thinking for ten years now.”


P.A. made the face which passed for a smile when he didn’t feel like smiling. It was a convention within the Agency that Hugh was irreplaceable because he had been around for so long—a sound man, if not brilliant; people like that, it was said, were needed as ballast. So you might strip Hugh of his accounts, but you could never get rid of him, and because this was generally known Hugh had licence, even from P.A.


“And if our people went into the market?” P.A. said.


“Hoppness? They’d lose some money; that’s all. I mean, if Hoppness wentin, Miles & Baker and A.M.P.O. would be bound to follow; you know what they are for not leaving well alone. And the market can’t take two Foundation Soaps, as Donald said, never mind four.”


“So what would happen to Pettifer’s?”


“They couldn’t keep it up, spending at our rate…. Oh, I see.”


“That’s right, Hugh,” P.A. said. “You do see. Pettifer’s would have to pull out. No more Foundation Soap.”


Donald said, “I shouldn’t think it would be worth our while to stay in either. The whole thing would fold.”


“But Pettifer’s would be out. Our clients don’t like outsiders coming into the soap field.” Sophia had a momentary wild mental image of the soap field, neatly hedged with chlorophyll toothpaste, light green and shiny with wax and smelling of rose bouquet, while at the gate the Outsiders battered to get in. But already P.A. had become the marshal of his army, and it was up to Sophia to appear an intelligent staff officer. P.A.’s skin took on the tan of a desert sun, and he moved his head from side to side like a lizard as he included them all in his appreciation of the situation. “It’s a battle,” he said. “We’ve got to make a killing, and we’ve got to make it quick if we don’t want the other boys to come in.”


“Have we actually got a product yet?”


“Keith!”


“This is it,” Keith Bates said. He took five pieces of soap from a plain cardboard box, and handed them round. “They look rather like Foundation Soap actually,” he said. “Of course, that’s because we’re using the same formula, as far as the people in Chemicals have been able to break it down, and the same tints, and the same scents.”


“Looks like a flatter bar to me,” Fidge Randolph said.


“Well, yes, it is a bit flatter. It’s a sort of more modern shape really, they think in Luton.”


“I didn’t say more modern. I said flatter.”


Donald said, “How does it measure up weightwise?”


“Weightwise it’s the same.”


“And scentwise the same, you say?”


“Yes, it’s exactly the same scentwise.”


Hugh moved in his seat like a cat thinking of the sandbox. “Keith, do you mean that our U.S.P. is that this product is flatter than the competition? Is that what you’re saying?”


Sophia said, “Made To Fit Your Soap-Dish.”


“Well….”


“The Unique Sales Point for this product is what the advertising can give it,” P.A. said. “That too difficult for you, Hugh?”


There was a silence. If Hugh were not going to reply to this, nor was anybody else. “Hoppness didn’t have to choose this Agency,” P.A. said. “And I didn’t have to choose this Group. If you don’t think you can do the job, say so.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t say——” Desmond Bart said quickly, and Fidge said, “Do it if we have to.” Media was silent, and so was Marketing; creative problems didn’t concern them. Keith rubbed a piece of tissue paper from the cardboard box quickly over the palms of his hands to mop up the sweat, which had begun to combine with the new product to form a light lather. Hugh sat there, a gray cat, which is used to kicks, but goes on eating. He said, “I’m sorry, P.A. We were just feeling round the problem.” He gave the little ingratiating simper he only made when he was ill at ease. “We’re all supposed to do it, I believe. One of the messenger boys goes to I.P.A. classes in the evenings, and he was telling me——”


“All right, Hugh.”


“Is there a name yet?”


Keith said, “We’re supposed to advise them.”


“They haven’t got a wrapper then, if they haven’t got a name?”


Fidge Randolph said, “Now, there we can do something modern. With shapes. Modern shapes. I see it as a kind of——”


“There is some research on colours,” Keith said.


“—kind of——”


“In fact, Packaging Section did a test——”


“You mean there is a wrapper?”


“Five,” Keith said. “Packaging Section tested five.


*


But we don’t have to accept any of them, provided we can persuade Hoppness ours is better. We’d have to be sure of that, of course.”


“But if the product hasn’t got a name——”


“They left it blank on the wrappers they tested.”


Desmond Bast said, “I’ve always wanted to do something about soap. Something atmospheric. Mood. There’s a man in France I want to use. He does marvellous things with silhouettes to music. Very sensual things.”


“Silhouettes?”


“Very dark dream-figures. I’ve been wanting to use him for ages.”


P.A. said, “Perhaps we could leave the creative people to talk this out later. You know what’s wanted, Hugh.”


“Find a name first?”


“Find an idea first.”


“Of course. An idea! What has Foundation Soap been doing about media? I know Harold wouldn’t have brought his charts if he didn’t intend to tell us.”


“I was coming to that.” P.A. was a little sharp again.


Sophia wondered whether Hugh was teasing him intentionally, as a way of saving face. Or was it a death wish there, black death beneath the gray pussy-cat mask Hugh presented to the Agency? Harold Hartley, glittering like a dentist, began to arrange his charts on the easel. “It isn’t an easy problem, reaching single women,” he said. “They tried a lot of things before settling down to a basic, rather unimaginative pattern of TV and the women’s magazines. Here you see, when they launched, they were much more adventurous….” He spoke on, his finger jabbing at blocks and circles on the coloured charts, and Sophia remembered that she ought to be taking notes. Keith Bates, she saw, was already doing so. It’s another long evening for you tonight, Keith love, she thought; I wonder how often that man gets home to his family before eight-thirty?


*


In fact, it was nine-fifteen before Keith left the Agency, nine-thirty before he reached Victoria to catch the train to Purley. It was November weather. Currents of air which were not thick enough to be called fog, and yet tasted of fog, moved sluggishly about the station, and were crossed by grubby Irishmen beating their intermittent path from the Coffee Stall to the Gentlemen’s Lavatory. The people who always sit on the benches at railway termini were sitting on benches; they did not move when trains came in, nor yet when trains went out, but made themselves as small as they could within their coats against the draught, and sat on. The day’s litter lay about on the floor. The buffet bar had that cheerless quality, at once brown and overlit, which marks off the pubs which deal with transients from those which have an habitual trade. Keith ordered a gin and bitter lemon. This was the conventional “relaxing” drink at the end of an advertising man’s day, but it didn’t relax Keith. For Keith was never relaxed, as he would tell you himself, lighting another cigarette, fiddling with a pencil, walking uneasily about the office. “I can’t relax,” he would say. “Funny! I just can’t do it. Neurotic, I suppose.”


Perhaps Keith should not have begun his career as a barrister; he had not the temperament for waiting around. Besides (he saw now) he would never have been good at it. But one drifts into these things, each stage of preparation taking one on to the next, so that when, at the end, one discovers that the whole idea was a mistake, the train has gone too far for one to be able to drop off, and all one can do is to hang on miserably, waiting for the crash. Keith had spent three years reading Law, and then a year reading for Bar Finals, and then he had been called to the Bar and had spent a further year in Chambers, and then two years simply waiting for briefs which never came; it was like being an actor in that way, except that one didn’t have an agent and wasn’t allowed to take a fill-in job as a waiter in a coffee bar or a salesman in a shop. So Keith had spent most of the time at home, had dusted, swept, made the beds, done odd jobs, mended socks, cooked, and his wife had gone out to work. For four years.


Of course there had been a few briefs, dock briefs which brought in little money, but gave him experience and the feeling that he had been of use, just as an actor has his spells in repertory on starvation wages. Those appearances in court had taught Keith (slowly because one does not accept this sort of lesson easily, since its acceptance can be mortal) that he wasn’t any good as a barrister. He didn’t enjoy it, and he flustered easily. His one success (he made a story of it now in client-conversation over drinks) had been at a county court in North London, and came only because the plaintiff took a dislike to him. She was a landlady, a rather common sort of woman who let out rooms at a high rent to labouring Irishmen, and it was germane to the case that she habitually used foul language. Primly in the box she denied this. And Keith, because he was so serious, because he flustered, because he could never let well alone, went on and on hopelessly in cross-examination, wearing out the Judge’s patience, the patience of the reporters, the spectators, even at last the plaintiff’s patience, so that she told him sharply to bugger off because he was getting on her tits, and he won his case. It was a victory not so much snatched from failure as made out of it; it did him no good in his career, and even, indirectly, the final harm.


Because Keith decided to celebrate. He had an excuse—his first case won—and he had a reason—that even he, within this victory, could see defeat. “No dins tonight,” he said to Sylvia that evening. “I didn’t make anything. We’re going out.” They took money from the housekeeping jar, and dined in Soho. It was a fine summer evening, not yet dark even after the meal was over. They window-shopped for a while after leaving the restaurant, and drifted with the crowds before taking a bus as far as Marble Arch. They walked through Hyde Park. They walked through Kensington Gardens. They walked through the summer smells of warm grass and dust. They took a winding course among the trees, hearing the traffic on the Bayswater Road only as a muted buzzing, picking their way through the lovers and others who lay together on the warm ground in the dusk. Sylvia said, “It’s funny. We’ve walked miles, and I’m wearing heels, but I’m not a bit tired.” And indeed, they moved so slowly through a dream of summer; how could they be tired?


They had been married four and a half years, since just before Keith left Oxford, while Sylvia was teaching at a school in Cowley. They had settled down into a routine of marriage; there was no exploration in it any longer, and the imposition of each upon the other was done in more subtle ways now than in bed. But when they were back in Notting Hill, and had climbed the stairs of the house in which they rented a furnished flat, and had reached the landing of the third floor, and there before them was the door of their living-room, with the door of the kitchenette to the left and the bedroom to the right, he took her hand, and opened the right-hand door. And, since what one does in a dream does not matter, when she said, “Keith! Wait a minute!” he had not waited, but had gone on, langorously, without urgency, still in a summer dream, but yet on without waiting, and even to Sylvia being sensible had not mattered at that moment, and making love was for both of them like biting into a ripe peach and being bitten all at the same time, the whole delicious sensation stretched out as long as they could prolong it, all on a summer’s evening, until at last, still dreaming, they fell into a dreamless sleep.


Sensible married couples will tell you that these are always the occasions to beware, and so it was. Once Sylvia knew that she was pregnant, there was only one decision for sensible people to make. Keith gave up the Bar, and looked for some more immediate use for his qualifications. He found a job with the Agency, and Sylvia resigned her teaching post at Richmond High School to look after their home and their child. When the child was born they called him Stephen. That was eight years ago.


Eight years. Keith had moved from the Agency’s Marketing Department, and had become an Account Executive. His seriousness, his over-conscientiousness were assets now. Everything about Keith convinced clients that Keith thought of little else in life but their business, and they were right. At first, with his allegiance divided between a number of smaller clients, Keith had been worried; there had been too much going on in his mind at once. But that was over since his appointment as Account Manager of Glo; Hoppness, Silch did not approve of divided loyalties any more than Keith did, and Glo took up all Keith’s time. They did approve of Keith, however: “We really feel he speaks our language,” they said. Keith had been round the factory, and seen how Glo was made; Keith could tell you the formula of Glo, and knew how it was different from New Fiz, Super, Shining Blue and Gentle. He had watched Performance Tests, and Product Demonstrations, and had taken part in Blind Tests. He had been on Store Checks, and had spent a week with the Glo Sales Force. He knew what Glo’s share of the market was this year, and what it had been last year, and what it ought to be next year. He read reports and wrote reports about Glo, made and received telephone calls about Glo, devised strategies for Glo, and revised strategies for Glo, and hypothesized strategies for a hypothetical Glo if Glo should ever change. Every week he took advertisements for Glo to Luton to show them to Hoppness, Silch, and came back from Luton to the Agency with suggestions for amendments which (he was genuinely convinced) improved the advertisements, and he carried the amended advertisements back to Luton the next week, and returned, just as convinced, with further amendments, and talked to members of the Creative Group within the Agency about these amendments, and became less convinced that they improved the advertisements, but inclined to think that they might reasonably be made as a gesture to Hoppness, and took the re-amended advertisements back to Luton, and became more and more worried about the client’s suggestions for yet further amendments. And when these so many times amended advertisements did finally appear in the press or on television, there was always work to be done on the advertisements which were to follow, and on test campaigns which came to nothing, or simply on the process known to Hoppness as “thinking through an idea”—a process that might continue through six months and eighteen submissions before it was decided that the idea wasn’t a very good one after all. Yes, Keith thought about Glo for most of the time. He did not, as Sophia had guessed, often get home before eight-thirty, and when he went to bed, his feet itched.


Glo was kept in Keith’s kitchen in the special plastic holder you could get by sending away the top of a packet of Glo and a postal order for one and sixpence, but Sylvia did not use it. A year after Keith had taken over the account, Glo had begun to give Sylvia a rash. In fact, nowadays all Hoppness products gave her a rash. This irritated Keith. He explained to Sylvia that there were no major differences in the formulae of any of the synthetic detergents put out by the three main companies, and that if Star (a Miles & Baker product) didn’t give Sylvia a rash, there was no reason why Glo should. It was just psychological, he said. So there was a quarrel because, over the past few years, Sylvia had grown very sensitive to words like “psychological” and “psycho-somatic”; she did not care to have them used in reference to her. She insisted that even her migraine attacks were of physical origin; she had an aunt who suffered from migraine, and these things were known to run in families.


They did quarrel sometimes, Keith and Sylvia, but not more than any other married couple, Keith thought. (He didn’t want another drink. Relaxing might be the conventional thing to do after a hard day at the office, but shouldn’t get out of hand. Besides, his train would be in by now.) Mostly about Stephen, and that too, he supposed, was usual. Stephen was such a bright, intelligent boy; he was so imaginative. Anyone could tell that he would grow up to be something—well, creative, a writer perhaps, or an actor, or a painter or musician, someone who lived in limelight, whom people looked up to, someone who had power over people, just as clients, as P.A., as so many people had power over Keith; that wasn’t a question of money (Keith made a very good salary, as a matter of fact), but of—well, power—of being the sort of person who had power. Since Keith saw Stephen for so little of the time, it was natural that he should—not spoil the boy, but make as much as he could of what time he had. They shared a world together, a world of made-up things, of gollywockets and the Fire Engine International and the brabsome tiger who swept the floors. Stephen would come and watch while Keith dressed and shaved in the mornings before going to work, and often their conversation would continue through breakfast; perhaps Sylvia felt left out sometimes, but she did have Stephen for the rest of the day, when he wasn’t at school. There oughtn’t to be jealousy between the parents over a child, Keith knew. All the books disapproved it, but it was obviously quite natural that a certain amount of jealousy should exist; one ought to accept that, and make allowances for it.


As late a train as this was never crowded; that was the compensation in catching it. Keith found an empty grubby compartment, opened his dispatch case, and began to re-read Research Section’s report on a sample consumer-reaction to the new soap. There would have to be a name, of course; indeed, there would have to be several, so that they could be tested against each other. It was Hugh’s job to think of a name. What was usually done in these cases was that a printed slip would be sent to everybody in the Agency, asking for suggestions, and a small prize would be offered for the name eventually chosen. Curious that the prize always seemed to be won by one of the Mailing Boys or a girl from the Telephone Exchange. Something wrong with the Copy Department there?—over-oriented to marketing thinking and not to names? Or was it just that Mailing Boys were closer in their basic thinking to clients? Hugh was a sound man—as sound a man as Keith himself, the same sort of man really. He was the only man for Glo. The Agency had long since discovered that brilliant creative people didn’t do on Glo; working in the Hoppness way destroyed such people, and they were likely to leave advertising altogether or to slit their wrists. But was soundness enough for this present problem? Would not brilliance, after all, be needed? The sound way to sell Foundation Soap had already been tried, and it had done very well—for Foundation Soap. This new product, if it were to establish itself, might need a new approach, a brilliant approach. But how did one get brilliant advertising through the mincing machine of Hoppness, Silch? Over and over went the wheels on the tracks; in and out of identical suburban stations went the train, stopping and starting, stopping and starting, and in the end one was bound to get to Purley, just as in the end—but no! There was no such certain destination to Keith’s train of thought.


He arrived home at ten-thirty. Sylvia was just about to go to bed; there was a casserole for him, keeping warm in the oven. He did not delay her, but ate his supper in the kitchen, and then followed her. The light on the bedside table was still on, and she was reading a book from Boots. He undressed, and got into bed. When she had finished her chapter, she turned the light out, and eventually each of them went to sleep.


Every evening, when Hugh Grover opened the door of his flat, there would be a dog looking at him. She was a miniature long-haired dachshund, called Jill, five years old, with a muzzle beginning to gray and a body that had thickened after two whelpings. She had two brown eyes, set in a warm brown pointed face; in certain lights, they glowed like amber. Her body was brindled, marked with chocolate along the joints, so that Simon Purvis had once called her the “do-it-yourself-dog” and affected to believe that Hugh had put her together from a pattern supplied by the makers of Scrapps. She was serious and sentimental, and much longer than she was high, and she stood there in the middle of the hall, with one front paw raised a little in the air and her head cocked on one side to add a note of inquiry to her permanent seriousness. Jill and Hugh would stand there, he at the door and she planted solidly on the old piece of carpet which covered the hall, just looking at each other, and then Hugh would say, “Well, Jill? Are you glad to see me?” and she would rush forward, making little moans of delight and reproach, and begin mumbling at the legs of his trousers. And at that same signal there would appear from the kitchen, living-room or bedroom of Hugh’s flat two more dachshunds, as low, as long-haired, as brown, but nothing like as broad, their tails feathered and carried high, who would throw them-themselves at Hugh, jumping and yelping in welcome as he sat on his heels and tried to pet them all three at once.


This welcome was a ritual, and could not be rushed. When it was done, from the kitchen Mrs. Rhodes, the housekeeper, would call, “Are you there, sir?” (He was always there.) “Your tea’s ready. I’m just off,” and Hugh would reply, as he always did, “I’ll have it in the kitchen, Mrs. Rhodes,” where, in any case, she would already have laid it.


Older people get set in their ways. Hugh wondered, as he often wondered, whether he ought not to make a change in the habitual order some day, eat a different sort of biscuit, take his tea in the living-room, try a lightly boiled egg instead of the usual peanut butter. He read, as he always read, the writing on the side of the biscuit tin: “The full flavour of these biscuits can best be appreciated if utilized with cheese.” Walking along Piccadilly on his way back to the Agency after lunch, he had observed the man on his right spit neatly into the trouser-turnup of a man in front. What strange things one saw every day in London, and how little surprised one was at the time! City life was not natural, of course, but it was natural to those who lived in cities. He buttered two biscuits, then spread them with peanut-butter, then broke them in half. A half for Jill, and a half for Jane; a half for Sue, and a half for Hugh. Human beings eat more tidily than dachshunds. Now Mrs. Rhodes had collected her bag from the hall, and put on her old black coat and a dusty hat which pulled down on both sides of her face, and stood at the kitchen door, blinking at him and shifting from foot to foot. “I’ll be off now,” she said, as she always said, and Hugh said, “Won’t you have a cup of tea, Mrs. Rhodes?” and Mrs. Rhodes said, “I’ve had mine,” and went.


The case against “getting set” (he knew because he had written copy for vitamin pills) was dietary. The vitamin people depended, if not for their sales at least for their sales’ message, on the fact that a certain proportion of elderly people living alone would stop bothering to prepare food for themselves, and would try to live on tea and bread-and-butter; behind the “Doctors know …” and the “as we grow older it is easy for the body to go short of essential vitamins and minerals …” and even the downright “Vitamins can PROLONG your life …” there would be the fact of some old man who had died of malnutrition in Wapping. Well, it was true, Hugh told himself; all perfectly true. Old men and women in Wapping and elsewhere couldn’t be bothered with buying liver, and fresh vegetables were a bother when one only wanted a quarter of a pound at a time, and if one could afford the pills instead, why not?—though he himself kept healthy with peanut-butter and eggs and nourishing stews which he heated up from day to day. It was not difficult. He had Mrs. Rhodes to shop for himself and his dogs, and for anything special he could send his secretary to Fortnum’s during the lunch-hour.


After tea they went for a walk round the block, as they always did when the weather was fine. And on Saturday and Sunday afternoons they would go to Kensington Gardens. There were people at the Agency who thought of Hugh as a friendless person, though self-contained. It was foolish to think so. A dog-owner is never without friends. All sorts of people whom Hugh would never have met, never have thought of meeting, would stop to admire the dachshunds and to chat. Kensington children would come up politely and ask to pat them. Nursemaids in brown uniforms would stop their prams, and throw up their hands, and exclaim to their charges, “Look, darling! Look at the pretty dogs!” Old ladies would say, “How sweet!” and grown men would pretend to be frightened. Once a woman who looked like the late Lady Mountbatten (though she, as it turned out, had been in India at the time) had asked Hugh where she could buy a similar dog, and a well-known actor who walked his Labrador in the park on Sunday afternoons had once sat down beside Hugh and talked affably for twenty minutes. Americans were always getting into conversation. Dachshund-owners in particular would go out of their way to cut across Hugh’s path, so that their dogs and his could play together while they discussed with Hugh the moodiness of dachshunds—how they had days when they just would not eat, how snobbishly they spurned most other dogs but dachshunds and poodles (and particularly seemed to dislike corgis, which was ridiculous when you remembered that the Royal Family was so attached to corgis), how obedient they were, how devoted, how intelligent, how disobedient, how fickle, how stoical when bitten by wasps, how timid, how you only had to scratch twice at the earth to start them burrowing, how they chased sticks, how they ate pencils. Hugh was the confidant of many dachshund-owners in the park. He was more; he was a sort of uncle, for he had three. The hour or so he spent there on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon was his most sociable time. And none of these people had any claims on him.


Then there were those in the Agency who thought of Hugh’s dachshunds as being in some way a “tie”. The dachshunds would have been miserable without company, it is true, but they had company. By day they had Mrs. Rhodes, and in the evening, if Hugh should want to go out, they had each other. Hugh didn’t go out very much, as it happened; he didn’t want to do so; he didn’t feel the need to “keep up”, as they say, with the theatre or the cinema, and he didn’t care for visiting. In the evenings, he would usually potter about the flat, doing little things, or he would read or watch the television, with one dog in his lap and the other two dispersed where they could find a comfortable place between his body and the sides of the big armchair. Every summer Hugh spent three weeks in Italy, and the dachshunds went to the country to live in the Kennels run by Hugh’s cousin, Janice, from whom he had first had Jill, and who had arranged her mating, and sold the other pups. And if ever he were to be ill, Hugh would tell you, Janice had promised to take care of them. So there was no question of their being a tie. Everything had been arranged. People said that one shouldn’t keep dogs if one lived alone in London, but anything could be done if one were a careful, planning sort of man like Hugh.
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