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HOW 30 GREAT ADS WERE MADE


FROM IDEA TO CAMPAIGN


ELIZA WILLIAMS


LAURENCE KING PUBLISHING




Introduction


30 Great Ads


A great piece of advertising can inspire conversation, newspaper headlines and a viral response. It can be a cultural event, become symbolic of a certain era. It can take you back in time. For this book, I have gathered together 30 such ads that were created in the first decade of the new millennium, the 2000s. I have chosen ads that are highly creative, successful and have an unusual story behind their making. I’ve also picked work that offers an overview of the decade in advertising, which saw massive changes occur in the industry.


It was during this period that digital media really took hold – a force that proved immensely disruptive to the rather conservative working methods of the ad industry. Prior to the rise of the internet, television and print advertising were king and queen; they were the only media that mattered. Suddenly in the 2000s, brands and ad agencies were forced to explore different ways of talking to their customers, via digital means.


Despite this digital explosion, fantastic TV ads continued to be made throughout the decade, many of which enjoyed more of a life online than off, as viewers watched and shared the most imaginative pieces of work via the internet. The success of these ads proves that while television’s prominence may be on the wane, a great piece of film can still bring people together.


Looking at the TV ads, certain themes of the decade emerge. The most obvious is a preoccupation with craft. After the rise of computer-generated effects in advertising in the 1990s, the 2000s brought a desire for imagery rooted in reality. The commercials had to be as visually impressive as the CGI ads, but it was all the more exciting if they were real. Honda’s ad Cog arguably began this trend, with its stunning chain reaction of car parts. It was quickly followed by a succession of ads based on real events, including Sony’s famous bouncing balls and exploding paint, and Skoda’s car made of cake. CGI didn’t disappear completely of course, and in fact the Guinness noitulovE ad, in which a group of three Guinness-drinking friends travel back through time, supposedly contained the widest range of visual effects ever seen in a commercial.


Another theme of the decade – and an enduring motif throughout the history of advertising – was the use of humour to reach consumers. In a series of hugely successful spots, Budweiser created a cultural phenomenon around the use of the word ‘Wassup’, while Cadbury’s Dairy Milk used surreal humour to sell its chocolate bars. Carlton Beer in Australia sent up some of the more pompous elements of the ad industry to massive success, and Coke charmed audiences with ads that mixed stunning visuals and gentle wit.


The first major advertising success for a brand online was also rooted in a wicked sense of humour. Subservient Chicken, a website created in the U.S. for Burger King, allowed users to command a man dressed as a chicken to act out their every whim. Millions flocked to the site to play, proving that, with the right approach, the internet can prove as powerful a tool for advertising as TV.


Further online inventiveness followed, albeit slowly. Uniqlo created another worldwide phenomenon with its clock widget, Uniqlock, while U.S. pay-per-view channel HBO created a live event followed by an elaborate web experience to prove its prowess at storytelling. Other brands used the internet to introduce longer format ads and films to its audiences, hoping that these would go viral and be shared with friends via social media sites and blogs. The most surprising projects became successful online: Johnnie Walker’s film The Man Who Walked Around The World, which stars Scottish actor Robert Carlyle delivering a six-minute monologue about the whisky brand, was originally intended purely as an internal staff film, but proved so popular when leaked to the wider world via the web, it was later formally released online.


Innovation occurred in other ad mediums too: Johannesburg-based agency TBWA\Hunt\Lascaris created a poster campaign for The Zimbabwean newspaper using worthless Zimbabwean trillion dollar bank notes, viscerally highlighting the state of the economy in the country under Robert Mugabe’s regime; while a more light-hearted, though equally dynamic, campaign in the U.S. saw New York street musicians launch Oasis’s new album instead of the band themselves.


Each ad featured in this book comes with a multitude of images to show how it was developed, including storyboards, production photographs and other behind-the-scenes shots. The tale of the making of each ad is then told by the main protagonists involved in its creation. Struggles are uncovered, and enduring industry myths are unravelled as these hidden stories are revealed.


Looking at the work collected here, it might be imagined that it is possible to glean a magic formula for making a great ad. This, sadly, remains elusive. A great many of those I interviewed for the book talked about ‘stars aligning’ when they created their work, implying that it was fate that brought everything together. Commonalities in approach can be ascertained, however – virtually every ad featured here had a creative team behind it with tenacity and a determination to make something extraordinary, along with a brave client who was willing to take some risks. The ads were then dosed with a certain degree of luck, that ambiguous quality that can turn a good piece of creative work into an exceptional one.


What is certain is that it’s incredibly difficult to make a brilliant piece of advertising, as hard as it is to create any piece of amazing creative work. Those that do manage to achieve it should be applauded, as their work serves to show that advertising, so ubiquitous in our lives, doesn’t just have to be about selling a product but can also serve to make our visual and cultural landscape that little bit more interesting too.
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adidas Originals


House Party


Sid Lee


In 2009, adidas Originals turned 60. Reaching such a landmark age surely deserves a party, and for its first major television commercial for the Originals brand, adidas threw an epic one, with guests including David Beckham, Katy Perry, Method Man and The Ting Tings. The idea came from Montreal-based advertising agency Sid Lee, who realized that a house party could be the perfect vehicle to bring together all the disparate groups connected to the Originals brand. ‘When we started studying adidas Originals, and seeing what they’d done in the last 60 years, we realized that no other brand has as much breadth and depth. They touch everyone from the punk to the skateboard kid, to the electro guy to the jock,’ says Kris Manchester, the agency’s creative director.


‘We had this epiphany that a house party was the perfect device to tell this story.’
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01    Dancers at the adidas Originals house party, an ad campaign created to celebrate the brand’s 60th birthday. This image was one of a series of print ads that formed part of the campaign, alongside a 60-second commercial.
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02-03    Drawing for a possible invite to the adidas party and a sketch by the ad agency showing a loose plan of how different areas in the house might be used on the shoot.
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04–06    Sketches of possible scenes at the party, including a pool jump, a DJ entertaining the crowd, and lots of adidas shoes being thrown up in the air.
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07-09    The ad brought together the different adidas ‘tribes’, from punk kids to jocks, who were all shown partying together. Also invited were several big name celebrities, including David Beckham, who mingled with the crowd.
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10    More storyboard sketches revealing other ideas for the shoot.


‘We realized that the idea of a house party itself is open to a diverse audience. I remember when I was a kid at an open house party you’d have different crews there, all mixing up. You’d have the goth kids, you’d have the sports guys, you’d have the punk band and so on.… So we had this epiphany that a house party was the perfect device to tell this story,’ Manchester continues.


Initially, the idea was to focus just on these varying groups of kids, but as the creatives expanded the idea, they proposed including celebrities at the party. Although the brand has been involved in tie-ins with celebrities before, this was quite an unusual proposition for Originals, as Tom Ramsden, global director of communications at the company, explains. ‘The star thing came about later on in the development,’ he says. ‘adidas Originals has worked in entertainment for 30 years or so – we’ve had placements on Baywatch and with Run DMC – but never in a way where we’ve worked with people for a television commercial, or any overt commercial stuff. So it came about fairly organically; Sid Lee was brainstorming ideas, and it came to them saying, “Oh, you can imagine Will Ferrell doing this, or The Ting Tings”; or “What would happen if these people turned up?” Those things were thrown at us and we said, “Well, actually, we kind of know those people, we’ve got good relationships with them.” Not to sound too much of a cliché, but it was like inviting people to a house party – saying “we’re doing a TV commercial, it’s a house party, do you want to come?” And it really didn’t take much more of a sell-in than that on a lot of occasions.’


A major part of the ad’s charm is in the handling of these huge names, who are incorporated into the scenes at the party in a very natural way, rather than being given any obvious star treatment. We see Missy Elliott dancing in the living room, while David Beckham shares a joke on the sofa. Many of the celebrities are incorporated so subtly that they are easy to miss, though other moments, such as a flirtatious scene featuring Katy Perry, are less disguised. Sid Lee felt this naturalness was central to the spot, so hired a director – Nima Nourizadeh – who would be able to pull this off. ‘I think that ends up being the big idea, to be quite honest,’ says Manchester. ‘The big idea is the way we shot the celebrities; the way we positioned them; the way we showed them with just normal kids, as anybody else.… We didn’t want this to be a traditional spot. We had planned for it just to be a video clip, and that’s why Nima came on board. He had a huge amount of music video experience and had never really done a TV spot before.… He just got the brief from us and from adidas that this had to be the most authentic party ever.’


‘After many, many storyboards it ended up being something else when we were on the spot. It’s basically composing with what you have at hand. It’s sort of like documenting a live event. I think magic came out of that.’


‘The style in which it was made was what made it exciting,’ agrees Nourizadeh. ‘From the start I wanted it to be something that downplayed the whole celebrity scene. It was shot in a very documentary style. Even the house wasn’t something that was flash, where you’d normally see parties like this, with loads of celebrities. We were looking at the kind of house where we’d all been to parties – kind of run-down, not that exciting. Okay, it’s got a pool in the back garden, but it’s still not a really big, flash party. That just made it more exciting, more surprising, when you saw the faces – you know, you had Run DMC DJing, that was cool, Beckham pops his head out, that was cool. We just shot it in a very real way.’


When watching the film, it might be easy to assume that the director simply set up a party and then sat back and let the cameras roll, capturing the action. In fact, the shoot took place over six days in Los Angeles, in different locations, and required an inordinate amount of organization, especially when it came to the celebrities.
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‘The big idea is the way we shot the celebrities; the way we positioned them; the way we showed them with just normal kids, as anybody else.’


‘It was the most insane schedule,’ comments Nourizadeh. ‘We had scenes that we had to shoot with certain celebrities, but their schedules dictated when we could shoot them. It was really difficult – for example, the idea might have been to shoot Beckham at night, but he was only available in the morning. There was a scene where Young Jeezy was playing poker with Kevin Garnett, but they couldn’t make the same time so we had to use body doubles. It was a real nightmare scheduling-wise.’


In order to provoke exciting footage, the team developed situations and activities for the celebrities. These all had to be approved, although they were often changed at the last minute due to timings, or the celebrity’s whim on the day. ‘It was such a special shoot; it was very spontaneous,’ says Manchester. ‘We’d never know who we were shooting with when and where – there was a lot of trust on the client side, because after many, many storyboards it ended up being something else when we were on the spot. It’s basically composing with what you have at hand. It’s sort of like documenting a live event. I think magic came out of that; it doesn’t feel like a normal commercial, it feels as if we were documenting this thing happening, which was half true.’


‘We had one day that was such a great day,’ continues Nourizadeh. ‘We had so many challenges – this was our big, scary day where we had eight or nine big people to shoot and it turned out to be our best day. We had Missy, who we’d allowed four hours in make-up for, and she had seven, so we couldn’t do the scene we wanted to do with her. So we ended up putting her in the scene with DMC, who’s DJing, and that turned out to be one of the best scenes for me, where they do that exchange at the decks.’


‘That was the same day we had Redman and Method Man as well. With them, I went into their trailer, and said “this is the idea, we want you to do this,” and they both just looked at me and there was silence. So I said, “okay guys, you don’t have to do that, I’ll figure something else out”. And I walked out and was like “get me a leaf blower, get me some party stuff, get me some silly string” – I literally on the spot gave them two things, and as soon as Method Man had the leaf blower, he didn’t put it down, he was going round blowing in everyone’s faces. And it was for real – we actually gave him something he wanted to have fun with. And Redman had the silly string, and he was spraying and totally covering people in it. There are moments in it like that where I had a great time.’


‘I don’t know if we were really lucky, or if we created something amazing, but people were just right on pretty much all of the time. There was never really a problem with anybody.’
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11-12    Ideas sketched by the ad agency of typical party scenes that might be recreated on the shoot. While the agency and director devised a lot of scenarios in advance, many more were created spontaneously on set.


While the shoot was taking place, word got around LA, and Nourizadeh found himself taking calls from other celebrities who wanted to be part of it. ‘It was quite nuts,’ he remembers. ‘I was on the phone with Anthony Kiedis at one point – I was in the middle of the shoot, stressed – and he wanted to be in a scene with Kevin Garnett. I told him, “that sounds wicked, but we’ve already shot the scene with Kevin Garnett… is there a way we can still get you in it?” He said, “I’ll get back to you”, and I didn’t hear from him again.’


Such a full-on shooting experience did allow the agency and directors a certain flexibility to experiment with ideas that the client may not have approved in a normal, tightly organized set-up. For example, adidas was initially unimpressed with the idea of shooting a shoe sinking in the swimming pool – an image that became the final shot of the finished ad, offering a moment of reflection after the frenzy of the party scenes. The loose structure of the shoot meant that the team got the shot regardless, and then persuaded adidas of its value later on.


‘These are the kinds of discussions you have with the client where you say, “let’s just try it”,’ comments Manchester. ‘Even if you don’t believe it, let’s try it anyway. This is the shot that’s the poetic ending to the big bang. This is the kind of stuff you have to go above and beyond people’s levels to get, because you never know when you’ll need it. I would say the same thing with Method Man and Redman when they play with the leaf blower – you can imagine the number of hours of trying to sell in this comedic moment and in the client’s mind when you sketch that out or you talk about it, it sounds stupid. Then when you end up doing that and putting it in there, opinions change.’


At the end of the shoot, the team had 27 hours of footage, which had to be edited down to just a 60-second spot (plus some extra films for the web). Nourizadeh and the editors spent three months refining the film to produce the final ad. ‘That’s where Nima’s craftsmanship really came out,’ says Manchester. ‘You see him shoot and you think, “okay, the guy’s good”, but when you see the number of hours he spent with the editor to get the crystal, that’s where I’m the most impressed.’


One of the major decisions made at this time was the soundtrack. Beggin’, a cover of a Four Seasons song by Norwegian hip-hop group Madcon, was chosen, and provides the perfect blend of contemporary cool and retro to the spot. ‘It seems to resonate with everyone,’ says Nourizadeh. ‘The kids loved it, and I played it to my parents and my Dad was asking “what’s that song?”.’


The ad itself strikes a similar crossover note, with the infectious atmosphere appealing to people across different generations and different tastes. It proves that taking a loose approach to making an ad – unusual in the industry today – can result in gold, and also that working with celebrities can be fun rather than arduous.


‘You’d plan until the nth degree, then as soon as it started you were just rolling with punches and everyone’s doing what they can,’ remembers Tom Ramsden. ‘There were always simultaneous things happening. In that respect it was like a real house party – you were swapping stories about your version of events that day.… From my perspective, it was the first time I worked with a lot of names in one place. I was blown away by it – everyone was so friendly, amicable, up for it, patient. I don’t know if we were really lucky, or if we created something amazing, but people were just right on pretty much all of the time. There was never really a problem with anybody.’
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13-15    The TV commercial was shot over six days in Los Angeles. By the time it was finished, the team had over 27 hours of footage that had to be edited down to just a 60-second spot. Photographs taken during the shoot were also used in a print campaign.
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Axe Dark Temptation


Chocolate Man


Ponce Buenos Aires


With its Chocolate Man spot for Axe deodorant, Argentinean agency Ponce Buenos Aires gave a familiar ad campaign a surreal twist. When the spot was released, a global ad campaign for Axe (also branded as Lynx) had been running for some time, based on the notion that the anti-perspirant spray made users magnetically attractive to women. The spot for the Dark Temptation scent in 2007 continued this proposition, drawing on a long-established symbol for female desire as its inspiration. ‘We started with a question,’ explain Mario Crudele, copywriter, and Jose Silva, producer of the ad. ‘What’s one of the most irresistible things for women? And we realized that chocolate is one of them.’


‘What’s one of the most irresistible things for women? We realized that chocolate is one of them.’


‘We thought that a man who becomes chocolate would be desirable not only for women but for men too,’ they continue. ‘We thought every man could fantasize about being treated as chocolate.’ The spot opens to reveal an average-looking guy in the bathroom, spraying himself with Axe. As he puts down the deodorant, we can see he has been transformed, and is now entirely made of chocolate. We then follow him as he strolls around the town, reducing women to a barely contained frenzy as he passes. They nibble on him, dip strawberries into his chocolate belly button, and bite him lasciviously on the bottom. At one point he makes hot chocolate for a bevy of beautiful women by melting down his own arm. The entire ad is firmly tongue-in-cheek, and the chocolate man maintains a maniacal grin throughout.
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01-03    Photographs taken during the shoot for the Axe Dark Temptation commercial. The premise of the ad is that the deodorant turns its wearer into chocolate, making him devastatingly attractive to women.


‘It was the kind of commercial where the character is everything. If the chocolate man didn’t look right, the whole ad would have failed.’
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04-07    The team experimented with a number of different facial expressions for the character. Director Tom Kuntz was inspired by the faces of chocolate Easter bunnies, and this look was incorporated into the final design.
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08-10    Photographs taken during the shoot for the Chocolate Man commercial, which took place in Los Angeles.
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11    The Chocolate Man actor reveals his true features while relaxing on set.


‘We found some inconveniences due to the nature of the suit. It was not easy to put on or take off. The weather was very hot and since the only place to fan some cool air into the suit was the mouth, the guy in the suit didn’t have the best of times.’
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12-15    Photographs from the shoot. Rather than use CGI effects, a suit was created for the Chocolate Man actor to wear. Unfortunately, the suit was very difficult to take on and off and was extremely hot. The only way to fan the actor within was via his mouth, as shown in image 12.


The spot’s director, Tom Kuntz, devised this expression, along with the overall look of the chocolate man. ‘A large part of the early development was simply figuring out how literal or abstract we would go with what this boy turned into,’ he explains. ‘We eventually arrived at the idea of making him look like chocolate the way that Easter bunnies are made to look like chocolate. There was one bunny I found that had bright white eyes, which I found very funny, so we embraced that in our design.’


‘It was the kind of commercial where the character is everything,’ agree Crudele and Silva. ‘If the chocolate man didn’t look right, the whole ad would have failed. So we went through many different stages until it was right. We discussed things that might not seem important, but everything adds up in the end – for example, what tonality should the brown paint used to colour the suit be? Facial expression was very important too. We even discussed whether the chocolate man should have teeth.’


Rather than use CGI to create the chocolate man, the creatives and director decided to make a suit that could be worn by an actor. The suit was created by Stan Winston Studios (now Legacy Effects), and was laborious to make. ‘The actor had to come in and get a full body scan that perfectly charted the contours of his body so that the suit was carved to fit him like a glove,’ says Kuntz. ‘From there we did a ton of face experiments, working hard to get the eyes and the smile to be absurd and funny.’


Despite this careful planning, the suit proved to be problematic when it came to the shoot, which took place in Los Angeles. ‘We found some inconveniences due to the nature of the suit,’ say Crudele and Silva. ‘It was not easy to put on or take off. The weather was very hot and since the only place to fan some cool air into the suit was the mouth, the guy in the suit didn’t have the best of times. The main actor got a rash [in reaction to the suit], and we still needed him to do the product shots where he transforms from a normal guy into the chocolate man. So we had to find a body double to fill in for him in the suit. Since the suit was custom-made, it was not that easy to find someone with the same body measurements.’


Regardless of these problems, the shoot went relatively smoothly, and the ad required little post-production, despite many viewers believing that the chocolate man in the final ad was entirely created in post. ‘Post was mainly used to clean up the suit,’ explain Crudele and Silva. ‘Seams and a few joints in the suit were erased in post, and post was also used to enhance the melted arm and add melted chocolate drops in the hot chocolate scene.’


Chocolate and humour are a deadly combination in advertising, so unsurprisingly the spot proved an immediate success on release. Its target audience also snapped up the Dark Temptation scent, leading it to become the brand’s most popular variety worldwide.
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16-17    Storyboards were used to plan each shot in the commercial. A selection of the sketches are shown here alongside stills from the finished ad.
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Budweiser


Wassup


DDB Chicago


‘Wasssssuuuuuppppppp’ is a word that defines an era. To a certain demographic, the sound of it immediately provokes a smile. The expression came to prominence in True, a series of U.S. TV ads for Budweiser. The ads star a group of friends hanging out and chatting on phones, all of whom greet each other with the word ‘Wassup’. It’s a simple premise that produced a set of films that are charming, warm and funny. The first spot aired on Christmas Eve in 1999, but the ad truly took off when it was shown during the Superbowl (an event that is watched keenly for its ads as well as the football, with brands seeing the game’s massive audience as an excellent opportunity to launch major new campaigns) in January 2000.


‘At first I was really reluctant, because I figured they’d dilute it, and want to change the cast. Then my lawyer said, “If you don’t do it, then they’re probably going to try and do it anyway, and make something worse than what you’ve created.”’


The concept had been in gestation long before then, however, as Wassup’s director, Charles Stone III, first conceived it as a short film back in the mid-1990s. Stone had carved out a career directing music videos, but was keen to move into feature films; he began writing short film ideas to help make this happen. All in the Family, which became the first Budweiser ad, was Stone’s first narrative film with dialogue. Written in 1995, it was shot towards the end of 1997, but wasn’t finished until 1998, when he sent it to various short film festivals. The film immediately caused a stir, and off the back of its success Stone was signed up to direct his first feature, Paid In Full. It was at this point that Budweiser became interested.


‘While I was in production for Paid In Full, in the fall of 1999, I had a call from my commercials rep, who said that DDB Chicago had seen my short and wanted to turn it into a commercial campaign,’ says Stone. ‘At first I was really reluctant, because I figured they’d dilute it, and would want to change the cast. Then my lawyer said, “If you don’t do it, then they’re probably going to try and do it anyway, and make something worse than what you’ve created.” So I agreed to come on board with the stipulation that I direct all the spots, and I consult on the scripts. Budweiser paid me a flat fee for owning the idea for five years.’


‘We shot five spots in the fall of 1999,’ Stone continues. ‘It was a really fast turnaround. We did a 60-second version, three 30-second ones and one 15-second spot. The 60-second spot was a replica of the short film; the only thing that was different is when the guys in the Budweiser spot say, “Yo, what’s up, D?”, and he replies “nothing, just watching a game, having a Bud”. In the original, he said “nothing, just chilling”.’
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