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That essential spark that burns clear in the breast of the seer and visionary
is denied many opportunities in these our days; yet that same spark is the
sole unquenchable, imperishable thing in the world. Can it then be that,
refused its proper altar, it burns up with its immortal fire the very dampers
cast upon it to extinguish it? For it is certainly not extinguished. An
age that can turn a mere work, a song … an appearance, an impalpable
impression, the unseizable stuff of Thought itself, to hard, quotable,
saleable values, is not deserted of Imaginativeness.

—Oliver Onions, Good Boy Seldom: A Romance of Advertisement

In an insightful yet oddly neglected novel of the early twentieth century,
Good Boy Seldom: A Romance of Advertisement (GBS), Oliver Onions
observed that advertisers captured the spiritual needs that a wannabe
disenchanted culture suppressed.1 Onions, better known for explicitly
enchanted ghost stories, drew in this work on his early career in
commercial illustration, poster art and journalism and on his era’s
debates about the system of mass advertising, to explore the implications
of its recent rise. The novel suggested that the capitalist structures
expected to lead the charge of disenchantment – the ‘very dampers cast
… to extinguish’ the sparks of visionaries and seers – became enchant-
ment’s primary locus.
Enchantment generally refers in what follows to ontological view-

points that cannot be reconciled with the assumption that the modern
social order was based on an expanding rationalism. GBS was par-
ticularly attentive to the theories of professional advertisers, which
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centralized the non-rational mind. These theories implied reader
responses beyond reason, achieved by the incredible powers of advertis-
ing experts.2 As advertising theories developed, they undermined per-
ceptions of the modern economy as disenchanted and disenchanting.
Following Onions’s cue, this article revisits the pre-war industrial

theories of advertising in Britain. It demonstrates the first emergence of
theories of the non-rational mind that Onions addressed, which have
not been sufficiently examined in the historiography of advertising.
The theories appeared in a new genre of advertising literature: books,
essays, pamphlets, course offerings and multiple periodical publications
dedicated to advertising, which expanded in the mid-1880s and became
salient towards the turn of the twentieth century, the years in which
GBS’s narrative was set. A growing rank of advertising practitioners
represented themselves as students of the psyche and began to argue that
their unique expertise was creating adverts that worked magic across the
distance between producers and consumers, capturing consumers’
attention and altering their desires. In essence, they modelled them-
selves as market enchanters.
In exploring this emergence, the analysis highlights the discomfort of

professional advertisers with their new terms of expertise. Contrary to
Onions’s critical portrayal and to many better-known critics who would
confirm it over the twentieth century, professionals were not confident
and bold canvassers of the public psyche, to borrow a phrasing from
Ken Galbraith’s famous critique.3 They adopted the languages of the
non-rational as a way out of a cultural and economic bind explained in
this article, but were insecure and conscious that they were undermining
perceptions of a disenchanted capitalist modernity. The spectre of an
economy thriving systemically on enchantment was hard to stomach
despite the vogue for the non-rational of the late nineteenth century,
which manifested in a flourish of spheres of enchantment.4 To be sure,
treating enchantment as a psychological phenomenon, as advertising
theories did, was less alarming than assuming the presence of mysterious
powers in the outer physical and social world. Charles Taylor has
argued that circumscribing enchantment to the mind – and the mind of
humans only – was a disenchanting move in the sense that it removed
the possibility of mystery, non-human agency and magic from the world
into the bounded or buffered self. However, contemporary responses
reveal that locating enchantment in the mind was still ambivalent,
because it turned the mind into a supernatural space, in Terry Castle’s
words, and cast doubt on the significance of human volition, hence the
contested status of psychology as the academic discipline that rep-
resented this perspective.5
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The ambivalence was particularly important for advertising, which was
increasingly viewed as essential to capitalist expansion. In the years of
advertising’s formation as a systemic feature of capitalism, professionals
introduced a sense of magic into mundane economic life, which
caused anxiety as many contemporaries saw the capitalist economy of
their times as a disenchanted and disenchanting force, a victory of
reason.6 This was a challenge that could not be easily answered by
theological frameworks that otherwise justified or were reconciled with
capitalism, because such theologies were not perceived as themselves a
product of capitalism, as advertising was.7 GBS was an early articulation of
fears about this process. Professional advertisers were aware of them and
therefore made serious efforts to reconcile their image as market
enchanters with the rationality of consumers as well as advertisers.8 In the
process they addressed related concerns, particularly about the feminine
connotations of enchantment. Advertising literature thus reveals not only
the rise of new theories but also attendant anxieties and the industry’s
attempts to alleviate them.
As theories of the non-rational became more robust among

professional advertisers in the post-war era, critics worried about
the aggression they implied, thus, for example, Raymond Williams’s
description of post-war advertising as ‘psychological warfare’.9 Onions
was an early harbinger of these critiques. Professionals were not as
confident as he assumed, but he nonetheless identified the lasting power
of the new theories. As I argue in conclusion, despite their insecurity,
early professionals created a myth still harboured today, that advertisers
are masters of subliminal control in capitalism.

The rise of mass advertising, professional advertisers and
Good Boy Seldom

Between the 1840s and 1914, advertising became a mass phenomenon
and an immersive experience in Britain. Its main forms were press
adverts, outdoor posters and printed ephemera, but print was also set
in a context of more expansive promotional efforts. Advertisers reached
consumers of all classes and places, and regularly, where in earlier
decades advertising beyond commercial centres and to lower classes was
low in intensity and tended to concentrate around events. Manufacturers
and service providers became the dominant advertisers, rather than
the wholesalers and retailers whom the previous century would have
identified as key. Contemporaries observed how images expanded in
occurrence, complexity and size and how variety in rhetorical and visual
style left no cultural association untapped. The march of commodities
appeared limitless, and with it the incidence of brands. Cultural and legal
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controversy, comments and rhymes about advertising, and sustained
efforts to theorize and historicize it multiplied. Advertising emerged as a
field as well as a profession, with training options, dedicated publications,
trade associations, social clubs and expanding international networks
that intensified from the late nineteenth century.10

Theories of advertising that centralized the non-rational mind
appeared from the close of the nineteenth century in the advertising
literature. This literature facilitated processes of professionalization,
but it was more critically a form of advertising that spoke to clients,
articulating the logic of the industry’s existence in an effort to expand
the scope of professional advertising services. The significance of
professionals, especially in the most familiar function of advertising
agencies today, that of planning and creating campaign content, was
not obvious to many potential clients; they failed to see why someone
who did not invent, manufacture or sell the product could represent
it better than they could.
Meanwhile, the industry was threatened by an atmosphere that

approached advertising with suspicion. Professionals could not assume
a seamless integration of their field with concepts of knowledge,
information, aesthetic progress or even common morality, because it
was repeatedly conceived in terms of exaggeration, bias and vulgarity.
These views informed not only elite reactions to mass advertising but also
diverse legal structures associated with trade sectors such as news
reporting, with scientific discourses and with popular perceptions.11

By the late nineteenth century, professionals interested in defining
their unique authority were up against a conceptual void: What was
their expertise? Why should clients rely on them? They embraced
enchantment in the psychological terms of the non-rational mind in
an attempt to fill the void.
GBS interrogated these historical developments with the story of its

protagonist, James EnderbyWace, nicknamedGood Boy Seldom.Wace is
attracted to advertising from youth, when he watches the village reverend
using it to overcome a dwindling attendance in church. While the
reverend hopes to retain a congregation by harnessing ‘the forces of
the New’ (74), the narrative depicts a competition between religious
and capitalist experience as alternative sources of spirituality, and traces
religious devotion reoriented towards new, putatively secular objects
of reverence.12 Wace soon abandons Christian commitments to become
a phenomenally successful advertising agent – the modern seer and
visionary, according to Onions.
By narrating Wace’s rise, Onions explored an enchanted capitalist

ontology. He showed the professional advertiser’s focus on mastering
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consumer minds, or as Wace explains, ‘The article isn’t your material.
It’s the public’ (150). The agent’s role is to imbue inanimate matter
with meaning beyond physical and utilitarian qualities, by accessing
the psyche. In so doing the agent animates everyday life and supplies a
public need for magic and spirituality: ‘The merchant deals perforce in
ponderable commodities, but the manner in which he does so is of the
spirit’ (113).
Onions’s modern prophet inspires unbridled imaginaries and spans

commercial magic in which adverts vivify things and transfigure people.
Echoing the religious sensibility of Thomas Carlyle, who half a century
earlier bemoaned the phantasms that ‘walk the Earth at noonday’ in the
shape of a hat-cart advertisement,13 Onions had his fictional agent wheel
an equally fantastic shoe-cart:

What did the eye see in that [shoe]? … The poor bodily eye perhaps saw
only a painted and varnished ‘property’ … but the eye of the spirit saw …

Lola, the new Astraea… rise from the Shoe…‘Up, up, up,’ until her head
was lost in the constellation that was her final metamorphosis – Virgo, the
Virgin … (226)

The cart’s banal construction, which advertises the theatrical perform-
ances of Lola, becomes animated and spiritualized, ultimately mixing
with astrological mystique.
The era’s most famous novel about advertising, H. G. Wells’s

Tono-Bungay, was published two years earlier, in 1909, and unlike GBS
has been extensively studied and written into the history of advertising.14

However, Tono-Bungay’s insight remains limited because Wells narrated
a patent-medicine maker who advertises his own product. Onions set
his narrative apart by fictionalizing a professional advertiser who
self-defines as a market enchanter. His rendering was critical and
ironic and so foreshadowed a long line of twentieth-century critics who
warned against an enchanting industry.15 To recall one influential writer,
Roland Barthes theorized adverts as mythical distortions. As he argued,
in advertising commercial motivation is doubled by a broader represen-
tation of great human themes, and so the dream is reintroduced into the
humanity of purchasers, adding the truth of poetry to the alienation of
competition, and transforming simple use into an experience of mind.16

Advertising historiography has overlooked GBS and the broader
context in which pre-war industrial theories embraced the non-rational.
Two almost opposite reasons might explain the oversight. On the one
hand, non-rational persuasion and enchanting appeals appeared in
earlier decades as advertising techniques and effects, and attracted
commentary; therefore, locating the story of the market enchanters at

Cultural History

48



the turn of the twentieth century would seem too late.17 However,
findings from earlier decades reveal practices rather than consistent
theorization in the industry, which is unsurprising because professiona-
lization was in its early stages.18 Moreover, in earlier decades advertising
professionals were still in search of a definition and had not yet settled
on the non-rational mind as their expertise. On the other hand,
the periodization appears too early in view of the historiography of
professional theories of advertising, which points to later decades in which
psychological approaches dominated the industry: the interwar rise of
consumer research and post-war motivation research, a systemic role of
academic psychology in advertising agencies, and a shift towards a view of
advertising in terms of social engineering. Indeed, Liz McFall observes an
epochal bias in advertising historiography, which sees the post-war era as
unprecedented in terms of the fetishizing powers of advertising.19 The
later periodization can be explained by the fact that pre-war theories
appear partial, hesitant and disorganized by comparison with later uses
of psychology, when they became elaborate, theoretically sophisticated
and methodical. Yet the pre-war era was important precisely for its
infancy. It reveals the first uptake of concepts of enchantment in the
industry and the first industrial exploration of their implications.

From sales to psychological effects
Until the close of the nineteenth century, advertising literature rarely
discussed the psychological appeal of advertisements. Consumers were
typically categorized according to formal class data based on geographi-
cal locations, income and occupational patterns, and those were linked
directly with types of commodities and services presumably appropriate
for each group. Where psychological appeal was mentioned, it was likely
to apply a rigid partition in which minds were reducible to a single
overarching power of either rationality or its absence, predetermined by
social type. In this view, for example, social elites were typically logical,
and themasses emotional or superstitious. By the early twentieth century,
the reflex was changing. All minds were increasingly represented as
complex compounds of rational and non-rational elements. In 1882 the
advertising agent and publisher of press directories Henry Sell confessed
himself ‘incompetent to discuss or analyse the exact manner in which the
mind is influenced by Advertisements’; thirty years later professionals
already insisted that the advert writer must ‘know a good deal of the
psychology of the customer …’ Having a deep knowledge of human
nature began to be seen as a set of psychological problems.20

The turn to the mind involved a subtle but profound recasting of the
goals of advertising. Until the last years of the nineteenth century,
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comments on ‘effective’ advertising typically meant sales, and occa-
sionally a more tailored consumer response to an advert, for example
a follow-up request for information or samples. In other words,
advertisers were looking for an observable response. On professionals’
own accounts, the sales framework – today known as a modelling
approach – created difficult tensions. Sales do not correlate in a linear
way to advertising investment; therefore, traders complained that
advertising did not work and were reluctant to pay for services. As GBS
expressed the anxiety, ‘You never know how much you owe to it
[advertising]’ (112).21 Yet, when clients did pay, they expected measur-
able results.
Professionals’ turn to consumer mind management displaced sales as

the paradigm of effectiveness. They suggested that advertising ‘worked’
and was not a wild guess, but its effects should be analysed in terms of the
mind. Creating interest, impressing the brand name on memories,
encouraging a structure of feeling in favour of commodities, these
became new terms of art for effects. They complicated and extended the
space between advert and sale, and therefore also facilitated concepts of
creativity for its own sake, which are familiar in contemporary discussions
of advertising. Today this is known as a behavioural model, yet long
before academics formalized these models, professionals began to
develop them.22

It is worth emphasizing the non-obvious gap we see here: in the years
in which an audit culture was coming into its own and could abstract from
persons to calculation on the basis of data, professional advertisers
turned from the apparent objectivity of numbers to the complexities of
minds. Advertising’s effects were repositioned between the rationalist
concept of observable sales, which was downplayed but not dismissed,
and an enchanted culture of the imagination. Even someone like
Thomas Russell, the former advertising manager of the Times and
founder of the Incorporated Society of Advertisement Consultants
(1910), who theorized ‘scientific advertising’ in terms of sales, accepted
that they were not a necessary goal. He recognized the alternative of
creating ‘some sort of public belief’.23

The rise of the non-rational in advertising theory echoed changes
in the era’s psychology. As Alex Owen explains, the psychologized self
of the second half of the nineteenth century marked a break with
an earlier Enlightenment legacy focused on the conscious thinking ‘I’.
The latter – detached from the non-rational spiritual dimension,
the soul – was the hallmark of post-Enlightenment culture. In the new
psychologized self, theological formulations remained subdued, but the
soul was exchanged for a secularized non-rational – the unconscious, as
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integral to the process of self-constitution. Investigations of the nature of
consciousness, memory, experience and sensation led to an explosion
of interest in questions of psychic subjectivity, for which the concept
of a single, stable consciousness seemed inadequate. The ‘I’ was now a
fragmented or multiple creature.24 Publications in applied psychology,
including the psychology of advertising, were part of this trend. For
example, the American psychologist Walter Dill Scott, among the most
influential early writers, described human sense organs as windows
of the soul. He maintained that economic behaviour was often based
on emotion or sentiments rather than rationality and promoted
the application of psychology to problems of business.25 His articles
appeared in the British Advertising World, and his Psychology of Advertising
was published in Britain in 1909.
Of course, some psychological topics appeared to pull towards

enchantment more than others. Psychological investigations of para-
normal and psychic phenomena were particularly obvious candidates for
casting doubt on disenchantment. Hypnotism, too, was ambivalent;
it essentially recast the mesmerism of old in a scientific garb and
demonstrated the precariousness of consciousness.26 But even topics at
the conventional end, such as memory and attention, could not be rid of
notions of transcendence and mystery, which they attempted to
rationalize. Ian Hacking, for example, explains psychological studies of
memory, which were central to nascent theories of advertising, as efforts
to scientize the transcendent category of the soul.27 New theories of
advertising thus resonated with a broader occurrence that concerned
itself with the place of enchantment in modern Britain.

Resistant minds
Minds were theorized in advertising literature as resistant things: they
failed to pay attention and were hard to persuade. The question for
professionals was how to overcome resistance. Wace’s advertising
philosophy in GBS submitted that appeals to reason were useless, for
his business was about passion: ‘Did they think that people’s deeper
passions … were going to be stirred by such academic appeals to the
mere intellect …? … He hadn’t sold Caramels and Cigarettes like that!’
(242). Historical professionals, too, moved beyond ‘mere intellect’.
The dominant account of consumer psychology in the advertising

literature was a dynamic one that theorized attention and persuasion as
consecutive stages attained by a mix of rational and non-rational appeals.
The sequence was generally in keeping with the hierarchy-of-effects
model originally attributed to the American advertising practitioner
E. St. Elmo Lewis, known as AIDA: Attention, Interest, Desire, Action.28
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The model did not assume a direct link between the advertised message
and consumer response but rather intermediate steps. In its first,
cognitive stage, consumers directed conscious attention to an advert’s
content. The subsequent stage, desire, was affective, as thinking gave
way to emotional responses and the formation of preferences for the
brand. Finally, a conative stage included behaviour, such as purchasing
or reusing a product. The hierarchy was both temporal and substantive,
in the sense that each stage not only followed the previous one but
also depended on it. Research has since cast doubt on the validity of
think-feel-do models given variations in levels of consumer involvement
and the diversity of influences that interact with discrete adverts.29 The
early models deserve attention for the historical efforts they reveal on
the part of professionals to theorize a prominent role for consumer
agency while they embraced what lay beyond reason. Professionals, wary
of critiques like GBS’s, insisted on reason’s role even as they claimed
deeper insight into the non-rational mind. Their efforts to combine the
non-rational and rational capacities of the mind implicated various
aspects of their theories.
The problem of attention was typically explained in terms of the

overloaded modern environment, where every advert competed with a
rush of stimuli: ‘[T]he panorama of daily incidents diverts the mind …

[H]appenings increase in number and importance, and the public
mind is ever being conducted to a new channel of thought and
consideration.’30 One commentator observed, as Georg Simmel would
soon argue, ‘Human beings collectively are… not unlike a blasé child.’31

Some consumers were actively resistant to advertising, professionals
explained, and none were ever eager.32 Professionals therefore theorized
how attention could be gained.
Procedures of stimulation and technologies of attraction preoccupied

the advertising literature. For example, professionals clamoured to
theorize the old common wisdom of ‘striking’ the eye in the languages
of attention management, which gave images a key role. As Advertising
advised, the love of pictures was a universal human weakness that could
be harnessed to profit-making.33 This was a line of thought that Jonathan
Crary describes as the model of the attentive human observer
that emerged in the 1880s.34 There was a troubling tension between
induced stimulation and ideals of consumers’ free will, but professionals
smoothed it by arguing that stimulating the senses supported rational
agency. The logic was that arresting attention made consumers more
rather than less alert, because matter activated mind: advertising’s
stimulation of the sensual body was ‘like a succession of gentle knocks at
the door of popular intelligence’. The goal was to nudge the public to
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exercise judgement. It was the ‘awakened citizen’ who would respond to
the ‘hypnotic influence’ of poster images and exclaim, ‘[T]he blessed
thing is everywhere!’35 The rational and non-rational thus worked in
tandem.
Persuasion was a separate problem, since attentive readers were not

yet committed consumers. While professionals classified consumer types
such as the British, the female or the colonial consumer with growing
nuance, they also treated all of them with the aid of generalized
psychological concepts. All consumers were described as more or less
responsive to rational and non-rational appeals under circumstances that
could be broken down to workable units.36 Here again, the non-rational
became increasingly important, albeit never exclusive.
One recurrent advice of a non-rational ilk was to imprint messages on

memories. Professionals liked to quote William Gladstone on iteration.
In an 1876 speech, he commented on advertising apropos his complaint
that even important publications would not be read if they were not
advertised: ‘Its power is enormous… It depends wholly on producing an
impression upon the public mind by iteration or by constant repetition
of the same thing…’37 The wisdom was to ‘[k]eep on hammering away at
the public, and do it so persistently that they cannot overlook you …’38

The image of iteration as a hammer was a popular visualization of an
otherwise elusive form of control. Towards the turn of the twentieth
century, ideas becamemore sophisticated as psychology was brought into
the fold:

Authorities on what has been called psychology of publicity, a science
which examines the operations caused in the public mind by advertising,
assert that if a fact is kept constantly and vividly before the world, the world
in time grows to accept it, and albeit unconsciously, associates it with
certain things and circumstances.39

The subliminal appeals of adverts translated into a set of responses:
‘[T]he person will reason something like this: “Oh, that ‘Sypno’” Where
did I read about it? I can’t remember, but, never mind, they sell it here.
I’ll try it!’40 A rhyme book containing brand names demonstrated a
similar process, in which the ‘child as a factor in advertising’ functioned
as the agent of iteration:

[T]he transcendent merits of Diploma Milk are kept well to the fore …

[T]he mother is continually hearing the words ‘Diploma Milk’ prattled in
artless innocence by her unsuspecting infant… It is not long – such is the
inevitable effect of familiarity – before she says to herself: ‘I might as well
try a tin …’41
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Psychological experiments on the effects of repetition by Scott and
by the German-American psychologist Hugo Münsterberg gained
professional attention in Britain.42 Even earlier, professionals were
flattered to find academic references to their practice, for example in
James Sully, whose popular Outlines of Psychology explained that single
impressions were insufficient because images grew faint in memories.
The 1892 edition (but not earlier ones that appeared from 1884) noted
advertisements as ‘not very interesting’ impressions that nonetheless
‘manage by their importunity to stamp themselves on the memory’.43

Sully was among the pioneers of associationism in Britain, a concept
with origins in mental philosophy that was widely discussed by advertising
professionals. The theory maintained that knowledge was acquired
and ordered through the linking of ideas, so that simple elements
combine into complex mental experiences.44 Professionals applied local
understandings of associationism to a variety of cases. For example, the
Advertising World celebrated a Kodak campaign that associated cameras
with ‘some absorbing interest present in the minds of those appealed to’,
like the charm of childhood and the pleasure of holidays.45 In emergent
branding theory, advertisers’ work with associationism was akin to a
conjuror’s method of forcing a card: ‘[Y]ou have to link a necessity with
a nonentity’, the latter being an impersonal brand.46 The concept
of business identity was based on associations created by advertising
with desirable qualities. As an advertising course manual explained, like
a badly dressed person, a badly dressed business covered with sub-
standard adverts suggested a suspect identity. By contrast, a ‘dignified’
advert would make it ‘almost impossible to imagine that [the] firm …

would … deal in any way dishonestly …’47 Gordon Selfridge similarly
explained that an advert ‘should be a reflection of the … personality of
the house’.48 This is what historians have called the corporate soul, or as
McCarraher describes it, a pecuniary metaphysics of corporate enchant-
ment achieved through advertising animation.49 Onions narrated it
happening in an advertising campaign: ‘[T]he … Companies had taken
upon themselves human, all but personal attributes’(276).
Suggestion was another term of art, concerned with a non-deliberative

assimilation of ideas.50 Images of crowds, for example, were theorized as
a suggestion that activated emulative instincts. Cultural heroes short-
circuited deliberation by linking elite ideas with consumer products,
as the Advertiser’s Weekly demonstrated in a campaign for a furnishing
business. The advertiser quoted personas like Goethe, John Ruskin and
WilliamMorris (‘Have nothing in your homes that you do not know to be
useful and believe to be beautiful’). Suggestion and atmosphere, the
author wrote, were key in this appeal to the imagination and call on

Cultural History

54



spirituality.51 At the other extreme of suggestion was direct advertising
command. The mysterious effect, which one author explained as ‘almost
“hypnotic” suggestion’, overcame the inaction caused by overload and
produced mechanical compliance.52

As occurred in discussions of attention, so in discussions of persuasion
professionals were careful to draw on reason and tie it with their expertise
in the non-rational mind. For example, the advertising manager of
Colman’s Mustard opened an essay on advertising by stating that a
remarkable advertiser necessarily ‘believes in the outstanding intelli-
gence of the people’ and ended by insisting that you had to advertise
‘until the very name of the product is unconsciously associated with that
of the manufacturer’. Others recommended diversity in adverts so that
they appeal first to ‘the visual sense, and through that sense to the
reason’. One professional, Charles Vernon, saw this as the very definition
of advertising: ‘an appeal to man’s understanding through his senses’.
Vernon exalted facts and logic, yet explored their relationship to the
unconscious. He was convinced, for example, that ‘the Hebrew’ had
the ‘quality of hypnotism or magnetism … in an ordinary form’, which
allowed him to influence customers’minds. The anti-Semitic trope drove
Vernon to recommend turning adverts into magnets. Professionals
theorized ‘magnetic features’ as techniques for focusing restless minds
on their rational needs.53

Alongside theories of consumer response, professionals discussed
diversity in style as a strategy that combined the non-rational with the
rational. Rational appeals were commonly viewed as the effect of text,
and therefore of press and pamphlet advertising. As one advertising
handbook put it, ‘“All letterpress” advertisements are generally favoured
by advertisers having a definite proposition to put before the public,
capable of being argued out and proved logically …’ Text could also be
turned from ‘education’ to non-rational influence with ‘great reiterativ-
ness’, which some advertisers adopted. Meanwhile, images worked on a
subliminal level.54 Mather & Crowther’s agency applied the advice of
combining styles in its self-advertising (Fig. 1). The advert identified
the role of visual imagery in ‘holding the eye’ and ‘compelling the mind’
to consider the argument, and proposed a combination of ‘terse’
text and good visuals. The vocabulary of power – ‘strength’, ‘hold’,
‘compel’ – and the appeal to a sensual response governed by sight mixed
with rational argument. The agency told readers that it had created all
the adverts in the picture and could make theirs too. In this way, it
performed the sequence it advocated, from holding the eye, to
compelling the mind, to presenting a logical argument (experience of
success).
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Fig. 1: Advertisement for agency services. Practical Advertising 1905–1906, History
of Advertising Trust.
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The conditions of the market facing advertisers were occasionally used
to motivate specific appeals. On a common assumption, when introdu-
cing a new product, a rational appeal or ‘educational advertising’ was
required to explain to consumers why they wanted what they did not
know. By contrast, in a saturated market, advertisers managed compe-
tition with equivalent products. In this case, the goal was branding, and
reasons were less important than brand loyalty, which depended on
penetrating memories.55 Some commentators argued conversely. For
example, the Advertisers’ Review quoted the American author Joel Benton,
who explained the role of mystery in introducing new things, when the
mind was ready for wonder.56 Either way, the professional was a student
of human faith under differing market conditions. The governing
question was how to mix appeals. No professional seemed content to
leave the non-rational out, just as none would let go of consumer reason.

Magic?
The uncomfortable position between enchantment and rationalism
needed careful management in not only the stories told about
consumers but equally those about the professionals themselves.
Professionals craved the respectability of rational experts, yet openly
reintroduced the forbidden element of enchantment, supposedly
rejected in capitalism, into the heart of the system. In bringing
the non-rational into the fold, they claimed something approaching
magical powers; as one aspiring philosopher of advertising put it, ‘[T]he
successful advertiser and the successful conjuror are one and the same.’57

They had to claim such powers to convince businesses that they could
re-present commodities in ways that those who invented and manufac-
tured them could not, could in fact make commodities by imbuing things
with accelerating movement. GBS’s narrator commented that magical
powers gave vitality to otherwise evanescent matter, starting with print
matter itself: ‘Advertisement… of such impermanent stuff is it made that
it will turn to decay in your hand unless you find means continually to
revivify it’ (32).
Historical professionals worried about their close relationship to

enchantment and therefore rejected associations with its traditional
loci. As one advice book argued, to be considered ‘a serious business
force’, advertising had to disentangle itself from ‘quackery, magic, the
circus or the theatre’.58 All concepts of chance, gamble and mystery as
the basis of success were vehemently denied.59 In 1914 the advertising
agent E. S. Hole asked, ‘What is the essential secret of advertising?… [I]s
it, as was said … “white magic”?’ How did it lead to ‘voluntary purchases
of the same known product’ and culminate ‘in the habit of buying and
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recommending it… producing… crescendo of demand…’?60 In a joint
treatise with a fellow agent, Hole charged economic theory with the
‘Great Omission’ of failing to explain the utility of advertising. At first
glance, the theme appeared thoroughly disenchanted, as Hole offered
an economic account to replace ‘white magic’. However, his style was
saturated with religious imagery and revealed enchantment lurking close
to the surface. In his excited vision, the Twelve Apostles were ‘the most
successful advertising men of the Christian era’, and the Bible was ‘the
most successfully advertised book of all time’. In the early twentieth
century, the apostles were advertising agents, and the disciples were the
ranks of employés. The power of advertising was ‘mighty in its influence
upon the destinies of the race’.61 GBS’s move from the church to the
advertising agency could not have been nearer the mark.
The ‘Great Omission’ that Hole condemned began to be rectified only

after the war. The first major economist to theorize advertising was Alfred
Marshall in his 1919 Industry and Trade. His analysis was not all that Hole
desired, because Marshall criticized subliminal appeals that bypassed
reason in a distinction he made between constructive and combative
advertising.62 Unlike Marshall, Hole and his fellows refused to set apart
the rational and non-rational. They realized that the separation led to
visions of dangerous enchantment voiced by critics like Carlyle, Wells and
Onions. Therefore, just as professionals claimed to engage consumers’
logical capacities and non-rational minds together, so they described
themselves by combining concepts of science as well as art, with
vocabularies of enchantment thrown into the mix.

Science, art and magic on top
Scientific tropes were a broad tent in the quest for rational expertise.
They included ‘laws’ of advertising to be discovered and applied, pro-
fessional training based on streamlined knowledge, practical experience
cast as empirical investigation, and the occasional academic reference.
Psychology was identified as a scientific ally. Do not sneer at the word
psychology as mere theory was one advice: ‘When we say a man “knows
human nature” … it is only another way of saying that he is a practical
psychologist.’63 Scientific aspirations were also expressed visually in
the images of the modern agency, a material environment that enforced
a logical process. Rationalization inhered in the specialization of
departments and in visions of carefully calculated practice, architecture
and movement (Fig. 2).
Timothy de Waal Malefyt argues that divisions in contemporary

agencies are essential to magic, which depends on managing tensions
between creative and commercial imperatives, or sacred and mundane
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elements of advertising work.64 His emphasis on the creative department
as the locus of magic helps us see the specificity of early perspectives.
They did not locate magic only in functions we would today associate with
creatives but rather dispersed it among functions, each of which
exhibited superpowers, while all were bound together by the authority
of rationality. For example, T. C. Bench’s agency marketed its ‘essential
seven’ to clients: the ‘idea producer’, the ‘supplier of scientific facts’,
the ‘finder of weak spots’, the ‘keenest of keen space buyers’, the man
‘[t]horoughly conversant with every important town in the British Isles’,
the ‘writer of strong appeals’ and finally also a woman professional,
‘whose experience in appealing to the millions of readers of the
Daily Mail, Daily Graphic and Daily Chronicle is now concentrated on
advertising’.65As Brian Moeran comments, the ‘motley crew’ requires
different magicians to negotiate the best way of getting audiences to
believe in their efficacy.66

There was a fundamental tension between the powers claimed for
advertising and the disenchanted image of science; therefore, science
was rejected as often as it was invoked. On a common view, expertise in
human nature lacked ‘hard and fast rules’.67 Many commentators
thought that no protocols could apply to a field in which intuition
was pivotal. Stuart Hirst, advertising director of a pharmaceutical
company, rejected arguments that advertising was a science with
discoverable laws:

The problem how to make advertising pay, has … produced more grey
hairs than any other perplexity of modern commerce. Laws in advertising,
notwithstanding all that your young experts in psychology may say, are
chiefly conspicuous for their exceptions. Advertising men… are men with
a subtle sensitiveness to the public pulse …68

Fig. 2: T.B. Browne’s agency, checking department and newspaper filing room.
Images of straight lines bespoke rational order and calculable movement. William
Stead, The Art of Advertising: Its Theory and Practice Fully Described (London, 1899),

67, 69.
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He went on to describe the advertising industry as full of ‘mental
monstrosities’.69 Professionals in agencies did not share the wild insults,
but many resisted the reduction of their expertise to laws. There was no
‘exact science’. Advertising was done ‘by arts unteachable… by methods
inscrutable he must kindle the flame of desire’. As one advertising
consultant put it, ‘If all were a matter of reason, of logic, of calculation, of
experience, then … all … would reap gold. The born advertiser must
have insight; he must be endowed with … imagination …’ Knowing how
to ‘rivet the attraction’ was a gift.70

The dilemma of domain was clearest when professionals discussed the
mushrooming schools of advertising, which implied an objectifiable
craft. Their rise was necessary for the idea of a profession but appeared
too straightforward for experts on minds. In 1911 the Thirty Club, which
included leading lights of the industry, addressed schools in a debate
titled ‘Do Advertising Schools Make for the Good of Advertising?’ Most
commentators argued that schools were good on technicalities such as
type, layout and media but could not teach a man ‘who had not got it in
him’ to become a professional. This view retained an aura of mystery
around advertising, which was smoothed with the argument that the
same was true of every wise profession.71

Many commentators settled the dilemma by representing advertising
as both science and art. As one put it, ‘[S]cience was the door to the
temple of High Art.’72 This perspective resonates with what Lorraine
Daston and Peter Galison describe as trained judgement, a view that
emerged in the scientific disciplines of the early twentieth century. It
supplemented mid-nineteenth-century ideals of objective science that
devalued subjectivity, with judgement that brought the interpretive
position of the expert to the fore, and in which intuition was key to
scientific knowledge. The emergent paradigm, informed by the
efflorescence of psychologies of the unconscious, moved away from
contrasts between science and art by combining patience and industry
with intuitive and instinctual thinking.73

The most important and theoretically developed mode in which
commentators combined art and science was the idea that facts required
expert treatment, which turned them from neutral things into powerful
effects on minds. The professional advertiser was described as a sorcerer
of facts who made the commodity come to life. A favourite one-liner of
postmodern quality put the advertising wisdom succinctly: ‘A rose is not a
rose, if improperly described.’74 As Daston and Galison describe the
twentieth-century scientific episteme, only the trained eye of the scientist
couldmake objects transcend the silent obscurity of the mechanical form
and bring out significant structures from the morass of uninteresting
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artefacts and background. To be sure, advertisers’ goal was to show
uniqueness in the products they represented while scientists sought
common patterns in natural objects, but the dialectical relationship
between the unusual and the regular meant that problems of
representation troubled both.75

The ‘work of a master’ with facts was repeatedly exemplified in
the advertising literature. Only a professional could make, say, coffee,
yield facts that showed it unlike any other coffee on the market, and
only he could find ‘unanswerable reasons why … books, calculated to
work enthralling charm upon a certain class of people, should be
bought’.76 Onions had Wace similarly explain the sorcery of facts,
yet in his hands the magic was aggressive in its apathy to real value:
‘There was, for example … Beer. In capable hands, what could
not be made of the subject of Beer? … If one thing could be forced
on the Public so could another’ (242). The starting point for this
aggression is Wace’s early belief in the reality-making power of mind
control:

[H]e was perpetually haunted by that answer … once given him: ‘If you
can cod people it’s good enough, then it is good enough.’ In that answer
he already apprehended something of a bed-rock. It never ceased to
astonish him … that that simple proposition, far too good to be true,
should nevertheless be true. (88)

Wace turns the proposition into a professional undertaking that lacks
ethical limits. While his work with facts is sophisticated, his lack of
scruples implies that adverts displace products altogether, to the point
that brands rule production: ‘[T]here’s no sense in wasting a valuable
name for the want of a commodity or two to call by it’ (177). As one
character puts it, Wace’s milieu of professionals ‘sucks the virtue out of
the commodity and breathes it forth again in mere afflatus of name’
(186). Fittingly, contemporary reviewers saw in Onions’s advertising
agent a ‘superman’.77

Wace comes to see material things as disturbances: ‘the materia of
business … so many unimportant and rather cumbersome counters,
designed merely to give a stiffening of actuality to … other things that
really mattered’ (274–5). He eventually falls victim to his own myth that
persuasive power needs no ties to material and social constraints. With
growing faith in his ability to forge reality out of thin air, he abuses
the collegiality of other advertising agents; deceives lovers, friends
and investors; and, being seldom good, loses all. Onions thus gave
narrative form to contemporary fears about the dangers of professional
advertising.
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Meanwhile, early professionals’ ideas of fact sorcery sought compro-
mises in which they represented themselves not as gods but as servants of
products. In their idealized accounts, their powers, while unusual,
bolstered rather than displaced realism. They reimagined adverts
in terms of ever more careful work with facts, so much so that like
microscopic detail unavailable to the naked eye, they would be
experienced as a revelation. On this theory, adverts did not displace
products by evading their objective qualities, as Onions feared; they
worked by expert exposure. Truth itself was seductive in the right hands.
Consequently, advertising could be explained ever more openly, in a
process that only enhanced its powers: ‘In the bad old days the less
the public knew about advertising, the more the advertiser profited; now
it is all to the advantage of the majority of advertisers that the public
should learn as much as possible of their aims and methods.’78 Much
like science, the distinguishing ideal that set professional advertising
apart from sorcery was public openness.79

Insecurity
Try as they might to reconcile powers over minds with reason,
professionals were insecure about their own arguments and never sure
how their magic really worked. Recurrent languages of courage, nerve
and grit spoke to the vast expanses of the unknown. They were intended
for clients and agents, encouraging them all to overcome a wavering
resolve. The more commentators tied their cultural capital with the
mind, the more courage became a secular version of faith. Vocabularies
of force recurred to the point of obsession:

The showcard should be effective, and so strong; the iron plate should
be aggressive; the poster must be striking; but it is particularly in the
Newspaper and Magazine advertising that an Agent has an opportunity to
introduce force … whether it be in the working, in the illustrations, or in
the type, the one essential to success is ‘strength’.80

The languages were gendered and forthcoming in proportion to
the rising emphasis on the non-rational mind, which had a feminine
resonance. Despite the modern reference to scientific psychology,
concepts of the non-rational, of intuition, feeling, temptation and
influence, were associated with femininity. Here, for example, was
Eleanor M. Clark, who had been on the advertising staff of the
Wanamaker New York-based department store, recasting her sex as the
future of advertising for a British audience:
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Temperamentally, a woman is fitted to be an advertiser … [A] woman has
more intuition and is a quicker reader of character than aman – two assets
more valuable in advertising than in perhaps any other profession. As the
subtler sex she canmore often get ‘right there’ with less striving after effect
than a man, and as the ‘appealing’ sex her writing will … carry an appeal
which cannot be resisted.81

Clark introduced clichéd femininity as a new power in the era of the
mind. Professionals also highlighted women’s dominance as consumers.
Surely, some argued, a woman could appeal to her sisters better than
men.82 These perspectives informed calls for a greater place for women
in the male-dominated advertising industry. They were an immediate
threat to male power but more profoundly to men’s just-emerging
expertise, which came under the shadow of conceptual feminization.
The continual flow of masculine vocabularies implicitly counteracted the
threat.
In ‘Advertising: The Magic System’, Williams interpreted the

languages of force and attack in professionals’ discourse as hostility.
Like Onions, whose narrator saw forces of commerce ‘brandish their
weapons at the passer-by’ (191), so was Williams terrified. And Onions’s
narrator went on: ‘Of all those who have been called Kings of
Advertisement, not one has had the constructive vision’ (192). Attack,
Williams said, is the structure of feeling in which impact has
become the normal description of successful communication. He
thought it was monstrous that advances in psychology, sociology and
communication were used against people. However, at least in the
pre-war years, the majority of writers in the advertising literature were
not confrontational in their imagined relationship to consumers.
The typical approach treated consumers as forces to be reckoned
with, not subjugated or outmanoeuvred. After all, professionals were
performing the double task of speaking to clients as advertisers (to
the public) but also as consumers (of advertising services) and could
not afford suspicion. Instead, vocabularies of aggression compensated
for the insecurity of a profession claiming expertise on the elusive
concept of the mind, which was encouraging itself and its clients to
persevere.
As noted earlier, professional advertisers were in a bind for which

psychology offered a way out. Incidentally, this should warn us against
treating the process teleologically as a growing impact of psychology on
advertising. Pre-1914, the causal relationship was not unidirectional.
Practical insight often preceded academic theory, while professionals
also drew on a cross-border flow of industrial ideas.83 Onions himself was
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mindful of this process. He prefaced GBS with extracts from a ‘manual
for commercial travellers’ created by a US-based cash-register company
that operated in Britain. The extracts instructed the salesman how to
persuade, telling him to look ‘steadily in the eye’ of the possible
purchaser, dubbed ‘P.P.’, and watch his face andmovements for the right
moment to present the order. They originally appeared in the Times in
1910, when it reported a lawsuit by a tobacconist who argued that
aggressive selling methods led him to sign a contract he did not want.84

Onions used the extracts to warn against a culturally insensitive
transplantation of potent advertising ideas.
But even granted an influence of psychology on advertising, its

ambivalent relationship to disenchantment meant that it was not an
obvious boon for advertisers, as historians and critics often imply. On a
common assumption, it was inevitable that advertisers should adapt
psychology to their purposes once it attained a disciplinary status,
because the vocabularies of the non-rational simply suited their
proclivities, as GBS suggested, or were a necessary response to market
pressures that required them to create and accelerate consumer
demand.85 However, if natural fit had been the case, the non-rational
would not have appeared so late and so uneasily in professional theories.
It is also irreducible to the necessary counterpart of economic
competition, or else we might have expected to find arguments tailored
to specific commodity markets, rather than cast as the new language
of advertising expertise in general. Market conditions do carry some
explanatory power.86 However, the industry’s embrace of the non-
rational was, more importantly, a response to clients’ scepticism about
professional advertising services, and a way to bypass criticisms that
burdened professionals’ access to strictly rationalist languages of
expertise. By talking about the non-rational mind, professional adver-
tisers persuaded clients to let them talk about their products.87 They
saw that their new claims to expertise threatened the rule of reason,
which was risky. They therefore attempted to reconcile their theories of
mind with concepts of consumer volition, and their image as market
enchanters with rational professionalism.

Conclusion
[T]he true nature of that commercial power, so elusive, so indispensable,
so heart-breaking to have to pay in cash for, yet so ruinous to
reject – Advertisement. (Onions, Good Boy Seldom, 113)

Advertising professionals would have endorsed Onions’s argument that
their power was indispensable, claimed that they understood and
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controlled its elusive nature, and tried hard to make that conclusion less
than heartbreaking. They tried to overcome dismissive views of their field
without nourishing the fears that advertising undermined
modernity-as-disenchantment. We can see their efforts in nascent
theories of advertising that attempted to retain rationalist concepts
of consumer volition and professionalism, while bringing the non-
rational mind onto the historical stage as the new brand of advertising
expertise.
In their theories of contained enchantment, in which the incalculable

was confined to minds and in turn described as both explicable
and controllable by rational commercial calculation, early advertising
professionals laid the foundations of a myth that would become
incredibly powerful over the twentieth century, of advertisers as experts
of subliminal control in capitalism. Like Onions, twentieth-century
critical theories and histories in the Western world did not trust
advertisers.88 Only in recent decades do we find a significant rethinking
of the value of enchantment.89 Despite their oppositional stance,
however, critical views actually solidified the central myth that pro-
fessionals started building. That advertising enchants by design has
become a familiar argument. Today, argues Moeran, the creatives of the
advertising industry possess magical powers because of the way society
regards them as able to accomplish things beyond the power of normal
human beings. Those who doubt advertisers’ power have had their work
cut out for them.90

In its most recent version, an avalanche of work on the attention
economy repeats the early myth. For example, Tim Wu argues:

From the 1890s through the 1920s, there arose the first means
for harvesting attention on a mass scale and directing it for commercial
effect … [A]dvertising was the conversion engine that, with astonishing
efficiency, turned the cash crop of attention into an industrial
commodity.91

Professionals certainly tried, but mostly out of a sense that attention was
becoming ever more elusive, that persuasion was uncertain, and against
an urgent need to provide a resonant account of a nascent industry.
While the efficiency of advertising remains contested, the myth that
advertising experts could enchant to rational ends was certainly efficient.
In the mythical form of a unidirectional force deployed by experts on
minds, enchantment was enlisted to give advertising meaning and reason
and, perhaps most crucially for the industry’s early actors, a powerful
cultural role.
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