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Introduction

Written advertising is as old as commerce itself. The development of radio, television, and cinema in the twentieth century, however, provided businesses with an exciting and dynamic new way to promote their products and services. While cinema relied primarily on advertising forthcoming features—the first “trailer” was shown in 1913—and early radio shows were usually backed by individual sponsors, it was the explosion of broadcast television in the 1950s and 1960s that created the moving-imageadvertising climate with which we are familiar today.

Initially, many television shows relied on the radio model, being sponsored by a single business or product, but it became quickly apparent that far greater profits were to be made by selling smaller parcels of time to different advertisers. And so the “commercial break” as we know it was born, a pause in the scheduled programming for a brief string of thirty-second films, promoting different products.

Advertising agencies predate the moving image by approximately a century, and so by the time of the television explosion of the fifties, they were eager to provide companies with the expertise required to capitalize on this new outlet. Typically, a business will employ an advertising agency to create its commercials across a number of different platforms. The commissioning company will usually provide a basic outline of what it hopes to achieve with the advertising campaign, what message it wishes to convey, and which audience it hopes to reach; the agency will then refine these criteria, apply its own creative expertise, and flesh out a practical plan of action.

These conventions remain. First, however, the advent of digital recording technology and TiVo hard drives made it increasingly easy for consumers automatically to skip the advertisement breaks altogether. Then the mobile device took over, screens became both bigger and smaller, and a whole plethora of new platforms was born. The thirty-second TV commercial is far from obsolete, but its target audience can now more frequently be reached in a far wider variety of ways.
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Levi’s Type 1 Jeans “Runaway Car” (BBH/Traktor Films).
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PG Tips “The Return” (Mother/Rattling Stick, d. Daniel Kleinman).
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Coca-Cola “Border” (Weiden+Kennedy/Furlined, d. Adam Hashemi).
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Doritos “Tracker” (Independent Superbowl commercial, d. Marcus Dunn, Jonathan Darden).



TV Advertising in the Internet Age

Traditional short-film type advertisements have found a home on video channels, playing in front of video clips or in page banners. Others have stretched the format or been presented as episodes. The ease with which videos can be watched, sent, linked to, and embedded has allowed the form to develop in ways that are free of traditional television requirements and conventions. While the mobile device in the back pocket is a well-established platform, however, the emergence of the Xbox as a catch-all media device, and the rise of the SmartTV, suggest that the screen in the living room is not going away.

The Internet age has added an extensive new dimension to the agency’s role, also, as they catch up with the potential of virtual advertising. Frequently they will find it useful to subcontract to specialized companies who have proved themselves adept at handling commercial distribution across social media, search engines, video sites, and other interactive spaces.

However, whether intended to play before a YouTube video, in the Super Bowl half-time break, or in the back of a New York taxi, the actual process of creating these short films remains largely unchanged. Once the creative plan has been sufficiently structuralized, the film will be physically shot or digitally animated, and then subjected to the appropriate post-production polishing.

The blooming of ways in which media is today consumed has allowed advertisers to stretch their imagination in terms of form, be it drawing from the popularity of documentary approaches and viral videos or exploiting interactive potential. Personal devices become a direct one-on-one conduit to the consumer, who may as well watch an entertaining advertisement as any other YouTube video. This demands a shift in the way advertisers relate to their audience, as the relationship between the two become more apparently personal.

Stages from Conception to Distribution

The process of creating a commercial remains basically unchanged. The client works out its message, audience, and selling points, to a greater or lesser extent, and presents them in a “brief” or conceptual deck. The creative director of the chosen ad agency will use this, the messaging, and the overall conceptual deck to develop a mass of different ideas and numerous scripts. With perhaps the best three, the agency will canvas production houses and look at directors’ reels. Perhaps three directors will be selected, based on talent and availability, and each of them will produce a treatment. By this stage, decision-making has to go through a number of levels, from agency to client, but once a decision as to the director has been reached, pre-production will start almost immediately.

Effects specialists are frequently brought in at this stage to make sure the ideas are going to be possible to realize in post and, during shooting, to ensure that the physical environment can be smoothly translated to the virtual, but otherwise the filmmaking process remains more or less unchanged. Storyboards are done and shots worked out, the production design department start sketching and building models, and casting and locations are firmed up. The shoot is timetabled, then frequently thrown off by the unexpected—but the footage is captured, and then sent to a post-house. Editing and the usual polishing of image and sound are now often augmented by some sort of computer-generated imagery or manipulation, sometimes involving more time and manpower than the shoot.

There has always been a lengthy—and often frustrating—process of exchanging notes and changes back and forth between the client, the agency, subsidiary agencies, the production company, the director, and the editing team. The growth of social media and digital outlets means that for the client companies and advertising agencies, there is now a dizzyingly increased range of factors to be taken into account. But for the creative and the ad-maker, it represents the opening-up of a vast range of possibilities as to what an advertisement can be, how it can be made, and through which media it can be presented.

The following pages will trace a path through this complicated procedure, from corporate conception and brand identity via the back-and-forth creative procedure with advertising agencies, new media agencies, and production companies, to the varied and complex forms of post-production and digital effects work, and to the final placement and utilization of the advertising film.
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Guardian “Three Little Pigs” (BBH London/Rattling Stick, d. Ringan Ledwidge). Copyright Guardian News & Media Ltd 2012.
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Specsavers “Eerie” (Specsavers in-house/Rattling Stick, d. Daniel Kleinman).



“The blooming of ways in which media is today consumed has allowed advertisers to stretch their imagination”
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