
Advertisers make sure that what 
they want seen is big and bold.



These big and bold symbols can 
speak directly to the subconscious.



Subconscious (OED 2nd edition)

• 2B. absol. as n. Psychol. The part of 
the mind that is not fully conscious 
but is able to influence actions, etc.

1886 Encycl. Brit. XX. 48/1 We cannot fix the limit at which the 
subconscious becomes the absolutely unconscious.  1890 J. M. Baldwin 
Handbk. Psychol. (ed. 2) iv. 57 This whole field in its relation to 
consciousness has been well called the sub-conscious, from the fact 
that images formerly in consciousness have now fallen below the 
threshold, but may rise again+when the stimulation of the centres is 
sufficient.



The subconscious appeal works like this:
• We may often push hopes and fears that 

seem painful or unattainable into our 
subconscious minds;

• Linking a product symbol to one of these 
repressed hopes or fears may lead to a 
conscious desire for the symbolized product;

• For example, want to escape but can’t, maybe 
lighting up a _________ will satisfy that need 
to escape, if only for a minute.



What promise is made in 
these mid-1970s SALEM ads?



Read what the campaign’s creator said 
about these ads in 1976. (The Soft-Core Hard Sell)

http://www.classroomtools.com/sublim1.htm


Pat Fanelli's office at the William Esty Agency is lined with portraits of 
Salem people. There's "Chuck," the silver-haired, open-shirted 

Californian whose portrait gets run far more frequently - 168 times 
this year - than Bond Gideon and all the others combined. There are 

also ethnic Salem people, inner city Salem people, cold weather 
Salem people - all in the same cross-legged affable pose. "That pose 

is very important," Fanelli told me. "Notice how it's all based on 
triangles - there's a lot of use of body language for subliminal 
communication there." The Soft-Core Hard-Sell, MORE, July/August 1976



Pat Fanelli is the art director who designed the whole Salem campaign. Listen as he 
explains the skin's function in the ad: "One way the ad works is that with her shirt open 
like that your eye travels down the 'V of flesh,' which is like an arrow, to the headline of 
the ad. Then your eyes travel down a bit and dwell in that area down there where the 

shadows make the body of the copy stand out, then around and up to where the 
cigarette is outlined against the grass." However, Fanelli defends the unbuttoning 

against any narrow interpretation. "It didn't start out as a sex gimmick," he told me. "If 
it's become that on the page, then you're missing the philosophy of the ad.“

The Soft-Core Hard-Sell, MORE, July/August 1976



“The Salem people are doing something 
very interesting. They're not trying to 

associate their cigarette with a sex object, a 
material object, or even with the outdoor 
nature objects that many brands use to 

confer the spirit of health upon the image of 
tobacco smoking. Instead, they're selling 
something immaterial but more valuable -

inner well-being, spiritual health.”
Ron Rosenbaum, The Soft-Core Hard-Sell, MORE, July/August 1976





• Things you should be 
able to see easily.

– The curtains in front of the closed 
window are blowing in the wind, 
while those in front of the open 
window are hanging straight. 

– The horizon visible through the left 
window is higher than that visible 
through the right one. 

– The waves visible through the left 
window cannot be seen through the 
right one. 

– The door frame is not square. The 
top piece extends too far to the left. 

– The legs on the chair next to the 
door are not touching the floor. 

– The cord leading from the electric 
guitar on the floor runs to the 
telephone instead of a wall jack. 

– The wine glass contains red wine, 
while the wine bottle contains white 
wine. 

– The left front leg of the guitarist's 
chair doesn't touch the floor. 

– The open window sashes are upside 
down. 



• Things that are a bit more difficult to see:
– The white candle beneath the mirror is 

"melting" dark wax. 
– The calendar in front of the candle shows 

the date as November 31; but November 
only contains 30 days. 

– The wall plug on the wall next to the 
"floating chair" has a plug with no wire 
connected to it. 

– The guitarist's right shoelace is tied just 
above his toes rather than next to his 
ankle. 

– The game board beneath the open 
window has chessmen lined up on the left 
side, and checkers on the right. 

– The reel to reel tape deck in front of the 
closed window has a 45 rpm record 
instead of a reel of tape. 

– The turntable beneath the closed window 
contains a reel of tape instead of a 33 rpm 
record. 

– The mirrored reflection of the hanging coat 
shows the initials AG, but they should 
appear as a "mirror image". 

– In addition to an orange and two apples, 
the fruit bowl on the bottom shelf of the 
table containing the wine appears to hold 
a softball. 

– The unused coat hook on the wall next to 
the door is mounted upside down. 

– The hamburger bun between the wine 
glass and the wine bottle contains a 
hotdog. 

– The doorbell is on the interior door frame 
rather than outside the room. 



Why couldn’t you see what was 
wrong with the picture before the 

problems were pointed out?
• We see what we expect to see, especially 

when something is similar to what we’ve 
seen before.

• If something is missing, we automatically 
fill in the blanks so that it appears to us as 
it “should”.

• If something doesn’t belong, we remove it 
it without thinking.



• If something doesn’t belong, we remove it 
it without thinking.

Were you able to see the double “it” before it 
was pointed out? If you are like most of us, 
the answer is “No.” Unless we are 
exceptionally perceptive, we see what we 
expect to see. In this case we are 
educated to know that the same word 
used twice in succession is a mistake, so 
we ignore it; especially when it ends one 
line and begins the next.



As we’ve seen, advertisers depend on these 
traits to reach our subconscious minds. 

What is the subconscious message here? 
What symbols are used to transmit it?



Death Symbolism
•Black clad men, hanging stiffly and corpse like from numbers that represent 
cigarette tar levels are being carried off into the heavens;

•The twilight sky represents the death of the day;

•The dark earth shows no signs of life.

These could represent a subconscious promise to those with a death wish, or a 
promise of rescue to those fearing death from smoking.



What is the subconscious message here? 
What symbols are used to transmit it?



Death Symbolism
•Men standing stiffly and corpse like at the edge of holes in the ground (again 
numbers symbolizing cigarette tar levels), appearing to gaze into these grave 
like holes;

•The setting sun represents the death of the day;

•The earth shows no signs of life.

These could represent a subconscious promise to those with a death wish, or a 
promise of rescue to those fearing death from smoking.



What is the subconscious message here? 
What symbols are used to transmit it?



Death Symbolism
•A barren earth where the only living thing is a tobacco plant;

•The setting sun represents the death of the day;

•A coffin like object near the right rear with the cigarette brand as a label;

•A pack showing the “Big D”, a phrase often used as a euphemism for death;

•The brand name itself, Decade, pronounced in British English as “decayed”.

These could represent a subconscious promise to those with a death wish, or a 
promise of rescue to those fearing death from smoking.



What is the subconscious message here? 
What symbols are used to transmit it?



Here is how primatologist Dennis O'Neil describes estrus:

"In some species of Old World monkeys and apes, adult females have sexual skins or swellings, 
which are nearly hairless large swollen patches of skin around the genital area that become very 
prominent when they are in estrus. These areas swell with fluids and turn bright pink or red due to 
hormonal changes that occur in preparation for ovulation. The sexual skin also produces odors that 
excite males of the species. They become highly attentive to the females at this time."

If we primates subconsciously recognize 
the power of female phemerones to excite 
groups of males, might not an odor be able 
to create “a major new disturbance.”

Sex and death are two of the great 
mysteries of human existence. Advertisers 
often seek to take advantage of our 
interests, needs and issues surrounding 
them when making subconscious pitches.
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