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S.UBllMIMAL SALESMANSHIP --Critics say it is a~in to George Orwell's "1994r•; proRonenh say it is part of "freedom to communicate."r 

Most Bidden Bidden Persuasion 
Now TV faces the challenge of the subliminal , or phantom , plug 
-painless, odorless , noiseless and definitely sneaky . 

By GAY TALESE 

IN order lo wreak their will upon 
television viewers, Madison _ Avenue 
pitchmen have hired beaut,ful wo­

men to sell automobiles, athletes to 
babble about razor blades and bears to 
peddle beer, but now the adrnen may 
ha ve tbe greatesL sales weapon of 
'hem all-the lúdden r,ommerctal. 

The hldden commerclal, or phantom 
plug, is a sales message pllched so fast 
by a projector onto a TV or movie 
acreen Lhal lt Is not consclously seen 
by the viewer. It Is palnless, odorless, 
non-fattenlng and very sneaky. 

Everythlng was top-secret aboul this 
jig until recentiy when, at a Manhatlan 
press conference, an &.nnouncement was 
made by a few gentiemen representing 
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the Subliminal Projection Company, 
Inc., whlch clalms to have developed 
lt. They said that more than a yea, ago 
thelr hidden commercials wenl to t,,ork 
secretly in a New Jersey ctnema for 
slx weeks In fronl of 45,699 mov,e cus­
tomers. On alternate nights, "Eat Pop­
com" and "Coca-Cola" were flashed 
every five seconds au through the film 
Cor a three-thousandth of a second 
too fast for anyone to be n ware of see­
ing them. The messages were fainter 
than the picture on the screen a sort 
or watermark 

N OTHING waa said lo the 45,699 
about the messages before or after the 
movies. Presumably, nobody co11 .. c1o,,.,,¡¡¡ 
saw the Coke and popcorn flashea, but 
subcoMclo,uily they did, and this proc­
css worked on lowering the sales re­
slstance ot the rnovi~gO<'rR Du1ing th~ 

slx-week test period, at any rate, pop­
corn sales rose 57. 7 pe1· cent; Cok e 
sales went up 18.l per cent. Selah. 

How does the h1dden commercial 
work? The Subliminal Projectlon peo­
ple, al! smart men, said they could not 
tell Loo much aboul it since they did 
not yet have s palent, but they did 
say il Lhrives on the long-accepted psy­
chologícal belief that we can be stimu­
lated below ( .,11 b) U1e threshold (limen) 
of consciou~ness. In other words, we 
supposedly can be stimulated wlthout 
being consciously aware of lt. 

"Man and animal have been stimu­
lated subhminally since the beginnlng 
of life,'' sald Arthur Koponen, a psy­
chologisl wilh a Jeadlng Madlson 
Avenue ad agency. "We can altend 
consciously lo only part of our physlcal 
envlronmcnl. Chances are lhat there 
are nolsea about you righl now thnt 

you are not consciously aware of unt,J 
you focus your attenUon upon them." 

Subliminal experlmentation in the 
psychology laboratory Is slrictly old 
haL. Historlcally speaking, Dr. George 
S. Klein of New York University says. 
severa! linea of Lhought stand out In 
the development of subhminal research. 
He said one line went back to Freud. 
who polnted out that people are aware 
in dream.s of things they are only sub­
consciously aware of during the day. 

"1.n 1917," Dr. Klein went on, "an 
Austrian neurologist, Otto Poetzl. 
seemed to conflrm Freud's observa­
lions. Poetzl exposed landscape slides 
on a tachistoscope for one-hundredth 
of a second and asked his subjects to 
tell what they saw. They didn't see 
much. But he told them if they dreamed 
anything that night he'd like to hear 
about it the next day. The next day 
sorne subjects told him t!Íe details of 
the,r dreams. Poetzl found that sorne 
of the material in the dreams included 
details they had not consciously seen 
the day befare in tbe landscape slide, 
In other word.s, information which 
registered without awareness was en~ 
listed by wha tever procesa operates in 
the construction of dreams; and it was 
utilized ln forming sorne of the content 
of the dream," 

IN 1956, an experiment in subliminal 
projection was tried on 5 million people, 
an audience of a British Broadcasling 
Corporation TV program. During Lhe 
program, whích featured ballet dancers, 
a four-word message was flashed sub­
liminally on the acreen at a twenty­
fifth of a second. Arthur Garratt. the 
chairman of a panel of scientists who 
worked on this show, later wrote, "We 
did not say anything about it until e 
end of the program. wben I told viewers 
we had put up a news ítem - of course 
I did not say what il wa.s -- and asked 
anyone who had seen anything to write 
In." 

Mr. Garratt said he gol 430 replies. 
Twenty people had the messa.ge word­
perfecl; 130 more had it nearly righL 
"An interesting reply was from a lady ." 
he said. ''She saw nothing, but kept 
waking up that night with the word 
·break' on her mind. Most remarkable 
was the lady who wrote in to say she 
did not get any messa.ge until sornetime 
later, when she kept tbinking about the 
runner Plrie , and his new record. The 
message we actually screened .. wa.s 
'Pirie Breaks World Record.'" 

J UST about the time the Subliminal 
Projeclion Cornpany, Inc., was making 
its announcement to the New Yorl< 
press, a few N. Y U psychologists re­
ported that they, too, had some excil­
ing news n.bout Ute subliminal monster 
They had fooled twenty subjccts inlo 
thinking that a line drawing of a man s 
expressionlcss face projected onto a 
screcn was changing from "happy" to 
"angry." Actually, the tace did nol 
change al ali. But the psychologlsts 
mterm,ttently flashed the word "happy" 
onto the screen for a few thousandths 
or a second and, subconsciously, the 
audience saw ll and tended to think they 
saw the face bc~oming happ1er . When 
lhe psychologisls slipped the worcl 
"angry" onto U1e screen, the subject.s 
believed they saw the facc becoming 
less hnppy nnd. in sorne ca~es. down~ 
rlghl wrathful. 

Slnce U1e phenom,mun is so widely 
known among (Contimu:tt 011 1~,,q6 59, 
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1>•.vcholog1stH, whal do u,~ Subliminal 
ProJCcl1on pe:ople have that they can 
patent 7 "The proces~," satd its in• 
ventor , JR.me~ M. Vicary, 42, n ntarkct 
1 e sea re her by t radt' On~ o( his asso~ 
c·1a.teh Jater ' explained lhat the patent 
apphcallon co,•ers the "meana oi 
«:realing this pro~:ess .. l\nd the patent 
would also lnclude the "apparalus," 
which presumabl_v 1s the projector thal 
enable• the hidden messages to sneak 
onto a movie or TV ficreen. M.1· Vicary 
said theFJe projector.s are now being 
manufactured m New York but woulñ 
not say where. 

In addttion to Vicary's buddies al 
Subl!n11nal Projection In New York, 
there is also a New Orleans oulfit, Ex• 
p~rimentJtl Films, lnc ., which is expe1'i­
mentmg w1th irnbliminal nrethnd~ fot 

advert1sing use But Lhcy are not talk­
ing mu<.:h about the1r work. more 01 

less they seem to be wattlng to see 
what- be.comes of Mr. Vicary and his 
partners, who so far are absorbmg ali 
the criticism, slings and a rrows from 
the anli•hidden-commerciaJ factions . 

The hirtden commercial and its pos­
s1ble use have touched off great de­
bates along Madison A venue and else­
where . Politicans. pitchmen and psy­
chologists have ali gotten into the acl 

Most Madíson Avenue admen who 
are opposed to Mr v,cary's psychic 
hucksterlsm ¡ust don't like the gim­
mick on eth1ca1 grounds: lhey fear lt 
because il takes people completely un­
aware. Other admen doubt that il will 
work, but cannot explain why , Sorne 
smaller admen say that big admen will 
not touch the subliminal method wlth 
3 ten-toot pole because lhey did not 
think of ,t first 

SoME peopie who ha,·e read Georg,, 
Orwell's "1984"' say the hidden com­
mercial ts akon to Big Brother. Senator 
<'hnrles Potter Republican of Michi­
gsn. and Rrpresentalive Willlam A. 
Dnwson, Republlcan oí Ulah, both 
urgerl the lt""ederal Communicat1ons 
Commission to make sure thal admen 
were not sllpping the "secret pllch" 
,nto the TV sets of unsuspecllng 
vtewf•rs. AIJ three mujor networkR 
q11il-kly rleclared lhat lhey Bl'e nol us­
tng l he hld<ltn c-ommerr,lal in ad ver .. 
11sing ~nd will not. The National As­
:--od11tJon or Radio and Television 
BrQfttlc..·1uttcrk 111 now oppo!iled to tt, too. 
On~ o( lht• f~w uut flts thAt seemN to 
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have ntce wo1·ds for lht! hidden com­
mercla.1 is Vogue magazine, which fea­
tured a new aubhminal dress "lapping 
out ita messa.ge to the subconsciou.sº 
m black silk crt'pe -aboul $160 worth. 

Other people c-laun tllat the unnotice­
ablt commercial is just as ethical aa 
the i:slick visible commerc1als long uscd 
by Madison A venue's "hidden perst11t• 
ders," a group of admen so powerful 
that. accordmg to lhe writel" Vanee 
Packard, they Nomehow have made 
millione of Americans feel inadequalc 
for nol owning high-lailed automobileR 
A psychologisl who "01•i<.s in a largo 
New York agenc.v said he would wel­
come invitdble comm~tcials becausc 
they would enable adverlismg to be 
honest and :o-lhe-point anu would hall 
the subtle , rnft-selling method now 
prevalen t. 

Vi cARY h1mscif bel!~ves that ltis 111-
venuun should be n:gulated ''eilher h_\' 
lhe 111dl.L.'ilries whtch use il 01 by tht' 
Covernment. " He explained that he hac1 
!ipent many years dev eJoping U1e pro 
ce~!-- bec-ause he rcalized that •·ommcr­
l"ial lelevisJon would eventually reach 
a point wheH ~ there would have lo be 
cxcessive use of commerc1als in orde1 
to ~atisfy advertisers ' demands t'or 
time . 

"'Ma.ny mghts I've tried lo watch the 
Late Show movie on TV .'' Mr Vicary 
said. "but jtLqt befare John k.isses ~1ary , 
sorne sewer-cleaning commer c ial lnter 
rupL.;. the show Sometimes I wonder 
how many people really w,a ch TV com­
me1·cials ·· 

At the1r M.anhattan p1·ess conferen ce. 
the Subliminal Projection people 
lt·oot..od n•""'•paf>4'rm~ Lo ~ ¡,,¡~I 
movi e. It was a short film about unde1·­
water life , with 169 hidden Coca -Cola 
message"S fla.shed among the swimming 
tish on the acreen . None of the news 4 

papermen was aware of seeing them , 
and 1l was not until the man in the 
pro¡ect,on room deliberately darkened 
the messages tha t anyone had proof 
they were aclually lhere , A few days 
later,. thts reporter went back fot · more 
free movies at SubUmlnal Projection '!i 
headquarte1 ·s on East Fifty-seventh 
Slreel, and had 230 more unnoticeable 
Coke messages shol at him , He found 
he wa.s not consciously aware after­
wards of any urge to dHnk Coke; nor 
did he c·onsciously experience any vi­
sions, dreams, drives, images . trances. 
lncJinttUons , or hangovers lhat ,ver~ 
not directly attrlbutable to con•cious 
guzzllng o! something else than Coke 
lhc nlght before . 

WHY? "'There is::\ w:ry goo<l ,~nson 
tor your failure lo get Lne Cokt> me!'-• 
sage," a visible press agent explam~d 
·'You don't llke Coke. And a guy who 
doesn'l like what's being adve1•tísl"cl 
will not unconsclously go ror lt Sub­
limmal udR are su fctly 'renünder' Hds. 
They might move you to do somt!tlllng 
you ltk,· dolng, bul they'll neve, make" 
Democrat out of a solid Republican and 
Lhey'II never make a Scotch dnnker 
out ol a teclotaler " 

N Y U.'a Dr. Klein added lhat the 
n:aponse to subliminal !ltimulation is 
uaually small and subtle. "Sublíminnl 
mcssa~es do not pul somethíng new 
lnlo lhe mi.nd," he cmph"'3lzed. "In· 
Hlend, the messa~es acUvat~ whal 1s 
.idreadv lhere ln the ~ubc..•on!ólctoua mind 

me~orit•s, ld~a..'i and such ." Dr. Kl~in 
, Conti,ttlf>rl "" .P'ullówln,¡ Pn11nJ 
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