
A
merica approached the middle of the 20th century with
a sort of swagger. We had, after all, just made the world
safe for democracy from the Fascists of Europe and

Asia. Where the ravages of war had lain waste to much of
their economies, industries and infrastructure, American
factories were intact. They just switched from wartime
production to cranking out the goods demanded by the pent-
up consumerism of a nation eager to get on with lives the war
had put on hold. Sure, “Uncle Joe” Stalin and his red minions
were kicking up a fuss in Berlin and Communist China
threatened to weigh in on the side of North Korea’s attempt
to “reunite” the peninsula. Nevertheless, we were flush with
our successes as we strutted onto the world stage as the
superpower we always suspected we really were.

To a significant demographic (i.e., caucasian) who grew up
back then, the 1950s were a sort of golden era. Economically,
we were strong. Our industry and technology seemed to stand
up to the best the Russians had to offer. Indeed, American
science and technology seemed both the cause and cure for all
our ills. Our cars were roomy and powerful. Rosie the Riveter
was being lured back into her kitchen by gleaming new

appliances that offered to make life in the Western
Hemisphere that much easier. American TVs flickered in
living rooms as families settled down to their futuristic pre-
packaged “TV dinners.”

The “Atomic Age” perhaps best exemplified the double-
edged sword technology could be. Optimistic futurists
envisioned atomic rockets launching humanity into a new age
of discovery in outer space or atomic reactors harnessing the
power of the Sun to meet the world’s energy needs for
generations to come. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration
approved its first radiopharmaceutical—sodium iodide 1-131
for use with thyroid patients—in 1951, furthering the field of
“nuclear medicine.”

Yet, at the same time, with the rise of a nuclear arms race
with the USSR, these visions of a brave new atomic world
were simultaneously tempered by the very real possibility of
nuclear inhalation.

Still, it seemed like there wasn’t any problem, large or small,
that couldn’t ultimately be conquered by American
technological prowess. Science (married to technology) as
both scourge and savior was also exemplified in a strange
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experiment said to have been conducted in a darkened movie theater
in Fort Lee, New Jersey.

Delving into the mind
The ability of medical science to fix the human body has always

held out the Promethean promise of also fixing the human mind.
Everything from the discredited phrenology that read a person’s
character from the bumps on their head to Sigmund Freud’s
psychoanalysis to John Larson’s application of the polygraph in police
investigations—all aimed to understand our brains to correct for
perceived defects. And why not? Wouldn’t society be a better place if
we could heal mental illness or identify the criminal before the crime?

As with many applications of science and technology, however,
there is a downside. We are left to balance the benefits against the
ethical dilemmas. Consider, for example, advent of the automobile. It
has, at the same time, given us both the auto accident and the ability
to speed the injured to help via the ambulance (not to mention “road
rage” and greenhouse gasses). Delving into the mind, of course, carries
a host of unique ethical questions. By whose measure, for instance, do
we define “normal”? There have been examples in totalitarian states
where opposition to a leader’s philosophy has been considered a sign
of madness. In our own country, polygraphs were employed not only
to root out suspected communists, but also homosexuals in the so-
called “Purple Scare.”1

Sometimes, however, such exploitation of science has had less to do
with ideology than with the almighty dollar. If science could be used
to understand what made someone a communist or a murderer,
couldn’t it also be used to discover why someone was attracted to one
brand over another? This was the kind of question that intrigued
James Vicary.

Vicary
Born on April 30, 1915 in Detroit, Vicary became fascinated by

understanding what motivated people at an early age. While a fifteen
year old copy boy for the Detroit Free Press, he was tasked with
conducting a political straw poll that turned out to be correct within
0.06 of 1%. He was a restless youth, bouncing between the Henry
Ford Trade School, the Civilian Conservation Corps and even hopping
freight trains around the country. But he was bright and his godfather
helped him finance his education at the University of Michigan,
where he earned an A.B. in 1940. At college, he had tried studying art
and biology before focusing on sociology. Understanding people’s
motivations, however, remained at the heart of his interests. In 1937,
he organized the University’s Bureau of Student Opinion. After
graduation, he worked for J. L. Hudson Company, a large Detroit
department store, on operations and merchandising.2

Vicary declared himself a conscientious objector during World War
II but was drafted anyway in 1941 and assigned to the Civilian Public
Service in Wellston, Michigan until 1943. For the next year, he

James Vicary speaking before 
repersentatives and the 

FCC commission regarding 
subliminal advertising.
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worked in Princeton, NJ for a polling affiliate of the Gallup
Organization, Benson & Benson, conducting surveys on
readership, marketing and elections. After a short stint with
Crowell-Collier Publishing Company in their research
department, he started up his own company, the James M.
Vicary Company.3

Though described as handsome enough to have walked out
of a men’s clothing ad, Vicary wasn’t the most charismatic of
men. But what he lacked in personality, he made up for with
dogged determination and managed to present a smoothness
to the world.4

His company had a rough start and by 1948 he had to seek
employment with the ad agency, Benton & Bowles, Inc., as
Head of Advertising Copy Research where he tested and
modernized their approach to ad copy. By 1950, however, the
stress began to get to him—it was rough on the ulcers, he
would say—and he left on good terms to return to his own
business and independent consulting.5

He began publishing his research in both leading trade
journals as well as popular periodicals and speaking at trade
conventions. He built a reputation as an articulate source for
reporters looking for a talking head to cover the latest in the
advertising arts. His clients became more impressive as well,

including TIME Magazine, Ford Motor Company, General
Mills, B.F. Goodrich, and Colgate-Palmolive.6

He pioneered the use of what was called “eye-blink
analysis” as a gage of a person’s emotional stress in response to
various stimuli.7 In short, this looks to the rate at which
people blink their eyes—a subconscious act—as an indication
of their emotional state. Even recently, this controversial
technique has been studied to help detect someone telling a
lie. Kuosuke Fukuda of Japan, for example, published a paper,
“Eye Blinks: New Indices for the Detection of Deception” in
the International Journal of Psychophysiology in 2001.8

Vicary was also interested in the motivations behind
“impulse buying.” Retailers use our desire for instant
gratification to tempt us every day. You might go to the
supermarket for a loaf of bread, for example, but end up also
buying that inexpensive pack of gum or candy bar strategically
displayed at the checkout. Your normal, logical line of
reasoning—“I’m out of bread and need it to make a sandwich
so I’m buying what I need”—is disrupted by an irrational
desire for self gratification—“some chocolate would sure taste
good right now!”9

His other area of pioneering study was word association. In
their April 1950, the trade journal, Printer’s Ink published his
seminal article on the subject, “How Psychiatric Methods
Can be Applied to Market Research.” He claimed to have
found that young, newly married housewives found the
butcher counter intimidating—that they suffered from a sense
of inferiority by not being up on the lingo when it came to
different cuts of meat. He recommended butchers be taught
how to better interact with their young lady customers and
use words such as to build up their confidence.10

Psychologists will sometimes play a word association
“game” with their patients—they say a word and the patient
is supposed to say the first word that pops into their heads
after hearing it. What that word is, some claim, is a clue as to
what’s going on in their subconscious—showing how they
associate words or concepts to one another. Others are more
skeptical and consider it little more than a party game.11

The implications for marketing and advertising, however,
seemed a little more obvious—certain words can trigger a
positive response in consumers to a product or message.
There’s a reason words like “SALE” or “FREE” are
emphasized. People obviously equate the word “sale” with
bargains and while there may not be such a thing as the
proverbial free lunch, the word still catches one’s attention.
Telling someone it’s a “limited offer” imparts an exclusivity
that appeals to vanity—“I’m only one of a few people getting
this offer so I must be special!”—and a sense of urgency—“If
I don’t jump on this deal now, it may be gone tomorrow and I
could miss an opportunity!”

A typical 1950s supermarket display for Libby’s
canned food. Note the Mexican hats to signify
“Fiesta Value”!

Uploaded to Flickr.com on February 23, 2006 by Roadsidepictures
http://www.flickr.com/photos/roadsidepictures/103687948/in/pool-groceryday
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Consumers always want to think they are getting a good
deal, are smart for finding the deal and the product will make
them cooler people—even if they know deep down that it
won’t, the idea may persuade someone to select one product
over another. Advertisers intentionally use words or phrases
that will appeal to those inner desires.

Vicary studied people’s reactions to the word “lagered” for a
brewing company and found that while a third of his test
subjects associated the term with
“beer,” an equal number found it
brought to mind such notions as
tiredness or dizziness—not the kinds
of associations a brewery would want
for their products! Needless to say,
they didn’t use it.12

“a new morality of consumption”
The notion of stimulating the

unconscious to alter opinion dates
back at least to the mixed results of
experiments in the mid-1800s, but
really came into its own in postwar
America. Fears of an economic
depression were inspired by the idea of
hundreds of thousands of G.I.s
returning home looking for work at a
time when the artificially inflated
wartime industry would be scaling
down. Instead, they brought home a
hunger for consumer goods, the desire
to start families and returned to an
America sick of rationing and
austerity measures. The G.I. Bill
provided many with the financial and
educational means and the increase in the demand side of
economics boosted supply side, generating what many still
view as the golden era of modern capitalism.

Another generator of postwar prosperity was advertising as
the push was on to transform wartime thrift into, as Kelly B.
Crandall put it, “a new morality of consumption.” Meager
living and eschewing personal pleasures to buy war bonds had
been propagandized as an act of patriotism and it was up to a
new and more sophisticated approach to advertising to shift
Americans into believing spending was now what was good
for the country.13

Concepts such as “planned obsolescence”—intentionally
designing good with a finite life span to require new purchases
later—gave rise to a “keeping up with the Joneses” mentality.
Advertising to promote consumerism took on a new
importance and psychological concepts were being

incorporated in the strategies. Ernest Dichter is considered the
father of something called “Motivational Research.” It’s roots
in Freudian psychology are betrayed by Ditcher’s 1939 study
for Chrysler Corporation that linked convertibles with
mistresses and sedans with wives.14

1/3000th of a Second in Fort Lee
Fear of totalitarianism and authoritarian regimes were also

part of the postwar landscape for
Americans. They had just
witnessed the horrible extremes of
such societies in the Nazi death
camps in Europe and fanatical
self-sacrifice of the Kamikaze in
the Pacific. Lock-stepped
Communist troops in the USSR
were making us nervous for the
future as well.

While there was a rationale
to encouraging people to spend,
there was something unsettling
about these efforts to control
people’s thought processes—it
smacked too much of the kinds
of sinister tactics employed in
authoritarian states.

It was against this backdrop
that on September 12, 1957, in a
New York film studio, Vicary
stepped before a cadre of
American and English reporters
to announce the formation of
Subliminal Projection Company,
Inc. with Rene Bras and Francis

Thayer (the president of the new company).15

The company was founded on the results obtained,Vicary
claimed, from an experiment they had conducted at a movie
theater in Fort Lee, New Jersey. According to a front page
report in The Wall Street Journal—this was considered that
big of a new item—“several close-mouthed men walked into
a New Jersey motion picture house and fitted a strange
mechanism to the film projector.”16

Theater goers had settled in to watch “The Picnic,” a 1956
romantic drama starring William Holden and Kim Novak.
Over the course of the experiment, which was conducted
every other night for six weeks, “[o]ut of the blue, it is
claimed, patrons started deserting their seats and crowding
around the vending machines in the lobby. Sales of Coca-Cola
reportedly rose 18.1% and popcorn purchases zoomed
57.7% over the theater’s usual sales.”17

A poster from  the 1956 movie “The
Picnic,” starring William Holden and
Kim Novak.

A reproduction of this poster and others is available from
http://moviegoods.com
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The cause of this sudden desire for soda and popcorn?
Vicary and his “close-mouthed men” had, unbeknownst to
the audiences, snuck in messages that were flashed so quickly
that they could only be perceived by the subconscious—
“Drink Coca-Cola” and “Eat Popcorn” (sometimes reported
as “Hungry? Eat Popcorn”). Every five seconds or so, the
messages would appear on the screen for a mere 1/3,000th of
a second. They called it “invisible advertising,” but the world
would come to know it by the term Vicary coined not only
for the technique but in his new company’s name—
“subliminal advertising.”

The word, “subliminal,” is from the Latin—“sub” or below
and “limen” or threshold.18 As The Wall Street Journal
described it, “patrons had been subjected to ‘invisible
advertising’ that by-passed their conscious and assertedly
struck deep into their sub-conscious.”19

Vacary and company had been rather secretive about the
whole thing. The obvious reason was that a technology that
allowed advertisers to guide—or even create—consumer
desires was worth a ransom. But Vicary appreciated all those
reasons the public would fear it. They decided to go public, he
claimed, because, “we realized what the public reaction would
be, and recognized the need for public discussion. We believe
its commercial use eventually may have to be under regulation
of some kind, either voluntarily by the industries which use it
or by the Government.”20

The power of the subconscious had been recognized at
least as early as Sigmund Freud. Psychologists sought ways to
get at that level of a person’s mental processes in order to
understand their choices in life. It was known that an image
flashed at 1/50th of s second was fast enough for the
conscious to miss but could still have an effect on the nervous
system with repeated exposure.21 An article in the London
Sunday Times reported on a similar experiment conducted in
late 1956—interestingly enough, also in a New Jersey movie
theater. The product advertised was ice cream. Dr. Arthur
Koponen, a psychologist with the ad agency J. Walter
Thompson, studied the idea and concluded there was plenty
of experimental evidence that “perception takes place before a
person is consciously aware of the stimulus.” Indeed, he cited
works as far back as 1863. The week prior to Vicary’s press
conference, Dr. Donald P. Spence and Dr. George S. Klein of
New York University described experiments they had done by
flashing the word “angry” or “happy” over a picture of a
neutral human face. Subjects described the face as either
happy or sad in keeping with what word had been flashed
over it.22

But what Vicary had announced in 1957 was of an order of
magnitude greater—which is why the news spread quickly.
Not only could this be applied to movies, but television

programs as well. And there was something decidedly
unsettling about it. Here, or so it seemed, was a practical
application of a method of which Life magazine writer
Herbert Brean asked, “[c]ould it sneak into your brain
without your knowledge and make you do or feel something
you did not consciously desire?”23

What Vicary was describing was almost straight out of the
pages of George Orwell’s seminal “Big Brother” fable, “1984.”
Vicary and company viewed it as something positive—if
under proper regulation. He touted how it would offer “two
substantial gains to the public: Fewer interruptions for
sponsor messages and added entertainment time.” He played
down the notion of control, explaining it would only serve as
“reminder advertising” for products already known to the
public. A subliminal ad for beer, he explained, would have no
effect on a non-drinker. It would be no worse than a repetitive
jingle in traditional ads.24

But many others saw in it the fulfillment of their deepest
fears of authoritarianism.

Vicary’s announcement sent reporters scrambling to find the
nearest psychologists to confirm or refute its veracity. The
Wall Street Journal’s Carter Henderson interviewed Dr.
George Klein (who had conducted the previously mentioned
“angry/happy” face study the week before). He was skeptical,
though perhaps it was sour grapes given how Vicary had just
stolen his and his colleague’s thunder. “Human thresholds of
awareness vary greatly,” he commented, “and I cannot
understand how this company knows enough to subliminally
project commercials effectively to a mass audience...there’s no
way of telling how a person will react to such an ad. He
might actually form a dislike for the product.”25

The reaction from the advertising world was mixed. William
Dye, in charge of promos for Liebmann Breweries, Inc., would
withhold judgement until he saw it himself. Stockton
Helffrich from the National Broadcasting Company (NBC)
was “very interested in seeing what it’s got.” Harry Brandt,
head of the Independent Theater Owners Association
proclaimed he was against showing ads where people pay good
money to be entertained (unlike movie theaters today!), but
“wouldn’t dismiss it until I had seen it.”26

“The Hidden Persuaders”
The most explosive reaction for the public, however, came

from Vance Packard. Born in Pennsylvania in 1914, he earned
his master’s degree at the Columbia University Graduate
School of Journalism in 1937, going on to work as a
journalist with the Boston Daily Record before becoming an
Associated Press reported in 1940. Two years later, he moved
to magazine writing and editing with publications like,
American magazine and Collier’s. When Collier’s went out of
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business, he began devoting his time completely to writing
books. His best-known book was “The Hidden Persuaders”
in 1957. Always the social critic, Packard took on the
emerging consumer culture and the techniques used to create
it—including subliminal advertising. He questioned the
ethics of such practices and speculated on how it might be
used to subvert the democratic process. It was a bestseller and
while Packard wrote a dozen books between 1946 and 1989
(he died in 1996), it is still the one most people will have
heard of.27

Vicary and Packard were two ends
of a controversy that had, in fact,
been brewing for a while at the time.
Two years before, a BBC television
station in Great Britain flashed a
nonsense phrase in one of their
science shows. They told the viewers
something unusual had been done,
but not what. People were asked to
write in with what they believed it to
have been. Out of 430 postcards,
twenty had the phrase and 134 had
at least part of it. Considering the
show had 4.5 million viewers, it was
a rather minor success! Similar
experiments in the U.S. produced
similarly underwhelming results.28

Still, KTLA, a television station in
Los Angeles, sought to be at the
forefront of what they saw as the
coming wave by contracting with a
New Orleans company to provide
subliminal ad content. The company, PRECON, was even
planning a new movie release with intentional subliminal
messages.29

Some seemed to have a hard time taking all this
psychological hocus-pocus seriously. In his 1958 Life
magazine article, “‘Hidden Sell’Technique Is Almost Here,”
Herbert Brean randomly sprinkled little phrases
and included a stock photo at the end of the article of
Marilyn making a phone call.

But not everyone found it so amusing. The National
Association of Radio and Television Broadcasters—which
included the three major television networks and some 300
smaller ones—banned their members from using subliminal
ads. Subliminal messaging had also caught the attention of
the Federal Government. In January of 1958, James Vicary
gave a demonstration to members of an alarmed FCC and
Congress. The results were inconclusive. The closest thing to a
success seems to have been a Congressman quipping he could

go for a hotdog—though the message flashed had been for
popcorn. The FCC saw no need to act since there was no
widespread use and the experiments were far from conclusive.
Nevertheless, the New York State Senate passed legislation
banning subliminal advertising and the tide seemed definitely
against the technique.30

Representative William Dawson, a Republican from Utah,
led a fight in Congress against subliminal ads. He wrote
extensively on the matter to John C. Doerfer, the Chairman of
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).31 Still, there

wasn’t enough evidence to support an
FCC action.

The Lee
By now, the reader may well be

thinking, “this is all very interesting,
but what does it have to do with New
Jersey history?”

Admittedly, New Jersey is somewhat
of a footnote—Vicary just happened
to have supposedly selected a Fort
Lee, NJ theater for his experiments.

And, yet, when this NJ connection
is explored, the story of James Vicary’s
infamous experiment starts to unravel.

Nowhere in the newspaper or
magazine articles that dealt with the
controversy Vicary’s announcement
unleashed was the name of the Fort
Lee theater ever given. There are
possible explanations, of course.
Perhaps the theater owner didn’t want

to be identified with such a controversial experiment? Given
the claimed power of the technology and what it would be
worth in dollar value, it might be in Vicary’s interests to keep
such details as a “trade secret.” After all. what if an employee
at the theater told of something they saw to a competitor?
That PRECON in New Orleans was signing contracts with a
television station demonstrates that others would definitely
want a piece of the action! Or, perhaps, the name was simply
so minor a detail as to not be relevant to the greater story—
unless, of course, you’re interested by New Jersey history! 

Indeed, I first heard of it as an aside in Bill Bryson’s
biographical “The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid”
(2006) about growing up in 1950s America. It was the New
Jersey connection that made it more than just an interesting
“factoid.”

If Vicary was seeking to make it difficult to find out what
theater was used for his experiment—and it’s admittedly not
clear he was—he could have picked a better town than Fort

Marilyn Monroe
Call Herbert Brean
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Lee or simply said it was “in New Jersey.” According to
Lucille Bertram of the Fort Lee Historical Society, “In most
of 1957 there was only one operating movie theatre: the Lee
Theatre.  The Linwood had not yet opened and the Grant
Lee was operating as a playhouse from Feb. 1957.”31

So anyone interested in poking around and asking questions
would have little problem being sure they had the right movie
theater in Fort Lee—there was only the one!

Why Vicary selected Fort Lee is unclear. Perhaps it was a
name he knew from its cinematic heritage. It may have only
had the single movie house in 1957, but it was once America’s
first “Hollywood.” Cheap rent and a proximity to Manhattan
helped the burgeoning
cinema industries of
the early 20th century
find a home in New
Jersey. It also didn’t
hurt that Thomas
Edison’s “Black
Maria”—the first
American movie
studio—had been
located in West
Orange. Many of the
great early movies were
shot in New Jersey,
particularly along the
Palisades, which
included Fort Lee.32

Whatever the case,
one man, Stuart
Rogers, did indeed
poke around and ask questions. In 1957, he was researching a
proposed term paper on subliminal advertising as a
psychology student at Hofstra College. He drove out to Fort
Lee and quickly worked out it could only have been The Lee.
It just didn’t add up—literally. Vicary claimed close to 46,000
movie patrons had been exposed to his experiment over six
weeks. “The size of that small-town theater suggested it
should have taken considerably longer than six weeks to
complete a test of nearly 50,000 movie patrons,” he recalled
in 1993. Perhaps most damning, however, was when he asked
the theater’s manager, Marvin Rosen, about it, he declared,
“no such test had ever been conducted at his theater.”33

So was Vicary’s claimed experiment a fraud? An article in
Motion Picture Daily gave a different view. Vicary claimed
that the manager never knew they conducted the experiment.
It seems hard to believe no one would have noticed the
subliminal projector that “was mounted on the parapet of the
loge...and operated continuously...without an attendant.”

Further, Rosen himself was quoted as saying “several
youngsters” told him that they had seen the ads.34

Rosen may have known something was going on, but
perhaps not what. Vicary claimed the secrecy was necessary to
protect themselves for their process of filing for a patent.
However, their approach to the patent seemed rather cavalier.  

They had hired Floyd Crews of the New York legal firm
Darby & Darby to handle the patent applications. Vicary
characterized the effort as the first time one would be issued
“on what is essentially a social invention.” It was likened to
Sigmund Freud if he had tried to get a patent on
psychoanalysis. they hadn’t even bothered to do the searches to

see if anyone else had
a patent on similar
technology.35

What they would
have used to conduct
their experiments was
called a
“tachistoscope.”This
apparatus displays an
image for a specific
amount of time. In of
itself, it was nothing
new in 1957—it had
been originally
described by the
German physiologist
A.W. Volkmann in
1859 and World War
II fighter pilots used
them in training to

learn to quickly identify aircraft silhouettes as friends or
foes.35 So Vicary might not have patented the equipment as
much as the technique of using it. Searches of the patents and
applications from the period, however, never turned up any by
Vicary or his company. A version of the tachistoscope was
patented, however, by his competitor, PRECON, in 1958
(issued in 1966).36

The question of if the experiment would even have been
possible in the Fort Lee theater, the reported contradictory
claims by the theater’s manager and the lack of a patent—
which was part of Vicary’s explanation—have all added up to
historians questioning if the experiment even took place. In
1962, however, statements by Vicary himself would destroy
his credibility.

“a form of high jinks”
In a September 1962 interview with Fred Danzig for

Advertising Age magazine, Vicary recalled viewing subliminal
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The Lee Theater where Vicary was supposed to have
conducted his experiment. It was torn down in the 1970s.
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advertising at first as “a form of high jinks I didn’t want to
have anything to do with.” Nevertheless, he came around to
investigating the possibilities with the idea of applying for a
patent should it pan out. The experiments at Fort Lee were
the beginnings of that process. Things became complicated,
however, by what he claimed was a leak of information that
jeopardized the whole plan. With only the single experiment
under their belt, he felt their hand had been forced and he had
to come forward with his press release to stake his claim of
priority.37

Vicary maintained that they had done the experiment, but
that they were forced into a premature announcement of their
findings. “Worse than the timing, though, was the fact that
we hadn’t done any research, except what was needed for filing
a patent,” he said, “I had only...a small amount of data—too
small to be meaningful. And what we had shouldn’t have been
used promotionally.”38

The nuance of the answer is important. In the decades
since, Vicary has been portrayed as a fraud, that he made up
his Fort Lee data and even being accused of having never
really carried out the experiment at all. Indeed, many cite this
1962 interview as his admission of falsifying his Fort Lee
test. And, yet, that really isn’t what he said.

He would maintain until his death in 1977 that the Fort
Lee experiment was real—only that the results were released
prematurely and without further corroborative tests should
not have been announced so soon. It is possible to interpret
from his statements that he perhaps exaggerated the numbers
to bolster support. But he seems to have taken a gamble that
further testing would verify what he felt he had been forced to
prematurely announce. If so, it was a gamble he lost. In the
end, he didn’t view subliminal advertising as a hoax, but rather
was forced to conclude it had been “a gimmick” that failed.39

Kelly B. Crandall, who researched the Vicary controversy,
concluded “When the Danzig interview is situated with
earlier evidence, it provides a realistic possibility that an
experiment of some kind took place, but that Vicary
exaggerated the ensuing results for the sake of publicity.”40

Whatever the truth, James Vicary retreated from the public
spotlight. It is not clear if he ever in fact made an application
for a patent, but one was never granted—a fact some cite as
proof of his fraud. He has grown into something of a shady,
“Svengali” type figure in the history of pop culture and
advertising. Rumors spread that he had become very wealthy
off his ill-gotten gains and disappeared from the public eye to
a life of luxury. After all, A 1957 Newsweek article stated
that Vicary had spoken to 250 companies about subliminal
advertising contracts. But even this would appear to have been
an effort to spin him into a villain. Speaking with companies
is different than actually signing contracts and even if he had 

done consulting work for any of them, the numbers thrown
around seem to have been gross exaggerations of the fees
typical of the period.41

In any event, Vicary’s reputation was ruined by the whole
affair. He did indeed leave the country, but claimed it was to
escape the “scandal,” heading on a whim to England to see the
birthplace of his father. Upon his return, he had an unlisted
phone number out of fear caused by hostile letters to the
editors of publications covering the controversy that left him
afraid for his life.42

Sex in an Ice Cube
Does subliminal advertising work? Some experiments seem

to indicate it can, though not so well as to be really useful,
and that it is dependent on a wide range of factors.
Periodically, researchers seem to rediscover the idea and
conspiracy theorists see it as a sinister plot by someone.

In 1973, Wilson B. Key’s book, “Subliminal Seduction,”
picked up where Vance Packard had left off, claiming to see
secret symbols and words in print ads—including the word
“S-E-X” in the ice cubes pictured in a liquor ad. It raised new
concerns over the practice and the FCC finally passed a ban
on it in January 1974, stating that whether or not it was
effective, it was contrary to the public well-being.43

We still live in Vicary’s shadow—in 1978, the police in
Wichita, Kansas, asked KAKE-TV to insert subliminal
messages in their news reports about the “BTK Killer” (Bind,
Torture, Kill) to convince him to turn himself it (it didn’t
work); French president François Mitterrand had subliminal
images of himself mixed in the title sequence of a French
national news show during their 1988 election; in 2000, a
TV ad campaign ran by Republicans for George W. Bush
included the word “BUREAUCRATS” but then one frame
showing only “RATS” over Al Gore’s image (the FCC
investigated but no actions were taken); the British alternative
comedy show, “The Young Ones,” included obvious
subliminal images as a goof on the concept; the horror film,
“The Exorcist” included many subliminal images said to
increase the movie’s effect; the McDonald’s logo appeared in a
single frame of the Food Network’s hit show, “Iron Chef ” in
2007, though they claimed it was an unintentional glitch.44

Whether done seriously or in jest, subliminal messages have
a certain dark allure—one which destroyed James Vicary. The
controversy rears its head every so often and, for better or
worse, will likely do so into the future with each new wave of
technology in our mass media culture.

And, to a large degree, we can trace it all to a darkened
theater in Fort Lee, New Jersey.
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