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THROUGH THE PEEPHOLE
For the "Keyhole" spot for the
Honda Civic, A52 wanted to
develop a collage style. Every
shot was re-created with up
to 500 stills of the environ-
ment, mixing and matching
live-action, 3D and 2D ele-
ments. "It was really free-
form; ideas would just come
up," says Pat Murphy o/A52.
"We'd ask ourselves, 'Does
this apply, is it interesting,
does it still stay within the
realms of rehirth and include
different visual language?"

D I S C I P L I N E S

DESIGNERS, START YOUR ENGINES!
Automakers typically play it safe, hiring global mega agen-

cies to create their advertising. But three new campaigns

put small design firms right in the driver's seat.
Stepping into the Los Angeles Auto Show, one becomes
overwhelmed with an odd sensation: blindness. The
accumulated glare from acres of gleaming autos makes
it very difficult to see, let alone focus on specific car
company logos, each of which is ringed with additional
sparkling lights. But buried in the bling of this indoor
parking lot are dozens of new cars people have never
driven, never read about and, in many cases, never
seen. You have to wonder, as you fumble for your sun-
glasses, how will these cars ever find their way into the
right driver's garage?

Car marketing has to work hard these days. High
gas prices and environmental concerns, coupled with
a wait-and-see economy, stir up a need for brand loy-

alty more than ever. Consumers are looking to relate
to their cars in emotional ways—they want the cars
to offer a style, spirit and philosophy they can buy
into. The success stories from years past are immedi-
ately apparent at the show: Clean, quirky Volkswagen
suffers no identity crises after the Beetle's brilliant
rebirth, and Mini Cooper shines from the corner
after single-handedly wresting every ad and marketing
award from the old standbys.

In recent years, a growing group of successful auto-
makers has tapped top design shops to craft their mar-
keting messages. These designers have been especially
successful at reaching audiences through approaches
that differ widely from the traditional ad-based cam-
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MAXIMUM OVERDRIVE
When Hornet inc. cre-
ated the whimsical spot
for Honda's concept of
rebirth, Maithy Tran
says, "We certainly felt as
if we were reversing our
thinking. We challenged
ourselves."

paigns of the past. Nowhere is this more apparent than
in three recent projects for Honda Civic, Toyota Scion
and the Hummer H3, where you won't find a single
car grooving to a classic rock track while rolling down
a desert highway.

CIVIC DUTY
The Hondas are the first cars you see when walking
into the L.A. exhibitor hall, and the first thing you
notice is that these don't look like Hondas. Along
with a redesign of the Civic fleet, Honda mounted a
huge campaign to make the seemingly vanilla vehicles
appeal to a sophisticated audience. This era of "reverse
thinking" starts with a flip of the final 'c' in the Civic
logo that creates an arresting visual palindrome. On a
flashy dais, a 2006 Civic sits before monitors looping
recent ads—and these are not the Richard Dreyfuss-
narrated spots you've seen before.

To relaunch the 34-year-old Civic, Honda pitched
the idea of "rebirth" to six artist teams, resulting in six
stunningly different spots. For JJ Walker and Maithy
Tran, directors at bicoastal Hornet Inc., brainstorming
their concept required resetting their own opinions
about the Civic. "For most people, the Civic is known
as what you get for your first car, but it's becoming
more than that—more than the cliche," Walker says.
"We came up with ideas that would make people look
at it differently."

The "Rebirth" commercial that resulted is a surreal
journey through vaguely familiar mechanical forms,
with whirring abstract animation worthy of Miro. It
also barely shows the car. Another Honda spot, "Key-
hole," designed by Los Angeles-based A52, is inspired
by David Hockney's photographic collage "Pearblossom
Highway"—with the Civic briefly zooming through at
the end. Both spots represent extreme departures for
the carmaker, which the artists say was all in the spirit
of reinvention. "They didn't want the spot to be about
the car," says Pat Murphy, who makes up the creative
team at A52 with Andy Hall. "They wanted it to be
about rebirth and show the car—but not until the end.
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INSPIRING INSERTS
Dozens of Scion campaigns like these run concurrently, appeal-
ing to urban trend leaders like DJs, tattoo and graffiti artists,
fashion designers and graphic designers themselves.

SHARING THE VISION
In creating the marketing
materials for Scion, includ-
ing the Phantom TV spot,
ATTIK's Simon Needham
says, "Specifically in relation
to Scion, their streamlined
marketing approach allows us
to he more creative and get
work done quickly."

It was about the feeling of, 'Look how much we've
changed this car, look how fun it is."

Honda's website includes a section featuring
the artists' bios and quotes about their inspiration.
Although the project complements traditional brand-
ing work by L.A.-based ad agency RPA, it's a practice
that Walker thinks shows a huge step forward for
Honda's image with consumers. "Honda has been very
progressive, and their launch of the Civic proves that,"
Walker says. "For them to proactively approach artists,
give them a voice along with a face, and let them share
the spotlight alongside the Civic, is worthy of notice."
The attention helped it win one award important to
consumers: Civic was named the 2006 Motor Trend
car of the year.

CUSTOMIZATION IS KINQ
The Toyota Scion, launched in 2003, has always prom-
inently featured design. The cars themselves consist of
several base models that are extremely customizable, a
veritable blank canvas attractive to creative types who
are psyched to style their on-road persona. At the L.A.
Auto Show, Scion exuded its usual hip-hop attitude: A
faux chain-link fence was lit with blue and red lights

while the bass throbbed below the platform. Scion tar-
gets a group that forecasters call "urban trend leaders"
(those same creatives who are attracted to its features)
and has penetrated the covetable twentysomething
audience better than any other manufacturer.

So if a car is built upon the fact that it never
looks the same twice, with a constant flurry of new
options, how do you market it? Simon Needham,
group creative director and founder of ATTIK in San
Francisco, says you stick to the theme of customiza-
tion. "The whole proposition of customization and
personalization means producing something different
all the time," he says. "It enables us to produce work
that's allowed to be different and stand out. It helps to
support good work."

A dizzying number of recent campaigns for the
Scion offer as many executions as the car offers
options. This overwhelming saturation is also part of
the strategy. "What is key for our target is giving them
cool stuff and plenty of it," Needham says. "Young
people are able to absorb a lot of information quickly.
We make new stuff very quickly, almost disposable."
For example, tricked-out autos in neon colors are fea-
tured in two different print campaigns: One shows the
edgy inspiration behind the customization decisions,
another set of inserts holds cards that fold over to
reveal the different options—it's cool car origami.

Through this hot-and-hip marketing, ATTIK hooks
young drivers on the Scion but is also building long-
term Toyota fans by cementing their relationship with
the manufacturer itself. "The 20- to 30-year-olds don't
usually have strong loyalties to a specific car brand,"
Needham says. "There are cars that young people like,
but there are not many brands that young people buy
into. We're trying to develop a brand that people have
a loyalty to. The positive experience the customer has
with Scion as a brand should encourage buyers to stay
with Toyota as they get older."

LIKE NOTHING ELSE
Hummers are the beautiful behemoths of the road.
And despite recent SUV backlash, the brand has
remained successful, thanks to Boston shop Moderni-
sta!, which focuses on pinpointing a spirited lifestyle
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ORANQE CRUSH
'We liked the look of a silver
truck on a bright orange
background,''Jensen says.
"It felt high-tech and modem
and athletic—(ike a snow-
boarding coat or some out-
door gear. The launch feels
bigger to the public; orange is
hard to miss."

for the Hummer brand. And in 2005, Modernista! got
the chance to help launch the first mass-market Hum-
mer, the smaller (but not by much) H3 model.

The H3 presented a slightly different approach.
The HI and H2 are the hulking Hummer models
made specifically for extreme off-roading (the HI can
literally climb walls) and they target a very small, very
specific audience. "Hummer buyers are an interesting
bunch. They are very entrepreneurial. A large percent
own their own businesses, and they are quite success-
ful at it," says Lance Jensen, executive creative direc-
tor at Modernista! "With Hummer, it's not about blue
collar or white collar, it's an independent, confident
state of mind." Jensen notes that the Hummer is typi-
cally the third vehicle in an owner's garage, not to be
driven every day. "People use them as they use boats,"
he says.

Because of the H3's reasonable size and good gas
mileage, many potential consumers who had already
bought into the Hummer mentality could have a Hum-
mer for everyday use. The launch needed to reach a
wide audience but through very specific channels.
Bright orange print ads and funny TV spots highlight
the H3's core values: It's smaller and cheaper, but it's
still a Hummer. Even with mass-market appeal, the
H3 launch still addressed the individualistic spirit that
Modernista! focuses on. "While it seems that they are

everywhere, they really aren't," Jensen says. "Hummer
is a very small niche brand. It will never be for every-
one, and in a way, that makes it easier to market."

THE ROAD AHEAD
Staring at Hummer's we-know-we're-different signage,
Honda's eye-popping ads or Scion's oasis of hip, it's
apparent that these brands know who they're talking
to. These cars sell well. For many of the creatives, the
success of design-based marketing represents a shift in
how car companies are spending their money.

"The whole ad world is changing," says Mark Tobin,
executive producer on A52's "Keyhole" spot for the
Civic. "They're more open to coming to a company
like us or a little design company and handing over
the whole thing. There's no purpose in running a car
commercial if it can't draw attention to itself. A com-
mercial has to get people off their seats and get them
excited about the cars."

Alissa Walker was the only person at the L.A. Auto
Show looking at the design of the exhibits instead of
the cars, alissa@gelatobahy.com
LANCE JENSEN BOSTON www.modernista.com

PAT MURPHY, MARK TOBIN LOS ANQELES www.a52.com

SIMON NEEDHAM SAN FRANCISCO www.attik.com
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