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Life’s too short to read body copy. Let’s face it — life’s too short to read this 
book. Skim it. Look at the pictures. Nobody reads body copy. 
 
Sometimes, I have this fantasy that a piece of copy goes out. And it hasn’t 
been read by anybody — not even by the proof-reader. And, hidden down in 
paragraph 13, is a typo that reveals the secret of the universe. But nobody 
gets to see it. (Because nobody reads body copy.) 
 
Actually, increasingly, people don’t read ads at all. They read — content. 
People don’t look at ads, or judge ads, or consider ads. They consume — 
content. 
 
Ads are things they avoid. 
 
Working in the ad industry, you think people are interested in ads. But they’re 
not. 
Go home at Christmas, and talk to your relatives, and see how much they 
know about what you do. 
 
Then divide that by 50, to give you a picture of how strangers feel about your 
latest campaign. 
 
Ads are like wasps at the picnic. They get in the way of what people want. 
 
Or they’re like the loony on the bus. “Thinking of buying some dog food?” Er, 
no. I don’t have a dog. 
 
People consume content, not ads. So you have to make content, not ads. You 
have to entertain. And words can still play an important part in that. 
 
So my advice on writing body copy is — don’t bother. My advice on writing 
content that is paid for by your clients is two-fold. 
 
One, always be entertaining. Clients should be thinking, not “what ads do I 
want to make?” But “what ads would I like to see?” 
 
Two, do it differently. The most important thing about any commercial 
communication is to do it differently. Write it upside down, in Jamaican patois, 
or with every fifth letter missing. 
 
Having said all this, I went to dig out some examples of body copy from the 
plan chest and immediately realised that I hadn’t been quite as revolutionary 
as I wanted to be. 
 



 

My first, panicky thought was to send in ads with as few words on them as 
possible — like the old Time Out poster with a candle burning at both ends, or 
the First Direct poster with a deliberately bland shot of rather stubby grass 
stretching across 96 sheets of prime London poster-site. 
 
Then I thought, grow up, mate. This book is about words, and you don’t 
despise words that much, do you? 
 
Because let me confess something right now. Although I fully understand the 
futility of writing body copy, I really like doing it. 
 
So I dug out some ads with words on them. And I hit another problem. As a 
creative director, you don’t always get to write the ads you most want to. So 
some of these ads aren’t my body copy at all. 
 
MTV. This was an MTV trade ad in which we introduced the idea of “optional 
body copy”. The copy was put on a rubdown inserted into the magazine. You 
could add as much of it (or as little) as you wanted to by rubbing on the sheet 
like a transfer. This came from a team called Justin Hooper (copywriter) and 
Christian Cotterill (art director). 
 
 
 

 
  



 

A BMW April Fool’s ad from wcrs. I like this because I had to write to a style 
set by Robin Wight, but I was able to inject some of my own sense of humour 
into it. 
 
 

 
 



 

Idris Soft Drinks. A chance to indulge — which I feel I only half-took. 
Undoubtedly this is the sort of ad which David Abbott would have written much 
better. 
 
 
 

 
 
  



 

Thames TV. I love the way the copy is spread out around the page, so you 
avoid that normal block-wodge look of body copy. The ad was a lot of fun to 
write. 
 
 

 
 



 

First Direct. In this campaign, small cut-out heads enjoyed short dialogues in 
small- space press ads. They had the feel of cartoons (i.e. they looked 
approachable), but I felt they were very fresh and different. 
 
Most of the ads in the campaign were written by other people (Naresh 
Ramchandani, Dave Buonaguidi and Steve Girdlestone). I can’t remember who 
wrote this one. 
 
 

 
 
  



 

Call me perverse if you want to, but I like body copy that doesn’t look like body 
copy. Which isn’t that surprising when you consider that I first learnt about 
advertising from a man who took a very individual approach to copywriting. 
 
Fresh from studying English Literature at Oxford University, I was told by Dave 
Trott that the best bit of body copy he’d ever seen was on a Land Rover ad 
from tbwa. I looked at it and there were actually no words on it at all. Just 
symbols. 
 
He was right. 
 
Now the question you’ve got to ask yourself is this. What’s the next bit of 
genuinely revolutionary body copy going to look like? Not like anything in this 
book, that’s for sure. Because these ideas have all been done before. 
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