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Oliviero TOSCANI  

Gottlieb GUNTERN 

 

A Milanese avant-garde photographer in his fifties, Oliviero Toscani uses advertising to provide 

images that will make people think and discuss with each other. Before joining Benetton in 1982 and 

currently teaching a course in communication at La Sapienza University in Rome, Toscani studied 

photography at the Kunstgewerbeschule in Zurich. He began his career working for fashion 

magazines (Elle, Vogue, Harper's ) and was the driving force behind some of the fashion industry's 

most famous advertising campaigns (Jesus Jeans, Valentino, Esprit, Fiorucci). 

 

Says Toscani, "so-called creative directors do everything in their power to turn their public into 

imbeciles… I believe that the public deserves to be treated more intelligently. And that it will 

respond." Indeed, it does; all over the world reactions rise and fall before the "sincere genius" or 

"opportunistic charlatan" that Toscani may be. The award winning - including a Lion d'Or for a 

television spot - family man takes it all in stride claiming, "I take pictures, I don't sell clothes." He also 

enjoys such simple, uncontested pleasures as making wine and olive oil and raising Appaloosa horses 

in his native Tuscany. 

 

… 

 

Oliviero is an artist of many talents. He is a highly sophisticated photographer who continuously 

creates thought-provoking pictures and at the same time he is an eager iconoclast who smashes to 

smithereens all kinds of icons of our culture. His criticism, as sharp as a razor bade, cuts right through 

the sterile clichés and trite silliness that is frequently proposed to us by an often undemanding, 

unsophisticated advertising machinery. He is a master communicator who shuns the shallow waters 

of small talk while aiming at a meaningful - and I emphasize that - at a meaningful dialogue with the 

world. His photo campaigns for United Colours of Benetton have alarmed the complacency of an 

entire industry, while his conceptual and pictorial provocations have enraged his fellow professionals 

and the general public to a point where from time to time they furiously cry out for the hangman. 

 

As you know, ladies and gentlemen, advertising is a huge industry. Whoever attacks advertising and 

corporate communication runs the risk of being mobbed by very powerful adversaries. To give you 

an Idea of the money involved in this mega business, I should like to mention a few of the figures 

published by Toscani in two of his books which I highly recommend to you. One is La pub est une 

charogne qui nous sourit", meaning Publicity is a corpse which smiles at us. The second book is 

entitled Ciao, Mamma. They are beautiful books. And what is on the back cover of the book? 
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Toscani: "I send you a kiss." 

 

Guntern: In these books I found a few figures: In 1972 Peugeot spent some 790 million dollars on 

publicity world- wide. In the same year Coca Cola spent 798 million dollars and Ford Motor Company 

1 billion dollars for the same purpose. In 1974 Japanese enterprises spent 171 billion French francs, 

and every single Western country spends approximately one percent of its gross national product per 

year for that purpose. This is more or less the sum that is allocated in a European country to the 

Ministry of Culture. 

 

These figures suggest that there are huge stakes involved in that game. Then along comes Oliviero 

who bluntly states: La Pub est une charogne qui nous sourit. He announces that he intends to open 

the Nuremberg Trials - those are his very words - against an advertising industry that he accuses of 

being guilty of offending human decency and intelligence. He accuses the Dons of publicity of 

cheating the public and calls them a Mafia. He denounces them for inciting frustration, helplessness, 

social ostracism and racism. He writes in one of his books, "The Nazis invented the propaganda of 

Aryan joy by producing films and series of photos celebrating boy scout happiness, sculpted bodies 

and nakedness, blond beauty, the joys of togetherness, grand and simple emotions a cult of nature 

and authenticity, cloudless skies, powerful cars." He goes on to emphasize that Stalin's and Maos' 

totalitarian regimes followed the same strategies of propaganda, and that today again those 

strategies are used in industrial advertising. Toscani attacks Claudia Schiffer, the very symbol of this 

Aryan beauty, the figurehead of publicity and (a few years ago) the best-paid model of the fashion 

world, qualifying her as "a sexless blonde, as exciting as a washing machine offering her big insipid 

smile… a dream of Hitlerjugend." He insists that she radiates the warmth of a "German ice-box" and 

that her face is as expressive as that of a "Swiss goat". I my youth I herded goats in the Swiss 

mountains, so I know what he is talking about. 

 

If you sow the seeds of irritation, you will reap the grapes of wrath. The owners and directors of 

advertising and public relations agencies are angry at Toscani and have demanded that the 

authorities withdraw his professional license, that they bounce him, as they bounced Brunelleschi 

from the assembly in Florence, claiming that he "dishonours the profession".  

 

All over the world the mass media refuse to publish Toscani's photos. L'Osservatore Romano, the 

official journal of the Vatican, has accused Toscani of terrorism of the image. UNICEF accuses him of 

"instrumentalising the horror of this world". And when he photographs a newborn baby still wet and 

connected to its mother by the umbilical cord, when he photographs the essence of young life, the 

very beginning out of the primordial slime, the Mayor of Palermo is so outraged, that he orders all the 

posters of this baby be removed from the billboards and torn to pieces.  Toscani, eager for a fight as 
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usual, only quips, "It's very interesting. In Palermo, where the Mafia kills a person a day, the image of a 

newborn is such a scandal." 

 

If you plant the seeds of doubt, you will harvest a meaningful deliberation. The number of Toscani's 

supporters and admirers is rapidly growing all over the world. Once the enfant terrible of advertising, 

today he is increasingly hailed as the child prodigy of communication. All over the world people 

young and old are beginning to understand the essence of his message. As the American painter 

Roy Lichtenstein rightly puts it, "Toscani belongs to the avant-garde as far as the art of publicity is 

concerned".  

 

Toscani has a keen sense of perception and a shrewd mind capable of critical judgment. He has 

created a unique vision combined with a coherent strategy of communication. His vision is that all 

the billboards in cities all over the world constitute a huge open-air museum that should serve to 

engage us all in a dialogue about meaningful topics in a world that often doesn't make much sense. 

We should not misuse the billboards for the trite silliness of propaganda machinery devoid of 

imagination, repeating over and over again the old propaganda tricks empty of sense and utterly 

devoid of creativity.  

 

He who is rich, young, blond and successful can enter the Garden of Eden and indulge in 

conspicuous consumption; the others are ostracized into a nether world. Toscani thinks we should 

attack such a terrible Eden, get rid of it and engage in an open discussion about much more 

meaningful things.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Oliviero Toscani. 

 

open discussion 

Toscani: I can recollect my first image of war. When I was 6 or 7 years old, my father who was a 

photojournalist, took me to the opening of a war cemetery in Italy. I remember how very shocked I 

was to see such a thing at that age and I asked my father what the hell it was. He explained to me 

that people make war - that I knew - and they shoot each other from opposite sides of the road. So 

on this side there is the American cemetery and on the other side there is the German, on the right 

there is the French and on the left there is the Italian - unless they escaped before. I mean, this is a 

sign of intelligence. I am sorry for you, but it is smart to run away from war,  it might be a sign of 

advanced civilization. That's how it is and that's how it will always be. So I took this picture (cemetery 

with aligned crosses) and the day that the war started, 19 January 1991, I got it published in the only 

newspaper that would agree to publish it: the Corriera della Sera in Italy. All the other magazines in 

the world turned it down. It set off incredible discussions on whether or not it was permitted to exploit 

death to sell sweaters. I don't know if such a picture will sell more sweaters: probably not, but I know 



 

 
 
 
  4 
 

that that picture belonged to its time. When you opened the newspaper on that day, on the front 

page you could read, "The war is on", and inside there was this picture. But our competitors had 

Claudia Schiffer's picture on the other pages and everything that belonged to a bunch of people 

who were not aware of what was going on. 

 

I do believe that modern companies must have a sense of responsibility because probably they are 

the ones who produce war. During the agony the sales go on, consumption goes on and probably 

consumption produces war. So I think that only the responsible companies will survive in the future. 

They have got a social-political responsibility; they have to have to have a social-political 

responsibility but they act as though they didn't. And I was accused of exploiting that to sell sweaters! 

 

So I said, ok, I am going to make a picture that nobody can censor, that nobody can deny is real. I 

am going to show the opposite of death; I am going to show life. I did this picture (shows slide of 

newborn baby) I was wrong; completely wrong as usual. What you see here is the most censored 

picture in the history of photography. It has been turned down by every country, especially Anglo-

Saxon countries. Of course, I never had any problem with Scandinavian countries. I normally have 

big problems with England, France, Germany and the United States. So this image really had a lot of 

impact, really caused a lot of discussion: is it possible to do something like that? And I thought: that's 

strange; talking about life or death is not allowed in advertising. In advertising, everybody is immortal, 

nobody is born, nobody dies. And I said: Who ever set that rule? Who ever said that? Where did that 

commandment come from? To me the only rule is that there are no rules. So I said to Luciano 

Benetton, "Let's go on. Take a risk, become a bigger millionaire. Let's go on." And he agreed. Of 

course he agreed: he is a businessman. Lorenzo il Magnifico was also a businessman. He piled up an 

incredible fortune by having those painters come in and paint for him. You can't even sell those 

paintings anymore, they are so valuable. If he had done marketing research, he never would have 

had those painters paint for him. He would have taken the mediocre ones. 

 


