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Creative Director Benetton 
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“Advertising is the richest and most powerful form of communication in the world. We need to have 

images that will make people think and discuss.” 

 

Providing such images is precisely what Oliviero Toscani, a Milanese avant-garde photographer in his 

fifties, does. Before joining Benetton in 1982 and currently teaching a course in communications at La 

Sapienza University in Rome, Toscani studied photography at the Kunstgewerbeschule in Zurich from 

1961 to 1965 and then began working with fashion magazines, including the major international 

monthlies such as Elle, Vogue, Vogue for Men, Lei, Donna, G.Q., Mademoiselle and Harper’s. Some 

of the fashion industry’s most famous advertising campaigns, such as Jesus Jeans, Prénatal, 

Valentino, Esprit and Fiorucci owe Italy’s most famous photographer their creative driving force. 

 

Although Toscani’s photographs have always been powerful (the Jesus Jeans campaign was 

censured by the Vatican), it is probably since he has been with Luciano Benetton that his work has 

stirred such an uproar all over the world, arousing controversy, firing up as much indignation as 

admiration, and branding him the “terrorist of advertising.” Perhaps a couple of decades of shooting 

long, lanky, blathering beauties in dark glasses will do that to you. Perhaps there comes a point 

where you are saturated with glamour and sparkle and make-believe and lies. Then advertising 

becomes not only a means of communication, but an expression of our time, witty or grim, but 

always arresting. The sacrilegious kiss of a pretty, young nun and good-looking priest was banned 

from more than one billboard; the blood-stained, new-born baby still attached to its umbilical cord 

"shocked” a few urban passers-by, to say nothing of the collage showing close-ups of fifty male and 

female genitals of all ages, colours, shapes and sizes. The list of debatable advertisement illustrations 

goes on and on, touching upon everything from racism to refugees to natural disasters and HIV 

victims. “Politically incorrect,” as viewed by many highbrows. The reality of everyday life, in the eyes 

of the artist. 

 

As irritable as some may find Toscani’s attitude, his accusatory portrait of modern advertising is 

certainly no understatement: “We see handsome young bankers more than willing to grant 

everybody credit, employees whose best pals are their bosses, immaculate babies tinkling in blue, 

and radiant twenty-year-old mothers singing and dancing as they scrub their kitchen tiles... Where 

are the pimple-faced teenagers, the immigrants, the accident victims...? They’ve been replaced by 

Claudia Schiffer, the embodiment of beauty in all its wholesome, blonde, rosy, Aryan perfection.” 

Even the most steadfast contenders of Toscani’s policy have got to admit that there, he has a point. 
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If one terminal-phase AIDS victim riposted to the photograph of a dying man surrounded by his 

grieving family with a photograph of himself and the “slogan,” “During the agony, the sales go on,” 

the heart-wrenching image has been hailed by “fight AIDS” organisations (especially in Holland and 

Japan) as a Pietà of our day. (Incidentally, Toscani is not the author of this particular picture, but 

selected it as part of Benetton’s campaign.) 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. 

 

And while the world over, 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) father 

of six, who claims “I take pictures, I don’t sell clothes,” enjoys such simple, uncontestable pleasures as 

making wine and olive oil and raising Appaloosa horses in his native Tuscany. 


