
By the 1920s, car advertising had  
become much more sophisticated.  
Wolseley’s take on Rodin’s Thinking  
Man (in the advert above) may only  
have had brief details about the 12/32 
model being offered for sale, but it  
would certainly have put the name of 
Wolseley into the readers’ thoughts. 

The Ultimate History of British Car Advertising in the 20th Century 
 

The art of persuasion ~ stunning pictures, memorable slogans and creative text 

Britain not only made some of the finest 
cars in the world during the 20th  
Century, but the marketing experts of the 
period also produced many outstanding 
magazine adverts which were used to 
help sell the cars. 
 

It was the persuasive power of these 
ads which enticed car buyers of the time 
to visit their local showroom and then 
more often than not buy the gleaming 
new car as soon as they walked though 
the door.  
 

It was a ploy which proved highly effec-
tive. Even though many people believe  
it is a car’s looks, price, performance, 
reviews and reputation which get motor-
ists to part with their cash, the way it is 
advertised is just as important and is the 
reason why the major ad agencies today 
charge substantial fees for their services.  
 

For much of the 20th Century, maga-
zine adverts were one of the most im-
portant tools car manufacturers used to 
generate sales and every company 
spent substantial resources and em-
ployed every trick in the book to try and 
make sure their latest model stood out 
from the crowd. 

The earliest car ads had very limited  
creativity. They usually featured no more 
than a basic B&W photograph or line-
drawing, along with a few simple details.  

In the 1970s, before political correctness 
kicked-in, pictures of alluring young 
women were used to help sell a large 
number of MG sports cars. If the headline 
didn’t grab the attention of magazine 
readers, the pictures certainly did. In the 
advert above, the female model had 
been dressed and positioned with scien-
tific accuracy and even her handling of 
the hand-brake had been thoroughly  
choreographed in advance. If, young, 
male, would-be, sports car buyers 
wanted a car which ticked all the right 
boxes, this advert did as much as it  
could to arouse the right level of interest. 

The post-war era saw major American ad 
agencies become more involved and were 
highly innovative in the ways they helped 
to sell some of the upmarket British cars 
which were sent to the US. A case in 
point was for the US launch of Jaguar’s 
XK150 where avant garde Austro-
Hungarian artist Rene Bouche was cho-
sen to create a very stylish advert (above) 
which featured the car in the most fash-
ionable of settings. Here, the primary aim 
was not to highlight the car’s impressive 
specs, but to show the XK150 as being 
the ideal car for America’s affluent high-
society types -just the sort of people Jag-
uar were trying to attract as customers. 

The Ultimate History of British Car  
Advertising in the 20th Century is the 
most comprehensive study to date of  
the history of British car advertising and  
provides a fascinating insight into a 
hugely important part of British motoring 
history. Featuring more than 1000  
adverts, it contains a wealth of previously 
untold detail and not only shows the  
huge changes in the ways that cars were  
marketed as the industry developed, but 
also reveals the many highly creative 
ways the marketing specialists went 
about selling everything from standard 
family saloons, to expensive sports cars, 
to luxury limousines -irrespective of what 
may be the car’s limitations or however it 
may perform on the road.  
To view sample pages and further  
details, go to: www.auto-heritage.co.uk 

During WW2, even though car produc-
tion had virtually stopped in Britain, most 
of the major manufacturers continued to 
advertise in the leading car magazines, 
although many of the adverts had images 
and themes which were directly related 
to the war. 


