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Watch out, Target. Get a move on, Sears, Roebuck and Co. Here comes Wal-Mart. 

Forget those dumb and dumpy Wal-Mart back-to-school commercials from GSD&M in Austin and Chicago that debuted a couple of weeks ago. Piddling as they were, it now appears they were nothing but a first baby step in the humongous discount retailer's grand plan to broaden its appeal to include a higher-end shopper demographic. 

Those eminently forgettable first steps, however, have quickly been eclipsed by one impressive leap -- namely the eight-page Wal-Mart ad insert ( a joint venture involving GSD&M and Vogue Studio) that readers soon will see in the September issue of the high-fashion bible Vogue magazine. 

Vogue's September edition is where the most elite designers and fashion houses annually purchase loads of ad space to showcase their new fall collections. But now Wal-Mart is demanding -- or should we say, commanding -- its place in Vogue's vast advertiser pantheon alongside the likes of Ralph Lauren, Gianni Versace, Calvin Klein and such. 

It's a leap that, quite frankly, boggles our mind. And one that many consumers may look agog at. Especially coming as it does in Vogue, whose somewhat elitist image seems at the complete opposite end of the spectrum from hugely populist Wal-Mart. 

Here's the good news, though: The Wal-Mart ad insert is a stunningly classy effort. And thankfully one that couldn't be confused with Vogue's editorial content. 

The insert's overarching concept is to introduce Wal-Mart as an outpost where fashion-savvy types may find items of apparel that can be mixed and matched with elements from shoppers' existing wardrobes to create fresh, unstuffy fashion statements. Each ad page features a smartly attired real-world woman with copy explaining what's from Wal-Mart and what's from the photo subject's clothes closet. 

Such an approach is not exactly a startlingly new way of going about being stylish, but Wal-Mart's take on it in the insert is done with great finesse. 

If this ad insert is any indication of what's to come in Wal-Mart's bold image repositioning move, the further execution of this risky strategy is, for sure, going to be quite interesting to watch. 

Lew's view: A- 
MAIL BAG 
The letters about the New Yorker/Target ad deal and the subsequent Media Mix coverage continue to arrive. Here's a further sampling: 

I have to disagree with your take on this issue. From your account, the New Yorker/Target deal seems to be the perfect commentary on the branded society we have become. Now there's discussion of selling naming rights to government buildings and highways. Humans have sold their foreheads and baby's name for advertising rights on eBay. Products are placed in TV shows for financial gain. Intentional or not, the New Yorker is, as always, concisely cutting to the heart of the matter. 

Jan Matthews 

Whassamatta, Lewie? Did the mean ol' New Yorker not like your cartoon submission? Did you get a paper cut when you last picked up an issue? Are you sad because the Target near you doesn't carry the toilet paper you like? Seriously, dude. What the hell? Why is this such a problem for you? 

Stewart Mason 

Don't quite see the scandal with the New Yorker and Target. In this age of product placement, what's the big deal? "American Idol" is essentially a commercial for Coke and Cingular. Music videos hawk artists' latest albums. NASCAR vehicles are speeding billboards. Advertisers even produce and run bikini ads in the annual Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition. Seems like Target did what it always does: Create innovative branding that breaks the rules. A person in your line of work should salute such efforts. 

HighJive221 

I fail to understand why you've had such difficulty determining the line of demarcation in the latest edition of the New Yorker. I wonder how many people in the ad biz would agree with your summary judgment of this integration of sponsor and medium. I imagine there are thousands of brand managers, not only at advertising agencies, but their clients as well, who are sitting at their desks today and thinking: "Damn it! Why didn't I think of that?" You mean to say you would rather see the ultra-conservative, yawn-inducing stuff that normally passes for advertising than these illustrations? 

Reese Thompson 

As a 20-year subscriber to the New Yorker, I was prepared to hate the Aug. 22 issue after reading your column. And I did hate it, for about two minutes, until I saw the creativity of the illustrations, and how well they blended with the New Yorker's personality. It's the best collection of commercial art I've ever seen, and I would pay admission to a gallery to see contemporary art this good. I wouldn't care if the New Yorker did the same on a quarterly basis with other advertisers, as long as the creativity and whimsy is of the same caliber. You're being too much of a purist on this issue. 

Ron Bottrell 

I applaud you for seemingly being a voice in the wilderness on the Target sponsorship of the Aug. 22 issue. I wrote a biography of Si Newhouse in which I covered in detail the purchase of the New Yorker, the ouster of William Shawn -- who would never, ever have accepted the Target single sponsorship -- and the eventual hiring of David Remnick. As I note in my book, under Shawn there was a wait list for advertisers. As soon as Newhouse bought the New Yorker, it started losing money, so perhaps this kind of deal with Target is inevitable. 

Carol Felsenthal 
