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			Praise for Aurora Stewart de Peña and JULIUS JULIUS

			“Aurora Stewart de Peña is pillar of the D.I.Y. indie performance art community, inspiring and mobilizing with her incisive and audacious projects.”

			—Sook-Yin Lee, director of Paying for It

			“Julius Julius is the kind of satire I love, full of gentle wisdom and refusing to laugh at our expense. With imagination and tenderness, Stewart de Peña finds poetry in a pecuniary world of brand narratives and consumer manipulation, and asks us to forgive ourselves for buying in. This is a strange and beautiful book that wears big questions lightly.”

			—Martha Schabas, author of My Face in the Light

			“A finely decorated glimpse into an advertising agency somehow floating outside of time. Stewart de Peña builds a dense, soft carpeted world of corridors that only an insider could give us, where the ad copy is so perspicuous it’s educational. Despite its shadows (or because of them?), I would like to work at Julius Julius.”

			—Donovan Woods, singer-songwriter

			“The rambling, mythic Agency reminded me at times of the enormous bathhouse from Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away, or the infinite labyrinth of Susanna Clarke’s Piranesi, but ultimately could only be the creation of the singular imaginative force that is Aurora Stewart de Peña. A delight.”

			—Jordan Tannahill, author of The Listeners

			“Julius Julius takes place at an advertising agency with a richly imagined, 2000-year history, housed in a labyrinthine building full of hidden wonders and lost souls. The novel is like that building: both unnerving and delightful, and made up of exquisite details. Aurora Stewart de Peña’s debut is surreal in the way of a lucid dream, where anything could happen but everything makes sense. Throughout it all, the reader is warmly accompanied by Stewart de Peña’s clear, congenial voice: Julius Julius is unsetting, sometimes terrifying, but shot through with humor and joy.

			An award-winning playwright and advertising strategist, Stewart de Peña’s one-of-a-kind sensibility, and devotion to craftsmanship, shines in everything she touches. She understands the art of creating ads, and the often amoral world of advertising—subjects that become captivating with her storytelling. Her understated absurdism recalls Flann O’Brien and Sarah Moss, while her imaginative rigor brings to mind Catherine Lacey, with Nicholson Baker’s eye for small details that illuminate everything—she can derive a human epic from a tuna can.

			Stewart de Peña is endlessly attentive to secret histories: the human drama that goes into creating a brand, or the human cost of erecting the buildings where our daily lives take place. A wholly original work of magic realism, Julius Julius immerses us in a strange and wonderful reality, while tuning our perception of the reality we know. Julius Julius is one of those rare novels that enlarges your attention in subtle, but indelible ways: the world seems bigger since I read it.”

			—Alexandra Molotkow, journalist
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			I work at a very ancient ad agency. Situated beside the mall, it’s in a big rambling building that takes up the entire block. From the outside, you can’t even tell it’s an ad agency. The sign is just a tiny plaque, and time has worn the letters away.

		

	
		
			I chose a career in advertising because brands build our culture, and I wanted to feel important to culture.

		

	
		
			I never thought I’d have this career, or any career at all. My plan after leaving home at fifteen was to live in a dirty apartment, look beautiful, and do a lot of drugs. I planned to go to parties, live to twenty-five, then die mysteriously, devastating the many people in love with me. I achieved the drugs, and sometimes people would compare me to Christina Ricci, but I hated the idea of anyone remembering me naked, so no one got the opportunity to fall in love. And obviously, I didn’t die at twenty-five.

		

	
		
			I’ve always loved ads. They’re a parallel universe. People in advertising joke about having no souls, but finding success in this industry means believing that pure happiness is real. The most effective ads show us how optimism is rational. They imbue a product with it, and they’re able to make that product a solution to people’s sadness. And just before the moment of purchase, it is.

			That little feeling before buying something is proof of an advertising person’s soul.

		

	
		
			I define “culture” as a set of shared feelings and ideas brought to life through expression. Those expressions influence us and impact the way we behave. Plays, books, movies, music, art, TV, essays, and photographs are the expressions people think of when they think of “culture.” But you’ll engage meaningfully with more ads during your life than any of those other things. And you have to seek out a movie or a play. And then you only spend a few hours with it. Ads come to you, wherever you are. And now, they reflect your deepest fears and unspoken desires.

			Ads, whether we want to admit it to ourselves or not, are our real culture.

			I can understand how that might sound like a capitalist nightmare, but it’s actually okay. Ads can be beautiful. Or funny, or moving, or controversial. They reflect who we are. I think it’s okay to sell something as long as you’re giving something in return. Like a laugh, or a feeling.

		

	
		
			When I’m within a hundred metres of the agency, I get a headache. It happened the first time I ever came here, for my interview. It’s gotten worse throughout my employment. When I get on the streetcar to head to work, I pop a couple painkillers. I have a prescription for Goodheadrin.

		

	
		
			My boss thinks the headaches are a reaction to the ultrasonic mouse repellers. They use the ones that plug into the walls and emit a high-pitched scream heard only by rodents. There are probably a thousand plugged in at our agency. We’re not infested; it’s a preventative measure. The building is so old, it’s a mouse’s paradise. So many crannies and nooks and centuries of dropped cheese.

			My boss is obsessed with trying to get them removed, even though I’m the only one who gets headaches. I’m not entirely convinced they’re the problem. A headache can’t always be traced back to something real, like the noise from the repellers. I’m glad he has something to focus on, though. He’s happiest when he’s trying to make big operational changes.

		

	
		
			Obviously, the headaches are my body trying to tell me something, but right now I cannot afford to listen. My career is on an upswing.

			Every year, Advertising Magazine publishes a list of the most exceptional people in the industry, based on how many awards they’ve won. It’s a page of headshots accompanied by labels like “The Rule-Breaker” or “The Risk-Taker.” A very flattering write-up about the person’s work accompanies each headshot. To get included on the list is a huge honour.

			This year, they included me because of a digital banner campaign I worked on for a children’s charity. They called me “The Thoughtful Maverick.” A lot of people posted my write-up and congratulated me online, including an art director who I know hates me. His post meant a lot.

		

	
		
			A local billionaire runs the children’s charity. She inherited her money, so she can devote her time to raising awareness about the idea of adoption. Her charity is called Adoption Now!. Her father was a client at my old agency; he was the CEO of a grocery store chain. Our agency essentially did the campaign as a favour to her father, which worked out great for me.

			My old boss gave me the project because of some previous work I’d done rebranding a line of frozen lasagnas. Instead of making the value proposition about convenience, I made it about the feeling of getting taken care of that comes from having prepared food at the ready. After my rebrand, all frozen lasagnas, not just the line I’d worked on, saw a bump in sales.

			I’d never gotten to work on a charity before. It’s a big deal at ad agencies, because you can make moving work that gets a lot of attention.

			My campaign insight: thousands of foster kids live in the city, and no one seems interested in adopting them. But waiting lists to adopt pets are years-long. Research we conducted showed that people care more about sad dogs than they do about sad human children. But what if we could get them to think about children in need while already in the adopting mood? The creative seemed really simple: all we did was run a series of banner ads on pet adoption websites featuring the name and profile of a kid in the foster care system. The campaign was met with extreme success. We conducted a survey whose results showed an 11% increase in intention to adopt a child.

		

	
		
			Making Advertising Magazine’s list meant I had my pick of agencies, which I’d never had before.

		

	
		
			There are three reasons I decided to come work here:

			
					
					The place’s incredible history. It’s the oldest continuously operating ad agency in the world. I thought I’d inherit a legacy of ideas.

				

					
					My boss. I’d worked for him at another agency, and I learned so much from him. I felt sad when he left because this agency seemed unattainable to me and I thought I’d never see him again. Until I made the list. Of course, he’s made the list many times (“The Wild Child”). He’s a very beautiful person and famous in our industry. He’s tall and wears a leather jacket and 22K-gold dog tags around his neck. He can work anywhere he wants. He’s able to identify major cultural shifts just by observing what people wear to riots. He has perfect hair, and nobody has ever seen him touch it.

				

					
					Change is good. Change is important. She not busy being born is busy dying.

				

			

		

	
		
			This agency can trace its roots back to Pompeii, around the year AD 79. It was named after our founder, a man named Julius Julius, who came up with the idea to drive lusty men to a specific chain of brothels by carving erect penises into the cobblestones of the surrounding area. They functioned as arrows, pointing men in the direction of pleasure.

			His penises looked cartoony but still sexual enough to get his point across. The design’s lighthearted concept drove business for the brothel. Many historians refer to these penises as the very first ads.

			Julius Julius’s renown began to spread, and soon he found himself carving sheaves of wheat for bakeries, proud horses for farriers, and heads full of flowing hair for hair oil merchants. As requests for his services grew, he took on two apprentices to help him meet the growing demand.

		

	
		
			Of course, identifying “the first ad” is an impossible task, because ads look different in different cultures and economies, so an ad is pretty much anything that gets people to spend money on your business.

			Also, people advertise intuitively. An ad might look like someone’s good opinion of your services (influencer marketing), or choosing to place the sign for your business a little further down the road so that people see it as they walk by (out of home).

			Textbooks love Julius Julius’s penises because they can tie them to this agency, which makes a complete story, but also just because they’re lazy enough to assume that ancient Rome serves as the genesis for everything. Merchants from Mesopotamia and the kingdom of Aksum probably hired people to carve out stones, too.

		

	
		
			Julius Julius’s agency is now a global entity with shops in 120 countries.

		

	
		
			Julius Julius’s original shop still operates today. It managed to survive the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, the lava stopping mere feet away from the doorstep. Julius Julius himself survived, too. When the volcano exploded, most people fled for the shore, but of course the fast-flowing lava was hot enough to boil seawater, and the shifting of the ocean floor created a tsunami. But Julius Julius, an independent thinker, mounted his horse and galloped to the mountains, taking only his carving tools and a sketch of one of his original penises. He moved his main operations to Rome but kept the Pompeii location as a memorial to what was lost, eventually reopening it as a satellite.

		

	
		
			Our shop obviously isn’t the first—that would be the one in Pompeii—but it is considered a flagship. Our building is a historical landmark in the city. It’s one of the few remaining that’s still allowed to take up an entire city block for a single purpose. There used to be lots—boutique gyms, luxury stores—but a bylaw was passed decreeing that all buildings larger than 320,000 square feet had to have some space dedicated to affordable housing or community services. They made an exception for our ad agency because it is such a big part of the city’s history.

		

	
		
			I felt so excited to work here. The agency is responsible for many integral aspects of our culture. For instance:

			
					
					We trademarked the sound a can of Coca-Cola makes when you open it. The audio cue signals to consumers that something refreshing is coming. That’s called sonic branding. Other soft drinks make a sound, but due to our trademark, theirs have to sound different.

				

					
					We normalized the idea of non-red lipstick in the 1930s, when, after a decade of aggressive, jazz-handing flappers in red, women who sought to evoke a softer version of femininity needed more options. Lipstick comes in many colours now, but a client of ours called Pif Paf Puf (bankrupt 1962) created the first non-red shade, called Petal Flush.

				

					
					A lot of people also credit our agency with establishing the shame that comes from not washing your hands after going to the bathroom. We ran a public service campaign called Wash Up, Lasses! targeted to volunteer nurses during the Crimean War. Knowledge about bacteria was not common, so to clean their hands, people would typically rub them on a crisp piece of linen and think they were fine. Our campaign featured images of sloppy, bare-breasted women dressed in stained linen teeming with visible bacteria accompanied by the copy “An unwashed lass spreads pestilence, her stink arouses the worst impulses in even the gentlest men.” It hasn’t aged well, but it worked. It was a strategy for a more sexually alarmist time.

				

			

		

	
		
			In a couple weeks, I’ll have worked at Julius Julius for six months. And I’m disappointed to report that all the incredible history hasn’t translated into anything meaningful today. The agency has no vision, no North Star. I don’t know what we stand for. The building is outdated, rambling, and uncomfortable. The fluorescent lights buzz and flicker, and the kitchen drawers are full of loose plastic forks. The partners are all men. There are six, and they’re exactly the same person. They’re from medium-good families, they hold centre-right politics, and they’re tall. One of them occasionally wears suspenders, and because of this detail, the others call him Mr. Style. The muscles around the partners’ mouths are tense, but because they want their colleagues to perceive them as good, fun guys, they’ll flash an intentional toothy smile when they pass you in the hall. But when they’re alone together, they cross their arms and their mouths get tense again. Sometimes I’ll look into a boardroom and see them tense like that, and it empties my whole body of feeling.

		

	
		
			My boss told me the agency wants to change. It is easy for men like the partners to tell someone like my boss that they want to change, because my boss, with his glass-walled house and art photography book collection, would look at the partners and think, Obviously. He’d take them at their word, because who wouldn’t want to be more like him? He told me he was part of the agency’s change. He would usher in a new era, and the people he hired, including me, would do it with him. I think he genuinely believes it’s going to happen, but I don’t. The partners have no interest in progress, or inclusivity, or anything. They just want people to like them, and right now, people like progressive and inclusive.
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