
Recognized for his revolutionary design leadership and profound social impact in cofounding Burrell-
McBain Advertising

In 1972 there were two Marlboro men. One was the now-iconic white cowboy, alone, staring off 
into space with a steely gaze. The other was a Black man, pictured in his neighborhood, 
surrounded by people. He had an afro and wore burnt-orange turtleneck sweaters as he purchased 
vegetables from his local market or visited his tailor, sometimes with a smoking cigarette in hand. 
This warm, infinitely more relatable image—an alternative conception of masculinity, free of self-
consciousness and grounded in community—was the creation of Emmett R. McBain Jr.

Chicago of the 1950s and ’60s saw the golden age of Black consumer consciousness—a place and 
time where Black creatives in advertising began to speak to their own communities. McBain was 
both witness to and key protagonist of that movement, starting his career in 1956 at Vince Cullers 
Advertising, the first African American-owned advertising agency in the United States. McBain 
would go on to cofound what would eventually become the largest such agency in the country. 
When he passed away in 2012, his friend and fellow artist Lowell Thompson declared, “In a land of 
Mad men, Emmett McBain was one of the maddest and happiest and hippest.”

McBain was born in Chicago in 1935, and his formative years were marked by determination. At 
age 12 he began taking summer classes at the Art Institute of Chicago. He started his formal art 
education at the Ray Vogue School of Commercial Art before switching to American Academy of 
Art in 1954 to study commercial art, while simultaneously taking night classes at the IIT Institute 
of Design.

After graduating, McBain worked with Vince Cullers for a year before joining Playboy Records as 
assistant art director at age 22—“hired immediately after displaying samples of his work,” noted 
Record and Sound Retailing magazine. Within a year he was Playboy’s promotion art director, and 
his cover for the Playboy Jazz All Stars album was named Billboard’s Album Cover of the Week. 
Ever entrepreneurial, he used this recognition to start his own design studio, McBain Associates, 
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“Afterjail,” 1975: Publication for the Women’s Educational Resource Center in 
Chicago, edited by Carol Adams Henry; designed and illustrated by McBain 
while he temporarily gave up work in advertising, and engaged with the arts 
and nonprofit communities in Chicago
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“Black is Beautiful,” c. 1968: Ad for Vince Cullers Advertising, Inc., creative 
direction by McBain
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which developed a relationship with the Mercury Record Corporation. By age 24 he had already 
designed some 75 album covers, mostly for the EmArcy jazz label, for artists including Tony 
Martin, Max Roach, and Sarah Vaughan.

Marlboro Advertisement, c. 1972: Ad for Philip Morris International’s Marlboro cigarettes, Burrell 
McBain, Inc. Philip Morris turned to Burrell McBain to help grow its market share among African 
Americans, creating a Black Marlboro man that was the antithesis of the brand’s iconic white 
cowboy.

Newport Advertisement, 1970: Ad for Lorillard’s Newport menthol cigarettes. Menthol cigarettes 
were aggressively marketed to African Americans, and are now four times more popular with 
Black customers than white ones.

“Creative Juices,” 1974: Front and back of an invitation to the exhibition for McBain’s arts 
consultancy, The Black Eye. The invitation gives the founding date of The Black Eye as 1935, the 
year he was born.

McBain had a hand in launching another iconic product: the Ford Mustang. In 1964 he was art 
supervisor at J. Walter Thompson in Detroit and put together the dealer promotion campaign that 
accompanied the car when it debuted at the World’s Fair. One advertisement from the launch 
shows the car parked in front of the fairgrounds, admired by a young couple. They were white, as 
was every other person in the illustrated crowd around the car and in every other launch ad for the 
Mustang.

But advertising would soon witness the confident entry of African Americans, as both creators and 
image subjects. As the struggles over civil rights came to the fore and the Black Power movement 
gained currency, advertisers began to actively recruit African Americans in the hope that they 
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“Caravan: Eddie Layton at the Hammond Organ,” c. 1960: 
Record cover designed for Mercury Records, McBain 
Associates
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“Dixie Down Beat,” 1959: Record cover for jazz artists J.P. 
Sasson & The Muskrats, designed for Mercury Records
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“Playboy Jazz All Stars,” 1957: Record cover, 
lithographed in six colors, about which “Billboard” 
magazine said the “striking design will be a sure 
attention-getter.”
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“Travelin’,” 1960: Record cover for John Lee Hooker’s 
album “Travelin’,” designed for Vee-Jay Records, 
which was founded in 1953 by African American 
couple Vivian Carter and James C. Bracken
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True Advertisement, 1968: Ad for Lorillard Tobacco 
Company’s True menthol cigarettes, Vince Cullers Advertising, 
whose work for the Lorillard Tobacco Company laid the 
groundwork for how cigarette companies and other 
businesses spoke to Black consumers. All images courtesy of 
the University of Illinois at Chicago, Richard J. Daley Library, 
Special Collections & University Archives
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Marlboro Advertisement, c. 1972: Ad for Philip Morris 
International’s Marlboro cigarettes, Burrell McBain, Inc. 
Philip Morris turned to Burrell McBain to help grow its 
market share among African Americans, creating a Black 
Marlboro man that was the antithesis of the brand’s iconic 
white cowboy.
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Newport Advertisement, 1970: Ad for Lorillard’s Newport 
menthol cigarettes. Menthol cigarettes were aggressively 
marketed to African Americans, and are now four times more 
popular with Black customers than white ones.
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Kent Advertisement, 1969: Ad for Lorillard’s 
Kent cigarettes



would help clients speak more meaningfully to a sect of consumers who now spent almost 
$30 billion annually. McBain helped train this new generation of advertisers, teaching 
intermittently at Columbia College Chicago from 1968 to 1982.

In 1968 he returned to Vince Cullers Advertising to design the agency’s first million-dollar 
campaign, for the Lorillard Tobacco Company. The advertisements were for Newport’s menthol 
cigarettes, which had so far been seen as a niche product to be smoked when sick. In McBain’s ads 
the cigarettes were in the hands of young black men dressed in blue dashikis, their afros a graphic 
statement against the minty blue background. Over the next year Lorillard spent 87 percent more 
money specifically targeting African Americans; by 2011, surveys showed that the vast majority of 
black smokers preferred menthol cigarettes.

Three years later McBain joined forces with copywriter Tom Burrell to found their own advertising 
agency. “Emmett was key in getting the agency started,” Burrell explained to Target Market News. 
“He was a visual thinker, always had fresh ideas to the approach of marketing, my senior in the 
business, and I looked to him for leadership.” The Marlboro campaign was Burrell McBain’s first 
breakthrough, which helped them secure accounts with McDonald’s and Coca-Cola, and laid the 
foundations for their immense success as the country’s largest Black-owned agency. McBain left in 
1974 and became immersed in the art community of Chicago’s Hyde Park neighborhood.

McBain’s two cigarette campaigns show just how quickly African American advertising executives 
developed their own voice. The 1968 Newport campaign was a statement of difference, relying on 
recognizably African cultural artifacts. This modulated into quiet confidence by the 1972 Marlboro 
campaign—the Newport man had to declare he was cool, the Marlboro man just was. This 
evolution from focusing on the community’s relationship with white society to communicating its 
internal ethos and culture is also reflected in two advertisements McBain designed to promote the 
agencies he worked for. The text-only promotion for Vince Cullers stacks up a list of expressions 
that contain the word black—“blackball, black book, black boy, black eye, black friday…”—before 
ending with “white lies. Black is Beautiful.” A few years later, his promotion for Burrell McBain 
asks, “What Color is Black?” A poem below replies: “Black is the color of the feeling we share, the 
love we must express. The color of our strength is Black.” (The author of the poem, Barbara D. 
Mahone, became McBain’s third wife.)

The Black Arts Movement paralleled the rise of the African American advertising agencies—the 
two feeding each other. In 1974 McBain opened his own art gallery, The Black Eye, with an 
exhibition titled “Creative Juices” featuring the work of “mesmerizers” like the artist Calvin Jones. 
For the next ten years McBain focused on his art while occasionally designing for nonprofits and 
publishers. Even after he returned to advertising—as a senior art director, first at N.W. Ayer & Son, 
and then at Eisaman, Johns & Laws—art remained an essential part of his life. In 1991 he 
convinced Beefeater gin to fund a series of countrywide arts programs, community projects, and 
scholarships that promoted African American art.

By the time he succumbed to cancer in May 2012, McBain had been recognized by AIGA, the 
Society of Typographic Arts, and the Art Directors Clubs of Chicago and Detroit, and his papers 
were archived at the National Museum of American History. A few days before he died, Burrell 
remembers telling him, “The way you have been living... Think of it as 135 years in Emmett years!”

Timeline:

1935 Born in Chicago to parents Beatrice Davis and Emmett Reese McBain

1956 Graduates from American Academy of Art and joins Vince Cullers Advertising, the first 
African American-owned ad agency

1958 Promoted to promotion art director at Playboy Records

1958 Cover for Max Roach + 4 on the Chicago Scene included by AIGA in traveling exhibition on 
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SkinFood Cosmetics: Sketches created by Emmett McBain. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, beauty products 
were created specifically for African Americans and given shelf space in major department stores for the first time.
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“Creative Juices,” 1974: Front and back of an invitation to the 
exhibition for McBain’s arts consultancy, The Black Eye. The 
invitation gives the founding date of The Black Eye as 1935, 
the year he was born.x
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Advertisement for “Playboy” magazine, c. 1958: 
After a short stint at Vince Cullers Advertising, 
McBain joined Playboy Records as assistant art 
director in 1957, adding to his impressive 
discography as well as visual advertisements from 
print ads to billboards.



graphics in packaging

1959 Founds McBain Associates

1959 Work exhibited at the American National Exposition in Moscow

1963 Joins J. Walter Thompson in Detroit as art director; creates and supervises all dealer 
promotion for the introduction of the Ford Mustang

1967 Travels to East and West Africa, Europe, Mexico, and the Caribbean

1968 Returns to Vince Cullers Advertising as creative director

1968 Begins teaching at Columbia College Chicago

1969 Appointed associate creative director at Frank J. Corbett

1971 Cofounds Burrell McBain, Inc. with Tom Burrell

1974 Leaves Burrell McBain to move to Hyde Park; converts a mansion into an art gallery and 
mounts his first show, “Creative Juices”

1975 Creates the consultancy The Black Eye, which helps corporates and ad agencies connect with 
the African American community, and designs for nonprofit initiatives and publishers

1981 Returns to Vince Cullers Advertising as a consulting art director, designing campaigns for 
Kellogg’s cereal, Amoco, Illinois Bell, and Sears

1983 Creates Unmistakably Carefree campaign for Softsheen-Carson

1984 Joins N.W. Ayer & Son in Chicago as senior art director, handling John Deere, Illinois Bell, 
and Citicorp

1986 Joins Eisaman, Johns & Laws as senior art director; creates campaigns for Canadian Club 
whisky, Teachers scotch, and Beefeater gin

2012 Succumbs to cancer after being diagnosed in 1996
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Trans World Airlines: Undated sketch by Emmett McBain for TWA


