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W
hat qualifies as luxury? What exactly is branding? And how 

will the ever-evolving digital communications landscape 

effect and change the two? We get asked these ponderous 

questions often during our international travels and consultations with 

clients. At times, we have an Excellent response at the ready. In other 

moments, we refer our curious interlocutors to experts who know better 

than we do, pointing them to those who have taught us a lessons or two. 

One of our favorite authorities on these topics is Mr. Mark Tungate, 

the outstanding Paris-based British journalist and best-selling author 

of such must-read books as LUXURY WORLD: The Past, Present and 

Future of Luxury Brands, BRANDED MALE: Marketing to Men,  

AD LAND: A History of Advertising, and FASHION BRANDS: 

Branding Style from Armani to Zara, among others. Each of these 

indispensable resources occupies a prominent spot on our USM system 

350 bookshelves, as they are required reading around the executive 

offices of The EP world headquarters. Also required reading: The 

transcript of our recent and Excellent conversation with Mark,  

which starts here...  

Ricky Lee: Hello, Mark Tungate. Could you start by telling me a little 

about yourself and your background?

Mark Tungate: Well, I’m essentially a journalist, so it’s always strange 

writing about myself. Journalists spend their lives writing about others. 

But here goes: I’m a British writer based in Paris, a city I love. I came 

here in 2000 to work for a short-lived English language magazine. The 

“short-lived” aspect enabled me to go freelance afterwards, which was 

the best thing I ever did. 

I’ve been a journalist since 1987 when, at the age of 19, I got a job 

on a local newspaper in Wiltshire. I was born in the suburbs of London 

but my parents moved to the countryside when I was a kid – hence my 

fascination with cities, which have always represented sophistication and 

possibility. In the early 1990s, I took a short break from journalism to 

work for a PR agency in London. It was in Soho, very cool and glamorous. 

The work was unfulfilling, but it sparked an interest in the business of 

communications. When I returned to journalism, I began to specialize in 

media, advertising and branding. Which brings us up to date. 

RL: Your most recent book LUXURY WORLD: The Past Present and 

Future of Luxury Brands, came out last year. Can you touch on each of 

those areas? What was the past, what is the present, and where do you 

see luxury, and its brands, headed in the coming years?

MT: That’s a huge question. In fact, I had to write an entire book to 

answer it! But to summarize: in the past, luxury was essentially about 

family-run companies making excellent, artisanal products for a little 

flock of elite consumers. Later, a great deal of them were acquired by 

conglomerates – Richemont, LVMH, PPR – which commoditized luxury 

goods and made them somewhat more accessible. Their advertising 
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“One of my favorite stores is the Lanvin Homme store in Paris. I’m partly inspired by 
its atmosphere of discreet, masculine elegance, but it’s the service that really counts 

– obliging without being smarmy, attentive but not intrusive.”
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focused on artifice and seduction. A few of the old luxury companies 

survived, however, and they still hum away in the background alongside 

the giants, in a sort of parallel luxury universe. In the recession-afflicted 

present, the luxury giants have begun plundering their own pasts and 

returning to the ideas of quality, authenticity and timelessness – if 

only in their communications. In the future, I believe there will be two 

opposing trends. On the one hand, technology will allow us to play with 

materials that aren’t normally associated with luxury: a dress made of 

light, a bag that changes shape and color thanks to nanotechnology. 

On the other hand, there will be a backlash against the digital world, 

which has become ever more pervasive. The tactile and the analogue 

will seem luxurious: books, vinyl discs, vintage cameras. Who knows? 

Maybe even newspapers will become luxury goods.   

RL: What exactly is branding? Why is that concept so important to 

luxury makers in particular?

MT: Branding is about creating a reputation at a distance. It’s a product 

of the industrial revolution. Before that time, a guy who made, say, soap 

would sell it in person from his own store – so he was on hand to explain 

its wonderful properties and why it was better than any other soap on the 

market. But then steamships and trains allowed him to sell his soap far 

and wide. So he branded the bars of soap with his own name, wrapped 

them in bright packaging and extolled the virtues of his product to 

customers via advertising and public relations. Branding is important to 

luxury companies because they often rely on virtue rather than content. 

Let me put it another way: when you buy a luxury item, you are not 

just paying for the product. You are paying for all the associations that 

swirl around it – the heritage of glamour and sophistication expressed 

by the very word ‘Chanel’, for example. All brands add value in order 

to justify their prices, but with luxury goods the percentage of added 

value is very high. In short, branding communicates all the intangible 

qualities of a product or service.

 

RL: Someone asked me this question recently, and I said that I would 

be sure to get a proper answer from you. Would you respond? How will 

the economic downturn effect the luxury markets long term?

MT: In the long term the luxury markets will recover – just as they 

have always done. I was just reading this morning that the luxury car 

market is picking up again after a dramatic dip. Although the luxury 

sector as a whole retracted by about 20 percent at the height of the 

recession, some luxury groups – Hermès being one – actually increased 

sales in some markets over that period. Many luxury brands did pretty 

well in China and the Middle East. However, I believe the recession has 

made consumers wary of ‘contentless’ branding of the type I mentioned 

earlier. Luxury brands can no longer cheat – if they speak of quality, 

they must deliver quality. I think – I hope – that we’re moving beyond 

the era when a consumer would pay a fortune for a so-so cotton T-shirt 
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just because it had a designer name on it.

 

RL: In a recent issue of FRAME magazine, in an article called Welcome 

to the Promised Brand Land, you discussed what some brands are 

doing, design-wise and store concept, or shopping environment-wise, 

to lure customers into spending. What new developments do you see 

in this area and what are some of your suggestions on how luxury 

companies can adapt to and exploit the new and emerging 21st century 

modes of consumerism? Which brands are doing it right?

MT: One of the stores I mention in FRAME is the latest Paul Smith 

store in Paris, which is called La Tourette, after the former bistro 

it occupies. I believe it captures the ‘analogue snobbery’ trend I 

mentioned earlier – the need for the gritty and the authentic, for real 

surfaces rather than digital ones. Smith just moved into this shabby, 

yet charming, 1930s environment and left it pretty much as it was, with 

all the cracks and tarnished mirrors. I noticed a similar trend in New 

York last week, albeit mostly in the restaurant sector – cafés like The 

Smile and Freeman’s that look as if they date back to the early 1900s; or 

Keith McNally’s new pizza palace Pulino’s, which looks like it belongs 

in the 1950s. On the other hand, I also love a store in the Marais here 

in Paris called L’Eclaireur. The walls are swathed in salvaged wood 

painted with polyurethane, but peeking out between the laths are small 

video screens showing arty movies. The whole thing is an exercise in 

shopping as entertainment. Since we can all buy online, stores must 

become more theatrical. Service is all-important, too, for the same 

reason. One of my favorite stores is the Lanvin Homme store in Paris. 

I’m partly inspired by its atmosphere of discreet, masculine elegance, 

but it’s the service that really counts – obliging without being smarmy, 

attentive but not intrusive. My love affair with the place began when 

I popped in to take a quick look at the suits and ended up ordering a 

bespoke three piece for my wedding. And even though I can rarely 

afford to buy anything there, they always remember me and say hello. 

No amount of fancy décor can replace that kind of professionalism. 

 

RL: How important has social networking and other forms of digital 

and internet marketing communications become to luxury companies?

MT: Luxury brands are dealing with the internet, but they came late 

to it and they’re still wary of it. In separate articles, I’ve read Bernard 

Arnault of LVMH and Karl Lagerfeld of Chanel saying that they 

believe stores are the ideal places to experience luxury brands. And 

it’s true that the luxury giants seem to have a problem expressing their 

universe online. When they began streaming their fashion shows they 

started talking about digital as if it was the latest big thing – it was 

like hearing your granddad talk about the ‘interweb’. They also seem 

to be fans of online videos – Dior is currently running one directed by 

David Lynch, but I find it stiff and unconvincing. The great thing about 

fashion spreads in magazines is that there are gaps in the narrative – 

Top: Keith McNally’s 
Pulino’s Bar and Pizzeria 
in New York, courtesy 
Pulino’s/Balthazar. 
Bottom: Carlos Quirarte 
and Matt Kliegman’s The 
Smile Restaurant and 
General Store in New 
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The Selby, courtesy 
Matt Kliegman.
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you fill in the story. When brands try to tell the story themselves, they 

often come up wanting. Louis Vuitton has performed better than most 

online – its Art of Travel videos are consistently enjoyable – but its 

Facebook fan page illustrates the dangers of social networking. Visitors 

leave such vapid comments that you end up thinking: “Are these really 

Vuitton consumers? In that case, I don’t belong here.”  Brands need to 

realize that digital is a toolbox. You don’t have to use every tool in the 

box. First of all, you need an idea or a story to tell. Then you open the 

box and see which tools are best for the job. After all, you don’t just 

grab a screwdriver and say, “What can I fix today?”

RL: Could you name and describe a few of best luxury brand advertising 

campaigns that you have seen lately?

MT: Well, I like Louis Vuitton’s current campaign, which brings 

together Pelé, Maradona and Zidane for a historic game of table football. 

It’s opportunistic, of course, but it underlines Vuitton’s marketing savvy 

and pulling power. Like the astronauts campaign last year, it proves that 

advertising does not have to be pure selling; done well, it can actually 

give something back to the consumer, in the form of entertainment 

or an experience. I think all brands need to aim for that. On a lighter 

note, I enjoyed Burberry’s Art of the Trench site, with its mosaic of 

everyday folk wearing trench coats in a variety of ways. Talking of 

trench coats, there was an Aquascutum print campaign from spring/

summer 2009 that I adored – it was shot by Tim Walker, one of my 

favorite photographers, and it featured groups of people kissing. It was 

light, romantic and funny. Luxury advertising is good at glamour and 

sex, but subtlety, romance and humor are often lacking.

RL: As a journalist, what are your favorite topics to cover and why?

MT: Funnily enough, I adore writing about history. In my books there are 

huge chunks of text about the history of brands. In my spare time, you’ll 

often find me reading books about the history of Paris and wandering 

around the city trying to recreate the scenes in my mind. Apart from 

that, I love writing profile pieces. The interview process satisfies my 

curiosity and I enjoy the challenge of trying to bring someone to life 

on the page. Finally, I’m addicted to travel, so I like describing places 

and sensations – color, texture, smell – which explains why LUXURY 

WORLD almost reads like a travel book at times.

RL: What is the future of print media?

MT: I’ll stick my neck out and say that magazines and newspapers will 

survive. Obviously, they will survive as brands, but I believe that the 

actual objects will continue to exist. New media do not always replace 

existing media – they just change the ecosystem. So magazines will 

become larger, thicker and glossier, more like coffee table books. You’ll 

revel in the sensuality of their glossy pages. As for newspapers, just 

when they are about to die out, there will be an outpouring of nostalgia 

Stills from Christian Dior’s 
Lady Blue Shanghai 
internet short film, 
starring Marion Cotillard, 
directed by David Lynch, 
courtesy Christian Dior.
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for the craft of journalism – even the craft of printing. I was in New 

York interviewing tattoo artists recently, and they told me there’s a big 

trend for getting text ‘printed’ on your body. In Japan, the newspaper 

industry has stuck to the traditional model rather than placing 

the bulk of its content online, so newspapers are likely to survive 

there for a while longer. And in India there are about 350 million 

newspaper readers, as opposed to about 60 million internet users. By 

the way, an excellent new book about the death of newspapers is The 

Imperfectionists, by Tom Rachman.

 

RL: What is excellence?

MT: Excellence is the ultimate destination. It can take a lifetime to 

reach, if you attain it at all. In which case, although I’m extremely 

flattered by this interview, I don’t consider myself an excellent person. 

I’m definitely still on the road! 

RL: What projects are you working on now?

MT: Next year there will be another branding book – this time about 

beauty. In the meantime, I’ve been scribbling away at some short stories, 

just for fun. And as usual, I have ideas for at least two novels that will 

probably never see the light of day.  

RL: Where can one go in Paris to find luxury at this moment?

MT: I always think the centre of Paris is one giant luxury boutique. 

Which is great, because it’s the ultimate democratic luxury – you 

can stroll those honey-hued streets for free. Actually, that’s one of 

my favorite luxuries: on a warm day at the start of summer, you can 

sit on a café terrace with a chill glass of rosé in front of you and 

feel quite excellent.

Special thanks:

• Charlotte Argyrou and Laura Macey  

  @ The Communications Store 

(London) for Aquascutum

• Lora Brand @ Media Craft  

  (New York) for Freeman’s

• Anne-Dorothea Bruun (Paris) and  

  Adrianna Canez (New York)  

  @ Louis Vuitton

• Mariella Fragano  

  @ Christian Dior (Paris)

• Wendy Hadida @ L’Eclaireur (Paris)

• Reuben Hansen @ Lanvin (Paris)

• Matt Kliegman @ The Smile (New York)

• Diana van Buren @ Balthazar (New 

  York) for Pulino’s Bar and Pizzeria

• Sadie Watts @ Paul Smith (London) 

Top: Aquascutum’s S/S 
2009 ad campaign, 
photographed by 
Tim Walker, courtesy 
Aquascutum/TCS. 
Bottom: Burberry’s Art of 
the Trench website. 
Left: Mark Tungate. 


