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T H E I N T E R N E T C O M E S O F AG E
At the end of the 1990s, there was much excitement about the Internet and how it might work for luxury brands, but for
many it didn’t live up to its early promise. This was due in large part to the technology and the fundamental problem of
dial-up access speed which made complex imagery difficult to use. In the last 12 months, however, broadband has rapidly
become commonplace, particularly at the upper end of the market, and luxury brands are beginning to realise that the
Internet is once again worth their serious attention. At the same time as launching a regular column on this subject, we
decided to put a series of questions to an expert in this area. ALEXANDER GALLE, who is the Creative Director of Gallé
and whose portfolio includes websites for the likes of Asprey, Boucheron, Corum, Garrard, Gil Carvalho, The Halkin,

Jimmy Choo, Villa Feltrinelli and Yves Saint Laurent, gives us some thoughtful answers

Special Report

I think there are three big developments that have made online
advertising more attractive to luxury brands today than four or
five years ago.

The first is to do with people and the evolution of digital
producers in terms of integrity and professionalism. Initially, just
after the dotcom boom, when every online agency was called
Somethingfish or Yellowfrog or some other wacky pseudo-
Californian name, there was little integrity in the world of online
advertising. The producers of digital work are now much more
professional. Personally I believe that, as in fashion and luxury,
people should be much more prepared to put their own name, as
gentlemen and designers, to their company: there is a real person
called Yves Saint Laurent or Salvatore Ferragamo. It’s a different
game when your personal reputation is at stake.

The second development is to do with the landscape, with the
opening up of the media. It’s not about this or that website or
online campaign in isolation, it’s about the whole communication
landscape and how it can feed a customer’s journey that starts at
the first point of contact with a brand, and ends with purchase
and brand loyalty. I would of course include more ‘traditional’
media in this journey, such as TV or print. As an illustration, I
have a client who is making her mind up today between investing
in a new conventional ad campaign or a TV documentary that
invites viewers to an online space, with a discussion forum and an
online shop that sells the documentary’s book. That’s four
different kinds of media, leading to a much deeper customer
experience of her brand.

But the third – and by far the bi ggest – devel opm ent of t h e
past few ye a rs has been in the med ium itsel f : online tech n o l ogy
has become more powerful and soph i s ti c a ted . You could call it
‘near tra n s p a ren t’. A tra n s p a rent med ium is one that is so
i n tegra ted into the way we live that we don’t even realise it’s a
m ed ium anym ore . Si m i l a rly, i n teractive media have become less
a bo ut tech n o l ogy and more abo ut com mu n i c a ti on , wh i ch for us
means an opportu n i ty re a lly to ‘en ch a n t’ the audien ce .

The big point to make is that, with the advent of broadband,
integrated campaigns are now more seamless, so the basic rule of
profitable communication has become more pertinent than ever:
to say and show the right things at the right time in order to lead
people to the natural conclusion that they must buy. The critical
question, of course, is how you achieve this online. How can
interactive advertising ‘enchant’ your customer, the way simple
storytelling or singing does?

If you will permit a short linguistic digression... there is a
German folk song that starts with the following lines: “Wo man

singt, da lass’ dich ruhig nieder. Böse Menschen haben keine Lieder.”
The English translation of this is: “Where you singing hear, lay
yourself down, free from fear. Men intent on wrong never have a
song.” In French, we have a single word that translates the line
“Men intent on wrong”: “méchant”, meaning “bad man”. The odd
thing is that this word “méchant” is composed of the prefix “mé” -
which means “no” in old French – and “chant”. Méchant therefore
quite literally means “without song”.

Just as in French, the idea of bad, the idea of wrong, is so
intrinsically related to the absence of chant and of enchantment,
that only one word exists to describe them both. So, in general
human interaction and communication, the state of enchantment
is equated with the feeling of good. Luxury brands’ approach to
online communication surely has to start from this point.

Because, apart from the notion of perceived product quality, the
aspiration towards some transcended and higher good – a good
beyond the product – is a key value at the core of most of them.
So, it’s primarily through intelligent and sustained use of
‘enchantment’ that online communication can help luxury brands
– more than other brands – to develop their core values, stronger
identities and better commercial results.

When you become truly engaged in a film, for example, you
believe you’re thinking, but really it’s the film that’s doing the
thinking for you. Your chain of thoughts was going in one
direction, but through aesthetics  – rhythm, colours, narrative –
the film hijacks that chain and takes it in a different direction.

The point of contact between the two chains of thought –
yours and the film’s – is what you could call the ‘point of
enchantment’, the point at which the film takes over. This is done
using the same language we use to describe our most engaging
experiences. We say things that are physically connected to the way
we perceive things: we talk in ‘seeing mode’, in ‘hearing mode’, or
in ‘touching mode’. Viscerally, we experience films through the
same modes. We are just talking about a more complex way to do
rhetorics, using multiple media rather than just words.

On the one hand, you have the simplicity of talking about, say,
the 10 greatest things about a product. In a similar way to what
David Ogilvy used to do for Mercedes, ie a picture of a dashboard
clock and a line underneath saying, “At 90 mph, the loudest thing
you’ll hear in the car is the ticking of the clock.” It doesn’t say
“work out the quality” or “experience the quality”, which doesn’t
mean anything as a call to action. It directly relates quality with
something perceptual, talking in a language that relates directly to
the senses: “hear the quality”. And you do. You hear it. Quality
sounds like this: tic tic tic, like a Swiss watch.

What has changed in the online world that makes the
Internet a more attractive proposition for luxury brands?

Can you elaborate on this idea of ‘enchantment’?

W h y ?

Can you give us an example? 
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That is crucial to good interactive com mu n i c a ti on s . Mo s t
qu a l i ty is perceived va lu e , not intell ectual va lu e . You don’t calculate
qu a l i ty, you see it, you hear it, you feel it... and then you ‘get it’.

On the other hand, you have an emotional value to
communicate: purchases in luxury brands are emotional. Nobody
buys a £12,000 watch because they need a watch. You just need
something to trigger an emotion.

Say we’re working on a lu x u ry hotel in Cors i c a , l i ke Ca s adel m a r
( w w w. c a s adel m a r. f r ) , we can start with the theme of n o s t a l gi a .
How many we a l t hy bu s i n e s s m en were born out s i de cities and how
m a ny of t h em long for a rom a n tic retu rn to the co u n trys i de? It’s in
a ll of u s . The tri ck is to anch or this nostalgia to the qu a l i ty of t h e
p l ace yo u’re adverti s i n g. F i rst you cre a te the lon ging by evo k i n g
m em ori e s , t h en you answer the lon gi n g. And aga i n , we’re talking
a bo ut very sen sual language , l i ke a ch i l d h ood mem ory: yo u
rem em ber the scent of l aven der, the play of l i ght bet ween the
s hut ters du ring siesta, the rhythmic sound of the wave s , yo u
rem em ber feeling alive .

But it doe s n’t have to be so rom a n ti c : we intervi ewed abo ut
100 wom en out s i de Ha rvey Ni chols wh en we started working for
Ji m my Ch oo. One of our key qu e s ti ons was: “ Have you ever sat
down to try on a pair of s h oe s , l oved them , but dec i ded to com e
b ack another day ? ” 40% of wom en said “ ye s”for a va ri ety of
re a s on s , the predominant one bei n g : I ’ ll come back on payd ay. For
most of t h em , the ex peri en ce was qu i ck ly for go t ten and they never
retu rn ed to buy the shoe s . Le aving the store means going into
a n o t h er mood , dealing with work , h ome or just life .

The point then is to cre a te an online mnem onic ‘ech o’ of t h e
brand ex peri en ce . You need similar con d i ti ons to tri gger similar
m em ori e s . The minimum ef fort would be to send su b s c ri bers an e-
mail on payd ay with a fantastic looking produ ct , an intere s ti n g
n ews l et ter or the release date of the new co ll ecti on . We took the
online news l et ter ro ute , com p l ete with a co lumn by Ta m a ra
Mell on and a pictu re of an iconic Ch oo shoe with a link to Net - a -
Porter, wh i ch sells them on l i n e , and it has been very su cce s s f u l . Th e
point is to become part of the fabric of what goes on in the life of a
Lon don wom a n .

So, even in a sales-driven envi ron m ent the best re sults happen
wh en interactive com mu n i c a ti on focuses on mnem on i c s , or
‘m em ori e s’, and en ch a n tm en t .

Luxury brands are actually perfect for the Internet. If you argue
your case well, people quickly get the logic of what you’re trying
to do: it’s a medium with intrinsic capacity to create and sustain
meaningful and intimate dialogues between brands and
consumers, as well as the most effective means of providing
previously unthinkable levels of service – key attributes for most
luxury brands. You don’t have to sell online to develop a very
intimate online relationship with your loyal customer base. You
can use online media to manage exclusive customer events, or an
exclusive appointment service.

Partly, I think this is to do with the unappealing, cheap-looking
things you will typically find online. The web started as a DIY
medium: the original idea was that it should be easy to learn the
basics and enable anyone to publish.

I too am often disappointed by poorly executed online

projects, because if you do it right, miracles happen. The luxury
hotel industry is practically made for online success: hotel
customers, by definition, buy something before seeing it in
person. Results on good design are proven almost immediately
with increased online bookings. The website put together for The
Halkin (www.halkin.co.uk) made its money back in six weeks.

As with any new medium, it takes a few years before you see
people turning their projects into works of true craftsmanship.
But the online experience today can be very close to what a brand
is about and press all the luxury buttons.
Gucci (www.gucci.com) is doing a fantastic job at echoing
everything the stores do in the online environment. The site is so
‘Gucci’. The company has really managed to evolve it over the last
few years, from simple collection presentation to e-commerce.
And the technology is very seamless, which is so important.

I think Colette (www.colette.fr) is also doing a great job with
its online boutique. It probably doesn’t sell more than 30 different
products, but that’s the whole idea: you don’t choose between this
or that perfume. You buy this one because Colette chose it. I think
we’re going to see a lot more of that in the coming years: smaller,
not bigger. We’re back to the small boutiques and artisans
reaching an audience purely on lifestyle and design and of course
if you are small, a website is a lot more affordable than a store.

I was very happy with the As prey web s i te (www. a s prey. com ) .
Wh en As prey rebra n ded itsel f , the approach was ‘great brands are
m ade by great produ ct s’. So the starting point was that if As prey
m ade web s i te s , this is what they would look like . I wanted the site
to be like an acce s s ory: c a nvas and navi ga ti on at the same ti m e ;
and to use an ae s t h etic unit that defines Bri ti s h n e s s . It su d den ly hit
m e : s tri pes are to the Bri tish what spots are to the Fren ch . S h i rt s ,
s ch ool ti e s , p i n s tri pe su i t s . . . the navi ga ti on bl ends form and
f u n cti on in a tru ly unique way: e ach secti on is a stri pe , wh i ch
wi dens wh en you ro ll the mouse over it to pre s ent the su b - s ecti on s
i n s i de . Wh en I pre s en ted the stri pes con cept to CEO Gianlu c a
Broz zet ti , we immed i a tely had a great discussion abo ut cre a ti n g
belts and braces with the purple stri pes pattern .

The great thing abo ut working for Gianluca Broz zet ti is that he
went for som ething com p l etely different for Garra rd
( w w w. ga rra rd . com ) : we cre a ted a su rreal world with go l den
gi ra f fes on scoo ters . It was fun! The tra n s acti onal secti on was a
bu bbl egum machine that sends you a £100 ra s pberry or silver
co l o u red ball by po s t . You have no idea what yo u’re buying unti l
you open the ball . The Japanese loved it.

Our most recent Gallé baby is the web s i te for Gil Ca rva l h o
( w w w. gi l c a rva l h o. com) wh i ch I re a lly love . It’s a com p l ete
com mu n i c a ti ons proj ect : we de s i gn ed the logo, the ae s t h eti c
s tyl eg u i de and we got to be very playful with the proj ect as a re su l t .
We’re tying the news l et ters into the shoe parties Gil or ganises at
the stu d i o, and around his ex trava gant life s tyl e . It’s like a rock band
in many ways : rock bands keep a perm a n ent dialogue with thei r
f a n - clubs thro u gh news l et ters , access to the stars , even t s . . . I qu i te
l i ke what Sacha Biyan and David LaCh a pell e , both ph o togra ph ers ,
a re doing in the same vei n : re a lly simple, el egant sites with gre a t
p i ctu re s , ti ed in with boo k s , films and fan news l et ters .

Th ere’s evi den ce to show that the best ideas are coming from
good interactive cre a tives ri ght now, because they ’re the most
wi lling to give it their best shot. Th ey ’re the most audacious and as
t h ey used to say in Rom e . . . a u d a cis fo rtuna adjuva t.

Alexander Gallé, Creative Director, Gallé (www.galle.com)

What about selling online? Many luxury brands feel this
would mean a loss of control and be damaging?

Is there still a fundamental mis-match between the luxury
experience and the on-screen one?

What about sites that you have worked on yourself?

How do you relate this to the online world?
Who do you think is doing it best at the moment?


