CHAPTER T W O

THE BRAND EXPANDS
How the Logo Grabbed Center Stage

Since the crocodile is the symbol of Lacoste, we thought t h 9 might be
interested in sponsoring our crocodiles.

- Silvino Gomcs. commercial director of the Lisbon Zoo.
on the institution's creative corporate
sponsorship program, March 1998

1 was in Grade 4 when skintight designer jeans were the be-all and end-all,
and my friends and 1 spent a lot of time checking out each other's butt for

logos. 'Nothing comes between me and my Calvins," Brooke Shields assured
us, and as we lay back on our beds Ophelia-style and yanked up the zippers
on our Jordache jeans with wire hangers, we knew she was telling no word
of a lie. At around the same time, Romi, our school's own pint-sized Farrah
Fawcett, used to make her rounds up and down the rows of desks turning
back the collars on our sweaters and polo shirts. It wasn't enough for her to
see an alligator or a leaping horseman - it could have been a knockoff. She
wanted to see the label behind the logo. We were only eight years old but
the reign of logo terror had begun.
About nine years later, 1 had a job folding sweaters at an Esprit clothing
store in Montreal. Mothers would come in with their six-year-old daughters
and ask to see only the shirts that said 'Esprit" in the company's trademark
bold block lettering. 'She won't wear anything without a name," the moms
would confide apologetically as we chatted by the change rooms. It's no
secret that branding has become far more ubiquitous and intrusive by now.
Labels like Baby Gap and Gap Newborn imprint brand awareness on toddlers
and turn babies into mini-billboards. My friend Monica tells me that her
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seven-year-old son marks his homework not with check marks but with little
red Nike swooshes.

they could go out into the world and claim bits of it as brand-name
-events,
outposts. For these companies, branding was not just a matter of adding

Until the early seventies, logos on clothes were generally hidden from view,
discreetly placed on the inside of the collar. Small designer emblems did
appear on the outside of shirts in the first half of the century, but such
sporty attire was pretty much restricted to the golf courses and tennis courts
of the rich. In the late seventies, when the fashion world rebelled against
Aquarian flamboyance, the country-club wear of the fifties became mass style
for newly conservative parents and their preppy kids. Ralph Lauren's Polo
horseman and lzod Lacoste's alligator escaped from the golf course and scurried into the streets, dragging the logo decisively onto the outside of the shirt.
These logos served the same social function as keeping the clothing's price
tag on: everyone knew precisely what premium the wearer was willing to pay
for style. By the mid-eighties, Lacoste and Ralph Lauren were joined by Calvin
Klein, Esprit and, in Canada, Roots; gradually, the logo was transformed ?cm,
an ostentatious affectation to an active fashion acgesspry..Most significantly,
;he logo itself was growing in size, ballooning from a three-quarter-inch emblem
into a chest-sized marquee. This process of logo inflation is still progressing,
and none is msre bloated than Tommy Hilfiger, who has managed to pioneer
a clothing style that transforms its faithful adherents into walking, talking,
life-sized Tommy dolls, mummified in fully branded Tommy worlds.
This scaling-up of the logo's role has been so dramatic that it has become
a change in substance. Over the past decade and a half, logos have grown so
dominant that they have essentially transformed the clothing on which they
appear into empty carriers for the brands they represent. The metaphorical
alligator, in other words, has risen up and swallowed the literal shirt.
This trajectory mirrors the larger transformation our culture has undergone
since Marlboro Friday, sparked by a stampede of manufacturers looking to
replace their cumbersome product-production apparatus with transcendent
brand names and to infuse their brands with deep, meaningful messages. By
the mid-nineties, companies like Nike, Polo and Tommy Hilfiger were ready
to take branding to the next level: no longer simply branding their own
products, but branding the outside culture as well -by sponsoring cultural

value to a product. It was about thirstily soaking up cultural ideas and
iconography that their brands could reflect by projecting these ideas and
images back on the culture as 'extensions" of their brands. Culture, in other.
words, would add value to their brands. For example, Onute Miller, senior
brand manag;r for Tequila Sauza, explains that her company sponsored a
risquC photography exhibit by George Holz because 'art was a natural synergy with our product."'
Branding's current state of culfug expansio~jsmis about much more
than traditional corporate sponsorships: the classic arrangement in which a
company donates money to an event in exchange for seeing its logo on a
banner or in a program. Rather, this is the Tommy Hilfiger approach of fullfrontal branding, applied now to cityscapes, music, art, films, community
events, magazines, sports and schools. This ambitious project makes the logo
the central focus of everything it touches - not an add-on or a happy association, but the main attraction.
Advertising and sponsorship have alwayl been about is-ing &apc&p
equate products with positive cultural or social-experiences. what-makes
nineties-style branding different is that it increasingly seeks to take these
associations out of the representational realm and make them a lived reality.
So the goal is not merely to have child actors drinking Coke in a TV commercial, but for students to brainstorm concepts for Coke's next ad campaign in English class. It transcends logo-festooned Roots clothing designed
to conjure memories of summer camp and reaches out to build an actual
Roots country lodge that becomes a 3-D manifestation of the Roots brand
concept. Disney transcends its sports network ESPN, a channel for guys who
like to sit around in sports bars screaming at the TV, and launches a line of
ESPN Sports Bars, complete with giant-screen TVs. The branding process
reaches beyond heavily marketed Swatch watches and launches 'Internet
time," a new venture for the Swatch Group, which divides the day into one
thousand 'Swatch beats." The Swiss company is now attempting to convince
the on-line world to abandon the traditional clock and switch to its timezone-free, branded time.

