
scripted, such as the universal exhibitions
and department stores. However, the pro-
gressive establishment of a broadened
system of production and distribution
was not sufficient in order to change the
actual nature of the object to be consumed.
What was to ultimately determine the estab-
lishment of the brand was the necessity to
give the product an autonomous status
within the potential relationship between
consumer and product. Once the product
was cut off from the environment which
gave it its characteristics (the craftsman
who made it, the time needed to make it, the
exchange between producer and client…),
it had to find its own way to express what it
was and the advantages it had over other
products. This led to the establishment of a
system of self-certification of the object the
central elements of which are the brand
name and its associated history or narrative.
Karl Marx was among the first to identify
this trend: once a product becomes a piece
of merchandise, «... it is changed into some-
thing transcendent. It not only stands with
its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all
other commodities, it stands on its head, and
evolves out of its Wooden brain grotesque
ideas (…)» . This transcendence Marx men-
tions is the use of a narrative to give the
object a particular status. 

O.A.: Why are brands so closely linked to
culture?

B.R. : There are two answers to this ques-
tion. The first refers back to the point at
which brands became «culture», meaning
when they became a part of our collective
memory and they became to be used as a 
«cultural» connection between individuals.
This can be seen with emotional or family-
linked brands such as Nivea or Petit-Beurre
or brands with strong identities such as
Nike or Harley Davidson. However, in the
end, this statement reveals a brand sociolo-
gy which is not the point I’m trying to
make. The second, the point I am interested
in, refers to not the point when the brand
becomes culture but the point at which the

The current debates on the subject of
brands oscillate between two extremities,
on the one hand an approach from the 
management sciences with the aim of opti-
mising the management of brand capital; on
the other, publications which underline the
destructive effect brands have on moral and
social systems. Bruno Remaury’s work
Marques et Récits. Les marques face à
l’imaginaire culturel contemporaine (édi-
tions IFM/Regard) (Brands and narratives.
How brands use the contemporary cultural
collective unconscious) distances itself from
both a type of «strategic» accompaniment
approach and from brands with a virulent
diatribe to supply instead a detailed analysis
and decoding of the brand issue. The book
examines the nature of the links between
brands and culture while at the same time
examining the consequences of the grow-
ing hegemony of the brand over the object,
of the image over the product and the grow-
ing dis-incarnation of the object to be
consumed.

Olivier Assouly: Is it possible to pinpoint
the exact moment that brands entered the
capitalist system? What was the aim of the
brand at that juncture?

Bruno Remaury: The notion of the brand
emerged from 1850 onwards, during the
second industrial revolution. Even though, at
the time, the brand was much different from
the present concept, its appearance cannot
not be separated from the development of
what was to form the basis for modern busi-
ness, that is to say the mass production of
objects and their distribution through sys-
tems which were very specific and very
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culture «makes» a brand meaning when it
participates, willingly or not, in the creation
of a brand. The method is very simple : once
the system surrounding the object works by
association and evocation (the back pocket
stitching on a pair of Levi’s evoking the
wings of a Rocky Mountain eagle, to give an
example that goes back to that period), it
cannot avoid a cross-reference to a bigger
picture (in this case how the West was
won). This is the turning point I have con-
centrated on in this book, the way in which
a brand establishes itself on the back of cul-
tural narratives which are beyond them but
which it uses nonetheless and from which it
takes a large chunk of its own identity. Most
big brand names thus rely on broad cultural
themes that they don’t necessarily identify
with but nonetheless use for their own legit-
imacy, from Evian and the fountain of youth
to Air France and the marvel of flight not to
mention Chanel and the myth of the solitary
queen. My aim in this book was to analyse
the link between brand narrative and the
cultural collective unconscious. 

O.A.: Why do we speak of « imaginaire cul-
turel » rather than culture itself ? The term
«imaginaire» is broad and polysemic, 
doesn’t the term «imaginaire» hide a con-
ceptual blur? 

B.R.: Absolutely. The term «imaginaire cul-
turel» is in fact too broad and only partially
covers the question. It is in fact used quite
commonly at the moment – most notably in
the marketing arena – in a sometimes con-
tradictory manner. In principle, it would be
better to talk about systems of representa-
tion linked to the notion of cultural
narratives – whether they be myths, tales,
stories, literary or poetic narratives. The idea
of the «imaginaire» has the advantage of sim-
ply referring not to the reality of the object
but to the representational system that sur-
rounds it, be it mythological or symbolic.
This is why in the end I concentrated on the
latter even though I could have just used the
generic term of culture. Having said that,
given the number of meanings it is current-

ly given, I don’t think the term culture is the
easiest one to use.

O.A.: To what extent can we talk about 
«brand narrative ». Is this not just a means
of letting brands enter the domain of cul-
ture in one felled swoop then, as time goes
by to integrate them completely into our
cultural heritage?

B.R.: Without giving in to a certain struc-
turalist heritage which maintains that
everything is a narrative or a myth, it is quite
obvious that brands tell little stories, you
only have to take the medium they use –
advertising – which defines itself as telling
the story of the product and as a result the
brand. From the moment it expresses two
elements; an ability and an announcement –
«Moulinex libère la femme» (Moulinex frees
women), and «Grand-mère sait faire un bon
café» (Grandma makes good coffee) – and
even if the form is rudimentary as in the
examples given, they are telling a story, one
that is narrow and anecdotal but must be
analysed as a narrative nonetheless. A
brand’s narrative – even though some are
rich in content – does not necessarily wish
to enter the broader cultural sphere or to be
rendered ‘noble’ purely by virtue of the fact
that it is a narrative. I wouldn’t dream of 
trying to convert brand narratives into 
«great narratives/stories» just because I am
analysing the effects of confiscation that
one has on the other. On the contrary, if the
subject of confiscation has come up regular-
ly in the course of this piece it is precisely
so that I can draw a clear line between
brand narratives and serious cultural narra-
tives.

O.A.: In the first part of «Marques et 
Récits», does the typology of the brand nar-
ratives (time, place, state, characters,
savoir-faire, materials) come from the
structure of the narratives or from the
brands themselves?

B.R.: My starting point was a general reflec-
tion on the notion of narratives by



O.A.: What makes the difference between a
«strong» brand and a «weak» brand ? Is it
based on the richness of the brand narra-
tive or simply on commercial success?

B.R. : It all depends on whether you ask the
analyst or the shareholder. For the share-
holder a strong brand is one that earns
money and market share. An analyst will 
tell you a strong brand is one that produces
value, which has  a meaning, a brand which
precisely proposes and aggregates a quality
narrative to the consumer in a pertinent and
evocative manner. In theory the criteria are
different, in reality a rich brand is commer-
cially strong and vice versa, even if there are
exceptions to the rule. Even though there is,
as we just said, no correlation between 
«rich» brands and luxury brands, there is
nonetheless (thankfully) a correlation
between the narrative interest a brand holds
for its consumer and its commercial per-
formance. It would suffice to examine a
representative sample of growing brands to
measure the degree of correlation between
the richness of the narrative and commer-
cial effectiveness.

O.A.: What makes Chanel, Dior and Saint
Laurent brands, or indeed houses that are
emblematic? Do we not run the risk of
embellishing and rendering these brands
sacred in hindsight with an attitude that is
too reverent?

B.R.: There is always a risk that an approach
intending to find the meaning behind a
statement ends up sanctifying the statement
purely by virtue of the fact that it is being
studied and therefore merits the reflection.
This risk is inherent in all analytical study
and is not confined to the question of
brands: to analyse is to both render sacred
and freeze the object being analysed. This is
a problem common in anthropology, partic-
ularly in fieldwork. However, it is essential to
analyse in order to understand and to under-
stand in order to come to a conclusion. This
means of sanctifying an object through
analysis didn’t go unnoticed by Barthes and

observing different fairytales, texts or myths
from the Iliad to Alice in Wonderland
before applying the concept to brands nar-
ratives. I don’t pretend to have totally
covered all generic forms of narrative but I
believe all the same that the six groups iden-
tified in part one can be used as a starting
point for an in-depth reflection on other
types of narrative – the novel for example.

O.A.: Doesn’t your classification of brand
narratives – and as such of brands – pre-
suppose a hierarchy between luxury
brands and mass produced brands, and a
certain discrimination linked to the degree
of «dignity » of the products in question? 

B.R.: Not at all. The only form of classifica-
tion which holds water, if indeed one must
classify, would be between forms rich in
brand narrative and those poor in brand nar-
rative as I attempted to show in the third
part of the book. Obviously, I do realise that
by analysing three luxury brands (Chanel,
Dior and Saint Laurent) on a deeper level in
the second part of the book I do create an
implicit hierarchy between general con-
sumer brands and luxury brands. However
this should not be the case. If the three
brands in question do indeed belong to the
luxury goods category, they were chosen for
their level of quality and the richness of
their narratives. The absence of a link
between general consumer products and
luxury products is indeed easy to prove : a
great number of luxury brands have no nar-
rative whatsoever, meaning it is so weak that
the owners don’t use it at all. But most of all
there are a great number (many more) of
ordinary consumer goods with incredibly
rich narratives, especially in the food indus-
try (Lu, Jacques Vabre), in car manufacturing
(Renault), in computers (Apple), in prêt a
porter (Levi’s, Bennetton). As for the ques-
tion about the ‘dignity’ of the products, it
just simply doesn’t come up : there is no
reason why a packet of coffee if it is well
made and of good quality shouldn’t be as
noble as a designer silk scarf.



this is why no doubt in Les Mythologies he
is so ironic and virulent with what he refers
to as the petit bourgeoisie. Indeed, intellec-
tually, at the time, he was coming from a
Marxist perspective but above all I think he
was absolutely aware of the fact of choosing
the DS (Citroen) or the recipe cards in Elle
magazine as a subject for study was to ele-
vate them to the rank of cultural objects and
in doing so he ran the risk of making them
noble when his intention was just to make
them «talk». This is what happened and
some of his readers then wished to bring
together the Barthes notion of mythology
with the notion of myth itself. Even today
we have not yet managed to clear up this
question, and we want to see myths (or
cults, which is the same thing) everywhere.
The best expression of this mythification is
of course the glossy press for which every
consumer object becomes a «cult» object
but also has a broader meaning for its era.
This «Barthes sauce» to use the horrible
expression by a journalist who boasted of
having brought Barthes into fashion writing,
is in fact at the origin of this sanctification
process: if heels get higher, its because of
September 11th (they could just as easily
been flat, but this is not the issue) – thereby
adding a meaning and as such a nobility to
the object in question. Having said that we
must not go to far in the other direction
either, and even though some complacent
analyses do attempt to add nobility to a
brand in retrospect (or the actual notion of
a brand as is often the case in the « dedicat-
ed » marketing literature mentioned at the
start of the interview), we must not deprive
ourselves of the pleasure to be had in
analysing the truly rich narratives such as
those at Chanel, Dior or Saint Laurent on the
pretext that we are just playing into their
hands. When an object is of a high quality, it
is of high quality, and without giving in to
the simplistic, almost dogmatic rhetoric of
the brand supporters, we must analyse it for
what it is. In the end, to analyse the back-
ground cultural narrative of a sitcom like
Friends – which would be interesting on
many levels – and so doing elevating the

subject through study, does it necessarily
mean an unreserved defence or endorse-
ment of television?

O.A.: Is it possible to simply identify cultu-
ral narrative and brand narrative? Is there
a risk of confusion? What kind of confu-
sion?

B.R. : We can’t really identify them but we
can examine one in terms of the other, in
other words see to what extent a brand nar-
rative is built in relation to a cultural
narrative. Identifying them would mean see-
ing one through another and vice versa by
placing them on the same level. However, a
brand narrative however rich it might be, is
still just a brand narrative as it must always
take into account the question of the end
user, it must be accessible to the wider 
public which is not the case for a cultural
narrative which, even of it does talk to
everyone, it is not obsessed by its own level
of clarity. In a system like marketing which
indexes the level of difficulty of a message
from the weakest level of comprehension,
meaning that of the least receptive end-user
(and this is becoming more and more com-
mon with the systemisation of tests), the
expression of the brand’s narrative is auto-
matically scaled down to its simplest,
sometimes most simplistic form. It would be
wrong to think that purely by virtue of the
fact that it is a narrative, that a brand narra-
tive is the equal of a great literary or cultural
narrative. Indeed, it does function like one,
but is by no means its equal. This is the point
made in the third part of the book, the dis-
tinction between rich narrative and poor
narrative, especially through their relation-
ship between words and pictures. In
addition, if certain brands do possess richer
historical narratives, it is perhaps that they
are less preoccupied with the question of
the way in which the message is received
(or they do so differently). In other words,
brands with a rich narrative are also brands
which take into account only what they
have to say without worrying about how it
will be received. One of the biggest success



targeted, the dogma of Packard’s «hidden
persuaders» is never called into question.
This said, I am not sure that advertising truly
short-circuits commitment, I think on the
contrary that the consumer is much less
open to brand blurb than the brands would
like to believe, if we admit the existence of
«consent permeability», precisely written
inside a membership contract between the
consumer and certain brands but not all. 

O.A.: Why do brand narratives never rise to
the level of the great founding historical
narratives?

B.R.: Without going into too much detail
regarding the third part of the book as we
don’t have time for it here, one point must
be made: the rhetoric of a brand exists so as
to bring the product closer to the client and
as such is inevitably drawn to simplify in the
interests of clarity and comprehension. It
functions in terms of immediacy, proximity
and simplicity which distances it from the
great cultural or historical narratives which,
as they are more often than not interested in
comprehension and learning (about the
world, others, oneself) – regardless of the
form they take – are inevitably distant in
terms of comprehension and complexity.
The difference is most obvious when we
take the example of the myth and the brand
narrative built out of a myth, for example
the perfume J’adorewhich more or less pig-
gybacks – even unintentionally – on the
myth of King Midas. The myth of the bath of
gold remains but the curse and the lesson to
be learnt have disappeared. So there is no
«moral» to the story, no deeper meaning, no
guilt: if the cultural narrative or story
involves distance and complexity and pro-
poses a lesson, the brand narrative involves
proximity and simplicity and implies a
notion of disengagement.

O.A.: By affirming that the simplification
of the brand narratives is due to the fact
that they must appeal to the lowest com-
mon denominator, is this not a means to
exclude a consumer thought to be unedu-
cated?

stories in recent times in the perfume 
business, Angel by Thierry Mugler, became
an immediate equal of the great feminine
narratives in perfume for the simple reason
that the decision-making process was totally
controlled by the designer from the scent 
to the visuals to the bottle, after a few fruit-
less attempts using traditional marketing
methods.

O.A.: Why do you talk about the 
«contract» that exists between brands and
consumers, knowing that a contract
depends on a voluntary commitment that
is usually short-circuited by advertising?

B.R.: There is always a mutual commitment,
even if there is no real obligation involved.
In proposing a narrative with which the
consumer is free to identify or not, the
brand is also proposing an implicit contract
which the consumer is free to «sign» or not
as the case may be. Once the consumer
decides to sign up either by buying the
product in question («active» consumption)
or by taking on board what the brand offers
(«passive consumption»), they are in effect
binding themselves by contract. In addition
this type of passive consumption, that is to
say taking on board the brand without actu-
ally buying the products – for financial
reasons for example – is a phenomenon that
has not been studied enough in marketing
terms but which is evidence in my opinion
of an important mutation in the relationship
the consumer has with a brand; but that’s
another story. Advertising methods also
seem to short-circuit not really the reciproc-
ity of the commitment but its voluntary
nature. We will probably never know the
real degree to which the adult consumer is
alienated by advertising, by virtue of the fact
that the act of consumption always involves
an economic choice. The effect on children
is unfortunately only too obvious, as a child
is not aware of the economic aspect and
remains in the dark for as long as possible if
family circumstances allow. But given that
advertising is a belief for those who pro-
duce it much more than those who are 



B.R.: On the contrary. It is because market-
ing has this idea of an uneducated consumer
that it provokes – even unintentionally – an
«inclusive» levelling indexed on the level of
comprehension of the least competent con-
sumer, even though the consumer is not
necessarily uneducated but just uninterest-
ed in the narratives proposed. However, this
is another dogma that is not called into
question often enough: the consumer is
involved, and to contest that (I have often
tried) provokes a mini-scandal or total
incomprehension.

O.A.: Can we establish a link between the
«loss of experience» and the attempts by
brands to re-enchant consumption
through «marketing expérientiel» ; which
relies on a pleasure of the senses and
excludes reflection, culture and memory
on the part of the consumer?

B.R.: One of the hurdles to be overcome by
marketing today is the relative lack of mean-
ing associated with the act of consumption
linked to the saturation of the commercial
landscape. Hearing about so many brands, in
ways that are more and more sophisticated
and numerous, a relative cacophony devel-
ops and only the most visible brands emerge
from the fray, those who have the biggest
advertising budgets or the richest narratives
or both. Faced with this plethora of choices,
the act of consumption particularly that of
other brands, tends to lose its meaning, and
therefore it becomes necessary to give it
meaning using artefacts. The most recent to
date in France at least (in the U.S. they have
«retailtainment» which is not quite the
same), is what’s known as “marketing
expérientiel”; which aims to create a pur-
chase at the point of sale with retail outlet
that appeals to the senses and the emotions.
Having said that I do not think that the “mar-
keting expérientiel” is truly separate, as is
suggested, from the emotions and the intel-
lect and I think rather, that it is more a
means of optimising the overall impact that
the product has on the consumer at the
physical point of impact, i.e. the point of

sale, and in all of its dimensions, emotional,
sensorial and intellectual. In fact it involves
measuring and inducing the overall impres-
sion of the different manifestations of the
brand whether they be rational (seeing a
photograph) or emotional (the sound
track). However the advent of the term
“expérientiel” in the marketing sphere
shows that it is a question of a loss of expe-
rience. If the consumption of a handmade
object in a craftsman’s workshop was itself
its own meaning and needed nothing else to
exist, that of a contemporary object has to
measure up to this loss of experience
implied. Here we must of course refer back
to the work by Walter Benjamin and Giorgio
Agamben on the question of the loss of
aura. What is curiously shown by the notion
of “marketing expérientiel” is the lack of
experience that marketing leads to and as
such the reconstituted manifestations (the
re-enchantment of the consumer through
demonstration) will remain nothing but
artefacts, or worse, decoys.

O.A.: What should we understand from the
idea of the «rapt» of an object by the image
in marketing terms?

B.R.: A consumer object has three layers. 
In earlier times, the consumer object was
simply an object, manufactured within the
framework of a anthropo-morphically 
balanced relationship between the manufac-
turer and the client. The contemporary
consumer object has three levels of exis-
tence. It is made up of an object, the name
of the object (the accompanying text of the
brand and the sales pitch) and the images of
the object (the way in which it is shown,
from advertising to shop window). We can
refer to the work of Marie-José Mondzian on
this subject (Le commerce des regards,
Paris, Seuil 2003), where she mentions the
hypostatic relationship between the flesh of
the thing, its words and its image. In any
case, what is obvious in this relationship
between object and image is the acuity of
their relationship in contemporary times. A
contemporary consumer object is an object



different relationship with time, in favour
of more durable products which would
escape the incessant destruction and new-
ness that exists in fashion?

B.R.: Yes and no. Of course over time is with-
out doubt the best way in which to
construct a rich brand narrative but fashion
itself has its own narrative and rich narra-
tives can be created over short periods of
time like Swatch for instance even if they
seem to be running out of steam today. As
for the opposition between brand and prod-
uct, that wasn’t really my point, I would
prefer to deal with the opposition between
the narrative in words and the narrative in
pictures, meaning between the long-form
narrative of the text (but it can take other
forms also) and the instant narrative of
which the picture is the most immediate
incarnation. Put simply, one must be clear
and rigorous between what, in the brand,
can hold the distance, and what is more
immediate, as all brands come up against the
notion of being in fashion  at one point. All
brands waver between timelessness and 
up-to-the-minute fashion to different
degrees and the balance between these two
dimensions (be timeless/be now) is the
most complex to achieve, and that which
demands the most effort and talent from a
brand. Here again, many try but few suc-
ceed, and a number of brands come roaring
back into fashion to the detriment of their
soul, which others fight against the air du
temps and lose their footing in the contem-
porary world. On this subject the question 
«who is speaking? » central to the rhetoric of
the brand should be added to « where am I
talking from? », the «where» being situated in
both space and time. The entire future of the
brand is played out at this crossroads in a
cultural timelessness through the intelligent
management of the inter-textuality and the
relationship to the «now» with a no less
demanding management of innovation and
design.

«made image», an object whose image has
taken on a life, giving this effect of «rapt»
that I mention: in a number of cases, the
consumer object has become nothing but a
pure image and is consumed as such.

O.A.: If this book, unlike other publications,
is less about calling consumption into
question and more about the travesty of
cultural resources by brand names, are
you not calling for a return to a division
between culture and commerce?

B.R.: Absolutely not, and I am not a support-
er of the campaign to separate culture and
commerce, which would involve taking a
moralistic stance (culture is noble, business
isn’t, etc.) which is not the point. Each act of
design or creation has the potential to
access a cultural inter-textuality whether
they choose to or not, and I don’t see why it
is acceptable for a filmmaker to do so (i.e.
Eric Rohmer quoting Füssli in the Marquise
d’O for example) and not for a brand, as
Saint Laurent so superbly did with
Fragonard’s Verrou. On the contrary, I think
that the way to re-enchant commerce (as
this has become necessary), would be to
have it practice cultural inter-textuality with
talent and imagination to produce more
than a simple travesty or opportunistic
attempt at a «cultural alibi», but a true cre-
ative approach which will enable the brand
gain visibility in a intelligent manner. Having
said that however, given the relative poverty
of most brand narratives, it is also true that
we wish they would sometimes refrain from
touching on certain subjects or that they
would avoid certain travesties rather then
inflicting their idiotic and invasive stupidi-
ties on the public. However, I do maintain
that an intelligent brand narrative is not only
possible (a certain number do exist thank-
fully), but that it is the only solution possible
so as to regenerate (if one cannot re-
enchant, a world wide problem) the field of
consumption.

O.A.: Does not the closing idea implied in
your book of an opposition between 
products and brands aim at promoting a


