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12.00 Welcome 
 
12.30 

 
Dr Catherine Kovesi, University of Melbourne 
The Aura of Luxury: Cultivating the Believing Faithful from the Age of Saints to the Age of Luxury 
Brands 
This paper teases out the relationship between objects of holy veneration in the past, and the modern-day 
veneration of luxury brands. It positions itself within the work of Walter Benjamin and the ‘aura’ of cult 
objects articulated in his seminal essay, ‘The Work of Art in an Age of Mechanical Reproduction.’ The 
relationship between religious cult objects and modern day luxury brands may not, at first, be immediately 
apparent. But core to the argument of this paper are notions of veneration, identification, replicability, and, 
above all, aura. The relationship is not merely one of the cultural transferral of belief from the sacred to the 
secular; of a believing faithful in search of a totem wherever it may be found. The relationship is more 
concrete than that. Indeed it has been elevated to legal status by the European Court of Justice, and is 
central to the identification of luxury items as branded objects with their own cult status. This paper 
articulates the elements required to create and maintain the ‘aura’ of an object, from a religious relic of the 
fourteenth-century, to brands such as Moët et Chandon and Dior in the twenty-first.  

 
1.00 

 
Associate Professor Robert Crawford, University of Technology Sydney 
Reclaiming What’s Ours: The Rise of the Brand Managers and the Fall of the Advertising Agency 
Since the Second World War, brands and branding became an indispensable part of the marketing 
communications landscape. Brands moved from being mere markers of differentiation to being an 
intangible asset that embodies a firm’s essence. The growing importance attributed to the brand in the 
second half of the twentieth century reflects the contribution made by two groups: brand managers and the 
advertising agencies. Up until the 1980s, Australia’s advertising agencies profited handsomely from their 
success in establishing themselves as the brand experts. However, this situation would be challenged by 
advertisers. Their increasing embrace of marketing strategies and practices led them to establish brand 
manager positions. As brand managers assumed greater responsibility for the brand, they progressively 
reduced the agencies’ influence. By exploring this shift, this paper will reveal that the brand manager’s rise 
would have a fundamental impact on the status, role and operations of the advertising agency, which 
continues through to the present. 
 

1.30 Lunch in the Research Lounge 
 
2.30 

 
Keynote Speaker: Lynn Johnson 

Re-Inventing Magnificence: Breaking The Brand of Luxury Wildlife Products 
Luxury means different things to different people. It may be a car, haute-couture fashion, accessories, 
holiday destinations or the restaurants you patronise. Tragically, for many of today’s elites, these types of 
luxury ‘products’ simply aren’t enough to quench their appetite. To fulfil their luxury criteria, a product 
needs to be much rarer and more difficult to acquire. As a result, they have turned their sights to scarce and 
endangered wildlife. 
The desire for rare wildlife and timber ‘products’ is increasing rapidly. Illegal wildlife and timber trafficking is 
the world’s 4th largest transnational crime, after drugs, human and ammunitions trafficking. Criminal 
syndicates have realized how comparably safe it is to get rich from dealing in nature. They have moved 



beyond simply exploiting the existing demand to manufacturing new markets using the same principles 
luxury goods manufactures have used for decades to trigger purchasing decisions. Battling this trend 
requires a different approach to the traditional (protection or trade based) conservation methods. 
The only option we have is demand reduction, using the techniques the luxury goods sector has been using 
for years to trigger people to buy, but in reverse. Breaking The Brand was formed to do this. By 
understanding the social, cognitive and emotional factors on the economic decisions consumers of illegal 
wildlife products make we have the ability to influence them. In addition, we must test substitutes for 
consumption. By reinventing Magnificence, a concept steeped in history but subverted by luxury in recent 
centuries, can we provide these elites an alternative to fulfil their self-image needs and a way to ‘win’ in the 
social comparison stakes? 
 

3.30 Afternoon tea in the Research Lounge 
 
4.00 

 
Professor Antonia Finnane, University of Melbourne 
The Rectification of Names in the Cultural Revolution:  branding commodities in an anti-capitalist 
regime. 
In a carefully documented discussion of advertising in the early decades of the People’s Republic of China, 
Karl Gerth has been at pains to point out the continuities in advertising (and more broadly consumer 
culture) from the Nationalist to the Communist era, and likewise the international context of advertising in 
the PRC (Gerth 2013). Advertising within the sewing machine industry and the textiles and apparel trades by 
and large bears out his observations for the early fifties, but during the sixties advertisements changed from 
capitalist and socialist forms. This paper examines the phenomenon of “rectification of names” associated 
with re-branding material culture in China during the Cultural Revolution, and does so with specific 
reference to the sewing machine and associated industries. The sewing machine industry, associated in 
Japan and the West with growth of the consumer society, was expanding in China in the very period that the 
country was in the throes of the Cultural Revolution. How were the products of long-established, reputable 
Shanghai firms to be known in the new, revolutionary environment? What were the products of newly 
established factories to be called? The word advertising itself disappeared during the Cultural Revolution, 
falling victim to associations with capitalism. But did the phenomenon disappear?  
 

 
4.30  
 

 
Dr Monique Webber, University of Melbourne 
Selling the Unsellable: The DNA of Historic Fashion Houses in the Twenty-First Century. 
Many of the highest grossing luxury fashion houses in the global market today have their origins in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth – or even the eighteenth – centuries. The styles, motifs, and principles set 
down by the charismatic founders of houses such as Chanel, Gucci, Dior, and Balmain became known in 
the later twentieth century as the ‘DNA’ of the brand. This formed the basis of the brands’ luxury status 
and was respectfully acknowledged, referenced, and built upon by the house’s new directors. In the early 
twenty-first century, however, the target market for these brands has largely shifted. While sales have 
increased, the relevance of historic figures and principles has decreased in the wake of fast-fashion and 
revolving superstar designers. This has created a paradox, where the traditional (and historically more 
stable) luxury status of fashion houses is being challenged and even replaced by a more unstable status 
determined by economic delivery. This talk will examine this tension as expressed in luxury fashion houses, 
and explore the changing determinants of luxury in the twenty-first century. 

___________________ 
 

5.30 Drinks in the Research Lounge 
 
6.00 

 
Book Launch  

 
 


