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the commodity t

The Pretty Good Problem is even more acute at Magic than it is in
the pages of Consumer Reports Or, possibly, the Picturesque Pastures
of France, The more narrow the range of actual differences in com-
modity attributes, the more important it i)ecomes to ;:r;ate ;;E}jfi“er-
ent kind of value—ope that t;—suiggéﬁa_s'fiﬁé merely materia], This is

It's easy to think of branding a5 4 transparent and almost point-
less process: Huge companjes buying TV a4 to shout their trade.
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Here is one too] for understanding how this plays out in the mar-
ket: the T.shirt. The T-shirt, really, ig nothing. A former undergar-
ment popularized as outerwear by World War IT veterans who
enjoyed their “skivvy” shirts on the often balmy Pacific front, it is
today the plain brown cow of clothing, the sartorial equivalent of tap

Kung Fu Inc. had shirts promoting the scabroys antiauthority
clip-art comic Ges Your War On and the indie-chick pornography
brand SuicideGirls, Old Varsity sold college-wear, An endless num-
ber of television shows and movie Properties were represented, from
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Adult Swim to ESPN to Redneck Comedy Roundup. One of the
biggest booths was stuffed with T-shirts and other apparel carrying
the symbol of John Deere, the maker of heavy farm equipment.
Then there was X-Lab, distributor of shirts that say things like “Fuck
the Fucking Fucks.” Now that's purple.

Finally, there were T-shirts that simply advertised consumer
products. Coastal Concepts had Burger King and Reese’s Cup shirts.
Logotel had shirts for Kellogg’s, Hostess, M&M’s. There were Moon
Pie shirts. Others had Ford, Dodge, and Chevy shirts. And if you are
still imagining that you are thirsty, there were shirts for 7UP,
Mountain Dew, RC, Dr Pepper, A&W root beer, Miller High Life,
Corona, Guinness, Budweiser, even Hamm’s and Mickey’s. A com-
pany called Brew City offered up the “subversive” versions that as-
sumed brand literacy in order to mock it, by way of emblems like
Schitt, in the style of the Schlitz logo.

Eventually, I turned a corner and was confronted with the Che
booth. Here, in a fairly large and lavish display, a company called
Fashion Victim was peddling to interested retailers a huge array of
shirts, banners, and other items featuring the iconic image of Che
Guevara. It also offered Lenin shirts, Mao shirts, Pancho Villa,
Emiliano Zapata, and Geronimo shirts. Fashion Victim’s website ex-
plained: “Join the revolution with us here at Fashion Victim! These
are revolutionary times, so where better to get the gear you need. We
have all the latest designs in the world of Propaganda and revolution,
not to mention we are the only licensed retailers of Che Guevara
shirts in the US of A.”

Even this brief tour of the Magic trade show suggests that those
four and a half rational factors aren’t going to be quite enough to
steer Consumer Economicus to a decision. We say we make choices
based on factors like value and comfort—but what happens when
we face a nearly infinite variety of things that are close to identical
on a functional level? Perhaps, like Miuccia Prada, Consumer
Economicus thinks that buying a “symbol” is a sign of “weakness.”
But in the real world of tﬁé -Preiﬁ};'@dakf)}o—lﬂ;rg,' bols

symbols are more

important than ever.
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ecko unltd.’s cul-de-sac cred

The knee-jerk bias against logos that consumers display when
quizzed by pollsters should be no surprise. Even if we concede that,
yes, some symbols and objects really are important to us after all, we
remain suspicious that symbolic meaning can be invented—by, for
example, professional branders and logo makers. Valuing an object
just because it’s a symbol—of status or anything else—sounds fake,
contrived, phony. This is why most descriptions of the new con-
sumer emphasize our demand for a@nticitx

" While evoked constantly, the word is seldom defined. But one can
presume that the aushentic symbol is grounded in some kind of em-

S s
pirical, provabl&@mm‘ehmﬁt, you will

find exacily the thifgs that the symbol purports fo Tepresemt Think
of it as the difference between a trophy obtained by winning a race
and an identical trophy obtained by forking over a few bucks at a
pawnshop: One is clearly authentic in the way that the other is not.
So maybe the Apple brand connects with consumers because its
products really are innovative and different, and Nike’s brand is au-
thentic because it can be tied directly to the company’s roots as an
enabler of athletic achievement. Any symbol that fails this basic au-

thenticity test, according to this line of thought, will fail with the new

Consumer Economicus.

But who really decides what's authentic and what isn’t> Just
across the street from the Las Vegas Convention Center, in a tempo-
rary building that was the size of a house, I found an interesting case
study in how complicated the answer to that question can be. The
structure was emblazoned with the stark silhouette of a rhinoceros:
the logo of apparel brand Ecko Unltd. The Ecko rhino, on T-shirts,
baggy jeans, and other garments, has become a widely recognized
symbol, familiar in dozens of rap videos and on streets {and cul-de-
sacs) all over America, and in five thousand retail locations, from
specialty shops to malls. Tts most explosive growth has occurred in
the years since the turn of the twenty-first century—right alongside
the growing rhetoric about logoproof consumers.
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American hip-hop culture, with its roots dating back to the gritty
realities of the Bronx in the late 1970s, provides a particularly inter-
esting backdrop for discussing authenticity. Clearly, hip-hop has
long since gone mainstream, and as both a musical genre and a rec-
ognizable visual style is widely consumed outside of the tough urban
environments where it first flourished. Even $0, as anyone with pass-
ing familiarity with contemporary hip-hop knows, it's a culture that
remains positively obsessed with authenticity—almost every top-
selling rapper makes his or her own street cred (maybe a past deal-
ing drugs, maybe direct experience with violence, maybe just an
autobiography tied up in big-city poverty) a primary lyrical subject.
In the early 20003, as hip-hop evolved into an aesthetic available in
suburban department stores under the rubric of “urban” apparel,
connections to the authentic street remained important. Urban ap-
parel redefined the young men'’s clothing business, and most of the
successful brands had some direct link to hip-hop—Rocawear
through Jay-Z and Damon Dash; Sean John through P. Diddy; Phat
Fashions through Russell Simmons.

Ecko was as big as, or bigger than, any of the hip-hop-associated
brands just mentioned. Many people would likely have recognized
that rhino symbol on Ecko's freestanding building at Magic, but few
would have been able to tell you much about the man behind it 2
white, baby-faced thirty-three-year-old from the Jersey suburbs.
Marc Milecofsky grew up in Lakewood, about an hour and a half
south of Manhattan, and spent more time in malls than in the
streets. His father was a pharmacist, his mother a real estate agent.

, He had two sisters, one of whom was his twin, Marci. (The name
Ecko is derived from a family story: When his mother was pregnant
with Marci, the doctor informed her of an “echo,” which turned out
to be Marc.) In about the fifth grade, he started to think about the re-
lationship between style and social groups. He also figured out that
not every place was as ethnically and culturally diverse as Lake-
wood’s public schools: At extended family get-togethers, it was a
source of amusement that young Marc was into this exotic thing
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called break dancing. Not that he could do it very well—“too fat,” he
told me. He couldn't rap, either; but he could draw. .

He learned about graffiti culture through photography books by
Martha Cooper and Henry Chalfant. Visiting a cousin in Trenton, he
told me, he would see “all the freight trains that I guess had run in
New York, bombed with graffiti.” Graffiti characters replaced comic
books as his primary visual influence. He raked leaves to raise the
money for a pair of Adidas shell toes, like Run-D.M.C. had. He
learned about Polo through a reference in “La Di La Di,” by Doug E.
Fresh and Slick Rick. Style was cultural expression, and customizing
clothes was “a big part of the urban dialect,” he explained, so he took
up the airbrush. By his early teens, he was charging classmates to
make designs on their jeans or shirts, in his parents’ garage. “I was
waitressing at a pizza shop, and I was counting my singles,” Marci
told me. “Marc was counting off twenties.”

As a student at Rutgers in 1992, he dreamed up six designs and
screen-printed them on T-shirts that he sold. Soon he changed his

-name (first to Echo and later, after a trademark dispute with another

company, to Ecko), teamed up with his sister and another Rutgers
student who wrangled financial backing, and started coming to trade
shows like Magic to sell his designs under the banner of what would
become Ecko Unltd. A lot of new brands, including his, were writing
their names out in graffiti-style lettering, so he wanted a symbol in-
stead. The obvious thing to do was lift some icon of the rising new
hip-hop culture that so entranced him, like a turntable or a spray can.
Instead he found his inspiration in his parents’ Lakewood den, where
his father kept a collection of kitschy little thino statues. He didn’t
think about it so much then, but he has thought about it a lot since.
The first brand logo worn on the outside of a garment is believed
to be the Lacoste crocodile: 1920s French tennis star René Lacoste,
playing off a nickname given to him by the press, had one embroi-
dered on a jacket he wore and then tennis shirts he designed and
sold after retiring. We’ve seen Plenty of logos come and go since
then, and of course they all start out with no particular meaning. A
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logo can acquire its meaning from the product it is attached to or the
people who use the product—in ads, in the real world, or in the gray
area in between, such as pictures of celebrities in magazines. Ecko's
ads, in The Source and Vibe, had high production values and put the
rhino on a surprising range of maverick recording artists who were
not mainstream stars at the time—Talib Kweli, Beatnuts. Lucian
James, whose branding agency, Agenda Inc., did some consulting
projects for Ecko, points out that the thino also referenced the sym-
bol language most familiar to the then emerging youth culture: the
language of the Polo pony and the Lacoste crocodile. The language
of brands. The rhino both Participates in this language and subtly
satirizes it. “Rhinos are not exactly aspirational,” James notes.

Sales went from $15 million in 1998 to $96 million by 2000,
then rocketed to more than $400 million today. “I think it's like
something sublime,” Ecko said to me, speaking about successful
logo icons in general. “When something is aesthetically beautiful,
people react. And when you can assign a meaning and value to
something and summarize or capture all of that instantly, that's
something that I think human nature just gloms on to.”

If it's true that symbolic meaning cannot be invented—that a
symbol must tie back to an empirical reality to qualify as authentic
and thus be embraced by consumers—then Ecko’s success seems
curious indeed. Here, after all, is an outsider suburbanite who cre-
ated a logo that became Synonymous with hip-hop culture and urban
style.

But symbolic meaning can be invented. After all, think about
Ralph Lifshitz. He grew up in a Bronx apartment, far from the mi-
lieu of the patrician upper class. He saw the swells in the movies and
during the summers that he worked as a waiter in the Catskills, in
the 1950s. He wanted to be like them, so he dressed like them, even
in high school. Eventually his father, a Russian immigrant, changed
the family surname to Lauren,

Ralph Lauren dropped out of city college, got a job as a seller of
suits at Brooks Brothers, and toiled away in the nether regions of the
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rag trade until he designed a line of fancy neckties that was picked
up by Bloomingdale’s in 1967. They were sold as emblems of status,
under his new brand name, Polo. In her book The End of Fashion,
journalist Teri Agins credits Lauren with going on to invent “lifestyle
merchandising,” building what looked like exclusive little boutiques,
replicated in countless department stores. A working-class Jewish
kid from the Bronx defined WASP status in a way that was accessi-
ble on a mass scale. He made it the acceptable thing for the skeptical
sixteen-year-old Jersey mall rat who would become Marc Ecko and
who never gave a thought to whether the relationship between that
Polo symbol and the man who created it was an “authentic” one or

not.

the “projectability” of hello kitty

Logos, then, like any other kind of symbol, can have real meaning,
and that meaning can be created. This is true even if the resulting_
sy'rﬁbol lacks “authenticity” in the sense of a direct, demonstrable
link to a factual backstory. But there is one more aspect to this first
step in cracking the Desire Code. It's the thing that turned Sanrio
into a billion-dollar company.

A Japanese firm, Sanrio has been in the “character goods” busi-
ness since the 1960s. By one count, its artists have dreamed up
more than 450 cute little creatures. The word character is a little mis-
leading. The characters created by, for example, the Walt Disney
Company or Marvel Entertainment first reach the world through a
comic book or a movie or television show. They have attributes, per-
sonalities, and backstories. Sanrio’s characters (often animals) do
not. They first reach the world by being emblazoned on products.
Although they might be aesthetically charming, they are empty of
specific meaning.

One of Sanrio’s creations is probably familiar to you; certainly it’s
familiar to young women all over the world and has been for
decades. In 1974, Yuko Shimizu was a young designer on the staff of



16 rob walker

Sanrio. She had created several characters for the company, but
none had caught on. Over time, she later explained, “I realized sim-
plicity was what was important.” She was given the assignment of
dreaming up some more characters to adorn small vinyl purses. She
came up with six designs, only one of which did particularly well.
That design was quite simple: a cat with a bow on its head and no
mouth. (“I couldn’t express the mouth in a cute way,” Shimizu said,
“s0 | decided not to use it.”) After some debate, her managing direc-
tor gave it the name Hello Kitty and started putting the character on
stationery, handkerchiefs, aprons, and so on. Before long, Shimizu
was receiving fairly extraordinary fan mail. “I felt the power of Hello
Kitty," she later recalled somewhat cryptically. “And felt that it could
be used as a tool for communication between people.”
Sales of items bearing Hello Kitty’s elusively inexpressive but un-
deniably cute likeness climbed through the 1970s, stalled briefly,
rose again in the 1980s, and after another dip experienced tremen-
dous growth again starting in the mid-r9gos. In their book, Hello
Kitty, business journalists Ken Belson and Brian Bremner say that
by the cat’s thirtieth anniversary, Sanrio was making around six
thousand Hello Kitty products a year, granting paid licenses to oth-
ers who made sixteen thousand more, and selling them in forty
countries. (About ten thousand Hello Kitty items are generally avail-
able in North America.) The ever rotating product line has included
all manner of toys, dlothing, stationery, and the like, but also appli-
ances, toothbrushes, golf bags, spatulas, bikes, computers, mobile
phones, and, in one instance, a $30,000 diamond-encrusted wrist-
watch. Although Hello Kitty was seen strictly as a young girls’ phe-
nomenon in the United States for many years, that had changed by
2004, when Sanrio research found that a third of the customers in
its U.S. stores were people over eighteen, shopping for themselves,
This epiphany was followed by the release of Hello Kitty lingerie and
jewelry. In 2007, MBNA was offering a Hello Kitty Platinum Plus
Visa card. Sanrio’s licensees have included not simply anonymous
commodity makers, but acclaimed designers like Richie Rich and
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Traver Rains, whose Kitty-emblazoned Heatherette dresses sold for
$1,000 and were worn by the likes of Paris and Nicky Hilton. And,
of course, Hello Kitty appears on a great variety of T-shirts, from the
most basic to more rarefied options, like a collaboration with de-
signer Paul Frank that sold at Bloomingdale’s and other department
stores. :

The astonishing success of Hello Kitty has been the sul.a]ect of
much speculation. Some aspects of that success seem stra1‘glj1tfo.r-
ward enough. For starters, Hello Kitty is adorable. And ce‘lebn?:-.es in
Japan, and later in the United States, have embraced_ the .1c-on in one
media-saturated setting or another, presumably inspiring some
copycat consumption. But there must be more to it than th.at.

While Sanrio has made certain “biographical” information about
her known, if you feel like tracking it down (she lives in London, she
has a sister who bakes cookies, and so on), she is not, like Snoopy or
Mickey Mouse, a character who has engaged in memor‘able aleven-
tures or has developed a personality of any kind. This is intentional.
“We work very hard to avoid things that would define the character,”
a Sanrio executive has explained. Similarly, the company also does
very little advertising on behalf of this, its most proﬁtable.emblem.
Nor can the mouthless cat be said to “stand for” some social or cul-
tural idea—like the Polo emblem’s supposed connotation of upper-
class leisure or the Ecko rhino’s (possibly debatable) links to urban
culture. Hello Kitty stands for nothing.

Or, perhaps, for anything. Yuko Shimizu has said th.at she was
never thinking about anything other than making an image that
would appeal to little girls. “The simplicity is what made people un-
derstand Hello Kitty,” she concluded. A perceptive study of the I—Iej*]lo
Kitty phenomenon by Tokyo-based cultural scholar B1.‘ian J-M ,(:Ve.1g}f
suggests an interesting theory that is implied by his paper s.tﬂle.
“How Hello Kitty Commodifies the Cute, Cool and Camp.” Whllg he
notes factors like “accessibility” and consistency, the most com-
pélling factor he isolates is “projectability.” Hello Kitty's bIank,l “cryp-

tic” simplicity, he argues, is among her great strengths; standing for
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to a third, vague subversiveness to a fourth, “Without the mouth, jt
is easier for the person looking at Hello Kitty to project their fee]in,gs
onto the character,” explains a Sanrio spokesman that McVeigh
quotes. “The person can be happy or sad together with Hello Kitty.”
Hello Kitty, McVeigh argues, is a “mirror that reflects whatever
image, desire, or fantasy an individyal brings to it.” Belson and
Bremner return to this theme repeatedly in their book on the busi-
‘n(‘ss of Hello Kitty. “What makes Kitty so intriguing is that she pro-
Jects entirely different meanings depending on the consumer,” they
write. The cat is “an icon that allows vie
meaning to her that they want.”
Many of the consumers that McVeigh interviewed about Hello
Kitty complained about corporations targeting them, making them
buy things—things like more Hello Kitty products. Byt as he

the masses, and we must give credit to the individual consumer
who, after all, chooses to purchase certain incarnations of Hello Kitty
but not others (or chooses not to buy Hello Kitty at all).” After all, if
Sanrio’s managers could create dozens of Hello Kittys, they most
certainly would—and they are trying all the time. In more than three
decades of effort, they have never come close.

ot only can logos have meaning, and not only ca

11 n that meaning
B -

be-mﬁﬁﬂfﬁfﬂfﬁdtitﬁﬁbg\.ﬁlénufamuednbymnsum@rsfUltimately

the hundreds

Bobby Hundreds, needless to say, is not Particularly impressed by
the likes of Hello Kitty, or Marc Ecko, or any of the brands at Magic.
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Well, that’s not completely true. There’s at least one brand that
Bobby Hundreds believes in. It’s called the Hundreds. This is the
brand that he and his business partner, known as Ben Hundreds,
founded in 2003. The Hundreds came about when Ben and Bobby
met not while skateboarding, but at Loyola Law School in Los
Angeles, where they had some first-year classes together. They
bonded over their mutual interests in art, music, and design—and
their mutual horror of becoming the respectable suit-wearing
drones their parents wanted them to be. Seeking a more fulfilling al-
ternative, they decided to start something of their own: a brand. The
Hundreds sold T-shirts, with designs created by Bobby. Ben runs the
business side. And that’s why they were at Magic. They had a booth,
and they were selling their shirts to retailers, meeting with magazine
editors and trend consultants, and networking.

They had created their first line of shirts less than two years
earlier. Department store chains were too mainstream for the
Hundreds; instead, they wanted to get their T-shirts into certain
skateboard shops or independent “streetwear” stores. Their béte
noir was Urban Outfitters, which they saw as the ultimate corporate
vulture. The first store they set their sights on was Fred Segal, a
trendsetting boutique in Santa Monica. They showed up one day in
2003 and “ambushed” the buyer. “There are fifty new T-shirt lines
that come out every day,” Bobby explained to me, so they knew that
theirs would rise or fall on the strength of the Hundreds as a brand.
“We really emphasized that we weren’t just a T-shirt line—we were
more of a lifestyle” that aimed to “bring this subculture out,” he said.
“And I guess we sold him on that.”

The Fred Segal deal helped them persuade other retail buyers to
give the Hundreds a try. By the time we met up at Magic, the
Hundreds had distribution in scores of stores, in eight states and fif-
teen countries. I'd noticed that their website included what Was es-
sentially a fan club section—you could join the Hundaedgﬂbw()mb
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“squad” and get stickers to put up around your city. I___.ggggm;_dh this

was bravado. Bobby told me I was wrong. “We get so many e-mails
every day from kids, not just in America, but around the world, who




