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STYLING OVER SUBSTANCE:
Is Balenciaga using shock
marketing and controversy to
cover up a company empty of
heritage?

Continuing from my academic proposal | completed in year 2,
| have chosen to investigate the controversial advertising
and branding of Balenciaga alongside the brand’s history. |
was initially sparked to choose Balenciaga due to their 2022
Gift Shop Campaign and have a strong passion as to why
and how such a campaign was published.

| have always had a love for advertising, especially in non-
conventional forms and the fashion advertising industry is
where | aspire to work once | complete my Fashion Image
and Styling degree. Balenciaga has strong ties to pop and
celebrity culture which is another one of my strong interests
and guilty pleasures.

Fig 1. Balenciaga Gift Shop Campaign (2022)
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Fig 2. Balenciaga Mini Shopping Bag (2023)
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1919 - Cristobal
Balenciaga Eizaguirre
opens a boutique called
Eisa in San Sebastian,
Spain. He quickly

expanded and opened two
more stores in Madrid and

Barcelona. His designs

were worn by the Spanish

Royal Family and other
high members of high
society (Duncuff, 2023).

ENCIAGA

1937 - The Spanish Civil
War forces Cristobal
Balenciaga to move to
Paris. He opened the
House of Balenciaga (Park,
2015) and showcased his
first couture collection
inspired by the Spanish
Renaissance (Duncuff,
2023).




The end of WWII saw the start of a
fashion revolution as designers
experimented and pushed
traditional, conservative
boundaries. Alongside Dior’'s New
Look, Balenciaga was another
couture designer who created
iconic silhouettes and designs
(Graziano, 2022); these progressive
styles popularised Balenciaga and
can still be seen in current fashion
despite the criticism and
controversy at the time.
Balenciaga was known to dress
women of all body shapes; he
appreciated a woman with a fuller
physique foreshadowing the sex
appeal of women like Marilyn
Monroe- a lot of his styles were
forgiving, unlike other cinched-
waist designers of the time (Moss,
2013).

Fig 4. Balloon Dress (1951)
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1960 - Balenciaga made the wedding
dress for Fabiola de Mora y Aragon:
Queen Consort of Belgium. This was
one of the most talked about dresses
of the 1960’'s and the fitted, dropped
waistline was a controversial design
choice: Queen Fabiola was known for
pushing the regal fashion standard.

This high-profile event furthered
Balenciaga into mainstream luxury
fashion (Starbuck, 2021).

1968 - Cristobal Balenciaga
showcased his last runway and closed
the House of Balenciaga; he claimed
the demand for ready-to-wear fashion
‘made it impossible to design true
couture’. (Fashion Institute of
Technology, 2021).

His last recorded words were ‘It's a
dog life’ (Phaidon Editors, 2022).

Fig 5. Babydoll Dress (1958)



1972 - Cristobel Balenciaga dies
of a heart attack at age 77. His
funeral brings together global

fashion designers to mourn (Park,

2015).

PERSONAL LIFE

Cristobal was known as a recluse. He was introverted
and had no input in the social world. The wider public
did not even know what he looked like; French
journalists were convinced he was a team of people.

Balenciaga kept his involvement very behind the
scenes: ‘he did not have the time or energy for
nonsense’. During his lifetime as a designer, he only
gave one full interview and was never seen at his
runway shows (McDowell, 2015) (NPR, 2013).

At the time, the mystery of his presence created great desire and sparked conversation,
but this has hindered his present-day legacy and brand heritage. He doesn’t have the
historic, loyal, and personable relationship with Balenciaga’'s customer base that other
brands have managed to keep throughout the years through rich heritage and origins.
This has also blurred the lines of Balenciaga’s iconic and revolutionary styles.
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1986 - Jacques Bogart, a
perfume/cosmetic manufacturer,
acquired the rights of the company. It
laid dormant until then (Park, 2015).

1987 - Michel Goma is appointed as
the new creative director. He
introduced ready-to-wear to the
formally couture brand. His
collections received mixed reviews: it
was commercially successful but
lacked Balenciaga’s original heritage
and values (FQ. 2020).

Fig 6. Balenciaga AW89
(1989)

1992 - Josephus Thimister
took over as creative director.
His debuted collection was
entirely monochromatic and
focused on the ‘structural
drama’ of Balenciaga (Bowles,
2019). Thimister abruptly left the
fashion house after the SS98
runway show; the collection was
inspired by left-wing radicals
from the RAF (Grigorieva, 2022).
The audience left part way
through the show due to the
obnoxiously loud rock music
(Bowles, 2019).
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2001 - Gucci group, which is now
called Kering, buys 90% of Balenciaga.
This was part of a massive luxury brand
buy out; Kering also acquired Stella

— McCartney, Alexander McQueen,
1 é: D Bottega Venetta and Yves Saint Laurant
-/ all in the same year (Finch, 2001).

Fig 7. 2004 Balenciaga Campaign (2004)
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1997 - Nicolas Ghesquiere became the
next creative director. He was a designer
who embraced silhouette much like
Cristobal. He rebuilt the brand with his
fresh approach of sleek minimalism and
couture influence. He introduced
menswear to the brand (Bew, 2017).
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2012 - Alexander Wang
becomes creative
director. He pushed
Balenciaga into the
mainstream luxury
brand space and public
awareness by
collaborating with
modern celebrities such
as Kanye West, Kim
Kardashian and Lady
Gaga (Milligan, 2015).

Fig 8. Kim Kardashian
in Balenciaga (2015)

DEMNA

GVASALEIA

2015 - Demna Gvasalia became creative
director and is still present with Balenciaga
today. He reintroduced haute couture but
also brought streetwear as a focus.
Gvasalia has masterminded many shock
campaigns and unlikely collaborations
which have received global attention and
mixed reviews.

Fig 9. Balenciaga x The Simpsons




It has been extremely insightful to discover the original heritage of Balenciaga and its founder as
well as the company’s frequent transformations; it has given me a deeper understanding of the
brand’s ever-evolving values. | was amazed to see the origins of the still relevant styles such as

the babydoll dress, balloon sleeves, and dropped-waistline, all invented and embraced by
Balenciaga, yet these designs were considered controversial and revolutionary at the time. It
begs the question was Balenciaga ahead of his time? And why have these timeless
silhouettes not been as greatly accredited to Cristobal Balenciaga compared to

other influential designers like Coco Chanel and Christian Dior?

Balenciaga has undergone two buy-outs as well as numerous creative directors which has
diminished its potential of true heritage, iconic style, and brand direction - each creative director
has proposed juxtaposing ideas but without the consistency and longevity none of these
concepts have been developed before the next creative director is appointed. Why has
Balenciaga had so many creative directors? Has the lack of consistency impacted
the brand's identity?
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COVERVIEW )

DEFINITION: A marketing/ advertising
tactic that uses provocative,
controversial and taboo messages and
imagery to grab the public’s attention.

REASON: “Advertisers use this method
because it incites strong feelings about
the given advertisement. The audience
feels strongly about the advertisement,
which makes them much more likely to

share and discuss it as well as remember

it. In turn, this generates more brand
awareness” (Colin, 2021).

The fine line of shockvertising being
an effective or destructive tactic
begs the age-old question:
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CADVANTAGES )

A Creates excitement and buzz which can
encourage conversation, especially on
social media

A More memorable than traditional
advertising practices

A Exposes the brand to a large and new
audience/viewer/readership

A Encourages news and press coverage

A Strengthens consumer loyalty and
connection if the message aligns with
customer values

( DISADVANTAGES )

A Can easily offend potential/existing
customers

A Risk of being sued or penalised
under the law such as defamation

A Loss of trust and respect from loyal
customers

A Encourages negative press
coverage and backlash on social
media i.e ‘canceling’ a brand

A Sever ties with celebrity or brand
ambassadors if their views do not
align with the campaign message

A Publications refusing to use
campaign imagery if too provocative

(Agrawal, 2016), (Colin, 2021), (Elephant in the Boardroom, 2023), (Middleton Marketing, 2021)



|
ESVCHOLOGY

Without exploring the scientific studies of advertising, here is a small overview of the
psychological effects shockvertising has on a viewer/consumer:

A Provoke intense emotion and passion which influences the viewer to act upon; this
could be buying the product or even boycotting the brand.

A Rupture through the abundance of adverts making it extremely
memorable/unforgettable - the brand will be in the viewer’'s awareness for a long
period of time

A Startle viewers by challenging and breaking social normality which can cause the
viewer to re-evaluate their morals, values, and society itself

A Exposure to taboo or provocative material can desensitise the viewer to such
content.

A In general, advertisements are a form of manipulation - shockvertising can have
greater manipulation effects

(Alexander et al., 201), (Brown, 2016), (lvars, 2022), (Kuan, s.d.)



ENSIHISATION

DESENSITISATION: Within the media industry, desensitisation refers “to the way in
which people become less anxious and shocked by media violence and other disturbing
content, as a result of exposure. The more shocking content someone is exposed to the

more acceptable these ideas and behaviours become (Krahé et al., 2011).

We are exposed to thousands of visual stimuli daily; with the advancement in technology
and vast access to all kinds of media, globally we have become numb to content that
would once have been considered disgusting and unacceptable. A major example of this
is children playing realistic and graphic games which involve extreme violence, crime and
war and becoming desensitised to real-life violence (Nauert, 2017). Companies and
brands that use shockadvertising now need to use subjects that provoke the viewer but
due to our constant exposure to provocative imagery, these companies are now using
extreme ideas such as Balenciaga’'s Gift Shop Campaign which portrays children in a
disturbing and sexual tone.




SRINISING

The average person subconsciously and consciously sees between 6,000 and
10,000 adverts a day; under 25% of these are relevant to the consumer (Nadia,
2023). | now know that shockvertising is a proven way to grab attention within the
space of advertising, but it is clear that a lot of planning and consideration is
mandatory for its success to reach the viewer in the correct way.

The equilibrium of pros and cons of shockvertising makes it a risky tactic for
companies to use but if done correctly and thoughtfully, it can elevate a brand’s
image, profit, and consumer relationship. On the other hand, a shocking campaign
that is too taboo can destroy a brand’s reputation. Balenciaga has published
successful outrageous imagery, messages, and collections although their most
memorable ones have pushed provocation over the threshold and ruined the brand

image. | must consider whether Balenciaga's shockvertising was cautiously
thought out or hastily published to create public retaliation?

ECINION




BANENCIAGAIS

CONROV/ SRS /AL

SAMPAIGNS] [AK

:

COo=

ECIHIONS




Fig 11. Balenciaga Gift Shop Campaign (2022)

RELEASE DATE: 16t November
2022

PHOTOGRAPHER: Gabriele
Galimberti

REASON: To showcase new
‘giftable’ merchandise like homeware,
petware, and furniture (Fashionista,
2022).

The gift shop campaign was the latest
and most controversial campaign
Balenciaga has ever produced. The
campaign featured children
surrounded by adult paraphernalia
such as empty wine glasses while
holding teddy bears wearing BDSM-
inspired harnesses and garments. The
campaign quickly received global
backlash and overall disgust for
sexualising minors.




The bear bags were quickly labelled ‘Bondage
bears’ and were planned to go on sale in 2023
(Ritschel, 2022). These bags were first shown
during Balenciaga's ready-to-wear SS23
runway where models that were covered in
bruises held the bears (Vogue Runway, 2023).
This already shows the bear bags in an adult,
unsettling way.

The models used in this campaign were actually
staff employee’s children (Cartner-Morley,
2022). The expressions on their faces looked
sad and distressed which adds to the
disturbing tone of the imagery. The children are
also in odd positions.

The strategic way the props ‘
are laid out also relates back e €
to BDSM practices as this type o Yt
of equipment is usually |
displayed in a similar way.

Fig 12. Gift Shop Campaign (2022)



GABRIELE

GAEIMBERI!

CTOY STORIES )

The Toy Stories collection was a personal project of
Galimberti’'s that was created over two years while couch-
surfing across the world for another commissioned job. It
spanned 58 countries and involved taking thousands of
photos of children alongside their favourite possessions.
Overall, it was an extremely wholesome body of work that
explored global wealth, consumption and interests through
the joy and gratefulness of children (Ong, 2020) (Galimberti,
2021).

This series of successful images was an obvious inspiration
for the Gift Shop Campaign but how did the reference of
such heartwarming imagery transform into Balenciaga’s

most controversial scandal with speculation of child
sexualisation and exploitation?

Gabriele Galimberti is an Italian
photographer. His work has been
published by many publications
such as Vanity Fair and National
Geographic. He is best known for
his documentary photography
series such as Toy Stories, In Her
Kitchen and Ameriguns
(Galimberti, 2021).
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The Amerigun photo series highlights Galimberti's
controversial and provocative ideas and work; many
photos in this collection include families with children.
From a documentation perspective, it is fascinating to see
the extent and comfortability of American citizens
showcasing their deadly collections although it feels very
inappropriate and disturbing to see children surrounded
by hundreds of guns while smiling and playing. | think it is
an effective approach to provoke conversation but not
suitable as an advertising strategy - how did Balenciaga
decide Gabriele Galimberti was suitable for the Gift Shop
Campaign after viewing his previous controversial work?

( AMERIGUNS >

In 2021, Gabriele Galimberti released a photo-
documentary book called Ameriguns; these
photographs explored the second amendment right
that all Americans can bear arms and how this has

VT Rl L

created a country obsessed with these weapons. & o >~ 5 ﬁi"{\ e
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This project took Galimberti over 6 months and
involved 50 gun enthusiast individuals/families and A % P REES R R P
covered 30 states (Warner, 2021). Fig 14. Ameriguns (2021)




GARDEIR®

CAMPAIGN

RELEASE DATE: 22"9 November 2022
PRODUCTION COMPANY: North Six
SET DESIGNER: Nicholas Des Jardins

REASON: To debut and showcase their new
Garde Robe collection; a collection of ready-to-
wear garments with inspiration from office/
corporate attire.

CELEBRITIES/ MODELS: This highly
anticipated campaign included Bella Hadid,
Nicole Kidman, Isabella Hupert and Han So-Hee.
(Charles, 2022) (Caruso, 2022)

Fig 15. Bella Hadid for Garde Robe Campaign (2022)



The campaign contained a couple of surprising
images;

A A product shoot showcasing a new handbag
included a physical documentation prop
referencing the supreme court case: United
States vs Williams which discussed ‘whether
child sexual abuse imagery legislation curtails
freedom of speech rights’ (Cartner-Morley, 2022)
(Caruso, 2022a)

Fig 16. Garde Robe Documents (2022)

A In the background of another shot featured two
disturbing art books. Fire from the Sun is a book
by the artist Michael Borreman and consists of
toddlers and children naked, covered in blood,
partaking in cannibalism, sacrifices, and wearing
occult-like costumes (Florio, 2022). The book
underneath it complies images from Matthew
Barney’s film series, The Cremaster Cycle, which
depicts graphic art of cannibalism and ‘abstruse
sexual metaphors’ (Dafoe, 2022)

Fig 17. Garde Robe Books (2022)




On November 23 2022, one week after the Gift Shop
campaign was released, Gabriele Galimberti released a
statement regarding the global scandal of child
exploitation and sexualisation in the imagery which he
created. In summary, he removed all blame from himself
and pushed it onto Balenciaga (Galimberti, 2020).

On November 24th 2022, Balenciaga released their first
statement and removed all the images from their
platforms. The didn’t give any explanation on how or why
this campaign was so distastefully produced and took
full responsibility for their actions (Caruso, 2022).

"We sincerely apologize for any offense our holiday
campaign may have caused. Our plush bear bags should
not have been featured with children in this campaign”
(Balenciaga,2022).

Fig 18. Galimberti Statement (2022)

)

gabrielegalimbertiphoto # Following
the hundreds of hate mails and
messages | received as a result of the
photos | took for the Balenciaga
campaign, | feel compelled to make
this statement.

| am not in a position to comment
Balenciaga's choices, but | must stress
that | was not entitled in whatsoever
manner to neither chose the products,
nor the models, nor the combination
of the same.

As a photographer, | was only and
solely requested to lit the given scene,
and take the shots according to my
signature style.

As usual for a commercial shooting,
the direction of the campaign and the
choice of the objects displayed are
not in the hands of the photographer.

ACCOUNITA
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Statement (2022)

The only response and apology the public wanted to hear was from Kim
Kardashian, a former brand ambassador of Balenciaga. Kim Kardashian
was heavily involved in Balenciaga at the time but had nothing to do with
this particular campaign yet strangely she took a lot of the burden and
responsibility.

She posted her first, lengthy response six days after the gift shop




