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Desire: the feeling or emotion
which is directed to the
attainment or possession of
some object from which pleasure
or satisfaction is expected;
longing, craving;
a particular instance of feeling, a 
wish.
(Oxford English Dictionary v 4.0)

Before any other discussion, we ask 
you to spend 1:56 minutes of your 
time to observe ‘desire’ in practice. 
The video was produced by Hermès. 
This was our point of departure. 
What we see in this video is desire 
to:

Stimulate

      Market  Excel Connect 

  Control     Move     Motivate

                                                                                          ArouseInfluence                           
Provoke                    Perfect                                   
Achieve
     Feel                    Market Inspire
       

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=84Un9NSDpQU


preface

 
 We thought it was appropriate to dedicate our inaugural issue to the discussion of desire, a feeling/con-
dition known to everyone and yet so hard to define.  Desire is a human condition that eludes both quantification 
and qualification. 

 Instead, it drives us to action, affects our mental presence, and defines our moral stance. Desire can 
be easily manipulated because it encompasses our full range of emotions, awakens aspirations, and guides us 
to our individual state of spiritual opulence. The latter is key for any discussion on luxury brand management. 
After all, even spirituality is known to first pass through the physical world (as demonstrated by the teachings of 
several religions). 

 The word ‘opulence’ can be seen either as a metaphor for immaterial bliss or as a descriptor of material 
conditions. Which is exactly what we discovered when we turned to academic work that has examined ‘desire’ 
both in the humanities and business literature. 
 

Our goal is to offer you what we
discovered,
read, and
internalized
in a format easy to grasp
in the fraction of time it took us to go through the entire process

(research various databases,
shortlist several articles that treat the subject,

pick the three that can be most useful to professionals
and offer them to you

in a easy to follow format
along with a full citation

in case you feel compelled to read the original.)                                                                    

 We will always add to the discussion by interviewing a professional who has experimented with or ap-
plied the particular theme we examine each month in his/her work. This helps us deliver on our promise, build a 
bridge between academia and the market.
 

Damient Hirst. For the Love of God, 2007.
Private Collection



opener

 The work that provided the mainstay for our 
understanding of desire and its treatment in literature, 
art, and business is Anthony O’Shea’s “Desiring Desire: 
How Desire Makes Us Human” (see full citation below 
at the end of the Opener) in which the author inves-
tigates three major conceptions of desire. Desire is 
either negative and viewed as a ‘lack of’ or ‘desire for’ 
something or someone and therefore it colors our life 
in black and white. We either accept it as suffering and 
condemn it as lust or alternatively we ‘reach beyond 
ourselves’ to overcome it. 

 O’Shea argues that these two interpretations 
are countered by French intellectual George Bataille 
(1897-1962) who defined desire as both “lack and 
affirmation.” In other words, to experience desire is 
what makes us humans because in the process of 
this experience we gravitate between negative and 
positive (or profane and sacred). Contrary to animals 
for whom satisfaction of desire comes in physical form 
(water to counteract thirst, meals to control hunger 
etc.), humans involve their emotional, social, and spir-
itual understanding of themselves and of the world in 
their experience of desire. 

 The consequences of this distinctly human 
condition are evident in our consumption of physical 
goods, experiences, ideas--anything that allows us to 
position ourselves in the social, cultural, or spiritual 
spectrum from low to high and everything in between.        
                                              
 In O’Shea’s article, you will discover the topic 
of desire as understood through history with a full 
overview of its treatment in the literature by a variety 
of other authors from antiquity to the present. Often, 
authors contradict each other. On other instances they 
build on each other’s arguments. George Bataille is 
the only one, according to O’Shea, who wrote about 
desire as a duality, a container of the negative and the 
positive.                                                                                               

 While the duality persists, humans continue 
their strive to reach beyond themselves, motivated by 
the lack of that which they desire and in search of it. 
Bataille argued that the duality implied in humans’ 
experience of desire imposes on humanity a search 
for the sacred. On the other hand, humans can never 
quite become God. It is therefore desire that drives our 
existence in the world but also desire that keeps us 
human.

 We found this discussion particularly illumi-
nating as it relates to our consumption of luxury goods 
and defines the emotions that propel us to act on a 
certain desire.  As an example, we offer you here in 
digital format the monumental impression one gains 
from American artist’s Felix Gonzalez-Torres installa-
tion “Untitled” (1990) at the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York City.  (To view the original image of the work 
go to: www.moma.org Accession No. 176.1996).     

 The installation consisted of a pile of candies, 
individually wrapped in red, silver, and blue cello-
phane, which was kept at a weight of approximately 
300 lbs (136 kg) in an endless supply.  For the dura-
tion of the exhibit, the viewers could remove pieces of 
candy as they wished and the museum would replace 
them with new ones, keeping the pile at a constant 
volume.

  This work perfectly illustrates the duality of 
desire as both naughty and virtuous. The viewers felt 
compelled to remove the attractive pieces of candy 
while also feeling guilty for destroying a work of art 
exhibited in a museum. At the same time, the viewers’ 
desire had already been manipulated by the artist 
who wanted them to participate in his work and, as a 
consequence, had transformed the viewers’ act from 
naughty and guilt-inducing to virtuous, guilt-free, and 
delightful.
 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres installation “Untitled” (1990) at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York City.  (To view the original image of the work 
go to: www.moma.org Accession No. 176.1996).

http://www.moma.org/collection/artist.php?artist_id=2233
http://www.moma.org/collection/artist.php?artist_id=2233


 

David Heald, photographer © 2012 The Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Foundation, New York

How can you create an experience in which desire is 
roused?

 How can you entice your customer by awak-
ening emotions that are deeply familiar and recog-
nizable by specific physical traits (as in the case of the 
sparkling cellophane wrappers known to everyone 
since early childhood)?

 How can you control the sense of desire as 
something both naughty and virtuous, scary and 
delightful?

 In this issue’s PIQUANT TALK, Charlie Whitney, 
visual artist, programmer, co-founder of Red Paper 
Heart, and creative storyteller will discuss:

 How he incorporates desire in his work and
why clients come back to him for more. His work
encapsulates monumentality executed in great detail 
(similarly to the work by Felix Gonzalez-Torres) and
manipulates human emotions of fear and desire
to culminate in sublime experiences.
 
 Read a concise explanation of Felix Gonza-
lez-Torres’s work by Nancy Spector, Chief Curator at the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York City. 
(http://www.guggenheim.org/new-york/exhibitions/
past/exhibit/3155)

 

http://www.guggenheim.org/new-york/exhibitions/past/exhibit/3155
http://www.guggenheim.org/new-york/exhibitions/past/exhibit/3155


We selected the 
folloWing 

articles for you this 
month:

Desiring Desire: How Desire Makes us Human,
All too Human
Anthony O’Shea
Sociology, Vol. 36, No. 4 (NOVEMBER 2002),
pp. 925-940
Published by: Sage Publications, Ltd.
Link to the article full-text

The Fire of Desire: A Multisited Inquiry Into Consumer 
Passion
Russell W. Belk, Güliz Ger, and Søren Askegaard Jour-
nal of Consumer Research, Vol. 30, No. 3
(December 2003), pp. 326-351
Published by: The University of Chicago Press
Article DOI: 10.1086/378613
Link to the article full-text 2

Conspicuous Consumption, Relationships, and Rivals:
Women’s Luxury Products as Signals to Other Women
Yajin Wang and Vladas Griskevicius
Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 40, No. 5
(February 2014), pp. 834-854
Published by: The University of Chicago Press
Article DOI: 10.1086/673256
Link to the article full-text 3

How Nonconsumption Shapes Desire
Xianchi Dai and Ayelet Fishbach
Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 41, No. 4 (Decem-
ber 2014), pp. 936-952
Published by: The University of Chicago Press
Article DOI: 10.1086/678302
Link to the article full-text 4 Do you have comments or questions?

Email us at:
editor@piqluxury.com

hoW do you fire up desire 
and 

ignite consumers’ passion?

 Contemporary consumption is driven by 
desire. R. W. Belk, G. Ger, and S. Askegaard conducted 
an experiment in three different cultures (the United 
States, Turkey, and Denmark) to develop an insight 
into consumers’ structured experience and conscious-
ness of consumption.

 
 Desire differs from culture to culture. To 
prove it we used Google’s N-Gram Viewer to ascertain 
differences of attitude in how various cultures treat 
desire. Is it discussed? Accepted? Celebrated? Cen-
sored? This experiment has its limitations since the 
books digitized by Google are only a fraction of the 
world’s book production. Still, the Ngrams are reveal-
ing in terms of variances in approach to talking about 
desire as recor-ded by a range of authors in English, 

http://soc.sagepub.com/content/36/4/925.abstract
http://soc.sagepub.com/content/36/4/925.abstract
http://web.natur.cuni.cz/~houdek3/papers/Wang%2520et%2520al%25202014.pdf
http://faculty.chicagobooth.edu/ayelet.fishbach/research/DaiFishbachJCR.pdf
mailto:editor%40piqluxury.com?subject=December%202014%20Issue%20on%20Desire


German, French, Spanish and Hebrew. Take a look at 
the Ngrams: Note the downward trend in the use of 
the word ‘desire’ in English texts for the better part of 
the 19th and most of 20th centuries. Except that there 
is a definite reversal of the trend after the year 2000, 
a time that marked prosperity in the American market. 
In times of prosperity, Americans discuss their desires.

 Contrary to English authors, French did not 
talk much about desire in the years following the 
French revolution (1789). There is a notable difference 
between 1800 and 1820 by which time, Louis XIII, 
also known as the “Desired” (le Désiré) had been rein-
stated in the throne of France. From that point on, the 
French seem to have been liberated in their inclina-
tion to speak of desire and have done so in an upward 
trending fashion (and a small dip at about 2005).

 It is tricky to derive conclusions from Ger-
mans’ attitudes toward desire because Wunsch means 
both ‘desire’ and ‘wish.’ We offer this Ngram for 
comparison but the nature of its data makes the result 
deceiving. Regardless, it is curious that the discussion 
of ‘Wunsch’ has been fading in German texts since 
about 2001.

 Spanish authors swing between definite 
peaks and sharply low points throughout the 19th 
century but have demonstrated a quite even use of 
the word in their works through the 20th century. As 
with most European cultures, desire has been more 
prominent in Spanish culture since 2000.



Finally, the last two examples refer to the Russian and 
Chinese languages, both very important today in the 
context of emerging economies and their consump-
tion of luxury goods. One cannot help but observe the 
stark incline between 1917 and 1922 around the time 
of the Russian Revolution when written works must 
have been bursting with the enthusiasm and ‘desire’ 
to create a new Russian State. The picture changes af-
ter 1990. Russians’ propensity for the use of the word 
‘desire’ has been rising steadily since.

 In China (modern Chinese simplified char-
acters), the use of the word ‘desire’ has been steadily 
declining throughout the 20th century with a definite 
uptick from the mid-90s forward.

 While different cultures manifest desire more 
or less overtly, studies in the business literature have 
mainly focused on desire for consumption that fulfills 
a need or maximizes utility, both results of a reasoned 
choice. The authors argue that this is shortsighted and 
propose instead to take into account “impulse pur-
chases, compulsive consumption, and hedonic experi-
ences,” therefore sharply differentiate their work from 
studies that deal with fulfillment of needs. Their work 
can be understood only when culture is taken into 
account because it is culture that shapes our desires as 
consumers, drives our passions and aspirations, and 
allow us to position ourselves in the appropriate social 
context.

 They agree with Colin Campbell’s research 
(1987) in that ‘consumer desire is a state of enjoyable 
discomfort,’ a statement that becomes the point of 
departure for their research and upon which their 
argument is structured. From the playful consumption 
of the 1950s to consumerist impulses of the 1980s, 
the market has been building on the manipulation 
of desire. For brands to truly benefit from consumers’ 
passionate desire they need to elicit reactions beyond 
compulsive behavior. Seduction is a means used by 
brands to counteract consumers’ rationality against 
excessive consumption and to overpower it with “des-
tiny, magic, and passion.”

 Building on the anticipatory pleasure that 
desire infers attests to the creative collaboration that 
takes place between brand and consumer in that 
‘desire directly addresses the interplay of society and 
individual  of bodily passion and mental reflection.’

 They consequently return to Campbell’s view 
that “the human body is a cultural body, which also 
means that the mind is a cultural mind. [...] bodily 
satisfactions are specified in and through symbolic 
values.”

 The question for brands therefore is not only 
how to create desire but also what to make us , con-

sumers, think about desire.

The authors tested their question on four different 
groups in Ankara (Turkey), Copenhagen and Odense 
(Denmark) and Salt Lake City (United States), all urban 
environments. The participants were undergraduate 
and MBA students trained in quantitative methods 
and were asked to describe personal experiences that 
revolved around specific desires and how these were 
resolved. While the results of the study point to the 
strong rise of a globalized culture (based on common-
alities between the participants’ objects of desire) it 
also clarified that even these commonalities need to 
be culturally contextualized. In other words, we may 
live in a time of global brands but the market is made 
up of local consumers (of distinct cultural and sym-
bolic drivers). The power of brands in addressing each 
type of consumer is expressed in what the consumer 
experiences as tensions between the individual fields 
of seduction and morality.

 Returning to the Hermès Black Rider video, 
it has now become obvious that desire “may include 
a yearning for control,” which is in turn manipulated 
through the mediated imagery produced by brands 
and results in the consumer’s seduction into exter-
nalizing “the power of desire as residing in the object 
itself.” The outcome of this new relationship between 
consumer and object of desire also depends on his/
her specific social order, sense of duty, and sociability 
and defines the moral lens through which consump-
tion of said object is viewed.

 How are brands to resolve the tensions 
between seduction and morality? By carefully study-
ing the culture to which they cater and adjusting their 
messages accordingly. Ironically, it is the tensions 
between seduction and morality that feed the fire 
of personal desire (our own desire to desire and to 
consume), channel hope and desire onto consumer 
objects, and keep the markets moving.

 Reference made to: Colin Campbell (1987). 
The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consum-
ersim, London: Blackwell.



takeaWays 1

 Brands should be looking at desires that go 
beyond need fulfillment and that balance for the in-
dividual consumer debates of seduction and morality. 
These may differ from culture to culture. Therefore, a 
new strategy would be required for each culture in 
which the brand operates.

 To ignite interest in your brand or product you 
need to create desire about  the specific product and 
about the consumer’s participation in the seduction 
staged around the product.

 Feeding the consumer’s desire for a product 
is a short-term strategy incompatible with a luxury 
marketing strategy.

 Feeding the consumer’s desire for desire 
is a long-term strategy because the global markets 
operate on the cycle of consumers’ vacillation between 
desire to desire and fear of being without desire.

Do you have comments or questions? Email us at: 
editor@piqluxury.com

©PIQluxury

mailto:editor%40piqluxury.com?subject=


‘Whoever said that money can’t buy happi-
ness, simply didn’t know where to go shop-

ping.’ - Bo Derek

‘Back-off!’ 
Women’s consumption of luxury: 

conspicuous and territorial

 It has been well established that luxury 
purchases impact the owner’s self-esteem, social 
status, and identity.  Y. Wang and V. Griskvicious 
studied a new hypothesis, namely that luxury goods 
are important signifiers in the context of relationships 
and that gender determines how luxury products are 
used. For example, men are using luxury to attract 
mates whereas women use it as a defense mechanism 
against other women whom they perceive as threats 
or rivals. In conducting this study, Wang & Griskvicious 
prove what Anna Wintour proclaimed long ago:

‘If you can’t be better than the com-
petition, just dress better.’  

The novelty of this study goes beyond claiming that 
luxury products are used as a “sexual signaling sys-
tem” to proving that women’s consumption of luxury 
play an important role within a committed relation-
ship.

 The authors take two positions: a. “Women 
use pricey possessions to signal to other women 
that their romantic partner is especially devoted to 
them;” b. “Flaunting [luxury goods] helps women 
deter romantic rivals from poaching their relationship 
partner.” One would like to know “which factors trigger 
women to seek conspicuous luxury possessions, what 
signals such possessions send to other women, and 
whether these signals are effective at altering other 
women’s behavior.”

 In trying to establish a definition for what 
constitutes luxury, the authors review the scholarship 
starting in 1973 and determine that luxury products 
are relatively expensive products that provide in-
creased prestige without providing additional utilitari-
an value.

 This of course raises an important question, 
whether good design and good execution might ever 
be considered as added utilitarian value. What would 
our world look like without good design? We raise that 
point because it is shocking to stumble upon the same 
premise over and over in the business literature. This 
is an argument deeply rooted in economic theory (and 
definitions of added value) and we fundamentally ob-
ject to it because most scholars fail to take into account 
the economics of aesthetics.



 For now, we make a note of it and we will 
return to this discussion at another time. At least we 
have established that luxury products are relatively 
expensive. In addition, it is easy to trace complemen-
tary ideas in the literature of luxury on the intrinsic 
benefits that luxury carries for the individual in 
boosting her ego and signaling important information 
about her to her immediate social group. 

 
 The authors refer to previous literature that 
explores issues of mating. To be in a relationship 
implies having attracted a suitable mate. Subsequent-
ly, one needs to be concerned about how to retain 
that mate because as anthropology and biology have 
proven “keeping that partner and staying together in 
a relationship contributed significantly to enhancing 
reproductive fitness.” (835) At this point, potential 
threats to the relationship need to be considered and 
if possible eliminated.  One way for women to do that 
would be to signal to other women that her mate is 
deeply in love with her and showers her with expen-
sive gifts. (836) The authors set up their hypothesis 
to prove this exact thesis and emphasize that for the 
“signaling system to work, receivers must be able to 
accurately decipher the signal.”

 This leads to the inference that luxury prod-
ucts must be highly visible. In other words, it would be 
of no use to buy the most expensive or most luxuri-
ous refrigerator if no one can see it. Consumption of 
luxury products must be conspicuous in order to deter 
rivals from interfering in the relationship. 

Stills from Sex and the City: Saman-
tha Jones in the meatpacking dis-
trict.

 
 A curious consequence of the idea of conspic-
uous consumption is the fact that women are attracted 
to highly recognizable and even oversize logos if their 
primary concern is to safeguard their romantic territory 
against other women. In fact, the authors set up their 
study groups in such a way as to exclude the possi-
bilities of women being influenced in their decisions 
by personal issues of self-esteem or by the mere of 
another woman (when she is not a rival).

 The study finally proves that as a “mate 
guarding motive […] women seek conspicuous luxury 
goods only when the products can be seen by other 
women who pose a threat to the relationship.” (841)
Why does that work? Because “when other women 
see a woman with luxurious products, they assume 
that the man has contributed some resources to her 
possessions.” (843)

takeaWays 2

 What would be particularly interesting for 
marketers is to ascertain whether conspicuous display 
of luxury products is also a signal to other women not 
to even enter the competition, to not even dream of 
poaching the future mate.  This sounds reasonable 
with the difference that it would most probably apply 
to a different socio-economic group of women be-
cause possession of luxury products outside a relation-
ship implies that a woman is financially independent 
and professionally empowered, which is perhaps what 
would attract the potential mate to her.

 The final point that marketers should retain is 
that most women who wish to conspicuously display 
their prized possessions would much rather receive a 
gift card from their partner for a very expensive and 
luxurious store rather than receive the item that the 
mate chose for them in their absence. Which means 
there may be a bigger market for gift cards pre-credit-
ed with considerable sums of money. If so, all busi-
nesses may need to re-examine their current policies 
on gift cards as well as how to brand them and market 
them to both sexes.

Do you have comments or questions? Email us at: 
editor@piqluxury.com

©PIQluxury
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shaping desire

 “When a product becomes temporarily un-
available, does desire for it increase or decrease over 
time?”
 
This is the point of departure for researchers Xinachi 
Dai and Eyelet Fishbach who propose that “desire 
depends on the length of non consumption of a 
good and the presence of salient alternatives.” If we 
are discussing luxury goods there should not be any 
salient alternatives. If there are this means that you 
have not created a strong business model to protect 
your brand against competitors with similar products. 
Dan’s and Feshbach’s work proves exactly that “in the 
presence of salient alternatives, individuals infer that 
they have developed new tastes and thus a longer non 
consumption period results in a weaker desire for the 
unconsumed good.” (001)

Jeff Koons, Lips, 2000. Oil on canvas, 120 x 172 inch-
es. Deutsche Guggenheim Berlin. T130.2000. Photo 
by David Heald.

http://pastexhibitions.guggenheim.org/koons/index.html
http://pastexhibitions.guggenheim.org/koons/index.html
http://pastexhibitions.guggenheim.org/koons/index.html


 The authors claim that desire depends on two 
factors exclusively: a. the length of the non consump-
tion period and b. the presence of salient substitutes 
for the original item. A good example would be to con-
sider someone who is used to drinking a certain brand 
coffee but moves to a different city where that brand 
has no presence. Depending on how long the person 
stays in that new location, she may never return to 
drinking the original brand. This implies of course that 
the two brands would have been direct competitors if 
they were both available at the same  reasoning does 
not work when applied to a truly premium/luxury 
brand (for example Nespresso). The person would 
compromise and drink whatever brand coffee avail-
able but would immediately return to Nespresso when 
the opportunity presented itself.

 Popular wisdom maintains that absence 
makes the heart grow fonder. Which is a different 
premise than the one that Dai and Fishbach tested. 
The popular saying is referring to personal rela-
tionships. One would assume that the person who 
has been absent is irreplaceable because of his/her 
unique traits (physical, mental, and emotional). The 
mere concept of irreplaceability counteracts the pres-
ence of salient alternatives. In other words, Dai’s and 
Fishbach’s work does not apply to marketing of luxury 
goods. In that case, limited exposure of the product, 
intermittent withdrawal of it from the market, and 
selective placement in exclusive locations increase 
customers’ desire to acquire the product.

Asiate Restaurant, New York City  

takeaWays 3

 This is a great marketing technique for the 
hospitality industry. For example, a menu that has be-
come famous is temporarily suspended. Trained staff 
speak to the customers who are already at the restau-
rant (captive audience) and entice them into signing 
up for an exclusive event when that particular menu is 
going to return for a few select guests. 

 It is harder to achieve this in the market for 
fashion or accessories because customers have many 
choices, many of them are one-time visitors (tourists), 
and sales staff are not trained into developing re-
lationships with the customer (in most retail loca-
tions--there are always exceptions). On the contrary, 
hospitality staff are very well trained and have better 
chances of persuading the customer to return to the 
restaurant for a special event.

 Needless to say, it should all be part of long-
term strategic planning which implies good position-
ing of the original menu, timing of its placement/with-
drawal, good design of the communication strategy 
and great staff training.

Do you have comments or questions? Email us at: 
editor@piqluxury.com

©PIQluxury
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JUMP into the water for the next 
2:30 minutes.

piquant talk

 We met Charlie Whitney at a General Assem-
bly presentation in the summer of 2013 and immedi-
ately recognized his talent. An artist, coder, developer, 
and producer, Charlie has had a long career in adver-
tising where he learned how to craft concise stories of 
great impact. 

 His international commissions have taken 
him abroad and have given him the opportunity to 
learn about different cultures and how products are 
perceived in their respective contexts. Charlie’s work 
is powerful because it provides a link between the 
digital and physical worlds.

  His highly intelligent pieces remain down 
to earth, tactile, and exciting. His research takes him 
back to the Romantic movement of the 18th century, 
a period deeply steeped in the ideals of pure emo-
tions and the experience of the sublime. Tall, dressed 
in black, and reflective, Charlie fits perfectly in the 
community of artists and digital entrepreneurs who 
work together in the collective space NEW INC at the 
The New Museum on the Bowery. We talked about 
his professional trajectory and a few of his works over 
lunch a few weeks ago. 

 PIQluxury: Considering that our first issue 
is dedicated to the theme of “Desire,” we are very 
honored you agreed to share your thoughts on the 
subject with us. You have been expressing “emotions,” 

© Charlie Whitney applies to all images and videos in 
this segment.

“desire” and their manifestations through your work 
for quite some time now. Could you tell us what got 
you in to the exploration of “emotions” in your work?

 CW: There are many studies that show we val-
ue experiences over possessions, and to create a mem-
orable experience, it should connect with someone on 
an emotional level.  This isn’t to say I’m trying to make 
someone cry or evoke an overwhelming sensation of 
nostalgia (not all the time at least).  Rather, a simple 
idea, like “play”, can be tremendously powerful when 
someone isn’t expecting it.

 PIQluxury: Perhaps we should take a step 
back and hear from you how you got to working with 
art and technology. Could you tell us about your 
studies and your professional experience before you 
decided to work independently as an artist in the 
digital crafts area?

 CW: I attended a liberal arts college and pri-
marily studied drawing and design.  I thought I might 
be a typographer or designer and it wasn’t until after 
school that I discovered and became enamored with 
code.  I spent around five years working in the field of 
advertising with various firms around Europe and New 
York City.  I ended up at a web firm working on web-
sites for big Hollywood movies, which was fantastic.  
It was the time when the web was weird and studios 
were willing to entertain flash games and experimen-
tal websites just for the sake of being different.  It was 
also for the most part a time pre-social media, when 
“experiential” meant something different than it does 
now

http://sharkbox.com/index.php/projects/poolparty




 PIQluxury: Perhaps we should take a step 
back and hear from you how you got to working with 
art and technology. Could you tell us about your 
studies and your professional experience before you 
decided to work independently as an artist in the 
digital crafts area?
 CW: I attended a liberal arts college and pri-
marily studied drawing and design.  I thought I might 
be a typographer or designer and it wasn’t until after 
school that I discovered and became enamored with 
code.  I spent around five years working in the field of 
advertising with various firms around Europe and New 
York City.  I ended up at a web firm working on web-
sites for big Hollywood movies, which was fantastic.  
It was the time when the web was weird and studios 
were willing to entertain flash games and experimen-
tal websites just for the sake of being different.  It was 
also for the most part a time pre-social media, when 
“experiential” meant something different than it does 
now.

‘I ended up at a web firm working 
on websites for big Hollywood 
movies, which was fantastic.  It was 
the time when the web was weird 
and studios were willing to enter-
tain flash games and experimental 
websites just for the sake of being 
different.’



 PIQluxury: Coming back to desire. Would you 
agree with folk wisdom that “out of sight means out of 
mind” or would you believe that “distance makes the 
heart grow fonder”? In other words, do you think that 
when there are enough substitutes human preference 
can be easily shaped to express desire for different 
items than what initially appeared attractive to them? 
Where would you place the work you are creating in 
the range of products available in the market? Are 
their substitutes for your work? Isn’t it that when spe-
cific emotions are involved in specific experiences the 
process becomes unique and cannot be substituted?

 CW: While I do think many people will 
profess preference for particular brands, we will 
quickly accept substitutions and be just as happy with 
them.  Loyalty goes out the window quickly when first 
choices aren’t available, and I think we’re quite ready 
to be swayed that what we have is in fact, superior.  
This doesn’t just go for products.  In starting a design 
studio, I have the (not at all humble) opinion that 
we were doing some of the most interesting small 
studio work out there.  However, our stories were 
only valuable if a client bought into them.  If another 
studio could promise a number of Facebook likes, or 
Instagram follows, regardless of their story, it becomes 
very attractive to a producer who is putting their neck 
on the line for a project.  Asking a studio to believe in a 
story is no small ask.  When they do however, is when 
you can create emotional and memorable experienc-
es.  The risk and vulnerability involved in  making 
something artistic also allows it the potential to be 
really special.  Not to say this precludes it from also 
being advertising, but it’s not JUST advertising.

 PIQluxury: The first project of yours I saw was 
the “pool project” and it left me moved and inspired. 
Can you describe to us how this came about as well as 
the process of defining its final form? What were the 
reactions to it?

 CW: The pool project came about through 
conversations of figuring out how to make a pool so 
appealing, that party goers wouldn’t be able to stay 
out.       

 I think many a pool party suffered from a lot 
of standing around, and a big lack of swimming.  We 
covered the surface of a pool in some 65,000 ping 
pong balls, which we treated as a surface for projec-
tion.  The graphics we projected were there to entice, 
but the real pay off was the incredible sensation of 
swimming through what appears to be a solid surface.  
The sound of thousands of balls clicking together 
when you take a stroke in the water was unreal and 
something I’ll never forget, and likely will never have 
the chance to hear again.  The weird magical moment 
where physical and digital combined made me forget 
how it all worked, and just let me enjoy it!

Draw on your friends video 1:15 minutes 

http://sharkbox.com/index.php/projects/lightpainting


 PIQluxury: Yes, this is an interesting point. It 
is almost as if we tried to deliberately forget materiali-
ty from about 1850 (the time of the industrial revo-
lution) all through the twentieth century and we are 
finally coming full circle, thanks to new technologies, 
that force us to rethink the nature of materials.

CW: There has been so much focus on information 
as of late, and the web is more immaterial than ever.  
Bringing experience back into the way we interact with 
brands and each other is more important than ever.  
I’ve been completely enamored with large physical 
objects lately, and the power they have to tell stories 
about history, and come to symbolize things they 
were never meant to. Objects like the Statue of Liberty, 
and the great obelisk Cleopatra’s Needle in Central 
Park have tremendous histories that go beyond their 
original intentions.  It’s only because they have been 
around long enough, and exist in physical forms that 
we keep them in our consciousness and incorporate 
them into our own stories. We are at the point now 
where we have an overflow of information, and it’s a 
great time to reconnect with the material, where sto-
ries can have room to breathe, and grow organically.

 PIQluxury: These are fascinating thoughts 
especially when one considers that monuments with 
very complex history are often bypassed and dis-
missed because they have not been branded under 
the umbrella of cultural institutions. Cleopatra’s nee-
dle for example is situated behind the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in Central Park but not in the museum. 
This is indicative of how people consume art or other 
luxury objects today. In fact, they primarily consume 
brands and the brands’ offerings or content rather 
than individual objects of fine quality that have not 
been branded. Any thoughts on that?

 CW: Absolutely.  The needle is an object of 
incredible historical significance, both for what it actu-
ally is, a 3500 year old Egyptian monument, and what 
it symbolized, that New York, and America were to be 
taken seriously as cultural capitals. However, we can 
only appreciate it as far as we understand it.  For most 
people, it’s a big piece of stone in the park.  

 Similarly, we only understand brands in our 
own contexts.  When at Red Paper Heart, we worked 
with a liquor brand which we understood as some-
thing you’d be more apt to find in a frat house than 
a top shelf.  However, in other countries, it was a very 
premium liquor with a very premium price.  In order to 
understand the people we were creating experiences 
for, we had to understand their relationship they had 
with it.

 PIQluxury: Your experience with brands and 
storytelling becomes particularly interesting in the 
new context of digital arts. In addition to being a 
visual artist, an accomplished storyteller, and a skillful 
programmer, you have established a long list of con-
nections in the field that would allow you to produce 
any type of creative project that interests you. If I 
added the term “creative producer” next to your name 
would I be correct?

 CW: I admit, [laughter] it sounds a lot better 
than “programmer.”  It’s hard to distinguish what I 
and many of my peers do since we’re swimming in 
a sea of “creative technologists,” “design ninjas,” and 
“digital storytellers.”  While the medium I eventual-
ly produce work in is often code based, it’s easy to 
ignore how much research and design factor into a 
carefully crafted narrative.  When you tell a good story, 
and open it up for people to be a part of, it creates 
very powerful experiences that people hold on to. As 
normal humans, we have the desire to be a part of a 
story, and we want to play a part we like.  Opening up 
experiences for levels of participation is rewarding for 
everyone involved, be it getting involved directly, or 
playing photographer.  No matter the story we expect 
to tell, we always leave room for people to perform.  
It’s important to be humble enough to know that no 
matter how great your crafted story is, someone else is 
always going to steal the show.

 PIQluxury: A good show I can think of now 
is visiting your portfolio at SHARKBOX and getting 
steeped into rich visuals of sublime experiences. 
Better yet, I expect a personal invitation next time you 
stage an experience. Thank you, Charlie.
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