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Gesamtkunstwerk as metaphor

In the last seven years I have spent a great deal of my time developing brand theory. I have been assisted by Mary Hoogerbrugge, Margot Bouwman and Marieke van den Berg. With each I wrote a book. These works add up to about 1500 pages. In the process, we made our way through a gigantic amount to literature and research, and kept looking at connections and empirical substantiations. At the end of this odyssey, Marieke van den Berg and me looked at each other and asked ourselves what it is that makes successful brands distinguishable. This is when the metaphor of Gesamtkunstwerk came up. We refer to it in the last section of the last chapter of the last book.

We arrived at this metaphor because a Gesamtkunstwerk, just like successful brands, gives expression to a certain vision, a certain body of thought or mentality. This forms the connecting thread that gives direction to the various disciplines involved in the materialisation of the work of art, or in this case the brand. All the possible ways in which a brand manifests itself are integrated from this body of thought into an interconnected whole, just as it is supposed to happen in a Gesamtkunstwerk.

Not everyone is familiar with the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. Because this is not necessarily the most suitable place to give a speech about brands, I think it would be nice to present the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, and then to discuss its parallels with special brands in more depth.

The concept of Gesamtkunstwerk is a recurrent one throughout history. The word was introduced by Richard Wagner, but its principles have been clear for centuries now.

Light as leading principle in cathedral construction

Let me take you back to the year 1122, to the Abbey of St Denis, near Paris. The monk Suger was appointed as new abbot. The abbey was founded in the seventh century, and by the time Suger stepped in it had grown into the symbol of royal power.

Suger was someone who thought big. His goal was to make the abbey ‘shine in the greatest splendour, to the highest glory of God’. He started a renovation process that in a decade would transform the cloister into the first large cathedral in Europe. The main thought behind it was ‘God is Light’.

Suger unfolded the vision of the ascension from the material light to the spiritual light. From this central principle he proceeded to renovate the abbey. He placed three portals, through which the light of the sunset could penetrate deep into the building. Above the portals he put the first rose window in a Western church. At the other end of the building he situated the choir as the lighting centre, the place of the most blinding closeness to God, where the rising sun threw its rays inside.

Under his direction, the first cross vault was built that made it possible to remove the dividing walls, allowing the light to enter deep into the building. In this way, Suger tried to make the church transparent to daylight by getting rid of anything that could be in the way. He installed new window openings in the lateral walls that reached as high as possible. The entire church was now bathed in an uninterrupted light that fell inside through the clearest windows imaginable.

The cathedral was built with heaven as point of departure, with a roof that reached to the clouds. Straight lines on the outside reached to the steeples, and made the cathedral shine even higher. The exterior was made even lighter with gables pinnacles and finials.

In the twelfth century, Suger and other church figures assumed that a godlike aura concentrated on certain objects, especially precious stones: their glitter would enhance the power of the light that poured into the church through the window openings. They placed the reliquaries adorned with gemstones in the middle of the church, where they could get as much light as possible. He then replaced the clear windows with stained glass, intended to refine worldly light, this way symbolising the Divine light that spreads through space. Suger himself speaks of the miraculous light and the holiest windows.

Later on, the colour blue would dominate in these windows, purposely contrasted with red. To prevent colour obfuscation, thin stripes of white glass were placed between the blue and the red. This often resulted in a dramatic effect, lending an almost explosive power to a window. Light poured from all sides into a space that had become completely homogeneous.

This is how a new art was born in St Denis. It was subsequently given the appellation of Gothic and spread over all of Europe. Cathedrals rose throughout France, and all the neighbouring countries followed. Even today, they remain astounding examples of a totally harmonious reality man can create from a spiritual principle, shaping the immaterial into the material.

Much more can be said about the development of Gothic cathedrals, especially the application of sculpture and wrought iron, which was also used in the sophisticated arrangement of the buildings, thus contributing to their total harmony.

The “Gesamtkunstwerk” of Wagner

Let us fast-forward to the nineteenth century, to one of the greatest artists of the time: the musician Richard Wagner. Just like the abbot Suger, Wagner also had an ideal in mind: creating a oneness in which all the participating disciplines would flow together on an equal basis in the final work of art. He called this principle Gesamtkunstwerk (the Gothic cathedrals of Suger are undoubtedly the most spectacular Gesamtkunstwerken of our western history).

Wagner reacted against the then-fashionable Italian operas, in which music was given an absolute place to which drama was entirely subordinated. Wagner saw operas as a coincidental concatenation of arias, duets, terzetts – as a random conglomerate of autonomous musical elements. The construction of the story was only aimed at the random arrangement of musical pieces. The art of poetry was subordinated to the singer or to the musical effect. Form dominated over content.

In these operas, Wagner also saw the reflection of the development of society into further fragmentation and alienation from the oneness. Against this, he proposed the ideal of Gesamtkunstwerk. He saw Gesamtkunstwerk as an interconnected whole, subject to a dominating fundamental principle or truth, and strived towards an absolute oneness of action and thought. Going against divergence of perception was implicit. Wagner aimed at basing the content of his musical dramas on absolute, timeless material that he only observed in myths. To the composer, these myths formed the beginning and end of history, and he used Greek mythology for his musical dramas. His theatre pieces do not depict these myths, but recreate them. The musical, poetic and dance arts would then be integrated in a meaningful fashion, leading to an all-inclusive oneness (Falparsi, 2000).

Wagner also tried to integrate performance and theatre. Design, decor, lighting and every other discipline had to be subordinate to that oneness. He arrived at the conclusion that such a total oneness was difficult to realise in a traditional opera building, and managed to realise an utopian theatre: the Bayreuth Festspielhaus. Such an utopia cannot be realised in a city, but only in an isolated community. The architecture of this theatre is entirely aimed at giving the audience an undisturbed view of the stage. Wagner tried to avoid anything that could distract from the dramatic events on the stage. His musical dramas are still performed there today.

Gesamtkunstwerk and Jugendstil
In the late nineteenth century, the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk and the ideals it represented were elevated into the central principle of a new cultural movement that would later be known as Jugendstil. (“Art nouveau”) Artists that followed this movement had a vision to transform people’s entire world of experience into a Gesamtkunstwerk through central design principles.

Essential to this idea was striving towards beauty in art and in all of life. The idea penetrated all the arts: painting, fashion, graphic arts, sculpture, architecture, interior decoration, applied art, music and literature. This was about total renewal, in which everything should harmonise with everything else in its surroundings. Typical of Jugendstil are the feelings that it expresses. When we look back and see what it produced, we come across the ideals of the youthful, mystical, dreamy, harmonious, lyric, soft, blooming, elegant, precious and, especially, decorative.

Just like Richard Wagner, Jugendstil reacted against advancing technology and the separation of functions. The style had as point of departure living nature, the organic, the growth forms of trees and plants. It avoided straight lines, it let lines oscillate. The female body was seen again as the ‘symbol of all beauty’ (Fahr-Becker, 1996).

Architecture played a particularly important role in Jugendstil. Buildings were planned in which everything harmonised with everything else. The floor plans, the distribution of rooms and facades answer to the same ideals as the ornaments and the materials applied. In order to arrive at an optimal oneness, architects even designed the wallpaper, carpeting, furniture, stairs and doors, lighting ornaments and countless objects of daily use. Several buildings have risen in Europe that are veritable highlights of this period, as real Gesamtkunstwerken: the Sezessions building in Vienna, the Representations building in Prague, the Casa Batlo of Gaudí in Barcelona and the Stoclet palace in Brussels are just a few examples.

Gesamtkunstwerk and the Bauhaus

The ideal of the Gesamtkunstwerk has never left us. Creative artists keep going back to the starting points represented by the concept. In the 1920s we also see it back as the central objective of the Bauhaus. The Bauhaus was founded in 1919 by Walter Gropius. It was a reaction to the threats of growing industrialisation – with loneliness and disorientation as a result. Gropius saw the solution in a redemption of the world by art, in a union between art and technique. In his vision, art needed a new moral orientation in which the artist had to tear himself apart from his own egocentricity, and focus in a team setting to the design of social phenomena. He saw stations, factories, cars, steamboats and yachts as the things an artist had to be involved with. Gropius argued for an artful design of technical objects, in which ‘all the non-essential details are subordinate to the large form, which had to become the symbolic expression of the inner meaning of the modern building or design’. He summed up his ideal in the mantra ‘Art and technique – a new oneness’.

Hence his dream was that of the Gesamtkunstwerk too, with a reality that had to be shaped from the concept of the object’s core function. He gave the name of Wesensforschung (“research into the essence”) to this method of exposing the object. The idea was for these functions to be expressed as honestly and as clearly as possible. He tried to avoid aesthetic discussions on form and to focus entirely on the -purpose of the entity. Form had to be the simplest expression of function. He rejected all ornamentation, which had been so characteristic of Jugendstil. This led to a minimal style of business-like character, clear colours, powerful forms and transparent structures.

To bring about this oneness, he goes back to the idea of the medieval cathedral builders, who worked together in Bauhütten. This is where the name of his institute, the Bauhaus, came about. He saw his Bauhaus as a laboratory for the union between art and technique, where prototypes had to emerge for objects of daily use that could be mass-produced. The buildings that were designed were to be the result of collective activity, in which each artist contributed with his share to a larger whole, always aware of his relationship to this totality.

The Bauhaus was influenced by the Dutch Style Group, which included Theo van Doesburg, Mondriaan and Rietveld. Like the Bauhaus the Dutch Style was looking for Gesamtkunstwerk, characterised by weighted-out relationships, pure colours, total clarity and harmony. All elements had to have their own function in the totality. Only one Gesamtkunstwerk came about under the Dutch Style, though: the Rietveld Schröder House in Utrecht. Rietveld designed not only the building, but also the interiors, the furniture and the decoration. The Bauhaus and the Style have shown their influence until way into the 20th century, especially in architecture, but the realisation of a real Gesamtkunstwerk often remained a mere dream.

Gesamtkunstwerk as event

In the late twentieth century, production and reception of art works started to increasingly blend together. Art often remained an occasion, an event, with dramatisation and theatricalisation, and the creation of environments. The boundaries of the various disciplines were broken through, and the active involvement of an audience was stimulated. In the performing arts, the audience was submerged in a total experience, a ‘sensorised conceptuality’ full of visual, acoustic, kinaesthetic and smell impressions. The new media started playing a larger role in works of art, strengthening sensory experiences and blurring out the boundaries between matter and consciousness (Oosterling, 2001).

To summarise, we can state that the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk goes against the trend of separating new artistic disciplines, and against the separation of art and society in general. It emphasised complementariness and the necessary interconnectedness of the various ‘partial disciplines’, and the integration of art into the whole fabric of society. Central to the concept are the integrated use of several disciplines as raw matter for the development of a total concept, as an expression of a worldview.

The theory of Gesamtkunstwerk
In the course of time, theory has unavoidably formed on the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. The following elements can be distinguished in this theory (Eckel 2000, Günther et al 1994):

1. A utopia: a common idea, a philosophical or even a metaphysical ideal from which an attempt is made to (re)create material reality. An abstract central idea, a mental construct. In terms of brands, we could talk of a brand vision, a set of core values and a brand personality.

2. A peddler: a spiritual father (or mother!) that puts the utopia into words, and is its personal embodiment. This is also someone that takes it further than an abstract idea, but who sees the (re)shaping of reality into this idea as his primary mission. When it comes to brands, we call such a person a ‘brand steward’.

3. Totalitarianism: the subordination to the utopia of the artists who form the group. They recognise and accept the ideal, and are willing to submit themselves to its realisation. The resistance against it, as is the case with free artists and applied arts such as those in the communications industry, form the greatest obstacle to giving shape to Gesamtkunstwerken.

4. Multimedia-oriented: the Gesamtkunstwerk deploys several interrelated disciplines, as can be increasingly seen with brands.

5. Interdisciplinary: the co-creating professionals coordinate their contribution in such a way that the mental construct is expressed in all the material aspects of the work. The ‘doubling effect’ is to be avoided, and the disciplines are to be made as complementary as possible.

6. Continuity: the Gesamtkunstwerk is not approached as a project that is subject to a system of planning and execution, but as a permanent design and consummation of the work of art in time, based on the starting points of the ideal. With brands, this leads to the need to work from a sense of historical awareness.

7. Synesthesia (literally, co-perception):
 aiming at the fact that activation of our five sense merges into an integrated perceptual oneness.

8. An audience: this consists not only of a sum of the individual observers, but melts into a community, and as such participates in the realisation of the Gesamtkunstwerk. This concept of community is used in brands.

9. Interactivity: this is about interactivity between the member artists and an audience, about mutual involvement. The audience serves as a sounding board for artists as well as for the brand manager.

In sum, we can say that a Gesamtkunstwerk is the external manifestation of an inner body of thought that can claim to be a coherent and appealing whole.

If we look around us, we can see that few Gesamtkunstwerken can be spotted. It seems difficult to bring about a Gesamtkunstwerk in complex connections and in a time period characterised by increasing function separation as well as constant specialisation and individualisation. A 1994 conference dedicated to the concept led to the conclusion that creating Gesamtkunstwerken has often resulted in disappointment. What remained were explanations about the intended goal, some synesthetic experiments, and ideological projects that have been discredited (Günther 1994). One of the speakers even went as far as saying that ‘a real Gesamtkunstwerk has not come into existence yet. One could even say that there will never be a Gesamtkunstwerk. It is equally impossible to make one as it is to make a circle square or make a perpetuum mobile (Allende-Bin, 1994). Even Wagner did not succeed in realising a Gesamtkunstwerk in Bayreuth. It remains a dream, a fiction, a utopia.

Still, it remains important to recognise the ideal of an inspiring starting point and the striving towards its harmonious materialisation as the most important guideline, not only in art but certainly in the world of brands as well.

When we delve into the characteristics of special brands, the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk comes to light, as we saw in the major correspondence with the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. Both are about an underlying immaterial basic premise. This is a body of thought that consists of a utopia, a way of thinking or a mentality that serve as driving force behind everything a brand is, says and does, which serves as the connecting thread in the brand story and is expressed in all aspects of the physical reality of the brand: in the first place is of course the selection of products that are linked to the brand; then there is the further development of their properties and design, all the communications from the brand, the packaging, buildings, merchandising, materials and websites; there is also the way complaints and questions are dealt with. Building a brand as a Gesamtkunstwerk demands that every form of contact of a client with the brand be fitted to the brand’s inner body of thought. In that sense, the modern notion of brand experience should include not only the events that are organised, but should also embrace every sensory experience that a consumer has with a brand. The purpose is for everything in the person to merge into an integrated total perception, in the sense of the synesthesia.

A brand without a vision or idea is like a person without an opinion, without a soul, without a passion – uninterested and empty. The strength of special brands lies in the blend between their body of thought and their brand physique, thanks to which they succeed in inspiring and motivating people.

In our book we distinguish four types of brands:

1. Brands with mental poverty;

2. Brands in which the relationship between their ideas and the brand physique is lacking or unclear;

3. Brands with an appearance that is not integrated;

4. Brands as total concepts, as expressed in the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. In these brands we could speak of ‘Total Branding’.

I am not under the illusion that I have told you something you had no idea about. I do believe, however, that awareness of the ‘Brand as Gesamtkunstwerk’ metaphor can contribute to build special brands. In the last book we presented an overview of the brand elements that, together, should form a oneness and, ideally, a work of art.

I never worked for Unilever but have always had a deep admiration for the way you have dealt with brands here. At times you seem to have succeeded in bringing about real Gesamtkunstwerken. I respectfully dedicate this new book, titled ‘Strategic Management of Brands’, to you.

� In synesthesia, a stimulus that is perceived by one sense induces a perception in another sense. For example, a visual image can generate a sound experience and vice-versa. It is based on the hypothesis that the senses do not function autonomously (modularity), but that people have one integrated sensory system that consists of five partial systems (unitariness). The perceptions of the individual senses come together at a specific place, in order to blend with the total perception into an inter-modal experience. It is still unclear whether this takes place in the hippocampus, an organ of the limbic system, or in the associative memory of the cortex. In any event, the possible direct teamwork of the different senses remains an important consideration in striving towards a Gesamtkunstwerk.





