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ABSTRACT 

 
The increased competition in the retail industry has forced brands to adapt. Quality as well as 
availability are no longer enough to attract customers and increase market share, due to the 
standardization of mass production and the rise of e-commerce. In the same time, social media 
such as Instagram have changed the relationship between brands and customers. Brands are 
now using social media to promote their products as well as to establish a dialogue with their 
followers. In this context, brands are looking for new ways to differentiate in order to create a 
lasting competitive advantage. In the continuity of designing increasingly aesthetic products, 
some brands such as Aesop have established themselves as aesthetic-driven brands and use 
aesthetics to communicate on social networks. Research has not yet focused on the use of 
aesthetics on social media for branding purposes. However, this theme is crucial because it 
combines three major phenomena - the rise of branding, social networks and aesthetics - which 
are already a characteristic feature of contemporary marketing. The objective of my research is 
to observe whether aesthetics can be used to build brand identity on social media. To do so, I 
chose to analyse over one year the Instagram communication of the Aesop brand, an aesthetic-
driven skincare brand, using Kapferer’s brand identity prism. I showed that the use of aesthetics 
on social networks allows the brand identity to be built in two ways: showing virtually what 
constitutes its physical identity and symbolising the intangible elements that constitute its 
identity. Both of these ways have potential positive long-term effects on customer relations: 
improving and deepening the customer experience. 
 
 
 
KEY WORDS: Brand Identity, Aesthetics, Social Media, Instagram, Brand Identity Prism, 
Kapferer, Communication, Branding. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
RESUMO 

 
O aumento da concorrência no setor varejista forçou as marcas a se adaptarem. Tanto a 
qualidade quanto a disponibilidade não são mais suficientes para atrair clientes e aumentar a 
participação no mercado, devido à padronização da produção em massa e ao aumento do 
comércio eletrônico. Ao mesmo tempo, as mídias sociais como a Instagram mudaram a relação 
entre as marcas e os clientes. As marcas estão agora usando as mídias sociais para promover 
seus produtos, bem como para estabelecer um diálogo com seus seguidores. Neste contexto, as 
marcas estão procurando novas maneiras de se diferenciar, a fim de criar uma vantagem 
competitiva duradoura. Na continuidade da concepção de produtos cada vez mais estéticos, 
algumas marcas como a Aesop se estabeleceram como marcas voltadas para a estética e utilizam 
a estética para se comunicar em redes sociais. A pesquisa ainda não se concentrou no uso da 
estética nas redes sociais para fins de branding. Entretanto, este tema é crucial porque combina 
três grandes fenômenos - a ascensão da marca, as redes sociais e a estética - que já são uma 
característica do marketing contemporâneo. O objetivo de minha pesquisa é observar se a 
estética pode ser utilizada para construir a identidade da marca nas mídias sociais. Para isso, 
optei por analisar durante um ano a comunicação Instagram da marca Aesop, uma marca de 
cuidados com a pele voltada para a estética, utilizando o prisma de identidade de marca da 
Kapferer. Mostrei que o uso da estética nas redes sociais permite que a identidade da marca seja 
construída de duas maneiras: mostrando virtualmente o que constitui sua identidade física e 
simbolizando os elementos intangíveis que constituem sua identidade. Ambas as formas têm 
efeitos positivos potenciais a longo prazo nas relações com os clientes: melhorando e 
aprofundando a experiência do cliente. 
 
 
 
PALAVRAS CHAVE: Identidade de Marca, Estética, Mídia Social, Instagram, Prisma de 
Identidade de Marca, Kapferer, Comunicação, Branding. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In the last decades, competition among brands intensified fuelled by the normalization of 

good quality products for a reasonable price and the rise of the Internet. To differentiate 

themselves in the crowded global marketplace, companies have been investing in product 

aesthetics. Research has proven that product aesthetics can strengthen the brand-customers 

relationship, potentially leveraging superior value for the brand (Jindal et al., 2016). Since the 

aesthetic dimension is becoming more and more influential in consumer choice, it seems 

interesting to look more globally at the use of aesthetics in branding. To date, research has 

largely focused on the aesthetics of products (Jindal et al., 2016) and shops (Gilboa & Rafaeli, 

2003). At the same time, social media have been the subject of a great deal of research from 

different angles, such as social customer relationship management (Heller & Parasnis, 2011), 

the influence of social networks on society (Qualman, 2012) and brand awareness (Hutter et 

al., 2013). On the other hand, research has not yet focused on the use of aesthetics on social 

media for branding purposes. However, this theme is crucial because it combines three major 

phenomena - the rise of branding, social networks and aesthetics - which are already a 

characteristic feature of contemporary marketing. The objective of my research is to observe 

whether aesthetics can be used to build a brand identity on social media, and if so, how. To do 

so, I chose to analyse over one year the Instagram communication of the Aesop brand, an 

aesthetic-driven skincare brand. My research question is the following: How can aesthetics 

contribute to building brand identity on social media? Firstly, the literature review further 

explains the key concepts of the subject: branding, aesthetics and social media branding. 

Secondly, the case study details Aesop's brand history before analysing its use of aesthetics in 

its Instagram communication; before drawing general conclusions based on the case study 

results and opening the path for further research. Finally, the conclusion sums-up the thesis. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

1) Branding: definition and relevance of using social media for a branding 
purpose 

 
a) Branding definition 

 
Branding can be defined as the “process by which a company, a product name, or an image 

becomes synonymous with a set of values, aspirations or states such as ‘youth’, 

‘independence’, ‘trustworthiness’, ‘quality’ or ‘performance’” (Vaid, 2003, p.23). The 

branding process has become more complex as technological devices have developed. 

Matching a brand or its product with an intended value requires coherence among the 

channels encountered by customers throughout their customer journey. Brands have to deliver 

their message in a coherent way between all communication channels and customers 

touchpoints, including billboards, TV, written and online press, websites, marketplaces and 

social media.  

 
b) Relevance of using social media for a branding purpose 

  
Social media can be defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 

exchange of User Generated Content" (Haenlein & Kaplan, 2010, p.61). The number and 

form of social media has been increasing rapidly. Launched in October 6th, 2010, the photo-

sharing app Instagram is increasingly popular among brands to communicate with customers 

because of its large audience, the engagement of its audience, the profile of its audience and 

the possibility to target this audience very effectively. 

Instagram is estimated to have around one billion active users on its photo-sharing platform in 

2020, up almost 300 million since 2018, representing a +41,6% increase (Statista, 2020). The 

United-States, India and Brazil represent Instagram’s larger markets, with respectively an 

estimated of 130 million, 100 million and 91 million users as of July 2020 (Statista, 2020). 
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Instagram’s use is prominent among two age categories: 18-24 and 25-34. The 18-24-year-old 

category represents 29.3% of users when the 25-34-year-old category represents 33.8% of 

total number of users worldwide. Combined, these two categories represent 63.1% of users. 

Instagram has been attracting an increasing number of brands and businesses on its platform. 

In Instagram’s largest market, the United-States, 75.3% of business will be using Instagram in 

2020 (Hootsuite, 2020). The study conducted by Hootsuite in 2020 also reveals that 200 

million Instagram users visit at least one business profile per day (Hootsuite, 2020). 

Communication on social media impacts consumers as it can raise awareness, allow the 

gathering of inspiration, ideas and information, influence purchase behaviour, appraisal and 

engagement with the brand (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Communicating on Instagram is an 

opportunity for brands to consolidate their brand identity among a wide audience. The use of 

photos and videos represents an opportunity for aesthetic-driven brands to visually highlight 

the aesthetics of their brand in order to differentiate themselves from the competition. 

 
2) Aesthetic-driven brands: origins, definition and objectives 

 
To differentiate, branding has become a key part of one company’s strategy. To print their 

message into consumers’ mind and gain a share of their wallet, some brands have put 

aesthetic at the core of their values and products. They can be referred to as aesthetic-driven 

brands.  

Baumgarten invented the word “aesthetics” in 1735 that he defined as « perfection of sensate 

cognition » (Osborne, 1979). He derived this definition from the Greek term aesthesis 

(αἴσθησις), that designates a “perception from the senses, feeling, hearing, seeing”. Over the 

years, concomitantly to consumer culture turning into a visual culture, aestheticization 

became a strong and lasting trend (Schroeder, 2002). In the same movement, the meaning 

attributed to the term aesthetics has evolved. First related to diverse art consumption and 

experiences such as paintings, music, crafts and performing arts (Holbrook & Zirlin, 1985), 
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aesthetics progressively referred to sensory experiences with ordinary items belonging to 

everyday life. More recently, aesthetics has been defined as “visual forms of objects and 

sensory experiences associated with, texture, harmony, order and beauty” (Venkatesh & 

Meamber, 2008). 

One important thing to consider when talking about aesthetic-driven brands, is that their 

aesthetic approach is holistic; it constitutes a commitment to consumers. The aesthetic of the 

brand – understood as an experience from the customer point of view - is considered more 

importance than product features, quality or price competitiveness. Both marketing and 

consumer research have demonstrated that experiences result from product search, product 

shopping or services delivered, consumption and all brand-related stimuli such as packaging, 

retail-store environments and advertisement (Brakus et al., 2008; Holbrook, 2000). Examples 

of aesthetic-driven brands can be founded in various sectors, ranging from tech product, to 

fashion and cosmetic. For instance, Apple, Dyson Vacuums, Aesop and COS can be 

categorised as aesthetic-driven brands. Companies branding themselves as aesthetic-driven 

brands often do so to leverage value through a higher consumer loyalty. Jindal et al. (2016) 

conducted a research study about small cars’ design within the United-States. Explaining its 

result in an interview for the San Francisco State University, he concluded that "the more you 

invest in aesthetics, the stronger the relationship outcome (…) The customer might forget the 

functional attributes of the product over time, but they will love the brand if it has beautiful 

products." (Jindal et al., 2016). His statement is coherent with previous consumer and 

marketing research. First, consumer research has suggested that aesthetic design appears to 

result in a prompt wish to acquire the product (Norman, 2004) but also that customers are 

more disposed to pay for the aforementioned product (Bloch et al., 2003). Second, because 

functionality and quality – considered as the core attributes of a product – have become more 

and more homogeneous, brands have been redirecting their differentiation strategy to 
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intangible elements such as aesthetics (Reimann et al., 2010; Brunner et al., 2008).  Aesthetic-

brands are therefore intending to differentiate from competition by offering an aesthetic 

product – sometimes extended into a holistic aesthetic brand experience, that will also foster 

brand loyalty and result in a higher Customer Life-time Value (CLV). 

 
3) Kapferer’s brand identity prism 

 
The study of aesthetic-driven brands requires an understanding of how aesthetics is integrated 

into brand identity. To do so, it is useful to refer to the brand identity prism developed by 

Jean-Noël Kapferer, a French researcher that specialised in sociology, communication and 

branding. 

His model is considered one of the most relevant, along with marketing research such as 

Aaker’s and de Chernatony’s. Kapferer’s book The New Strategic Brand Management was 

initially published in 1992. 

Kapferer’s prism allow oneself to understand what makes a brand’s identity. His model is 

directly derived from the communication research, as explained by the author: “Since brands 

speak about the product, and are perceived as sources of products, services and satisfactions, 

communication theory is directly relevant. As such it reminds us that brand identity has six 

facets. It is called the ‘brand identity prism’” (Kapferer, 1992). Hereafter the brand identity 

prism is explained, directly based on Kapferer’s work. 

Facet Definition by Kapferer 
 

Physique 
 

“A brand, first of all, has physical specificities and qualities – its 
‘physique’. It is made of a combination of either salient objective features 
(which immediately come to mind when the brand is quoted in a survey) or 
emerging ones. Physique is both the brand’s backbone and its tangible 
added value. If the brand is a flower, its physique is the stem. Without the 
stem, the flower dies: it is the flower’s objective and tangible basis. This is 
how branding traditionally works: focusing on know-how and classic 
positioning, relying on certain key product and brand attributes and 
benefits. Physical appearance is important, but it is not all. Nevertheless, 
the first step in developing a brand is to define its physical aspect: What is 
it concretely? What does it do? What does it look like? The physical facet 
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also comprises the brand’s prototype: the flagship product that is 
representative of the brand’s qualities.” (Kapferer, 2008, p.182-183) 
 

 

Personality 
 

“A brand has a personality. By communicating, it gradually builds up 
character. The way in which it speaks of its products or services shows 
what kind of person it would be if it were human. 
‘Brand personality’ has been the main focus of brand advertising since 
1970. This explains why the idea of having a famous character represent 
the brand has become so widespread. The easiest way of creating instant 
personality is to give the brand a spokesperson or a figurehead, whether 
real or symbolic.” (Kapferer, 2008, p.183-184) 
 

 

Culture 
 

“A brand is a culture. There is no cult brand without a brand culture. A 
brand should have its own culture, from which every product derives. The 
product is not only a concrete representation of this culture, but also a 
means of communication. Here culture means the set of values feeding the 
brand’s inspiration. It is the source of the brand’s aspirational power. The 
cultural facet refers to the basic principles governing the brand in its 
outward signs (products and communication). This essential aspect is at the 
core of the brand.” (Kapferer, 2008, p.184-185) 
 

 

Relationship 
 

“A brand is a relationship. Indeed, brands are often at the crux of 
transactions and exchanges between people. This is particularly true of 
brands in the service sector and also of retailers. This facet defines the 
mode of conduct that most identifies the brand.” (Kapferer, 2008, p.185) 
 

 

Reflection 
 

“Because its communication and its most striking products build up over 
time, a brand will always tend to build a reflection or an image of the buyer 
or user which it seems to be addressing  
Reflection and target often get mixed up. The target describes the brand’s 
potential purchasers or users. Reflecting the customer is not describing the 
target; rather, the customer should be reflected as he/she wishes to be seen 
as a result of using a brand.” (Kapferer, 2008, p.186) 
 

 

Self-image 
 

“A brand speaks to our self-image. If reflection is the target’s outward 
mirror (they are ...), self-image is the target’s own internal mirror (I feel, I 
am ...). Through our attitude towards certain brands, we indeed develop a 
certain type of inner relationship with ourselves.” (Kapferer, 2008, p.186-
187) 
 

Figure n°1 – Kapferer’s brand identity prism as defined in his 2008 version of The New 
Strategic Brand Management 

 
 
Kapferer’s model can be summarised as shown below in the picture below. The prism can be 

divided horizontally and vertically. 
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Figure n°2 – Kapferer’s brand identity prism, 1992 
 

Horizontally, the facets ‘Physique’ and ‘Personality’ build up the ‘Picture of the Sender’ - that 

is the image of the brand as perceived by customers. The facets ‘Reflection’ and ‘Self-image’ 

build up the ‘Picture of the Recipient’ – that is the image of the potential customers defined 

by the brand communication. The Sender and the Recipient are brought together by the 

‘Relationship’ and ‘Culture’ facets: the close the gap between the sender and the recipient i.e. 

the brand and its customers. 

Vertically, the facets ‘Physique, ‘Relationship’ and ‘Reflection’ can be read together as they 

form the exterior expression of the brand. Similarly, the facets ‘Personality’, ‘Culture’ and 

‘Self-image’ should be read together. The facets are ‘incorporated within the brand itself, 

within its spirit’ (Kapferer, 2008, p.187). The strength of Kapferer’s model is to show how the 

different facets of the brand identity are connected, related. 
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III. METHODOLOGY 
 

1) The case study’s objective, scope and methodology 
 

a) The case study objective 
 
The case study focuses on exploring the use of aesthetics in Aesop's Instagram 

communication. When discovering Aesop's Instagram page, one can only be surprised by its 

content: many pictures of contemporary design shops, very rare close-ups of products and no 

human being present on the pictures. The brand's Instagram page looks more like an 

architecture page than a skincare products page at first glance. The aesthetics of the page is 

immediately striking. The intuition that I wish to confirm or refute is that Aesop uses 

aesthetics to build its brand identity. I chose this brand because it places aesthetics at the heart 

of its value proposition: in its offer (product packaging), in its customer experience (shops, 

website) and in its philosophy. It is therefore particularly interesting to understand if Aesop 

uses aesthetic to build its brand identity on Instagram and how. The broader aim of this case 

study is to draw conclusions that can be applied to other brands, in order to understand if and 

how a brand can use aesthetics on a social network such as Instagram to build its brand 

identity. 

 
b) The case study scope 

 
To conduct the analysis of Aesop communication on Instagram I focused on a one-year time 

frame. In order to avoid the potential impact of the covid-19 crisis on brand communication 

the sample includes all posts published between January and December 2019 on Aesop’s 

Instagram page. In order to use a consistent method - the critical image analysis - only photos 

of the sample were analysed. This choice is also explained by the very low proportion of 

videos in the sample studied: 5 videos representing 5.1% of the posts. Similarly, the stories 
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were not analysed because of the retroactivity of the analysis, which is by nature incompatible 

with the ephemeral nature of the stories. 

As a result, the initial sample consisted of 92 photos. In the analysis, priority was given to the 

visual and symbolic relevance of the groups over the number of groups. From the initial 

sample of 92 photos, 56 photos were associated to one of the three themes that emerged from 

the analysis – as explained in the following sub-session. The photos that could not be 

associated to one of the identified themes or constitute another coherent theme will not be 

analysed in the results of the case study. Due to the retroactivity of our analysis, it cannot be 

guaranteed that certain photos that had been published by Aesop on its Instagram account 

were not deleted before our analysis. All photos were retrieved from Aesop’s Instagram 

account the 27th of October 2020. 

I voluntarily excluded from the analysis the captions written by Aesop under each photo for 

several reasons. First of all, Instagram is a social network essentially based on the visual. 

Therefore, it seems interesting to me to focus on the content of the photos rather than on the 

captions. Furthermore, the photo captions are essentially descriptive and factual. They don't 

shed any light on the interpretation of the photos. Similarly, comments written by Instagram 

users were not taken into account in the analysis. Indeed, the purpose of this case study is to 

understand how Aesop uses Instagram to shape its brand identity. It is therefore a question of 

analysing the message sent by Aesop to its followers and not the reaction of the followers to 

this message. 

 
c) The case study methodology 

 
The methodology was composed of five steps.  

Firstly, a detailed research on the brand was conducted. All key aspects of the brand were 

covered, including the history of Aesop, its products and distribution channels and its design 

philosophy. Based on this thorough description I was able to establish Aesop’s brand identity 
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prism – using Jean-Noël Kapferer’s model. Secondly, the 92 photos of the sample were 

analysed following two main criteria: their subject matter and composition, following 

Jonathan Schroeder’s methodology (Schroeder, 2006). Subject matter refers to the main 

element shown in a photo. Composition refers to the way in which all the elements in a photo 

are presented in relation to each other.  

Thirdly, three main themes were identified based on the association between the subject 

matter and the composition: The Fantastic, Contemporary Mythology and Minimalism. Each 

theme represents a different visual aesthetic. The 56 photos that were corresponding to one of 

these themes were regrouped by theme in order to be analysed in greater detail in the next 

step. The remaining photos were disregarded. 

Fourthly, an in-depth analysis of each theme was conducted: visual description of the groups, 

definition of the themes, historical perspective about the themes, interpretation of the themes. 

The interpretation session is based on Aesop’s brand identity prism previously established.  

Fifthly, the results of the theme analysis were then put in parallel in order to draw an overall 

conclusion on Aesop's use of aesthetics to build its brand identity on Instagram. 

 
2) Aesop brand presentation 

 
a) Creation and evolution 

 
Aesop is a skincare Australian brand, founded by Dennis Paphitis. Paphitis was a hairdresser 

when he started adding oil scents to the commercial hair products which he used in order to 

cover their smell. In the 1980’s he started developing a line of products (body, skin and hair) 

with a chemist in Los Angeles, United-States, to use in his hair saloon of Armadale, a 

neighbourhood in Melbourne. Products were mainly made of natural elements, which was 

rare at this time since chemicals had replace them. The product line diversified from 

shampoos and conditioners and became Aesop in 1987. 
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Dennis Paphitis anchored the Aesop brand in the literary world since its inception, naming its 

brand Aesop. Indeed, Aesop (circa 620 BC to circa 564 BC) is said to be a Greek slave who 

popularised the literary genre of fables, defined as “a brief narrative story that presents an 

acute representation of a singular behavioural trait demonstrated through the actions of a 

profiled protagonist. The Aesopic tradition is the foundation for a sizable library of familiar 

stories that have become a fixture in the Western literary tradition.” (Encyclopedia, 2020).  

Aesop philosophy is not to appeal to every possible customer and go mass-market. On the 

contrary, Aesop is determined to stay appealing to its early adopters by staying authentic and 

loyal to its initial value offer. One can assume that is why the company never conducted large 

advertising campaigns nor looked for celebrity-endorsement. Aesop could be defined as 

unisex brand (the large majority of clients are women, but the gap is narrowing), targeting 

people between 25 and 50 years being urban, cosmopolitan, contemporary and aware of 

climate issues.  

Aesop presents itself as an authentic brand rooted in art, culture, design, simplicity and high-

quality products. 

Since its inception Aesop has been concerned with the quality of its products, their origin and 

their impact on the planet. In October 2020, the brand was certified B Corporation with an 

overall score of 87.1. The B Corporation website details Aesop engagement towards 

sustainability as following: “[Aesop] formulations are vegan and have Leaping Bunny 

certification in recognition of our belief for supporting animal causes and underscored by the 

fact that they have never tested our products or ingredients on animals. Informed by a 30-year 

legacy of nourishing our communities, their philanthropic endeavours involve partnering with 

charities that amplify the voices of those who may not otherwise have a platform, with a 

particular emphasis on the development of literacy.  Since its launch in 2017, the Aesop 

Foundation has committed more than $4.6mAUD to local partners. 20,000 hours of 
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community volunteering was conducted by employees in 2019 and during the COVID-19 

pandemic in 2020 Aesop donated in excess of $3.4m of products to support communities, 

medical staff and services supporting family violence survivors” (B Corporation, 2020). 

Michael O’Keeffe has been the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Aesop since 2003. He 

orchestrated the development of Aesop retail stores and helped the brand go global. 

In 2012, Natura – the Brazilian beauty giant – bought 65% of Aesop for $68 million and 

progressively reached full ownership of the company in December 2016.  

NATURA &CO HOLDING S.A. […] was incorporated on January 21, 2019, with the 
purpose of holding interest in other companies, as partner or shareholder, in Brazil or 
abroad (“holding company”). The purpose of the Company is to manage shareholding 
interest in companies that perform their main activities in the cosmetics, fragrances and 
personal hygiene sector, through the development of manufacturing, distribution and 
commercialization of its products. The Company's main brand is "Natura", followed by the 
English brand "The Body Shop" and the Australian brand "Aesop" (Natura &Co Holding 
S.A., 2019) 

Figure n°3 – Extract from Natura &Co Annual Report, 2019 

b) Products 
 
Aesop offers high-quality vegan products made of both botanical and laboratory-made 

ingredients. Aesop progressively broaden its product lines. The brand now sells hair care, skin 

care, body & hand care, pet care, fragrance and home products. Aesop products start at $35 

for a facial cream and can reach $250 for a vitamin C night mask. Aesop releases around 4 

new products per year; products are developed in 2 years on average and are almost 

exclusively manufactured in Australia. 

The brand released an art book for its 33th anniversary. The book – published by Rizzoli New 

York – illustrates the brand development, philosophy and passion for design. The 336 pages 

book showcases the most beautiful and always unique Aesop stores across the world. It was 

written by the founder of the brand Dennis Paphitis and Jennifer Down; the photographs were 

taken by the Japanese photographer Yutaka Yamamoto. 
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c) Distribution channels 
 
Aesop products were first wholesaled to department stores, independent retailers, restaurants 

and cafés in Australia. 

The brand partners with restaurants and hotels around the world to showcase its products and 

get visibility among potential customers. The brand chooses carefully where its products are 

made available and does not hesitate to turn down partnerships. Indeed, the brand requires a 

perfect alignment between the philosophy of the place and Aesop values, especially 

concerning the sense of hospitality.  

Michael O’Keeffe was responsible for deciding that Aesop would become a retailer, as 

reporter by the Financial Review: “The first store was an attempt to put some life around the 

brand, bring it all together […] At that stage we were still chasing bigger representation in 

department stores, but we fairly quickly saw the value in a more direct connection to our 

customer. Before we knew it we were on the transition from wholesaler to retailer.” (Financial 

Review, 2017). 

The company also sells its products via its online store. Its website was designed by Work & 

Co – a digital design studio – and received several awards such as ‘Honouree for Best 

Shopping Websites’ in 2019 attributed by The Webby Awards and International Website 

Winner from HOW (Work & Co, 2020). 

 
d) Stores  

 
Aesop progressively opened its own stores in order to offer a comprehensive and tailored 

customer experience. But even if growing fast and going global, the brand is positioning itself 

against the standardisation of its shops. Each store is built in partnership with an architect. 

Aesop hired numerous internationally renewed architects to design its stores: Snøhetta, Paulo 

Mendes da Rocha, Dimorestudio, Norman Kelley, Fernando et Humberto Campana, 

Shinichiro Ogata, Koichi Futatusmata & Ritsu Shibata (Carnets de Traverse, 2020). 
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Each shop is both a demonstration of Aesop’s minimalist style and a place made unique by 

the work of talented architects. Aesop philosophy is to accommodate existing spaces, building 

a store on what precedented. Dennis Paphitis explained it clearly in an interview he gave to 

the magazine Dezeen: “Architecturally our criteria is always to try and work with what is 

already there and to weave ourselves into the core and fabric of the street, rather than to 

impose what we were doing. We didn’t ever want a standard Aesop shade of orange or green 

that was plastered onto stores with a nasty logo over it, but instead to look at the streetscape 

and try to retain and redeem existing facades that are there, and work with a local and relevant 

vocabulary to contextualise what we do. There remains a core palette of ideas that we work 

with: we know that every store has to have sufficient display space, by product category [...] 

We need a counter for transactions to occur, we need water, we need back-of-house storage, 

some space to sit and contemplate and think about the day. So, there are all these factors that 

don’t vary by region but the possibility of expressing them fully will vary according to space, 

light and budget. It’s the same product that we’re selling worldwide but it needs to fit and 

connect locally” (Dezeen, 2012). One emblematic example of accommodating the existent to 

create an Aesop store would be one in New-York as detailed by Aesop’s website. 

 

 

 
“Work began by preserving the façade and iconic graphic 
signage of the previous tenant, Anel French Cleaners—a 
family-run dry cleaner and landmark in the 
neighbourhood. Having made the choice to retire, Anel’s 
owners hand-picked Aesop to reimagine their store.  
 
 
Complementing the exterior conservation, the interior 
space speaks sensitively to its predecessor’s heritage 
through materiality, form and colour. The walls and 
counter surfaces, uniformly dressed in milled Pine 
plywood, pair with grey-toned tiling in a neutral palette. 
Shelving in the same timber assumes the form of upturned 
coat hangers in a subtle gesture to the building’s former 
life. 
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In the tradition of trusted communal establishments such 
as the barbershop, salon and laundry, Aesop Upper West 
Side offers a fresh site for the rituals of personal 
maintenance and restoration”. (Aesop, 2020) 

Figure n°4 – Aesop Upper West Side boutique (New-York, USA) 
Retrieved from Aesop’s website, 2020 

 
In every store, Aesop products are disposed on long rows on shelves; very often there are also 

sinks displayed in the shop. Inspiring quotes – from literature authors mainly - are written on 

the in-store walls. For instance, visitors can read “Every city is a living body” (Augustine of 

Hippo), “The essential is what makes life worthwhile” (Mario de Andrade), “Will and 

intellect are one and the same thing” (Baruch Spinoza), “I am rooted, but I flow” (Virginia 

Woolf), “History teaches everything, even the future” (Alphonse de Lamartine)… 

The in-store experience is a key component of Aesop’s Unique Selling Proposition (USP). 

Customers are welcomed by skin-experts wearing lab coats that offer their help in 

understanding clients’ skin type and needs and explain the composition of the products. 

Several press articles reveal that store employees receive an intensive training and clear 

guidelines such as never discussing the weather with clients. The philosophy behind this is to 

always bring value to the client.  

Eight Aesop locations offer facial treatment for customers in Australia, Hong-Kong, 

Singapore, Korea, Japan and Taiwan. During appointment “an Aesop-Trained Facial 

Therapist will apply pressure to the face in rhythmic, cursive motions, delivering generous 

doses of Aesop formulations, and helping to restore calm to the skin ». (Aesop, 2020). The 

brand intends to open a treatment centre in each capital cities where Aesop is present. 
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e) Design philosophy 
 
Aesop is an aesthetic-driven brand by essence, as shown by the tremendous amount of care 

dedicated to the design of the shops. Its obsession with design has also a great influence on its 

products design. 

Aesop products all look alike: same-shape bottles or aluminium tubes. The bottles are made 

of a tainted brown glass and a black and white label filled with information concerning the 

products ingredients and use; products design evokes a modern apothecary style. It is not only 

a design-oriented choice. Suzanne Santos, Chief Customer Officer and Spokesperson at 

Aesop explained in an interview to the Dumbo Feather that the tainted glass and aluminium 

tubes had been chosen because it allows a better preservation of the product : “Most skin and 

cosmetics companies to spend 60% on packaging, 30% on marketing and 10% of the product, 

with Aesop it’s the opposite. We would spend about 80% on the product, and 20% on the rest. 

The packaging was, and still is, quite unlike anything else on the shelves, but it was 

developed out of practical considerations, rather than rebellious ones! We chose the 

packaging we did for two reasons. Firstly, it was fundamental – by using darkened glass to 

extend the life of the product we were able to control to a far greater degree the amount of 

manmade preservatives needed. Manmade preservatives are one of the irritants to many 

people. Secondly, we were able to mass produce and recycle it. We live in a world where 

superfluous packaging is a problem! » (Dumbo Feather, 2013) 

Also, the products’ labels carry all the information concerning the products to avoid needing 

an excessive packaging - which would cost more to the environment. The black and white 

labels actually help consumers read them better than coloured ones. Therefore, the packaging 

is a choice driven both by the sense of design and a strong commitment to protect the 

environment.  
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Aesop’s bottles became an essential element to the brand’s visual communication. That is 

seen in the long rows of bottles that are displayed in each store and the fact that those rows 

are also an important part of the images that Aesop shares on its Instagram page. The modern 

apothecary packaging became a visual symbol both in-store an online. Aesop is not 

recognisable by its logo but by the design of its products. 

 
f) Aesop’s Brand Identity Prism 

 
Based on Kapferer’s model – detailed previously - and in-depth research about Aesop, I 

developed Aesop’s Brand Identity Prism to offer a clear view of my understanding of the 

brand. 

 
Figure n°5 – Aesop brand identity prism 

Héloïse Arhanchiague 
 

The Brand Identity Prism is used in our analysis as a reference point. Our conviction is that 

every Aesop’s Instagram communication should convey one at least one aspect of the brand’s 

identity.  

 
3) The analysis 
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The analysis of the three themes identified – The Fantastic, Contemporary Mythology and 

Minimalism - is provided below; it corresponds to the fourth step described previously in the 

methodology. 

a) The Fantastic theme 
 
The first theme that emerged from the image analysis is the Fantastic theme. Indeed, the 

visual reference to the fantastic literary genre can be recognized by the invasion of natural 

elements within Aesop shops. In this session, I first provide an in-depth description of the 

photos sample’s composition: presence of seemingly out-of-control elements in a normal shop 

staging. Secondly, I explain the origin of the fantastic literary genre to better understand how 

and why this reference was chosen by Aesop. Lastly, I use Kapferer’s brand identity prism to 

grasp how the Fantastic theme participates in building Aesop’s brand identity. 

 

The photos sample 
 
In the following sample of images, I regrouped the Instagram photos that present the same 

setting: the inside of an Aesop boutique is ‘normal’ except for the presence of natural 

elements that are not expected to be inside of the shop. The 8 photos showcased below have 

been published between February and September 2019. 
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Figure n°6 – Fantastic theme –  
Photos retrieved from Aesop’s Instagram account 

 

Description of the photographs’ composition 
 
The photographs are constructed following a similar setting, from which the Fantastic theme 

emerges. The Aesop shops can be clearly identified because of (i) the presence of Aesop 

products arranged in rows in the interior of the shops or because of (ii) the presence of an 

Aesop signage on the shopfront. Aesop brown bottles are disposed in the interior of the shop 

on shelves and sinks; their size, colour, disposal have not been altered – which make them 

easily recognizable. The shops setting remain identical as usual except from the presence of

 a natural element that (i) is not supposed not expected to be inside the shop (ii) is 

disposed in a way that makes it look invasive, out of control. The natural elements present in 

the different photographs are flowers, sand, trees, dirt, trees, seeds. 

 
Defining the Fantastic theme 
 
First, in the displays previously described, Aesop shops constitute the ‘normal’ setting that is 

inherent and necessary to the Fantastic genre. Second, the nature irruptions constitute a 

possible supernatural event. Nature is raw in the photographs: natural elements are not tamed 

by a human in the staging. Indeed - except in the 7th photograph - the flowers are not 

arranged in vases and the trees or plants are not in pots. The fact that these elements seem to 

overflow, to encroach on the shop, suggests that they are beyond human will and control – 

which questions the viewer about their origin: how did these elements got in the shop? Are 

these natural elements real? Because the staging (i) gives a feeling of strangeness within the 

framework of a normal staging and (ii) is believed to question the viewer whether it is 

‘uncanny’ or ‘marvellous’, the staging can be defined as belonging to the Fantastic theme. 

 
The Fantastic literary genre: origins and symbolic 
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The Fantastic is a sub-literary genre between the ‘uncanny’ and the ‘marvellous’ defined in 

1970 by Tzvetan Todorov. Todorov was born in 1939 in Sofia, Bulgaria and arrived in Paris, 

France in 1963 were he died in 2017. He held a degree in psychology and later specialised in 

literature and semiology. His research gradually extended to various subjects such as XVII 

century paintings, concentration camps and structuralism.  

In his book The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre - originally published 

in French as Introduction à la littérature fantastique – he defined the Fantastic as « that 

hesitation experienced by a person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an 

apparently supernatural event » (Todorov, 1970, p.25). A fantastic book is one that does not 

allow the reader to know whether the events described are ‘uncanny’ or ‘marvellous’. 

A piece can be temporarily fantastic: at a given time in the plot, there is no evidence to 

categorise it as 'uncanny' or 'marvellous'. If the reader, when there is no evidence to categorise 

the work, chooses to believe in the wonderful or the strange, then the work will fall into this 

category. The strength of this literary sub-genre is that it can be both factual and relative to 

the reader; as stated by the author ‘this hesitation can be resolved either by admitting that the 

event belongs to reality, or by deciding that it is the fruit of imagination or the result of an 

illusion; in other words, one can decide that the event is or is not’ (Todorov, 1970, p.89). To 

name a few, the following authors have experimented with the fantastic genre: Hoffmann 

(1776-1822), Chamisso (1781-1838), Nodier (1780-1844), Gautier (1811-1872), Maupassant 

(1850-1893). 

 
Interpretation using Kapferer’s brand identity prism: How does the Fantastic theme 
contribute to Aesop’s brand identity? 
 
In this session Aesop’s choice to refer to the Fantastic literary genre is analysed using 

Kapferer’s model, in order to understand how the Fantastic theme contributes to building the 

brand’s identity. 
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Figure n°7 – Aesop brand identity prism – Fantastic theme 
Héloïse Arhanchiague 

 

- The Personality Facet 
 
The Fantastic theme participates in building Aesop’s personality. The brand can be described 

as Intellectual. 

First, it can be affirmed that the reference to the Fantastic sub-literary genre shows Aesop as 

cultured and deeply interested in literature as this sub-genre is not trivial but, on the contrary, 

very specific and familiar to people with a real knowledge in literature. 

Secondly, the fantastic genre is generally specific to literature and cinema, which easily allow 

the reader or viewer to be placed in the hesitation that is typical of the genre. In its Instagram 

communication, the brand has succeeded in the risky gamble of creating this ambiguity with a 

new medium – its shops – and in an authentic way, i.e. without technological means that 

could be used in a movie for instance. Indeed, the ambiguity is perfectly maintained: the 

natural elements showed within the shops exist, but they are not expected in such a raw and 

invasive form in a shop. This success shows that the brand is not only familiar with the genre 

but also masters its codes very well, since it has succeeded in transposing them into retailing. 
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Referring to this genre in a very different context – retail stores and by extension Instagram 

communication – Aesop shows it is a brand that thinks freely and is creative.  

For these reasons, I argue that the choice of the theme Fantastic is aimed at making Aesop be 

perceived as an Intellectual brand – referring to the Personality Facet of Kapferer’s model. 

 
- The Physique Facet 

 
The Fantastic theme participates in building Aesop’s physique by highlighting the shops 

design and underlying their uniqueness.  

First, it can be affirmed that the staging of the shops and the communication on Instagram are 

a way of underlining and magnifying the design of Aesop shops. The way in which nature 

appears in the shops contrasts sharply with the minimalist interior design characterised by 

geometric forms and very few elements. The aesthetics of the shops appear even more 

beautiful and take on their full meaning when challenged by the flowers, climbing plants and 

sand. Since the irruption of nature is both aesthetic and artistic it would seem that Aesop's 

desire is to reveal that its shops are not only utilitarian, i.e. their raison d'être is not limited to 

allowing transactions between the brand and consumers. The Fantastic theme allows Aesop to 

emphasise the fact that its shops could sustain the comparison with art galleries and that their 

aim is also to put beauty at the heart of the customer experience.  

Secondly, it can also be argued that the staging supports the idea that each Aesop shop is 

unique. The Fantastic theme is not a decor that would have been replicated in several shops at 

the same time in a standardised way. On the contrary, each photo shows a different shop and a 

different burst of nature. The natural elements, the colours and the staging are different.  

For these two reasons, it can be suggested that using the Fantastic theme participates in 

reinforcing Aesop’s physique – namely the design and uniqueness of its stores – referring to 

Kapferer’s brand identity prism. 
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Thirdly, it can be said that choosing natural elements to create the Fantastic theme also 

consolidates the Physique facet of Kapferer’s prism. If any other elements could have been 

used to create a hesitation between ‘uncanny’ and ‘marvellous’ Aesop chose nature to do so. 

Even if nature encroaches on the setting of the shops, taking up space, it is in no way shown 

as destructive. For example, no Aesop product is spilled or broken. Aesop’s setting gives the 

impression that nature is both uncontrollable and harmless. One can assume that the brand 

wishes to positively associate its products with nature and emphasise that Aesop products are 

made of laboratory-made and natural ingredients. The nature that creates the ‘Fantastic’ is 

intended to be associated by the viewers with the products - to remind them that Aesop 

products are natural and respectful of the environment. 

 

 
Conclusion 
 
The Fantastic theme created by Aesop on its Instagram page participates in building the brand 

image. Using the brand identity prism developed by Kapferer, I could explain how the theme 

has an influence on two of the six facets: Personality (Intellectual) and Physique (Design and 

uniqueness of the stores; products made of natural elements). 

 
b) The Contemporary Mythology theme 

 
The second theme that emerged from our image analysis is Contemporary Mythology. Indeed, 

the visual reference to the Greek Muses – represented in the seasonal box sets apparent in one 

third of the photos sample - is combined with strong contemporary elements: the five Muses 

illustrations were designed by the contemporary artist Giovanni Garcia-Fenech and some 

elements of the photos remind a contemporary interpretation of Greek architectural elements. 

In this session, I first provide an in-depth description of the photos sample’s composition: 

explaining the design of Giovanni Garcia-Fenech’s Muses and other elements visible in the 
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photos and the staging. Secondly, I explain the origin and symbolic of the Greek Muses to 

better understand how and why this reference was chosen by Aesop. Lastly, I use Kapferer’s 

brand identity prism to grasp how the ‘Contemporary Mythology’ theme participates in 

building Aesop’s brand identity. 

 
The photos sample 
 
In the following sample of images, I regrouped the Instagram photos that (i) showcase 

Aesop’s Mythical Gift Kits and/or (ii) take place in a similar studio-setting described 

hereafter. It seems relevant to group these two categories of photos together first of all 

because they overlap for the most part. Then, since these photos present the same staging, 

with the difference that the products exhibited are not the Seasonal Box Set they should be 

analysed together in order to make sense of them. Finally, the 18 photos showcased below 

have been published in a row, between early November and the end of December 2019. 

 
 

Figure n°8 – Contemporary Mythology theme –  
Photos retrieved from Aesop’s Instagram account 

 

Description of the photographs’ composition 
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All the photos in this sample show Aesop products meticulously staged in a studio following 

a similar pattern: the products are disposed among beige geometrical shapes in relief and 

spheres. In one third of the photos, the viewer can see box sets along the elements previously 

described – five seasonal box sets called the five ‘Mythical Gift Kits’. The kits can be 

identified by (i) their name directly referring to a Muse on some photos (ii) the drawings 

illustrating the boxes that figure different Muses recognizable by their key symbolic item. The 

seasonal boxes are described in detail in the next sub-section. 

 
- “The Mythical Gift Kits”: a direct reference to five of the nine Greek Muses designed 

by the contemporary artist Giovanni Garcia-Fenech 
 
As explained in greater detail in the next sub-session, the Greek Muses embody the Arts. 

Aesop chose to represent five of the nine Greek Muses on the seasonal gift boxes it released 

at the end of the year 2019. The Greek Muses illustrations that appear on the box sets have 

been designed by the contemporary and New-York based artist Giovanni Garcia-Fenech who 

was commissioned by the brand. His work for Aesop is directly derived from his famous self-

portraits: giant naked bodies trapped in a frame, juggling between and avoiding small medium 

or large balls that represent problems using three colours only per tableau.  

 

Table n°9 - Examples of Giovanni Garcia-Fenech’s work – Retrieved from Google 

 
The art work Giovanni Garcia-Fenech conducted for Aesop was directly inspired from his 

self-portraits but slight differences can be observed: each of the five body is represented with 

an attribute that directly derives from and helps us identify five of the Greek Muses; the 
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bodies represented on Aesop boxes are less deformed; three black balls compose each tableau 

instead of two - that the Muses are not avoiding but playing with, contrary to the self-

portraits. 

Not all nine Muses are represented on the special box sets. The five Greek Muses figured on 

the boxes are Thalia, Terpsichore, Euterpe, Calliope and Clio - each Muse is recognizable 

because represented with her symbolic item (a comic mask, a lyre, flutes, a writing tablet, a 

scroll). It is interesting to notice that the artist deliberately chose to represent each Muse with 

her symbolic item so that they could identified. On the contrary the names of the Muses were 

altered. Still, the box sets’ names are a direct reference to the Muses’ art. For instance, Thalia 

– the Muse of Comedy – was called ‘The Humourist’. In the same way, Euterpe – the Muse of 

lyric poetry – was called ‘The Melodist’. 

In the following table, the five Muses represented on the Mythical Gift Kits are listed along 

with their visual representation made by Giovanni Garcia-Fenech and the symbolic item they 

are represented with. 

Muse name Muse representation Box Set Name Symbolic Item 

Thalia 

 

The Humourist Holding a comic 
mask 

Terpsichore 

 

The Reveller Often shown dancing 
and holding a lyre 

Euterpe 

 

The Melodist Often playing flutes 
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Calliope 

 

The Orator Often holding a 
writing tablet 

Clio 

 

The Chronicler Often holding a 
scroll 

 
Table n°10 - The Muses designed by Giovanni Garcia-Fenech for Aesop – 

Héloïse Arhanchiague 
 

In order to interpret Aesop’s five Greek Muses choice, it is necessary to explain what the nine 

Muses in Greek mythology are (origins, symbolic, attributes). It is further explained in the 

next session. 

 
Defining Contemporary Mythology theme 
 
Offering a box set design deeply rooted in contemporary art balances with a theme that refers 

to a literary classic.  

The resolutely contemporary illustrations of the Muses that decorate the boxes complement 

the classical theme of Greek mythology that was chosen by Aesop. Commonly, be it in a 

painting or as a statue, the Muses are represented following Greek beauty standards: their face 

and body are beautiful, young and their appearance is in all points similar to humans (aspects, 

dimensions and proportions). On the contrary, the five Muses designed by Giovanni Garcia-

Fenech – inspired by his self-portraits - do not follow this standard: their bodies appear 

relatively bigger than their heads, their face, body and hair are not illustrated in detail, it is 

difficult to identify them as women. 

Therefore, assembling the mythological Muse theme to the design of Giovanni Garcia-Fenech 

places Aesop at the intersection between Mythology and Contemporary art. By extension, 
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Aesop tailors its image at the intersection between the present and the past. It was decided to 

refer to this theme as Contemporary Mythology. 

 
The Nine Muses in Greek Mythology: origins and symbolic 
 
As explained in an article by the history writer Mark Cartwright (2012), the nine Muses are a 

personification of the Arts in the Greek mythology. Their incredible talents made them a 

source of inspiration for musicians as well as a source of pleasure for mankind : « The 

nine Muses are goddesses of the various arts such as music, dance, and poetry and are blessed 

not only with wonderful artistic talents themselves but also with great beauty, grace, and 

allure. Their gifts of song, dance, and joy helped the gods and mankind to forget their troubles 

and inspired musicians and writers to reach ever greater artistic and intellectual heights. » 

(Mark Cartwright, 2012) 

In Greek mythology, the Nine Muses were born out of the nine consecutive physical union 

between Zeus – god of all gods – and Mnemosyne. Depending on the sources, the Muses are 

said to have lived on Mount Olympus, Mount Helicon or Mount Parnassus. Their superiority 

in the arts has never been denied. Many myths say that the Muses were challenged by humans 

and invariably proved to be victorious. Those who dared to challenge them- such as the nine 

daughters of Pierus and the musician Thamyres - were severely punished. 

In the following table, the Nine Muses are listed along with the Art they represent and the key 

attributes they are often represented with. 

 
Muse The Arts Symbolic Item 

Thalia Muse of Comedy Often holding a comic mask 
Terpsichore Muse of Dancing and Choral song Often shown dancing and holding a lyre 
Euterpe Muse of Lyric poetry Often playing flutes 
Calliope Muse of Epic poetry and Rhetoric Often holding a writing tablet 
Clio Muse of History Often holding a scroll 
Erato Muse of Singing Often playing a lyre 
Melpomene Muse of Tragedy Often holding a tragic mask 
Polymnia Muse of Sacred poetry Often shown with a pensive look 
Urania Muse of Astronomy Often holding a globe 
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Table n°11 – The Nine Muses in Greek Mythology  
Héloïse Arhanchiague 

 

Interpretation using Kapferer’s brand identity prism: How does the ‘Contemporary 
Mythology’ theme contribute to Aesop’s brand identity? 
 
In this session Aesop’s choice to refer to five Greek Muses, to have the contemporary artist 

Giovanni Garcia-Fenech design its Mythical Gift Kits and the photos staging is analysed 

using Kapferer’s model, in order to understand how does the ‘Contemporary Mythology’ 

theme contribute to building the brand’s identity. 

 

 

Figure n°12 – Aesop brand identity prism – Contemporary Mythology theme 
Héloïse Arhanchiague 

 
- The Personality Facet  

 
The Contemporary Mythology theme participates in building Aesop’s personality. The brand 

can be described as Intellectual and Authentic.  

First, Aesop’s use of the Greek Muses theme contributes to assessing Aesop’s personality as 

Intellectual because the brand chose to anchor its seasonal box sets into the world of literature 

– given that the Muses are a direct reference to Greek mythology, such as the name Aesop is. 

Also, the selection of only five muses among the nine existing suggests even more Aesop’s 
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deep knowledge of the nine Muses mythology. Indeed, to illustrate its box sets, the brand 

chose to refer to Thalia, Terpsichore, Euterpe, Calliope and Clio who are respectively the 

Muses of Comedy, Dancing, Lyric Poetry, Epic Poetry and History. Aesop’s intention most 

likely is to implicitly mark its particular attachment to some Arts rather than to others. The 

brand left aside the Muses of Singing, Tragedy, Sacred Poetry and Astronomy that can be 

seen of less importance for the brand – relatively to the other five Muses. It can be argued that 

Aesop reflected on its identity and desired image and decided that the Muses of Comedy, 

Dancing, Lyric Poetry, Epic Poetry and History would better communicate about the brand. 

This can be interpreted as critical thinking from Aesop - which reinforces its ‘Intellectual’ 

personality. 

Using Kapferer’s prism it can be argued that Aesop’s choice to have the box sets designed in 

partnership with the artist Giovanni Garcia-Fenech reveals that Aesop is an Authentic brand.  

First, choosing Giovanni Garcia-Fenech can be analysed as a way to express Aesop’s interest 

in contemporary art. Commissioning work to an artist is common in marketing but most 

brands (i) produce an item for mass-consumption and hope to gain visibility and an increase 

in sales from the partnership with a famous artist or conversely (ii) produce exclusive items 

with a famous artist in limited series to sell with a large price premium. Aesop’s partnership 

with Giovanni Garcia-Fenech can be interpreted as a true interest in contemporary art because 

(i) Giovanni Garcia-Fenech is not a mass star-artist (he only has 1 560 followers on 

Instagram) (ii) the seasonal box sets that were designed by the artist were not created to sell 

Aesop products with a price premium. This shows that Aesop’s intention was not to use the 

artist in a purely commercial and financial way but conversely it shows Aesop’s true 

knowledge of contemporary art and its sincere, authentic interest in the artist’s work. Using 

the Muse theme that way participates in reinforcing Aesop’s Authentic personality. 
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- The Physique Facet 
 
Referring to Kapferer’s brand identity prism, Aesop’s use of the Contemporary Mythology 

staging theme participates in building the brand’ physique identity around design and 

minimalism. 

The setting is simple (few elements, few colours and no artifice) but yet very precise, which is 

reminiscent of Aesop’ minimalist and unique design. Indeed, each tableau is both unique and 

coherent with others, in the same way all Aesop shops are. The geometrical shapes in relief 

could have been designed to remind the viewer of Greek architecture - as an allusion to the 

Seasonal Gift Kits’ theme – in a contemporary way. Indeed, the shapes are similar to 

columns, arcades, staircases – that are key components of Greek temples and architecture in 

general. Moreover, the material of the geometric forms gives an impression of lightness, 

unlike the stone and marble used in the construction of Greek temples, which make them 

massive constructions. Also, Aesop played on the layout of the elements. The photos give the 

impression that a Greek temple would have been dismantled and that its elements would have 

been distributed in the different photos. The geometrical elements could all together form a 

coherent architectural whole, but instead are intermingled with each other.  In addition, Aesop 

sprinkled coloured spheres in his montages. These spheres echo the black balls in the 

Seasonal Gift Kits' designs. This gives the impression that the black balls have come to life 

and escaped from the boxes. Using the Contemporary Mythology theme underlines that 

Aesop’s physique identity is built around design and minimalism. 

 
- The Reflection Facet 

 
Aesop’s use of the Greek Muses theme and its visual contemporary interpretation contributes 

to consolidating Aesop’s reflection facet.  

Aesop is not a brand that can be described as mainstream or democratic in the sense that 

Aesop does not have the ambition to talk to everyone and about everything; which makes 
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each customer perceived as a member of the Aesop community and each reference 

meaningful. By referring to the Greek Muses in a semi-direct way – the Muses are identifiable 

but not called as such – the perceived image of the customer is someone with an important 

cultural capital, able to understand and appreciate Greek mythology. It could also suggest that 

Aesop customers are looking for more than skincare products. Buying Aesop seasonal gift 

kits make customers perceived as looking to acquiring food for thoughts and access to a 

community interested in the Arts. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The Contemporary Mythology theme created by Aesop on its Instagram page participates in 

building the brand image. Using the brand identity prism developed by Kapferer, I could 

explain how the theme has an influence on three of the six facets: Personality (Intellectual and 

Authentic), Physique (Design and Minimalism) and Reflection (Cultured customers). 

 
c) The Minimalism theme 

 
The third theme that emerged from the image analysis is Minimalism. The photo that were 

regrouped under this theme showcase Aesop shops or shopfronts presenting with the key 

characteristics of minimalism: a streamlined design and a staging composed of few elements. 

In this session, I first provide an in-depth description of the photos sample’s composition: 

explaining the design of Aesop shops (interior and exterior) and other elements visible in the 

photos and the staging. Secondly, I explain the origin and symbolic of minimalism to better 

understand how and why this reference was chosen by Aesop. Lastly, I use Kapferer’s brand 

identity prism to grasp how the Minimalism theme participates in building Aesop’s brand 

identity. 

 
The photos sample 
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In the following sample of images, I regrouped the Instagram photos that showcase (i) 

Aesop’s shops interior and (ii) Aesop’s shopfronts if the photos are (iii) respecting 

minimalism standards. The 30 photos selected have been published regularly throughout the 

year 2019. The theme Minimalism can be considered a background theme used by the brand 

for its Instagram communication. 

 

 

 
 

Figure n°13 – Minimalism theme – 
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Photos retrieved from Aesop’s Instagram account 
 

Description of the photographs’ composition 
 
The photographs that were assembled showcase Aesop shops, either from the interior or from 

the exterior. As explained in the description of the brand, Aesop’s boutiques’ inside are all 

unique even if the same key elements can be observed: the presence of a sink to test products 

and long rows of products on the walls or on shelves. The outside architecture of each Aesop 

shop is also unique, respecting the history of the place or the traditional architecture of the 

country. The photos of the two configurations - interior and exterior of the shops - show both 

a minimalist style that is described hereafter.  

 
- Minimalism in Aesop’s boutiques architecture and interior design posts 

 
The brand’s shops were designed in a minimalist style: featuring few elements and only 

useful ones. First, the photos display elements that have an obvious utility: the products and 

sinks for customers to test those. In all photos composing the Minimalism theme, Aesop 

products can be easily identifiable. In pictures showing the inside of the shops, products are 

almost always displayed in uniform rows; in others, the products form a compact square. In 

pictures showing displaying shopfronts Aesop products are also visible and recognizable from 

the outside. When present, the sinks are positioned at the centre of the picture which grants 

them with visual and symbolic importance. Moreover, the photos of the shops’ interior mostly 

showcase only a part of the boutique – a wall in the background composed of products rows 

and a sink in the foreground - instead of capturing the whole space. This increases the 

importance given to the products and sinks. I can argue that Aesop products and sinks are 

merging with the boutiques’ design and architecture; the brown bottles and design sinks 

furnish the room and substitute any other decorative element.  
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Second, the architecture and interior design of the shops is based exclusively on simple 

geometrical shapes - such as squares and rectangles - as well as straight lines and curves: the 

shelves are rectangular, the sinks are rounded or rectangular. In addition, Aesop uses mostly 

raw materials both inside and outside its shops: wood, concrete and marble. Similarly, the 

shops only use a small number of colours, always soft and sober. With few exceptions, each 

element is of a single colour: the walls, the floors and the sinks. 

Third, no human presence ever disrupts the photos. The photos showcase the shops empty: no 

clients nor salesclerks are ever found on the photos featuring the inside of a shop. The same 

observation is applicable for the shopfronts. The photos never reveal the surrounding of the 

boutiques, be it the street, the rest of the building or the next shop. No customers are 

wandering in front of the shops or in line to enter the shops either.  

 
Defining the Minimalism theme 
 
The selected images present the same content - easily identifiable minimalist Aesop shops - in 

the same way - the staging is also minimalist: nothing unnecessary in the context of skincare 

retailing is polluting the photos. The brand shows to its Instagram followers the core benefit 

of visiting its shops: testing Aesop products and entering into the brand’s architectural 

identity. For these reasons, it was decided to regroup these photos into the Minimalism theme. 

 
Minimalism in visual arts: origins and symbolic 
 
According to the Tate Modern – the most important modern art museum in the United-

Kingdom - Minimalism can be defined as « an extreme form of abstract art developed in the 

USA in the 1960s and typified by artworks composed of simple geometric shapes based on 

the square and the rectangle » (Tate Modern, 2020). The minimalist movement concerned 

visual arts such as painting and sculpture but also music. This aesthetic style is defined by an 
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absolute purity of form and an objective and literal perspective – often summed up by Frank 

Stella’s quote “What you see is what you see” (Frank Stella, 1966, p.55).  

If the movement surfaced in the late 1950’s with Frank Stella’s Black Paintings - which were 

exhibited in 1959 at the MoMa – it thrived in the 1960s and 1970s. Famous minimalist artists 

include Donald Judd, Dan Flavin, Agnes Martin, Carl Andre, Kenneth Noland and Robert 

Morris. As explained by the Tate Modern, the pioneers of the minimalist movement believed 

that “art should have its own reality and not be an imitation of some other thing” (Tate 

Modern, 2020), meaning that an artwork shall not refer to any other thing than itself nor 

express the artist’s personal experience. Janet Wolff explains in her essay The Meanings of 

Minimalism that minimalist artists intention was to “oppose the subjectivity and 

expressiveness of post-war American modernism” (Janet Wolff, 2005, p.66). 

Nowadays, the adjective minimalist is commonly used to evoke aesthetic simplicity with 

regard to design, architecture and art. Although the concept has been enjoying renewed 

interest for several years now, minimalism has been evolving. Today, minimalism is also 

associated with the notion of functionality. The new rise of minimalism can also be found in 

fields more varied than art and music, such as interior design and fashion. This phenomenon 

can be explained by the awareness of environmental issues, which requires doing better with 

less resources. 

 
Interpretation using Kapferer’s brand identity prism: How does the ‘Minimalism’ theme 
contribute to Aesop’s brand identity? 
 
In this session Aesop’s choice to refer to architecture minimalism is analysed using 

Kapferer’s model, in order to understand of does the ‘Minimalism’ theme contributes to 

building the brand’s identity. 
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Figure n°14 – Aesop brand identity prism – Minimalism theme 
Héloïse Arhanchiague 

 
- The Personality facet 

 
Referring to Kapferer’s brand identity prism, Aesop’s use of the Minimalism theme can be 

understood as a way to consolidate the Personality facet. Aesop’s use of the Minimalism 

participates in portraying the brand as Intellectual.  

First, Aesop anchors its visual communication into the world of minimalist architecture and 

design by posting photos of its boutiques. The brand also shows that it masters the codes of 

minimalism in its very way of communicating, since it reproduces them: few elements are 

visible on the photos, no superfluous decoration or persons disturbs the photos.  

Because its boutiques have been built in reference to minimalism it can also be argued that 

Aesop has a profound theoretical knowledge of architecture. But more importantly, Aesop’s 

use of the Minimalism theme shows a sincere and practical interest in contemporary 

architecture since Aesop chose architecture firms to reinterpret minimalism and adapt it to the 

history of the original store. Communicating on its Instagram page about its stores and the 

architecture firms that built the place shows a sincere interest for the discipline and could be 

interpreted as a willingness to share and discuss this interest with its followers.  
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As a result of this approach, it can be argued that the use of the Minimalism theme allows the 

Aesop to present itself as an Intellectual brand. 

 
- The Physique facet 

 
Referring to Kapferer’s brand identity prism, Aesop’s use of the Minimalism theme can be 

understood as a way to consolidate the Physique facet.  

Aesop’s use of the Minimalism theme suggests that the brand wants to communicate about its 

commitment towards minimalism and more broadly towards design - that is at the core of 

Aesop value proposition. Aesop brown bottles packaging turned into the symbol of the brand. 

It can be argued that by using the Minimalism theme Aesop is using Instagram as a relay for 

the brand's physical identity. By communicating about the minimalist design of its shops 

Aesop (i) hopes to make its boutique a symbol of the brand (ii) reminds the consumer that the 

physical identity of the brand is built around design and more specifically around minimalism.  

 
- The Reflection facet 

 
Referring to Kapferer’s brand identity prism, Aesop’s use of the Minimalism theme can be 

understood as a way to consolidate the Reflection facet.  

When it communicates about its shops on Instagram, Aesop reinforces the idea that its 

customers are trendy. Since the architecture and design of the shops are in vogue, this 

conveys the image of trendy customers shopping in fashionable stores. This is reinforced by 

the fact that the shops are designed by renowned architecture firms among the connoisseurs. 

In the same way, the Minimalism theme reinforces the idea that Aesop is an iconic brand - 

thanks to the discreet enhancement of the packaging. Therefore, it can be suggested that this 

reinforces the perception of Aesop customers as stylish. Furthermore, promoting the brand's 

design on Instagram conveys the image that the brand's customers know and appreciate 

Aesop's aesthetic references; therefore, Aesop customers can be seen as cultivated people. 
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Conclusion 
 
The Minimalism theme created by Aesop on its Instagram page participates in building the 

brand image. Using the brand identity prism developed by Kapferer, I could explain how the 

theme has an influence on three of the six facets: Personality (Intellectual), Physique (Design 

and Minimalism) and Reflection (Cultured customers). 

 

IV. DISCUSSION 
 
 

1) Reading Aesop’s brand identity prism through the three themes identified 
 
It can be observed that Aesop’s use of aesthetic contributes to building three of the six brand 

identity prism facets: the Personality, the Physique and the Reflection facets. The Personality 

and Physique facets can be horizontally read together as they form the Picture of the Sender 

axis which is the image of the brand as perceived by the customers. Likewise, the facets 

Physique and Reflection can be vertically read together as they form the exterior expression 

of the brand. Therefore, aesthetics contributes both to the expression of the brand and how it 

is perceived by customers.  
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Figure n°15 – Aesop brand identity prism –3 themes combined 

Héloïse Arhanchiague 
 

2) Aesop’s use of aesthetic in Instagram to build its brand identity 
 
The three themes analysis provides an understanding of how Aesop uses aesthetics to build its 

brand identity on Instagram: by showing and embodying. Indeed, it can be affirmed that 

Aesop uses aesthetics to both (i) show virtually what constitutes its physical identity and (ii) 

symbolise the intangible elements that constitute its identity.  

 
a) Using aesthetics to show virtually what constitutes Aesop’s physical identity 

 
As observed and explained in the case study, each theme participates in building Aesop’s 

brand identity Physique facet. Many photos represent what tangibly constitute Aesop’s 

physique in real life: unique and design boutiques and minimalism. For instance, the Fantastic 

theme and the Minimalism theme showcase photos of the brand’s boutiques. This suggests 

that the brand is willing to advocate on social media what is at the core of its physique 

identity by putting real life photos of its shops on Instagram. This choice cannot be deemed 

meaningless knowing that Instagram – and more broadly modern communication - offers 
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brands the possibility to remove themselves from any physical and real element; for example, 

brands can use digital tools to create a visual environment detached from reality.  

 
b) Using aesthetics to symbolise the intangible elements that constitute Aesop’s 

identity  
 
Aesop is also using aesthetics to refer to literature, namely the fantastic sub-literary genre and 

Greek mythology. Through aesthetics, the brand materialised its interest in literature: 

picturing invasive nature, designing contemporary Muses on seasonal box sets, creating a 

contemporary in-studio Greek décor. Instead of elucidating these references via an Instagram 

caption, Aesop chose aesthetics to embody those references – which puts viewers in the active 

role of decoding the reference. The aesthetic embodiment strategy therefore contributes as 

much to the construction of the Reflection facet as it does to the Personality facet. Indeed, the 

Instagram followers - by decoding the message or simply understanding that there is a 

message to decode - have the image of Aesop being an Intellectual brand whose clients are 

cultured and stylish.  

 
3) Drawing general conclusions on the use of aesthetic to build brand 

identity in social media 
 
Extending these observations, it can be suggested that brands can build their identity through 

aesthetics on social media because aesthetics can either show or embody what constitutes a 

brand’s identity.  

Communicating through aesthetics way allows an aesthetic-driven brand (i) to magnify the 

design of its products (ii) to underline that its approach to design is holistic since it also 

concerns its communication. In essence, it allows a brand to show both its commitment to 

design – which constitutes its differentiation and raison d'être - as well as its coherence. 

Ultimately, this helps to harmonise and therefore improve the customer experience. 
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The use of aesthetics can allow a brand to embody its values, interests and personality or any 

other element of its identity. The subtlety of this approach enables a dialogue to be established 

between the brand and its followers on Instagram. Moreover, involving clients in the 

relationship - by questioning or surprising them, for example - can be a guarantee of a longer 

or more intense relationship.  

 
4) Limitations and further research 

 
Further research could look at the use of aesthetics by other aesthetic-driven brands in order 

to observe (i) whether these brands use aesthetics in their communication (ii) whether they 

use aesthetics to build their brand identity (iii) whether they use aesthetics for other purposes. 

Similarly, it would be interesting to observe which facets of Kapferer's brand identity prism 

are reinforced by the use of aesthetics. Furthermore, it would be relevant to include videos in 

the analysis. This would make it possible to see whether the photos and videos are used for 

the same communication purposes and whether their aesthetics are different. 

 

V. Conclusion 
 
Thanks to the study of Aesop's Instagram communication under the prism of aesthetics, I have 

been able to suggest that the use of aesthetics on social networks allows the brand identity to 

be built in two ways: showing virtually what constitutes its physical identity and symbolising 

the intangible elements that constitute its identity. Both of these ways have potential positive 

long-term effects on customer relations: improving and deepening the customer experience. 

As mentioned at the beginning of my work, research has so far focused on aesthetics in retail 

but in a targeted way - product aesthetics and shop aesthetics - in order to understand why and 

to what extent aesthetics is a relevant differentiation path for brands. At the same time, the 

emergence of social networks has given rise to a great deal of research. In particular, the 
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changing balance of power between brands and consumers has been studied. On the other 

hand, the relationship between aesthetics and social networks in the context of brand 

communication is still little explored. It is hoped that this work will have shown with 

accuracy that aesthetics allows brands to create their brand identity on Instagram. 
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