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THE NEW LANGUAGE OF LUXURY

A lot has changed since we started luxury travel
company Black Tomato in 2005, but one thing that
has remained is the importance of language. To us,
the way we speak and the language we use has always
been a cornerstone of our company and central to
our values. We as a company believed, and still do,
that everything we do should be bespoke and meet
the emotional needs and desires of our clients when
it comes to travel - an approach we felt didn’t exist in
the travel space at that time.

We therefore wanted our language to be a dialogue
with our customers and not all about us. We wanted to
create a tone of voice which asked questions, started
conversations and showcased the opinions and
expertise of real people speaking in the first person -
with honesty and humanity - about the places they'd
been to - about what travel meant to them. It’s also
why we have a name which might sound unusual but
was alighted upon organically on a trip to Moscow with

my fellow founders Matt Smith and James Merrett.




A FEW WORDS, ON OUR WORDS

One evening, in the city’s backstreets, we encountered

the black tomato on a menu. When we asked about it,
a proud local told us that you should never pass up
the chance to enjoy this ‘rare and wonderful” tasting
experience.

Inspired by the moment, we resolved to become
the black tomato of the travel world: a company
offering rare and wonderful experiences. We want our
customers’ trips to represent exactly that same thing:
a unique experience so personal and meaningful that
you'll remember it forever.

As we have grown as a business this approach to
storytelling and language has stayed key to the business
- so much so that we now have a whole department
in award-winning brand and content creation agency
Studio Black Tomato. They create work for luxury
brands who themselves are exploring a changing
definition of luxury and believe in the importance of
good storytelling and its power to connect with the
customer. This all culminates in the piece we are lucky
to share and work on with the team at Walpole - The
New Language of Luxury.

Tom Marchant
Co-Founder
Black Tomato Group
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NEW LANGUAGE
OR A NEW NORMAL

As a creative agency working almost
exclusively with luxury brands, we greatly
appreciate the importance of language,
whether on your website, in social copy or
in a press release. The language you use is
as important as your logo, your staff and
even your product - it is your voice and
a direct means to communicate with your
consumer. It’s the enticing wording on a
menu, a charming description or warm
welcome into your store.




A NEW LANGUAGE FOR A NEW NORMAL

The language you use is not only a
marker of what your brand is and does,
but also of its quality, heritage and
craft. But there is a paradox in the
world of luxury marketing: a collective
pressure for luxury brands to share
a common language in order to be
widely recognised as ‘luxury’, while still
sounding distinctively themselves in a
way that helps them stand out.

To truly understand the language of
luxury, we have been interviewing
Walpole members and writers about
their approach to the language they use.
Beyond reading tone of voice guidelines,
we wanted to understand the process
behind their writing: what inspires it,
what the words they use say about them
and what the key challenges are in their
craft. We wanted to understand what
luxury language is and how different
people define it. If we aspire for our
language to be "more luxury”, what does
that mean¢ From its verbose Thomas
Hardy watercolour-painting prose to
highly fashionable abstract names for
fashion labels - we were looking to see
where this comes from and where it is

going.

There could hardly be amore appropriate
time for our research. At a time when the
world is so dense with other messages,
our language carries more weight. It is
an amplified opportunity to offend as
much as it is an amplified opportunity to
inspire or bring solace. In the same way
that a beautifully written song, poem,
book or speech has the power to reach
and connect with human beings at an
emotional level, so too do the words we
use when selling our products.

THE NEW LANGUAGE OF LUXURY

Our research shows that like with any
corners of language, the language of
luxury has the good and the bad. If
used incorrectly it can feel lazy and
uninspiring, but used well, it has the
power to transport. We speak about
a desirable 'New Language of Luxury’,
which is complicated, idiosyncratic
and often intangible. It holds a mark of
quality that many identify as “when a
brand speaks with a good luxury tone of
voice, you just know”. And therein lies
the fascination. The Language of Luxury
is not a rule book or index of “useful

luxury words” that can be learned.

This is our new language for the ‘new
normal’, which is neither new nor
entirely normal. But it's changing - and
that’s probably a good thing.



HE CHALLENGES AND
JPPORTUNITIES FACING
UXURY LANGUAGE
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THE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
FACING LUXURY LANGUAGE

The blinking cursor is impatiently nudging you to write
something while you consider all the million possible
things you could put down and all the ways it could be
wrong. This challenge is as true for the film graduate
trying to write the next Citizen Kane as it is for the
copywriter looking to find more words to describe a
diamond necklace.

In fact, it could be argued that luxury language is
perhaps the hardest to craft. With higher price points,
the bar is set high to communicate a level of elevated
excellence and superiority. Below we explore just
some of the challenges and opportunities that have
shaped the evolution of the language of luxury.
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THE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
FACING LUXURY LANGUAGE

SIGN-POSTING LUXURY

ULTRA-LUXURIOUS - THE BEST QUALITY - FIVE-STAR
PRIVATE - PREMIUM - WORLD-CLASS

These adjectives are a short-cut, used as a
'stamp of approval” of luxury status. Rather than
prove a brand is of a certain quality it can often
feel easier to just say that it is. When we write like
this, it is not always because we are uninspired
writers, but because we want to sign-post luxury
and tell our consumers that we are not a mass
market brand. But this is fraught with challenges.
Firstly, this sort of language can seem boastful. A
journalist can call a brand “the best in the world,”
but for a brand to say this about themselves
can feel arrogant and sometimes tone-deaf.
Secondly, speaking in this way under-estimates
the level of engagement from an audience,

assuming consumers seek certain shortcut
buzzwords - ‘the best, world-class, 5-star' - to
decide on what hotel to book or destination

to visit.

This comes down to confidence - there is a fear
that if something is not explicitly said then it won't
be picked up on. We need to look at ways for
our language to communicate the elements that
make a brand ‘luxury” without relying on sign-
posting, as it’s neither ownable nor evocative and
fails to differentiate from everyone else playing
with the same set of keywords.
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THE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

FACING LUXURY LANGUAGE

THE ENTRY OF DIGITAL

Great writing should work in any medium,
and in fact some of the most creative
writers of our age write blogs, tweets and
podcasts. The problem is that writing
on different platforms comes with
certain restrictions. We can all relate
to the beautifully crafted, emotional
and personal copy which does not cut
through on SEO (a problem Oscar Wilde
never had).

This raises a wider question about the
role of SEO in diluting the impact of
luxury writing, optimising for keywords
like ‘b-star’” just to rank highly and
get in front of the consumer. This is a
question about what message should
appear, when and where. We should see
keywords as a means of getting a brand

‘out there’ rather than acting as the lead
message. Keywords should exist in the
back end of your website, for example,
rather than in your one-liner or hero
brand copy. Sign-posting language is a
means to an end rather than the thing
that truly inspires and engages.

As digital marketing has entered the
discussion around luxury writing, there
has also emerged a new pressure and
parallel opportunity to speak and engage
in a certain way, dependent on platform.
Consumers have become increasingly
used to seeing different language on
different media. In a brochure, where
you have space to pause, pick-up and
put down - there is room for lengthier
prose, building an image and narrative.

But this response cannot be expected
across all mediums; the dialogue is
different when it comes to social
media, for example, where our mental
bandwidth for engagement is shorter
but arguably more intense.

There is an opportunity here. If we think
of the times when the language of luxury
is most clearly expressed, it is in times
of conversation, for example in-store
or with a concierge. Social media and
newsletters are the perfect point to
pick up and continue this conversation
- providing an ear to your consumer,
not just talking at them as if they are a
stranger. Just as Jessica McCormack and
Halfpenny say, this is key to building a
sense of attachment and intimacy.
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THE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
FACING LUXURY LANGUAGE

NATIONAL IDENTITY

While we may not think that nationality is necessarily
important to your tone of voice it plays a very important
part; while a US and a UK company might share the same
product, maybe even the same values - how they express this
might differ completely. If brands were writing in a language
that they believed to be luxury, how do we know that this
translates internationally or even regionally?

Throughout our research we asked if representatives of
brands felt that their language had a particular national
identity - almost all could see that there were elements of this
(particularly heritage brands) but it was not a defining feature
of their language. When one thinks of writers with a powerful
tone of voice, their nationality plays a key part in how their
identity is percieved. Not just in the dialect or phrases used
but also in the cultural touchpoints and references, in the
tone, humour, characteristics, cultural quirks and pace.

It is important to remember your language is your language
- it does not need to mirror your consumer’s language. If we
assume that we cannot use local nuances then we are doing
ourselves a disservice and watering down our own voice and
personality. For Linda Plant at Edwardian, a luxury hospitality
company with several different brands, their London heritage
is a key part of the brand’s personality. She said that their
writing needs to have a sense of London as a place. How the
different areas are referred to, for example, goes beyond
colloquialisms to reflect a London point of view. This sense
of local character can make the language richer, more real
and interesting.
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THE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
FACING LUXURY LANGUAGE

THE PRESSURE OF FORMALITY

Historically, the language of luxury was linked to a notion of
etiquette and formality that reflected how certain members
of society spoke at a particular time. This has evolved with
an understanding that there is no one way a luxury consumer
speaks or wants to be spoken to - for some, familiarity signals
care and consideration. For others, a level of distance is a sign
of respect. We often speak about the difference between
a script and the ability to improvise, with the example of a
waiter in a restaurant.

In a restaurant which serves two people who are
very formally dressed, potentially on a business
meeting - a good maitre d” knows the right moment
to address these people in very formal language.
Perhaps another couple arrive on a date - they
start talking informally, they crack a joke. The maitre
d’ knows they can talk to these people less formally.
This is where skill and craft in language are applied
expertly - going between different tables all evening
managing to talk to these groups of people in an

appropriate way that still feels entirely natural.

Trying to adhere to traditional formality could mean brands
miss the mark in communicating what it is their brand truly
offers their consumer, whether that be fun, humour or
frivolity. Retaining a luxury status should not rule out a sense
of playfulness. Pernod Ricard’s drink portfolio, for example,
has an element of fun and celebration at the core, with an air
of quiet confidence that makes it feel wholly luxury.
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THE NEW LANGUAGE OF LUXURY

FACING LUXURY LANGUAGE

BRAND VOICE VS CONSUMER VOICE

The biggest challenge with the language
of luxury is keeping the language we use
consistent with that of the consumer,
especially when that consumer is varied
and idiosyncratic. The luxury consumer
uses a different language from person
to person, extremities of informal and
formal, from grounded to exaggerated,
from simple to complicated. The luxury
consumer is both a rocket scientist and
somebody’s wealthy granddaughter.
They are both an introvert and an
extrovert. We cannot assume that they
are consistent with their own language,
because how they speak changes based
on their mood, the day they've had, the
medium they are on and who they are
talking to.

We get closer to an audience not by
mirroring them but by being human. We
can learn from reading how our audience

speaks — whether that be on TripAdvisor
or a hotel guestbook - how to be more
grounded and relatable. One of the tools
we use in writing is social listening. Taking
time to read through consumer reviews
and social commentary to try and find
the stories and phrases they use to
describe the brand. Whilst this might not
always be a given it's a powerful means
of unearthing the details of your brand
experience that resonate the most with
your audience.

Connecting with today’s consumer is
largely about understanding how they
consume information. A good example
is Jessica McCormack, who created
their own unconventional 4 c’s: Collect,
Curate, Craft and Cult. They felt this
more closely aligned to the kind of
luxury their audience aspired to (the
traditional 4 c’s of diamond quality

traditionally being cut, colour, clarity
and carat weight). Adjusting to consumer
behaviour in this way creates a degree
of intimacy - speaking with humanity,
personality and creativity rather than
being hamstrung by certain standards of
formality and etiquette.

Whether you're reading a poem or a
novel, it can be alienating if you feel the
writer doesn’t connect with the story
and therefore you as the reader. When
it comes to writing good brand copy,
the writer should act as a journalist
and researcher, empowered with the
autonomy to uncover the stories and
details that are of interest to the reader.
It is near impossible to write emotive
copy without also being the person
who's truly connected and immersed in
the world you are trying to write.
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THE EVOLUTION OF LUXURY TONALITY

COVID: MAKING LANGUAGE

MORE SENSITIVE

In 2008 the financial services crash
forced many brands to significantly
review their tone of voice and language.
It was seen as inappropriate to be selling,
overpromising or boasting at a time of
great loss.

The change came in the form of
sensitive language, with brands starting
to ask questions rather than promising
answers. Gone was "l would buy a yacht”
and instead replaced with “what would
you like to do with your pensiong”.
This is part of a larger marketing shift
towards being more “authentic” and
“honest”. We have witnessed a similar
response to Covid-19 - but rather than
being localised, the global impact of the
pandemic has meant brands need to go
a step further.
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THE EVOLUTION OF LUXURY TONALITY

In these difficult circumstances, a simple
knee-jerk reaction is to revert to a sense
of formality, akin to the tone of an evening
news segment: sensible and safe. Doing this,
there is a risk of failing to stand out and
differentiate. The key is listening to and truly
understanding how your consumer is feeling
- being empathetic and non-judgemental to
their mood.

Some interviewees expressed that completely
shifting your tone of voice could be unsettling,
creating a feeling that everything has changed,
including the things we love. Instead it's about
consolidating your current language and tone,
speaking as you always have with greater
empathy and sensitivity.

A hotel, for example, should continue to lead
with an inspirational message of escapism
using their brand language - painting a
picture of the fresh air, freedom and space
their hotel represents - whilst also offering
information that answer consumer anxieties,
for example around cleanliness.

Instead of defaulting out of fear to a
completely neutral tone, brands cannot lose
sight of what it is they are trying to sell. It is not
crass or insensitive to continue to inspire your
consumer with your offering and to do so in a
way that is bold, creative or even humorous,
albeit rooted in the complexities and
sensitivities surrounding the current situation.
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ADJUSTING TO CULTURAL SHIFTS

Historically, a sense that luxury brands
should only operate within their ranks
with a degree of distance and formality
has created a feeling that they shouldn’t
be too engaged with mass popular
culture. But increasingly, topics and
discussions that are happening around
us - from Black Lives Matter to the
climate crisis - have had a levelling
effect. These are urgent issues that need
addressing, by all, now. As Colleen Caslin
from Jessica McCormack says - brands
need to ‘keep in touch with the world,
you can't assume you are the world’.
Brands must continue to evolve in line
with consumer expectation.

Luxury brands are more often than
not at the cutting edge of their sector.
Coupled with higher price points, there
is an association of wealth and power
and a greater degree of influence. For
many, therefore, there is an expectation
that luxury brands should be doing more
when it comes to the pressing concerns
society faces. Not only is this an ethical
question of right and wrong but is also
about consumer expectation and what
increasingly conscious consumers expect
from brands. As Lucia van der Post says
‘you can’'t have luxury without kindness'.
The new language of luxury isn't about
resting on heritage and tradition but
listening, learning and being more
inclusive, using correct gender pronouns
and representing all races.

THE NEW LANGUAGE OF LUXURY

THE EVOLUTION OF LUXURY TONALITY
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THE NEW LANGUAGE OF LUXURY

MOMENTS OF SIMPLICITY

Many consider time and an appreciation of time as life’s real
luxury. Following this logic, when it comes to luxury writing,
some believe less is more. Creating an identity as a luxury
brand isn't always about shouting the loudest but instead
making a quiet assertion not to shout at all.

For The Ned, it's this simplicity that shows confidence - not
having to use hyperbolic language to tell guests that they
have the best amenities or food, but instead enticing them
to come and find out for themselves. Simplicity and depth
aren't mutually exclusive; a sense of allure, mystery and
intrigue is indeed often created through showcasing smaller,
less obvious details.

HOW TO HARNESS SIMPLICITY

This goes beyond editing and is more fundamentally asking -
do we need to say this¢ And on top of that - do we need to
talk about ourselves? Sometimes the most powerful thing is
to let what we create speak for itself - the rise of influencer
marketing tells us that often it is better to hear an opinion
from another person than from the brand.

Speaking with simplicity is acknowledging that you have
limited airtime. Each line is an opportunity to say something
of interest in a way that reflects your character. We should
look to cut out meaningless words and tautologies. Jargon
and acronyms should also go, particularly in the business-
to-business world where they have been signifiers of
needlessly complicated language. Though this has long been
acknowledged, most people don’t know an alternative which
is : don't say it. If you cannot say something without resorting
to jargon and business-speak, perhaps start over.
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With greater transparency and closer connections

with consumers through social media, all
modern brands feel the pressure to speak with
‘authenticity’, which is now a given rather than
an exception. But taking the idea of authenticity
a step further is the notion of intimacy - making
the consumer feel they are in on a secret. For
Halfpenny this is achieved through cultivating
“a sense of genuine care through time and

understanding”.

Likewise, Jessica McCormack, as a brand borne
from Instagram, cultivates a direct dialogue
between founder Jessica and the consumer.
This intimacy creates something special - an
experience akin to being physically instore, cared
for and indulged. Using language in this way makes

the consumer feel important and valuable, and
not like they are just another number.

HOW TO HARNESS INTIMACY?

Intimacy is created largely through what we
choose to share - creating depth through small
secretive details reels the reader in. This should
be done in a way that feels like sharing and not
boasting - painting a portrait of your brand as if it
were a person. Humanising in this way also leaves
room for error. Just as with human relationships,
we build relationships between brand and
consumer through a first-person dialogue. This
relationship deepens only when we open up,
showing the quirks of our personality honestly
even if they aren't ‘perfect’, making us more
likeable and accessible.
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SPEAKING WITH HUMILITY

Being humble is about looking beyond
your brand - instead of being solely
introspective - to capture and draw
influence from the exciting aspects of
culture. For example, a jewellery brand
who writes about opera or a restaurant
who writes about modern art. Being
humble gives a greater value exchange -
you create a whole inspiring, interesting
world for the consumer to engage with.

HOW TO HARNESS HUMILITY?

You need to find room to talk about
the world outside of your brand. Being
humble is knowing that sometimes you
aren’t the most interesting person in the
room, but that by being interested you
make yourself more interesting.

This might even extend to occasionally
being self-deprecating or being able
to make a joke at your own expense to
show you are aware and truly listening.
Traditionally, this is something that luxury
has steered clear of, because of a fear of
being perceived as flawed or imperfect
and therefore not traditionally luxury.
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THE NEW LANGUAGE OF LUXURY

EMBEDDING PERSONALITY

Depth, intimacy, simplicity and humility should be
considered a means of expressing your personality rather
than actually being your personality. Instead, when it comes
to differentiating, there are certain characteristics that
aren't right for all, and by default are what makes you stand
out. We discussed wit and otherworldliness as examples of
such traits within the language of luxury.



WIT

Wit is something that can be done
badly and can be done well - when
done well it is a sigh of empathy, it's
about allowing yourself to be likeable
and charming. This type of language is
much more than being funny, speaking
in puns and satirical references, it's
having a cultural depth that allows your
language to be legitimately playful and
engaging.  Historically, for DAKS this
was about exercising a confident and
assured sense of humour. Likewise for
Penhaligon’s, quirkiness, eccentricity and
‘entertaining the world’s nostrils with
a dose of Britishness’ is at the heart of
their tone of voice. For Cunard, wit and
humour conjures an intangible sense
of charisma - creating an air of intrigue
through understated confidence and
charm. Having a strong personality in this
way gives the consumer more to buy into,
it draws you in by hitting an emotional
note that we can all relate to.

OTHERWORLDLINESS

There is room in luxury language for
poetry, for playful language that’s full of
imagery and creates a sense of escapism
and entertainment. Just as many poets
and painters have used otherworldly
imagery to represent their emotions and
desires, so can luxury brands to inspire
their consumers. This sense of dreamlike
wonder is not one-size-fits-all but alters
depending on your brand’s character.
For one brand this might be a rhetoric
of clouds and cherubs and for another it
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might be about showcasing the beauty of
nature in its simplest form. For Belmond,
it is a notion of cinematic contemporary
nostalgia - hearing words and phrases
that can emotionally take you back to a
certain time and place with a sense of
deep longing.

In carving a place for personality and
character within luxury writing, it is
obvious but worth noting that there are
some linguistic traits which would never
be expected of luxury brands: laziness
(the use of tired or cliché language).
vulgarity (needless attention seeking
or crass language), bitterness (childlike
or overly competitive) and plainness,
which can be lengthy and repetitive but

ultimately say very little.
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Figure 1: The below chart plots and balances the key attributes of luxury writing, outlining where there is room for error and opportunity.

DEFINING FEATURES DEPTH HUMILITY INTIMACY
OF I.UXURY BRANDS Expertise and Showing an Kindness and

craftsmanship. interest in the compassion.
wider world not
just yourself.
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SIMPLICITY

Poetic. Charming, humorous.
Less is more.

Talking about the
things you and

N

your consumer
care about.
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Boring.

Not saying

anything at all. FORMAI.ITY
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No new point of sense of vulgarity
view. No news. No superiority.
insight. Removing fun from

the situation.



FINAL WORDS

PUSHING THE BOUNARIES

OF LUXURY
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Where once the language of luxury was
a restriction, a defined way of speaking
and a strict etiquette, now the language
of luxury is more clearly defined by our
desireto connect and the values we share.
This is not only better, more empathetic
marketing but it also has great creative
potential. The New Language of Luxury
has a broad palette to choose from with
boundaries that are ready and willing to
be pushed.

Far from being one-dimensional or
acting as an excuse to play it safe, there
is colour, creativity and space to be
bold. Whilst certain terms once became
luxury's dogma - world-class, elite,
ultra-luxurious to name a few - the New
Language of Luxury is about crafting
words in a way that paints a bright picture
of all these attributes without needing to

explicitly say them. It is about exercising
moments of simplicity, creating intimacy,
depth and detail and looking at the world
with humility. It’s also acknowledging that
how you do this is completely open to
interpretation - there is no one size fits
all model when it comes to luxury writing,
but instead nuance and space that can be
filled by character and creativity. It could
be writing entirely in rhymed verse or in
5-word sentences. It could be naming
each dress in your collection after a line
from your diary or writing your menu in
rhetorical questions. There is room within
The New Language of Luxury to be playful,
fun and ultimately entertain.

So, if asked by our clients if their language
or campaign feels luxury enough - we will
start by asking what kind of luxury it is
they hope to achieve.
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