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Semiotic Approach on Artist’s Brand   
Communication: The Case of Damien Hirst

Jin Woo Lee, Shin Eui Park
Graduate School of Business Administration, Kyung Hee University, Seoul, Korea

Objectives: This paper aims to argue how the structure of brand communication by artists creates value in the art market. Artists 
have already made brands of themselves through self-promotion, networking with stakeholders in the art world, and other activi-
ties, and the effects of the artist’s brand communication vary depending on the process used. 
Methods: We select Damien Hirst as a single case, and secondary data from various sources are collected. We analyze the gathered 
data in order to understand the brand of Hirst in terms of general branding theory and art institution theory. 
Results: The semantic approach starts with the assumption that Hirst’s brand consists of what Saussure calls a  ‘significant’ and a 
‘signifié.’ The significant involves the ostensible brand revealed in the bizarre and shocking, self-promotion, anti-institutional norms, 
blasphemy of art, etc., but the hidden symbol, signifié, was created by the existence of Charles Saatchi, a renowned collector, and it 
involves the symbolic power of YBA and the logic of the art market.
Conclusions: The analysis of Hirst’s brand, however, shows a paradoxical result. Although his powerful brand was constructed by 
subverting and challenging the institutional system of art, the system embraces his works, which is shown in the high economic val-
ue it brings in the art market. Thus, a differentiation strategy is possible in internal contradictions. 
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Introduction

Brand is an inevitable term in the contemporary art market be-
cause it is hard to decide the worth of contemporary art – visual 
works of art from 1970 to present day – by aesthetic standards. 
In other words, there are traditional approaches when it comes 

to evaluating artworks: aesthetic quality, size, material, and 
when the artwork was produced. However, contemporary art 
is hard to value objectively in terms of only aesthetic qualities 
(Peterson, 1997) as contemporary artists intentionally ignore 
the appearance of their artworks, placing an emphasis instead 
on their conception (Danto, 1997). Then, the key feature in the 
contemporary art market, the uncertain value of goods (Sam-
danis & Lee, 2019), leads collectors to rely more on “[the paint-
ing’s] artist…, a painting that is owned by ____, handled by 
____ or hangs in ____” (Aaker, 2009, p. 14); brands have a great 
influence on the contemporary art market (Thompson, 2008). 

Such importance of brands in practice has inspired recent 
scholars. On the one hand, while previous researchers have 
agreed on considering cultural institutions as brands, they 
have also highlighted the process of establishing brand image 
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and the value of institutions such as museums (Caldwell, 2000; 
Camarero, Garrido-Samaniego, & Vicente, 2012; Phillips & 
O’Reilly, 2007). Reckoning with the fame of visual artists, on the 
other hand, branding theory has been applied into the following 
studies which examine the linkage between the context of art 
and branding by considering artists as brand managers (Muniz, 
Norris, & Fine, 2014; Schroeder, 2005), the establishment of 
the brand narratives of artists (Preece & Kerrigan, 2015; Rod-
ner & Kerrigan, 2014; Rodner & Thomson, 2013), and the life 
and artworks of Andy Warhol (Hewer, Brownlie, & Kerrigan, 
2013; Kerrigan, Brownlie, Hewer, & Daza-LeTouze, 2011) and 
Ai Weiwei (Preece, 2015) to elucidate celebrity brand and con-
sumption.

Although these studies insightfully engage with the topic of 
artists’ brands, there is little understanding of an artist’s brand 
communication. We thus identify the following research ques-
tion: How is an artist’s brand communication constructed? By 
considering Damien Hirst as an instrumental case (Stake, 1994), 
this paper addresses the question with a focus on conceptualiz-
ing the brand of an artist, which leads us to provide conceptual 
directions for future research on contemporary artists and 
brands. In the following section, we will first delineate the life 
and artworks of Damien Hirst and discuss the similarity and 
difference of brand meanings between the general commercial 
market and the visual arts market. Then, this paper will con-
clude with an analysis of Hirst’s brand by arguing a collision 
between the identity of the brand challenging institutions (visible 
image) and the one established by institutions (symbolic power). 

 

Case Description

 “Damien Hirst is at the top of the modern art food chain” 
(Jones, 2011).

According to the quotation above, Damien Hirst is one of the 
most influential artists in the current era. Since the beginning 
of his artistic career, Hirst has been involved in around 80 solo 
exhibitions and 260 group exhibitions globally, including a ret-
rospective exhibition at the Tate Modern in 2012 (Hirst, n.d.). 
Hirst was born in 1965 in Bristol, UK and grew up in Leeds, 
where he explored the subject of death for his artworks by regu-
larly visiting a medical school. After moving to London, he was 
awarded a BA in Fine Art at Goldsmiths College in 1989 where 
his “understanding of the distinction between painting and 
sculpture changed significantly”. (Hirst, n.d., para. 4). Tutors at 
Goldsmiths helped the artist develop the artistic theme of his 
work. For instance, in his second year at art school, Hirst creat-
ed one of his most important works of art, Medicine Cabinets. 

In the same year, he organized and curated the Freeze exhibition 
with works of art by his peers, which has since been considered 
as engendering a new artistic group, known as, the ‘Young Brit-
ish Artists’ (YBAs) (Thompson, 2008). 

At this influential exhibition, Hirst encountered Charles 
Saatchi, a renowned collector with a high reputation for his 
economic and social capital. After the meeting, Saatchi became 
a devoted supporter of Hirst. For instance, in 1991, he commis-
sioned Hirst to produce a stuffed shark placed in a formalde-
hyde solution for £50,000, The Physical Impossibility of Death 
in the Mind of Someone Living (Figure 1), which sold for $12 
millon  in 2004. Moreover, Saatchi is “a key part of Hirst’s career, 
boosting him onto the international art market” (Preece, Kerri-
gan, & O’Reilly, 2016, p. 1388). With his winning of the Turner 
Prize in 1995, his name inarguably became more well-known, 
and his work and actions began to have a significant impact on 
the public, generating a large volume of articles in the media. 
Reflecting his status in the contemporary art market, his work 
is sold at premium prices at auction houses. Before the age of 
40, in 2005, Hirst had acquired more than $1 million and sold 
approximately $270 million worth of work at Christie’s in 2008 
(Penet & Lee, 2014). 

Apart from creating works of art, Hirst has played multiple 
roles. According to Galenson (2009), Hirst has become known 
for his entrepreneurship. He established a web company, Other 
Criteria, which has sold a variety of artwork by several con-
temporary artists including Hirst’s own. Moreover, the website 
has offered many kinds of products related to Hirst, such as 
T-shirts, pens, card holders, books, posters, key rings, umbrel-
las, and even guitars.1 He also opened a restaurant, Pharmacy, in 

1 The company has focused on publishing exclusive books and catalogues 
by several artists. 

Figure 1. The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Some-
one Living (1991). 
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which he displayed his work. Although the venue is now closed, 
it was patronized by many art experts and celebrities (Thomp-
son, 2008). Additionally, Hirst is considered to be a major 
contemporary art collector. Thorpe (2012) reports that his per-
sonal collection consists of many contemporary artists’ works, 
including works by Bacon, Koons, Lucas, and Banksy. With the 
opening of a new gallery in 2015, Newport Street Gallery, Hirst 
has shared his massive collection with a wider public. 

Discussion

The concept of brand crosses over between the general commer-
cial market and the visual arts market, which have two facets in 
common. Firstly, the outputs of producers are distinguished by 
brand. For instance, in the general market, the brand of a prod-
uct plays a role in signposting standards and differences within 
a similar product category (Aaker, 1991). In a similar way, the 
brand of an artist acts as a crucial factor in distinguishing one 
work of art from others of a similar style (Schroeder, 2005). For 
instance, in 2007, writer AA Gill once attempted to sell an item 
in his art collection on consignment at Christie’s auction house. 
The work of art was a painting of Joseph Stalin by an unknown 
artist, and Christie’s refused the consignment as they do not 
deal with works of art presenting Hitler or Stalin. Gill then 
asked Hirst to paint a red spot on the portrait of Stalin, adding 
“[Hirst’s] signature below the nose”, and it fetched £140,000 in 
auction at Christie’s (Thompson, 2008, p. 69). 

Brand also influences purchase-decisions pertaining to the 
product. Brand recognition decreases perceived decision-mak-
ing risks (functional, physical, financial, social, psychological 
and time risks) and encourages the consumer to purchase a 
product (Keller, 1998). Equivalently, branded actors “confer a 
guarantee on artworks, giving consumers a sense of security 
and sustainability in a market that is constantly in flux” (Rod-
ner, Omar, & Thomson, 2011, p. 320). In other words, a known 
brand instills trust and reduces risks when consuming – either 
buying or viewing – artworks. 

In contrast to these similarities, there are broad distinctions 
between brands in the arts and general markets. The first differ-
ence involves perspectives on the usage of the ‘brand’ concept. 
Although the operation of brand theory is crucial in general 
marketing, using the term ‘brand’ is seen as too vulgar in the 
arts market (Rentschler, 2007; Sargeant, 1999), as there is a be-
lief that the explicit utilization of the concept of ‘brand’ might 
negatively impact the perceived ‘purity’ of the arts. Secondly, 
an artist can be considered a brand manager for his/her brand 
whilst managing their career at the same time, thereby generat-
ing a ‘multifaceted public identity that is distinct from a product 

brand’ (Muniz et al., 2014, p. 69). 
Lastly, although the visual artist is a central point in the arts 

market network (Jyrama & Ayvari, 2010), differentiating an 
artist’s brand from others in the market is not under their own 
control. Hirst uses dead animals as the material for his works 
of art. By establishing a distinctive artistic style, marketing 
researchers insist that Hirst built a new market; Hirst focused 
on new consumers who bought works of art for fun, status, 
or investment returns by identifying “the market opportunity 
first and then aligned his artistic concepts accordingly” (Reck-
henrich, Anderson, & Kupp, 2009, p. 45). However, we need to 
pay more attention to the process by which the artistic style of 
Hirst’s works of art was established. 

To explore such a process, we need to consider the unique 
characteristics of contemporary art. In general, the visual arts 
have a high level of uncertainty in terms of their value as there 
are no obvious and objective standards for valorizing them in 
the market (Alexander & Bowler, 2014). In a similar line, Pe-
terson (1997, p. 244) points out two issues with the value of the 
visual arts, “as symbolic commodities, the price of an art work 
is not commensurable to the cost of its production (labor and 
materials)…contemporary artists have made the questioning 
of artistic value and authorship central to the subject matter of 
their work”. In other words, the valuation of contemporary vi-
sual arts becomes more difficult as the focus of artist intention 
shifts from tangible appearance to the intangible conception of 
artworks (Danto, 1997). In the case of Hirst’s works of art using 
dead animals as mediums, we hardly appreciate or value it based 
on its beauty, which leads us to focus more on the concept. 

Various intermediaries are involved in interpreting the con-
cept of works of art. Put differently, the emphasis on the role of 
intermediaries in the contemporary art market originates from 
the inherent characteristic of works of art. In the sociology of 
art, Becker (1982, p. x) defines the art world as “the network 
of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint 
knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the 
kind of art works that [the] art world is noted for,” insisting that 
“the distinction must lie not in the work but in the ability of an 
art world to accept it and its maker” (p. 226). Going back to our 
case, Rodner and Kerrigan (2014, p. 111) note that “[l]iaising 
with collector and art promoter Charles Saatchi and with Tate 
Gallery director and curator Nicholas Serota and working with-
in a coherent network of likeminded peers, Hirst became and 
remained the predominant contemporary artist of the 1990s.” 
Although Hirst creates works of art, the construction of aesthet-
ic discourse about the works of art is made by intermediaries 
(or likeminded peers, in the above sentence) such as curators, 
critics, dealers, and media in the art world. 
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Furthermore, the success of Hirst is not independent from 
the social status of a renowned collector, Charles Saatchi. 
Bourdieu (1983) insists that the symbolic capital or reputation 
of each intermediary in the art world, the capital being accu-
mulated by their economic and social capital, heavily impacts 
the construction of the discourse about the works of art. This 
is clearly shown in his later book, where he states: “[the artist 
is] offered as a guarantee all the symbolic capital the merchant 
has accumulated” (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 168). Thus, the fame of 
Saatchi in the art world unequally contributes to rendering the 
works of art by Hirst valid in the contemporary art market.      

Conclusion

To summarize, there is no doubt that Damien Hirst is one of 
most influential artists in the contemporary art market, tak-
ing his artistic reputation and the price of his works of art into 
account. Consequently, people tend to consider the name of 
artists as global brands. Like brands in the market for mundane 
products, the brand of Hirst plays the role of decreasing risks 
and distinguishing the products (Keller, 1998) of his works of 
art from those of others as well as of helping consumers make a 
purchase decision (Aaker, 1996). However, conventional prod-
uct brands are in a closed system while the arts are in an open 
system, creating, cajoling, confronting, and challenging (Butler, 
2000). 

Considering himself as a brand manager, Hirst has built his 
brand identity by promoting his insane, bizarre, and provoca-
tive attitude towards the institutional system of art and shock-
ing the art world by producing unusual and blasphemous art. 

This visible image of Hirst’s brand contributes to generating the 
priciest artworks at auction houses. Put differently, such a chal-
lenge by Hirst against institutions in the art world paradoxically 
confer him a high reputation in the market. As we can see in 
Figure 2, the process of building Hirst’s brand identity depends 
on understanding the invisible symbolic power of Saatchi, the 
certification of YBA, and several intermediaries (critics, media, 
dealers, and curators). This paper attempts to understand artists’ 
brand at a societal level and shows the significant influence of 
institutional structure, namely the art world, upon artist’s brand 
communication, which suggests insightful lessons for market-
ing scholars in line with the following research (J. W. Lee  & Lee, 
2017; S. H. Lee & Lee, 2016; Preece & Kerrigan, 2015; Preece et 
al., 2016; Rodner & Kerrigan, 2014; Rodner & Preece, 2015). To 
extend this line of research, further research could explore the 
way in which consumers understand the visible and invisible 
image of artists’ brands according to their level of consumption 
(e.g., appreciation or possession). 
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