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Foreword

Not long ago I wrote a book titled A Genie’s Wisdom about a marketing genie in a computer. The book described a CEO who was being coached in marketing by this genie. Before you plunge into the subject of naming, it might be helpful to visit with that genie and his CEO pupil as they entered into a discussion about branding and names.


When asked about this subject, the genie smiled and said, “The last time I looked there were over 2,000 books covering some topic related to brands or branding. What used to be just the logo and the name of a product or company has now become an almost mystic creation that encompasses unique identities and qualities separate from the product’s name. Let’s begin at the beginning. As Walter Landor once said, ‘Products are created in the factory, but brands are created in the mind.’”

B.J. interrupted, “That’s what I always thought. A brand name is nothing more than a word in the mind, a word spelled with a capital letter. “

The genie continued, “That’s part of it. Actually a brand name can be a single word like Tide, or an expression like Roach Motel, or even a complete sentence, like Toys R Us. But the U.S. government has registered more than two million brand names or trademarks. To be successful, it helps a great deal to have a good name.”

The genie continued, “Since brands are created in the mind, the single most important marketing decision you can make is what to name the product. The name is the hook that gets hung on those little mental ladders on which people store brands. A good name that’s easy to remember has a running start. A bad name can be an enormous problem.”

B.J. interrupted, “Give me examples of a bad name. “

The genie answered, “The biggest mistake people make is to use initials such as USG, SLM, or SPX. l can tell by your blank stare that you didn’t have any of these brands in your mind.”

B.J. asked, “How big are they?”

The genie replied, “They are Fortune 500 companies but all-initial names are not really names at all. They’re a one-way ticket to oblivion. Another problem occurs when companies take a good name and change it to a bad name. The U.K. Postal Service renamed itself to Consignia, a name that had no relevance to postal services. Fifteen months later, after endless jokes and ridicule in the media, it was returned to its previous excellent name, the Royal Mail Group.”

B.J. followed up, “What makes a great brand name?”

The genie replied, “The best names are linked directly to a product benefit such as DieHard, a long-lasting battery; or Windex, a window cleaning liquid; or Intensive Care skin lotion.

“Another tip is to use a name that sounds good such as Caress bath soap or NutraSweet sweetener. In many ways, the mind works by ear so you want to avoid strange sounding coined names like UNUM, Agilent or Zylog. What you’re after are good-sounding names like Humana or Acura.”



Now that you’ve gotten the genie’s wisdom about the importance of names, read on. Anyone who loves names or needs names will love this book, and by the end of The Making of a Name, you’ll know everything you need to know about names and naming.

And your ability to come up with great names will make the genie proud.

—Jack Trout

Old Greenwich, Connecticut

One of the most influential gurus of marketing, Jack Trout is president of Trout & Partners, a marketing firm with offices in i3 countries. He has authored a dozen books on marketing strategy.


INTRODUCTION
THE NATURE OF NAMES

What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

By any other name would smell as sweet.

—Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, II, 1.

Rebranding Romeo

Shakespeare had it wrong. A rose by any other name would not smell as sweet. When we smell a rose, it’s not just the scent that reaches us, but a nexus of connotations stemming from one little word. Newly arrived extraterrestrials with a humanoid sense of smell would be impressed by the flower’s odor without knowing its name. But they’d soon have to find a name for it. If the ETs chose English as their lingua franca and were sensitive about connotations, they likely wouldn’t call it “skunk cabbage.”

Shakespeare also had it right. If the rose were called rosa (as in Spanish and Italian), ros (as in Swedish), or royz (as in Yiddish), it would indeed smell as sweet—but only if the word carried the same meaning and set of associations as it did in English. However, Juliet is speaking English (which seems odd, since she’s Italian). Yet in any language, there’s a kernel of truth in what she says, which shows us something about how language works within a community. Romeo is a Montague, Juliet is a Capulet, and their families hate each other.

‘Tis but thy name that is my enemy;—

Thou art thyself though, not a Montague.

What’s Montague? It is nor hand nor foot,

Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part

Belonging to a man. O, be some other name!

If Juliet were a linguist and not simply a woman in love, she would say that a name, like any other word, is merely an arbitrary sign for something or someone. Another arrangement of letters could serve equally. But Juliet is not talking in the abstract, but about Romeo. “Romeo” may be an arbitrary sign, but the flesh-and-blood person is also a Montague.

… Romeo would, were he not Romeo call’d

Retain the dear perfection which he owes

Without that title:—Romeo, doff thy name;

And for that name, which is no part of thee,

Take all myself.

From the garden below her window the mutually adoring Romeo comments:

I take thee at thy word:

Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptiz’d;

Henceforth I never will be Romeo.

Romeo’s intention to rebrand himself will fail; otherwise Romeo and Juliet would not be a tragedy. The couple’s love is doomed because they cannot escape the confining net of their surnames and what those names mean in Verona, their hometown.

Romeo and Juliet can teach us a lot about how names work, but there’s a lot more to tell. Often overlapping with personal and geographic names, all names share salient characteristics and functions.

First, names identify something or someone. If we all had the same name, confusion would reign. Fraser Sutherland, the coauthor of this book, was brought up on a farm in Nova Scotia near an agricultural cooperative. Although two employees at the cooperative came from different families, looked different, and had different personalities, they happened to possess the same name—Jack Bailey. When the unrelated Baileys came up for discussion, it was difficult to distinguish them. Luckily, one worked in the office, one in the poultry-processing plant. They acquired the nicknames “Office Jack” and “Hen Jack.” No stigma was attached; it was just a way of telling them apart. Names help us keep things and people straight. If Romeo had heard his Juliet cry out, “0 Raffeo, Raffeo! wherefore art thou Raffeo!” he would have been as discomfited in the modern world as a car owner who cried out for Goodyear tires but wound up with Goodrich.

Second, names denote: they import meaning. Meaning can have many levels, and a word’s main definition may have many secondary or derivative senses. In fact, the word may be a homonym: sharing the same word-form but having a distinct or even contradictory meaning. Dictionaries typically enter homonyms separately. Many definitions amount to descriptions. When the coauthor, Steve Rivkin, moved to a leafy suburban village in New Jersey named Glen Rock, it was reasonable to suppose that there were both a glen and a large rock.

Third, names connote: they suggest or imply qualities that go well beyond literal meaning. To give a brief example, Auschwitz and Hitler denote not just, respectively, a Polish city and a German politician, but connote the largest concentration camp of World War II and the leader who helped to create it. Singly or separately, these names also connote the attempt to exterminate the Jewish population of Europe. These are supremely negative connotations, of course. The creators of brand names strive for overwhelmingly positive ones.

The wordscape swarms with brand names. What makes some so linguistically rich is that they can combine the functions of identification, denotation, and connotation. They rely on how we see and hear them and draw heavily on the cultural context in which they occur. Take Cracker Jack, the trademark for a popcorn candy. Cracker Jack identifies a product and distinguishes it from, say, a confection called Poppycock. Except for its capitalization and word spacing, it has the same spelling as “crackerjack,” an informal word synonymous with “excellent” or “first-rate,” and hence denotes those attributes. But it also connotes. The compound becomes an idiom, carrying a weight of meaning greater than the sum of “cracker” and “jack” but also gains from the connotations of its separate parts. The word has a brisk crunchy sound, suggesting that we’ re biting into something crispy, “cracking” the popcorn. “Crackerjack” is often applied to ability, as in a “crackerjack first baseman” or a “crackerjack carpenter,” so the mind may turn to these qualities, too. It becomes personalized. Cracker Jack is a crackerjack name.

Culture’s Trademarks

Writers and journalists have often used brand names as a shortcut to convey character and lifestyle. Sinclair Lewis used one of them, Babbitt, as the title of a novel and may have got it from the B. T. Babbitt Co., a manufacturer of household cleansers. The word became a dictionary main entry for a small-town booster and conformist. The use of brand names in fiction accelerated in the second half of the twentieth century, especially from the 1970s onward. Coca-Cola turned up often, as did Cadillac, Ford, Buick, Chevrolet, and Levi’s. Chick lit, a fiction subgenre pioneered by Helen Fielding’s novel Bridget Jones’s Diary, concerns twentysomething urban women who share apartments, struggle with jobs, and meet men, and is splashed with brand names. On the World Wide Web, one can tensely follow the standings in Lucian James’s American Brandstand, a chart based on the brand names that appear in the lyrics of songs in the Billboard Hot 100 singles chart. As of September 2003, Mercedes was leading the pack, and Payless Shoe Source had made it into the Top Ten.

Whether people wear a Timex or a Cartier on their wrist, or Puma or Rockport on their feet, tells us something about them. When the redoubtable James Bond goes about his tradecraft in From Russia with Love, he has the Times (London) in hand as he breakfasts on coffee from De Bry in New Oxford Street, brewed in an American Chemex and drunk from a Minton china cup; toast with Norwegian heather honey from Fortnum’s; and a single brown egg. When he travels to Turkey, he smokes Diplomate cigarettes and drinks Kavaklidere burgundy. Back home, he drives a Continental Bentley—“the ‘R’ type chassis with the big 6 engine and a 13:40 back-axle ratio.” Even Ian Fleming’s villains have good taste. Dr. No’s bathroom boasts Lentheric aftershave lotion, Floris Lime bath essence for men, and Guerlain bath cubes for women. The soap was Guerlain’s Sapoceti, Fleurs des Alpes.

If Bond’s products say something about demanding the best, Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho itemizes conspicuous excess. Patrick Bateman, the psychopathic, sometimes cannibalistic, and well-heeled protagonist, makes sure we know what’s on his shopping list:

I get dressed to pick up groceries at D ‘Agostino’s: blue jeans by Armani, a white Polo shirt, an Armani sport coat, no tie, hair slicked back with Thompson mousse; since it’s drizzling, a pair of black waterproof lace-ups by Manolo Blahnik; three knives and two guns carried in a black Epi leather attaché case ($3,200) by Louis Vuitton; because it’s cold and I don’t want to fuck up my manicure, a pair of Armani deerskin gloves. Finally, a belted trench coat in black leather by Gianfranco Ferré that cost four thousand dollars. Though it’s only a short walk to D’Agostino’s, I put on a CD Walkman anyway, with the long version of Bon Jovi’s “Wanted Dead or Alive” already in it. I grab an Etro wood-handled paisley umbrella from Bergdorf Goodman, three hundred dollars on sale, off a newly installed umbrella rack in the closet near the entranceway and I’m out the door, (italics added)

He sure is. Advertising and editorial content have often blurred, especially in the hybrid form of the “advertorial”: an advertisement laid out to resemble news coverage, which scrupulous newspapers clearly demarcate so as not to mislead readers. Infotainment blends news and entertainment, advocacy ads blend comment and advertisement, and paid product placements are common in feature movies. The British novelist Fay Weldon gave a new sense to the term “commercial fiction.” The deluxe jewelry-maker Bulgari paid Weldon to feature the brand name in a novel called—what else?—The Bulgari Connection.

In journalism the distinction often blurs between news, features, and advertising. Newspapers and magazines publish advertising supplements and run roundup surveys of products and services. Yet their style guides typically advise against mentioning brand names, in part because of a reluctance to supply free advertising or to favor one advertiser over another. Thus style guides suggest a generic term instead of a specific name. Crisco becomes “shortening,” a Cyclone fence a “chain-link fence,” Dixie cup a “paper cup,” Jockey shorts “men’s briefs,” Mylar “polyester film,” Tabasco “hot pepper sauce,” and Weed Eater a “lawn trimmer.” On occasion, paraphrasing may actually do the brand name a favor. One guide warns, “Speak of a sports fan with a Thermos of coffee, but if he clubs someone with it, make it a vacuum bottle.”

Brand names are enduring cultural markers. In 1927, the inventor Edwin Perkins turned a soft-drink syrup called Fruit Smack into a powder, following the example of Jell-O, and renamed it Kool-Ade, and changed it later to Kool-Aid. Kool-Aid has suffered some cultural abuse. It figured in Tom Wolfe’s 1968 book The Electric Kool- Aid Acid Test, which chronicled how Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters spiked Kool-Aid with LSD. Then, in 1978, it became associated with the mass suicide and murder of the Reverend Jim Jones’s People’s Temple followers in Jonestown, his doomed settlement in Guyana, where residents chose, or were forced, to drink, a grape-flavored beverage laced with cyanide. The fact that the poison was mixed into Kool-Aid’s rival brand. Flavor Aid, got lost in the uproar.

Other brand names have more benign associations, although sometimes their histories mislead. Gallo Winery, the huge California vintner, makes lakes of plonk, but it also makes some premium wines. A decade ago the Four Seasons in New York—where a bill for a meal roughly equals the gross domestic product of a lesser developed country—added a Gallo cabernet sauvignon to its wine list. Few imbibed it: the conviction that decanting a Gallo entailed twisting the cap of a jug had done its damage. This may have been why, when Gallo made wines for Wal-Mart, the world’s largest retailer identified them as having come from Alcott Ridge Vineyards. It was a concession to label snobs, fueled by the fact that the New York Times and Vanity Fair regularly polled celebrity chefs and celebrity-anythings on their brand name preferences.

Branding has become a hot-button word. On a visit to Sackville, New Brunswick, in late 2002, Governor General Adrienne Clarkson, the Queen’s representative in Canada, told the Sackville Tribune-Post, “Sackville has something…other communities this size don’t have, and that’s a good brand name.” Graham Watt, creative director at the Sackville ad agency SGCI Communications, retorted that Sackville was “not a brand, it’s a village with people and birdsong and church bells.”

In any case, brand names evoke place, class, age, and gender distinctions. Ovaltine, Hovis, and Gentlemen’s Relish suggest much to British consumers, just as the Hula-Hoop, the Frisbee, the Pet Rock, and the Cabbage Patch doll—among many other fads, crazes, and recreational frenzies—mark times and places in America. The Duesenberg, built by the brothers August and Frederick Duesenberg, became, along with Stutz Bearcat, the classic car of the 1920s. Two generations later, rock groups supercharged themselves with the names of cars: the Rivieras, Fiestas, Impalas, Falcons, Cadillacs, Fleetwood Mac, and Booker T. and the MG’s. In 1971 the singer Don MacLean drove a Chevy to the levee in “American Pie.”

Jane and Michael Stern’s charming cookbook Square Meals (whose recipes use Campbell’s chicken noodle soup and Vernor’s ginger ale, although not in the same dishes) relates how the ladies’ lunch tearooms of the 19210s and 1930s took names of female proprietors like Mother Stouffer’s and Patricia Murphy’s. They also note that a Hershey bar was the crucial ingredient for that Girl Scout fireside favorite, s’mores. These, along with Pillsbury, Aunt Jemima, Betty Crocker, Minute Tapioca, and Jell-O, have imprinted themselves on America’s appetitive memory.

Names in a Crowd

On a snowbound morning in Toronto, coauthor Fraser Sutherland was plucking his newspaper off the porch. The paper was thoughtfully tucked into a clear plastic bag emblazoned with an advertisement for Tylenol.

Advertisements are everywhere. They boom, blurt, and jingle from the radio. On big and small screens they precede movies and videos—music videos consist entirely of them. As you watch a car chase movie, it’s no accident that the camera will linger a moment on a Pepsi-Cola label or that it makes sure you know the hero is driving an Audi. Ads loom along highways and stare back at you inside elevators. They pulsate from computer monitors as pop-ups, banners, and hyperlinks. They fill supermarkets, big-box department stores, and earphones. They materialize on the slowly rising steps of escalators, glimmer digitally above subway platforms, and thrust from the walls of hurtling trains and lumbering buses. They dominate newspapers and magazines. On TV, they occupy entire channels and punctuate sitcoms and soap operas, often more artistically satisfying than the programs themselves. People wear them on T-shirts and sweaters. When a batter swings at a fastball, they form the backdrop while, high above, a blimp floats them in giant letters and a jet skywrites them in vapor trails.

As Marshall McLuhan famously theorized, the medium is the message. Over the airwaves, brand names are vocalized with added sound effects, songs and jingles, and accents. On TV, they’re stamped on the screen as signature lines. In print, the name looms in body copy and illustrations. Repetition is unavoidable, indispensable, and sometimes self-canceling. A senior executive at the Omnicom Group told the Wall Street Journal that consumers “are like roaches—you spray them and spray them and they get immune after awhile.” Audibility and visibility come in many forms. In 1989 a Hollywood star bought a Georgia town called Braselton (pop. 500), although she did not rename it Kim Basinger. However, the makers of a mint-and-menthol flavored spirit called Dr. McGillicuddy’s Schnapps did pay the town of Granville, North Dakota, $100,000 to change its name for four years to McGillicuddy City. McGillicuddy—or Granville—got a new community center, and McGillicuddy’s got good publicity. Deny Township, Pennsylvania, is known to the U.S. Postal Service as Hershey. Milton S. Hershey started building his first chocolate factory in 1903, and its residents host the many who descend every year to visit landmarks like the Hershey Theater and the Hotel Hershey. In 2003, the city council of Halfway, Oregon, which had a population of about 360 people, voted to post “Welcome to the first dot-com city in America, Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. AKA Halfway, Oregon” on the highway into town. For this, the Pennsylvania-based www.half.com, a company (now part of eBay) that sells primarily used books and CDs online, paid Halfway $75,000 and donated twenty-two computers to the local elementary school.

Perhaps the ultimate example of brand names’ pervasiveness concerns several Canadians named Dunlop. In March 2002, they split $25,000 from Goodyear Canada, the Canadian marketer of Dunlop tires. What did they do to win? Merely add Tire to their existing legal surnames. Jason Dunlop-Tire of Winnipeg, Traci Dunlop-Tire of Calgary, and Bill Dunlop-Tire of Mississauga were happier than the New York couple who tried to auction naming rights to their newborn, with a starting bid of $500,000. They had no takers. In August 2002, a Danish company offered parents free baby buggies emblazoned with ads for a corporate sponsor. About the same time, Acclaim Entertainment offered $10,000 in U.S. savings bonds to the first family to name its child after the company’s new video game, in which the title character battles against reptilian hordes. The baby had to be born on the launch day of the game. Unfortunately for the newborn, the game was called Turok.

Couples who give their children unusual names both defy brand-name culture and embrace it. Pam Satran, author of books on baby names, told the St. Catharines Standard that “There’s a sense of anonymity, a sense of homogeneity in this world of The Gap, Wal-Mart, and MTV and a name can be one thing that’s distinctive.” That may be true of a child named Meadow or Quest, but what about the choice of Lance Bell and Joanne MacNeil of St. Catharines, Ontario, who named their daughter Lexxus? “I liked the names Alexa and Alexis,” said MacNeil, “but I didn’t want her to be called Alex. Then, one day, I went to the McDonald’s … and someone had a truck with the brand name Lexus. I remember reading it and thinking, “That’s it. That’s her name.’ We put an extra X in it so it wouldn’t be the same as the car. My poor daughter is going to wonder where she got her name from, and we’ll have to tell her it was a McDonald’s drive-thru.”

The Ontario couple had precedents. The scholar and educator Mario Pei tells how, in the Amazon region of Brazil in the 1920s, some tribal peoples became fascinated by the Frigidaire and named many daughters after it. In Nyasaland, now Malawi, a tribe chose names from a publisher’s catalog that they’d happened upon. One chief dubbed himself Oxford University Press. Once upon a time in America, there was a popular brand of soap flakes called Duz. Pei reports that “An entire row of children went down in a spelling bee on the very simple word does, which they insisted on spelling ‘d-u-z.’”

Brand names mark everything we use or wear. The average supermarket carries approximately 45,000 separate items, most of which bear brand names— up from 12,000 to 15,000 products only a decade ago. There are more than 14 million names of U.S. businesses. In the year 2000, there were more than 700,000 new businesses incorporated. A 2002 Rivkin & Associates survey of 600 U.S. firms with more than 200 employees showed that, during the previous two years, 85 percent of them created a new name for a company, product, or service. Consumers had more and more options. In their book Differentiate or Die, Jack Trout and Steve Rivkin cite the 1998 annual report of the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas to show how product categories multiplied in twenty years.

[image: image]

The arithmetic of naming is daunting. There are at least 3.4 million active, pending, and inactive marks already registered in the United States. It’s estimated that 70 percent of overall growth in the U.S. economy is generated through new-product development—and those new products need names. Add to this the millions of other names that are not formally registered but are in use.

Intellectual property, including brand names, contributes more than $400 billion to the U.S. economy and is its single most important export. In the blur and roar of advertising, marketers must make the viewer and hearer filter out everything except one message. The single most important element is the brand name, as business people know very well. John Stuart, the former chairman of Quaker Oats, remarked, “If this business were to be split up, I would be glad to take the brands, trademarks and goodwill and you could have all the bricks and mortar—and I would fare better than you.”

Getting the name right isn’t easy. Louise M. Sunshine, president of The Sunshine Group, a real estate marketing company, says, “Naming the building is one of the hardest thing you do, other than constructing it. The name creates value, identifies the project and puts it on the map.” The right name can make a major difference. This is particularly so for a company’s most successful brands, since the 80-20 rule appears to apply: most companies generate at least 80 percent of their profits from fewer than 20 percent of the brands they sell, while losing money or breaking even on the others. After the disappointing performance of Logitech’s new scanner, Scanner 2000, the company renamed the product ScanMan: In eighteen months and with no extra spending on advertising, sales of the scanner more than doubled. Toro named a smallish snow blower the Snow Pup, but sales whimpered. The company renamed the same product the Snow Master, and sales bellowed. For a new company’s IPO the right name alone can sometimes lift the stock price. Michael Cooper and others studied 296 stock mutual funds from April 1994 to July 2001 and found that funds that changed their names by adding or deleting Value, Growth, Small, or Large each had an average of 22 percent more in assets at the end of the period, regardless of investing style, investment success, or ad budgets. After Mamma.com Inc. (formerly Intasys Corp., which sold online direct marketing services within the Internet search industry) renamed itself in January 2004, its stock price more than doubled in two months.

In his book Trade Name Origins, Adrian Room cites a study conducted in 1975 reporting that British homemakers recognized nearly half their purchases by name. They recognized less than 25 percent of the products by color of packaging and only 6 percent by design or shape. When a Sanyo label was slapped on an RCA home electronics product, the Sanyo product was judged superior by a wide margin. When an orange bore a Sunkist sticker, 60 percent of consumers chose it over an unbranded orange. Was this because you could hear Céline Dion better on the Sanyo than on the RCA, or because the Sunkist orange was sweeter and juicier than the no-name Florida orange? Not necessarily. The consumer believed in the names.

Companies have to believe in their names, too, and for quantifiable reasons. A name embodies a company’s reputation and hence is part of its “goodwill,” a recognized balance sheet item. For the bigger multinationals, the goodwill value of a name can run to tens of billions of dollars.

The Marks of Commerce

In its stumble down the ages, humanity has felt a need to assert territory or ownership, some sign of an occupier, maker, or owner. The marks on images of bison on the walls of the Lascaux Cave in southern France, dating from about 5000 B.C., may indicate ownership. Ancient Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, and Chinese put seals, stamps, or markings on bricks and pottery. From the thirteenth century onward, tradespeople and guild members posted symbolic insignia outside their places of business or craft. A few of these survive into the present, such as the striped pole of the barber and the three-ball sign of the pawnbroker.

The commerce of which proprietary signs are part could not have emerged without intellectual harbingers. In the Middle Ages, the Arabs, who got the idea from the Hindus, introduced the zero into the decimal system, thereby making it possible to calculate large numbers. The Italians’ invention of double-entry bookkeeping made it possible to record and make sense of a firm’s financial position and operating results. The invention of printing added an expansive dimension—printed flyers and, later, advertisements in periodicals. The industrial and transportation revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries led not just to mass production but also to a limitless quest for markets in which to sell them. Gone were the days when a cobbler could hang a picture of a shoemaker’s last above his shop and hope for the best, or buyers and sellers haggle one-on-one in a country market or urban bazaar.

Inventions like the telegraph and telephone made communication speedier. Bonded to the fledgling advertising industry—although there had been outdoor advertising in ancient Rome and Pompeii—brand names had arrived. According to the New Oxford American Dictionary, brand is of Germanic origin and dates from Old English in the sense of “burning.” The verb sense, “to mark permanently with a hot iron,” dates from late Middle English, giving rise to the noun sense, “a mark of ownership made by branding” in the seventeenth century, and finally in the early nineteenth century we got the modern sense of a product made by a specific company under a specific name.

Brands soon became valuable intellectual property. In 1791, after a dispute over sailcloth marks, Thomas Jefferson urged that laws governing trademarks be adopted. In 1857 the great French portrait photographer Gaspard Félix Nadar, né Félix Tournachon, won a legal battle with a younger brother and gained exclusive rights to Nadar as a marque de fabrication. Perhaps for the first time, an artistic pseudonym was deemed to be worth fighting about in court. As a brand name signifying a unique style, Nadar was a forerunner of fashion names like Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, a continent-wide web of transportation, distribution, and communication developed in North America. Railroads (or railways as the British and Canadians say) transformed rural England. In the United States, they brought law and order to the newly linked towns of the Wild West (despite the depredations of Jesse James and his like) and put the Pacific Coast within reach. From fitful beginnings on the East Coast, big railroads—such names as the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe; the Northern, the Southern, and the Central Pacific; and the Great Northern— precipitated stock market crashes and financial panics. In Canada, a transcontinental railroad created a coast-to-coast country.

Transportation was communication. By 1858 the Overland Mail Company had started up a stagecoach route across the Great Plains all the way to San Francisco. Set up to compete with it, the Pony Express lasted less than two years, but became a watchword for any fast, direct service for dispatches and parcels. The Overland was sold to Henry Wells, who had formed American Express in 1850 and organized Wells, Fargo & Co. Although these companies’ modes of delivery died with the advent of the telegraph and the transcontinental railroad, their names lived on.

Such links made national advertising possible. Railroads and steamship lines, boasting of luxury and comfort, published schedules and fares. Ads were not just marketing; they released genuine news about innovative products. More news was to come, as one product category succeeded another: wagons then cars; the post then telegraph and telephone; oil lamps then gas and then electric light. The news seemed to be mostly good.

Some manufacturers—seed companies, book and pamphlet publishers—bypassed wholesalers and retailers and reached consumers through direct advertising, chiefly catalogs. Because physicians and reliable pharmacists were scarce, settlers and farmers had to be their own doctors and dentists. Patent medicine companies ruled over newspaper and magazine advertising, profitably appealing to an America that was still largely rural. Mail-order houses appeared, and today continue to bombard us with direct-mail catalogs and flyers.

Soap makers led the way with packaged, branded products, including such still-famous household names as Ivory, Pears, and Colgate. These names were soon joined by Royal baking powder, Quaker oats, Baker’s chocolate. Hires root beer, and Waterman’s pens. Shortly after the turn of the twentieth century, Americans became acquainted with Bon Ami, Wrigley, and Coca-Cola. Up to then, everyday items like flour and nails had been sold in small stores from bins and barrels. Now, along with catalog shopping came department stores. Instead of a clerk lugging goods to the consumer, the consumer lugged the goods to the checkout. Bargain hunters wandered the aisles in a wilderness of choices.

The biggest revolution in transportation, of course, was the automobile. The internal combustion engine—at first, cars were sometimes powered by steam (the Stanley Steamer) or by electricity—dominated the first half of the twentieth century. Motor vehicles created the gas and petroleum industries. They reshaped the family vacation and spawned the resort industry, as well as names like Hertz and Holiday Inn. They led to strip malls and to megamalls anchored by a supermarket or a department store, not to mention fast-food chains (McDonald’s, Kentucky Fried Chicken). Cars became the linchpins of youth lifestyles, motor sports, and the suburbs.

Automobiles were first developed in Europe as adult toys for the wealthy. But from 1907 onward, Henry Ford and his Model T made the car a standard-issue (“You can have any color so long as it’s black”) consumer item. Alfred P. Sloan, when he became president of Ford’s great rival. General Motors, was no enemy of mass production. But he started a tectonic shift in marketing in 1924 when he decided that each car model should appeal to a distinct population segment. With each new model came a new name.

Space travel made thinkable the notion that we might live elsewhere than on planet Earth and that we may not be alone in the physical universe. With the Atomic Age came more communications revolutions: movies, radio, TV, and the Internet. The hatching of globe-spanning computer networks and personal computers was matched by database and spreadsheet software: sales projections could be rationalized, and customers tracked. In the black and gray markets, brand-name imitations and knockoffs, counterfeits, patent and copyright violations, piracies and illegal copying of software and music and video disks, amounted to a global industry worth many billions, even trillions of dollars. If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, this was perhaps taking sincerity a bit far. It was also a tribute to the power of brand names.

As brand names mirrored and echoed a long whirlwind of innovation that lasted two centuries, distinct styles emerged. At the start, names usually reflected three imperatives: to state the worthy name of a founding father or mother, to indicate a business location, or simply to describe goods or services. The namesake companies of Eliphalet Remington and the Salomon brothers were examples of the first; civic pride accounted for Bethlehem Steel and Corning Glass Works. General Electric, formed in 1892, became a watchword for household appliances. This was the “old-time religion”: names that held an implied guarantee of reliability and longevity. Some of these firms have outlasted those with much flashier monikers, just as their corporate scope has extended far beyond what they were first known for.

Business enterprises aspire to the condition of monopoly but, if capitalism works well, never achieve it. After the turn of the twentieth century, a glut of motor vehicle companies attached Motor or Motors to founding-family surnames, many of them absorbed by General Motors. As the name of International Harvester, the farm machinery company, makes clear, the growth of overseas trade made companies realize that their markets were not confined to an island or a continent. If those names pointed toward a literal-minded generality, other names, such as Greyhound Bus Lines, began to reach for metaphor.

Like amoebas, companies ceaselessly split and merge. From the early 1960s, mergers led to the sprawling conglomerates that sought capitalistic comfort in diversification and growth, betokened by the supposed benefits of “synergy”: the notion that cooperation and interaction of components could make an entity greater than the sum of its parts. In two decades. International Telephone & Telegraph got into car rental, baking, hotels, banking, and insurance, sheltering under an unwieldy umbrella that came to call itself ITT. In the financial sector, a like blurring happened: Citibank evolved into Citicorp and then Citigroup. As late as the 1990s, the concept of synergism found a new label in the “convergence” of wildly disparate media companies, notably America Online/Time Warner and Vivendi Universal.

At the other extreme from combinatorial fuzziness were names birthed by the hi-tech industry, both for the hardware and software products now deluging the public and for the companies that made them. The cybernetic behemoth International Business Machines became IBM as it replaced typewriters and adding machines with computers. Micro-Soft linked “microcomputer” and “software,” then, hating hyphens, it dropped its hyphen and uppercase s. Intel alluded not only to its “integrated electronics” but also to the “intelligence” of its semiconductor chips.

The names of the hardware and software that such companies sold often blended instant obsolescence with a jumble of upper- and lowercase letters and inexplicable numbers, not to mention, in rapid succession, Versions 1, 1a, 2, 2b, 3, and so on. An additional complication was the headlong growth of the Internet. Suddenly companies, especially those engaged in the new world of ecommerce, had to reinvent themselves on the World Wide Web. By 1999, some 8.1 million domain names were registered. Something had to give, and it did. For one thing, someone had to make sure that a wonderful new name was not already taken. For another, novelty had to be combined with intelligibility—and memorability. The dubbing of companies, products, and services passed from corporate bureaucrats and engineers to specialized brand namers. Such firms gave us Fruitopia and www Amazon.com, Prozac and Viagra.

A good new name, or even part of one, came at a cost. The fee to create the suffix -ways in US Airways cost the airline $70,000. One naming firm charged $75,000 for two letters of the alphabet: the J and Q in Infiniti’s models J30 and Q451. In Salon, the online magazine, the advertising executive Ruth Shalit called this business one of “big-league corporate naming, Pynchonesque netherworld of dueling morphemes, identity buckets, and full-scale linguistic sabotage.”

Fishers of Names

The people who name products, services, and enterprises fly-cast into the wide deep pool of language, hoping to hook a big one. Linguistics is the study of language. To linguists, a brand name is neither good nor bad but only another neutral object of study. To marketers, who are seldom academics, names are value-laden, and what determines good or bad is pragmatic and functional: names either sell goods or services, or they do not. Linguists acquire knowledge; naming makes use of it. For the latter, no linguistic terrain goes unexplored; each is relevant directly or indirectly.

Brand naming is an applied branch of onomastics, the study of the history and forms of proper names. Here are a few terms that we’ll have occasion to use in the course of this book. Our most important distinction is between brand names, the names of products and services, and trade names, the names of the companies that offer them. Brand names consist of a core registered name, such as Gillette or DKNY, followed by a generic descriptor such as “razors” or “jeans.” Trade names, such as Verizon, BHPBilliton, and Exxon Mobil, may be followed by a descriptor, like “Communications,” or a legal term, such as “Ltd.” or “Corp.”

Discussing both kinds of names, we’ll touch on phonetics, the study of how the sounds of speech are produced, described, and depicted. Phonology, its running mate, examines how sounds are patterned. We break words up into single uninterrupted sounds called syllables. Aphoneme is the smallest separable unit of sound that can help us to discern meaning, just as a morpheme is a written word or part of a word that cannot be split into a smaller unit of meaning. Morphology itself is the study of words’ structure and form: how they’re derived from other words, how they fuse into compounds, and how they are grammatically inflected. Semantics is the study of meaning. Usage embraces such matters as how language works in a social setting and how it affects those who hear it, and the broader study of how language and speech is shaped by culture. Etymology (not to be confused with entomology, the study of insects, though some might argue there are affinities) is the study of how the form and meaning of words originate and evolve.

For namers, some areas of inquiry are more important than others. For them, anything to do with sound or sense is primary. Since most brand names are single words or compounds, the emphasis is on vocabulary, all the words of a language, rather than on syntax, the meaningful arrangement of words in grammatical order. Yet an individual word may be an iceberg, with a much larger bulk of phrases, idioms, and sentences lurking below. Now and then a name does in fact make up a miniature sentence (Toys “Я” Us), and the URLs we type to summon up a Web site may constitute a syntactic unit in addresses like www.makemyday.com. For namers, a knowledge of a word’s etymology can enhance knowledge of its current status, although a word’s origin and its modern-day meaning are often widely separated. Nor does an acquaintance with foreign languages hurt.

If namers cast dry flies into the fast current of language, they also stock the pool in which they fish. Sometimes zebra mussels get unwittingly introduced, mingling with the lake trout. This happens in the case of slang. Slang occurs when language gets taken for a joyride, and parties down and often dirty. The bakers of Oreo cookies, whose crisp chocolate layers sandwich a white creamy filling, doubtless were displeased when Oreo became a pejorative term for an African American who has black skin but conforms to white ways. (The original Greek word oreo, for a small mound or hill, had traveled quite a distance.) Although there is little they can do about it, the public relations people at McDonald’s witnessed the emergence of Mcjob to signify temporary and low-paying employment. Writing in the Chronicle of Higher Education, Dennis Baron, a professor of English and linguistics at the University of Illinois, reported that McDonald’s CEO Jim Cantalupo was angry that the eleventh edition of Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defined Mcjob as “a low-paying job that requires little skill and provides little opportunity for advancement,” a definition not dissimilar to those in the American Heritage Dictionary and the Oxford English Dictionary. Cantalupo called this “a slap in the face” to American restaurant workers and called for an end to the term. Merriam-Webster announced that it stood by its definition, hallowed by at least seventeen years of common use. Baron noted that in the early twentieth century, Coca-Cola sued to prevent the marketing of other drinks with “cola” in their name, winning judgments against Chero-Cola, Clio-Cola, and El-Cola but losing against Cherry-Cola, Dixie-Cola, and Koke, all of which are now extinct. Coke also failed to prevent 7 UP from calling itself “the Uncola.” The Atlanta-based Coke could not prevent the fact that coke and co’ cola have become generic terms in the southern United States for any soft drink. Another soft drink company, Moxie, won a suit regarding its name against a competitor, Noxie, only to find moxie had entered the language as an ordinary word meaning force of character, determination, and nerve. Baron pointed out that McDonald’s, constantly battling to protect its trademark, has seen not only Mcjob in common currency, but McPaper, a designation for USA Today at least since 1982, and McDonaldize, McDoctors, McTherapy, McWorld, and McMansion, as well as a general McDonald’s, defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “any service, organization, etc., likened to the McDonald’s chain in some respect, esp. in operating in a highly efficient, standardized manner.” Baron added that “if lexicographers allowed individuals or pressure groups to dictate definitions, then our language would be reduced to mere McWords: an English high in calories, low in meaning, requiring little skill, unstimulating—in short, dead-end.”

Brand names mark language in other significant ways. They find their way into slogans, catchphrases, and as the text for jingles: “Coke Is It,” “The Pepsi Generation,” the “57 Varieties” of H. J. Heinz that whelped “Heinz 57” as the term for a mutt of many origins. R. J. Reynolds’s Prince Albert tobacco gave rise to the hoary joke:

“Do you have Prince Albert in a can?”

‘Yes.”

“Well, let him out.”

“A Guinness a day is good for you,” “Oshkosh b’gosh” from the Oshkosh Overall Co., “Schaefer is the one beer to have when you’re having more than one,” and R. J. Reynolds’s “Winston tastes good… like a cigarette should” were and are on our lips. Famous brand names routinely get converted into slang. The soft drink Orange Crush became in turn a term for a defoliant used in the Vietnam War, a nickname for the Denver Broncos’ football defense, a song, and, a mixed drink that contains no Orange Crush but does contain vodka, Triple Sec, orange juice, and 7 UP.

Ordinary words also began as branded products, though what is “ordinary” usage varies from one country to another, and a trademark in the United Kingdom may not necessarily be one in the United States. The process of converting brand names to generic terms was, and is, global. The British bovril for bouillon cubes was derived from Bovril. In the late 1940s, Italy had glabrodont for false teeth; and in Greece, perhaps as a result of wartime privations, nylon was transferred from stockings to anything that was covetable. The world over the words for numerous everyday items—cellophane, mason jar, thermos, escalator—have begun as trademarked names. Here are some others:

[image: image]

On one hand, and in the short term, to see a name become common currency is a sweet dream for the marketer, the ultimate in name recognition. It’s also every trademark-holder’s nightmare. Having invested enormous capital in creating goodwill embodied in properly spelled, punctuated, and uppercased brand names, trademark owners can see them kicked around like any common noun. In the United Kingdom, Biro— the pen was named after its Hungarian inventor, László Biró— was sometimes used as the term for any ballpoint. Xerox, whose name is based on “xerography,” the dry photographic process, has taken on a double career as a word: often capitalized, indicating the company’s trademark, and uncapitalized when used as a verb—commonly done but legally improper. Xerox has verbal companions: people Yahoo and Google to search for Web sites, FedEx packages, Rollerblade down the sidewalk, Roto-Rooter their drains, and Windex their windows. “Mountain Dew me,” kids will say at a party. They’re only doing what’s been done before, making a verb out of a familiar brand name: the verb simonize derives from Simonize, spackle from Spackle.

Some brand names have their trademark status bolstered when users naturally capitalize them. An entire group of capitalized names that appear to be simply generic terms are actually trademarks:

[image: image]

Capitalization also tends to apply to alcoholic beverages (Cointreau, Drambuie, Dubonnet, Galliano, Grand Marnier) and cheeses (Bel Paese, Liederkranz). The same holds true of cocktails (Sazerac) and board games (Scrabble, Trivial Pursuit). There’s no problem with Bundt cake, which derives from the Bundt-brand cake mold. About popular prescribed drugs, usage tends to be inconsistent, but leans toward capitalization: Demerol, Librium, Valium. However, Benzedrine, Dexedrine, and Seconal often appear in lowercase form.

Many other well-known brand names have, to the trademarker, an intrinsic vulnerability and are susceptible to lowercase spelling by the media and to a dreaded status as generics. The following brands, often spelled in uncapitalized or mongrelized form, are potentially in trademark jeopardy:

[image: image]

It’s no wonder that dictionary makers have trouble with trademarks, not only because of legal repercussions but also because of conflicting loyalties. They want to respect trademark ownership, yet their job is to record words and their usage as accurately as possible. Some dictionaries, like the Concise Oxford Dictionary, now in its eleventh edition, have skirted the problem by banning proper nouns altogether, whether they be the names of persons, places, or branded products. Dictionary makers sometimes argue that proper nouns are “nonlexical” or “encyclopedic.” (Crudely put, encyclopedias are about things, and dictionaries are about words.) They also ask: Once you start adding proper nouns to the dictionary word list, where do you stop? To include an entry for Valium but not one for Aqua-Lung involves deciding qualitatively on social importance rather than quantitatively measuring its frequency of use. The larger question is whether a dictionary should not only merely describe words, but also prescribe how they should be used.

But proper nouns in general and brand names in particular are words, and there’s no reason in principle why they should not legitimately be part of the overall word stock. Moreover, dictionary users want them, which is why they’re included even in Oxford dictionaries like the New Oxford American Dictionary, as well as in other British dictionaries like Collins, Chambers, and the Encarta World English Dictionary (sold in various editions in the United States and other countries). In the United States, they figure in college dictionaries such as Webster’s New World and the top-selling Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate. The former Random House Unabridged Dictionary entered nearly 600 brand names—from A & E Television, the arts and entertainment cable TV channel, to Zovirax, a drug used in treating herpes. Typically, dictionaries make a compromise between legal and lexicographical claims by including both the trademarked (capitalized) and generic (uncapitalized) forms, as in the cases of hoover (verb) and Hoover (trade-marked noun). To make it even more confusing for the user, some main-entry words, like magnum and carousel, may have several senses, only one of which (Magnum, Carousel) is the trademark.

Merriam-Webster has had its share of trademark troubles with its own name. Ironically, the name Webster’s, which derives from the name of the great American lexicographer Noah Webster, is no longer a trademark. The copyright to the 1841 edition of Noah Webster’s American Dictionary, which the Merriam brothers had acquired from Webster’s executors, expired in 1889. By 1904 at least a dozen firms were using the name. In 1949 the Federal Trade Commission ruled that the name was in the public domain. Merriam-Webster then had to invest in promoting its double-gated name, with a colophon composed of Noah Webster’s initials in a wreath of laurel leaves. Just as Roget’s Thesaurus is generic, Webster’s has come to mean any dictionary. If you had the time and money, you, too, could compile and publish a dictionary named Webster’s.

The Chapter Roll

We’ve given an overview of how brand names fit into commerce and culture. What remains in this Introduction is to explain the conventions we use and to outline what’s in store foryou as we discuss brand names past, present, and future.

For the purposes of this book, we italicize a brand name or trademark when we are referring to it as an example of a name, except when it appears in a quoted slogan. As shorthand, we use “trademarked” instead of the proper legal formula, “with the status of registered trademarks.” A mention of a product or service implies neither praise nor condemnation. Although the authors may think, for example, that certain types of recreational vehicles are noisy, dangerous, wasteful, and destructive, or that cigarettes are bad for your health, they are interested here in Ski-Doo, Jet-Ski, and Camel only as names.

We’ve ordered our sections thus:

Part One, Names, sorts out the main types of brand names: the initialized, the descriptive, the allusive, and the coined. We’ll tabulate their characteristics and trace their family resemblances.

Part Two, Naming, delves into the details of how brand names are constructed. We’ll explore idea-spinning and brainstorming techniques. We’ll spotlight the characteristics of a shining brand name, with plenty of illuminating examples. We’ll then plunge into the dark side of naming, the Howler Hell of pitfalls and pratfalls. We’ll assemble a linguistic toolkit for the construction of names and reveal how word units are mixed and matched. We’ll unpack the dusty suitcase of classical rhetoric, revealing how those old figures and tropes do state-of-the-art service. We’ll move from sense to sound, airing the syllables of brands’ phonetic effectiveness. We’ll go beyond the form of words to psychology and mythology, and how these can encode rewards and benefits. We’ll chart where and how brand names have jammed the global marketplace—and what not to say in Chinese.

Part Three, Namers, concerns brand naming as a business, and in particular the people who make it their business. We’ll talk about how they deal with their clients, all the steps involved in a naming project, and the other routes companies can take to come up with a name. We’ll discuss how trademarks are registered and how their protection often involves legal imbroglios. We’ll venture into cyberspace to consider the brave new world of Internet names. We’ll tell how names are bought and sold, and what happens to names after they encounter consumers and clients.

In the Afterword, we review where we’ve been and what this tells us about the shape of the future. The Sources and Resources will reassure the reader that we’re not making everything up and, for anyone interested in names, naming, and namers, provide leads for further reading or research. A full Index will list all the book’s people, places, and, most important, all its brand names.

Coda: Buggins’s and Old Burton are Best

In Kenneth Grahame’s great children’s novel The Wind in the Willows, Rat and Mole head home across country after a happy day’s outing. They pass through a village, peeping through windows at the warm domestic life within, mindful that they have a long wintry way to go. Intent on getting back, the Water Rat has gone a little way ahead when suddenly Mole becomes assailed by a sense of the underground dwelling he had left behind to go and live with Rat on the riverside. Desperately wanting to see his old home, Mole breaks into a torrent of weeping. Like the good friend he is, Rat resolves to help him find it. Using his nose, Mole abruptly dives into a tunnel. Down a long passage they find “Mole End.”

Once inside, though, Mole succumbs to another crying fit. He’s ashamed of his cold, pokey quarters and that he can offer Rat little in the way of refreshment. But Rat rounds up grub from far corners and gets a cheerful fire going. Then they hear scraping and scuffling in the forecourt. It turns out to be a semicircle of field mice, here to sing Yuletide carols. Mole again falls prey to the blues, lamenting that he has nothing to offer them as a treat. The Rat takes charge, ordering a likely-looking field mouse to fill an order: “Here much muttered conversation ensued, and the Mole only heard bits of it, such as—‘Fresh, mind!—no, a pound of that will do—see you get Buggins’s, for I won’t have any other.’”

Equipped with the Rat’s verbal shopping list, the field mouse hurries off. The other mice make themselves cozy. Meanwhile Rat examines the label on one of the beer bottles. “I perceive this to be Old Burton,” he remarks approvingly. “Sensible Mole!”

The field mouse that Rat had sent off to shop returns with a basket of good things to spill across the hospitable table, which we may be sure includes some savory Buggins’s to go with Old Burton. Even for a Mole and a Water Rat, brand names are important.


PART ONE
NAMES

Then shall our names,

Familiar in his mouth as household words, Harry the King, Bedford and Exeter,

Warwick and Talbot, Salisbury and Gloucester,—

Be in their flowing cups freshly remembered.

—Shakespeare, Henry V, 4:8:51

I cannot tell what the dickens his name is.

—Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of Windsor, 3:2:20
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