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Romans

Luxury valued but criticized 
‘habros’ and ‘poluteles’

Spartans: anti-luxury

Colonialism

Romantic Movement

New Deal

Luxury: The disruptive 
power of desire

First Luxury Law:
To limit excessive
shows of wealth

Cena Trimalchionis
(Satyricon) by

Petronius

 1705 Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees:
Scandalizes with discussions of 

luxury vs thrift 

The Kings of Macedon:
Art and luxury as symbols 

of wealth and power

Luxury goods trade 
used to gain national 
economic advantage

1851 Great Exhibition, 
London: showcase for 
manufactured products

Venice and Genoa:
Prime sites for 
trade in luxury

Dutch Golden Age: Sociable
and inclusive urban luxury

Spread of 
Christianity

Catholicism: the 
7 Deadly Sins

Luxury has negative
connotations: Gluttony,

sexuality and sin

U.S.: The rise of 
Luxury and 

extravagance

• Closed
• Inherited status
• Class-based
• Showing
• Validating people

2nd Industrial
Revolution

1929 Stock Market 
Crash

1st Industrial
Revolution

1899 Thorstein Veblen’s
Theory of the Leisure Class

Nouveau Riche

Le Corbusier’s Modern 
Functionalist architecture 
celebrates ‘urban speed’

Greeks

Scott Fitzgerald’s 1925 The Great 
Gatsby: exploration of decadence, 
social upheaval and the hollowness 

of The American Dream 

Classic Era--------1500------1700-----1800----1900s----1920s----1930s----1940s------1950s-----1960s----1970s-----1980s----1990s----2000----2010-----2020----2030+

Mechanization - 
Industrial Cities

Mass production - 
Industrial Regions

Conspicuous Consumption

4th Industrial
Revolution

The middleclasses 
grow but ‘old 

money’ still rules

Mass Consumption

Keeping up with
the Joneses Hyper Luxury

Cult of the Individual

3rd Industrial
Revolution

Masculine values: power, 
dominance & risk

• Luxury must have value
• Consumer centric
• Experiences not ownership
• Validated by peers

Emerging economies and 
new global power structures

Wall St. excess under fire: Tom 
Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities

Higher social mobility

Rise of ‘New Money’

Evidence clearly points to 
human impact on climate

New Luxury

Internet Activism / Social Media

2014 Naomi Klein: This Changes Everything

2009 John Naish: Enough: Breaking Free from the World of Excess

2014 Jeremy Rifkin: The end of Capitalism

Soft Power + Humanism

The Internet of ‘Everything’

Feminine values: harmony, 
dialogue, relationships 

and respect

Ayn Rand: laissez-faire 
capitalism and objectivism

Mass luxury

Automation: 
globalized industries

Robotics / AI:
flexible networks

1972 Bhutan’s 
Gross National 

Happiness GNH

 The 0.1 % = rise of UHNW
(Ultra High Net Worth)

Transparency 

2013 Thomas Piketty: 
Capital in the 

Twenty-First Century

Neo Liberalism

Behavioral Economics

Polarized wealth

Bourdieu’s 1978 
Distinction argues taste 
expresses economic 
and social standing 

The Internet 

Emergence of ecology and 
environment movements

2013 Skidelsky: How Much is Enough?: Money and the Good Life

Post Luxury

Sustainability and innovation 
underpin luxury: craft rebirth, 

human values
and experiences

Happinomics Enoughism 

1974 The Easterlin Paradox: 
More money ≠  more happiness

Old Luxury Modern Luxury

2011 Harvard: Altruism and 
sustainable behavior = Happiness

The rebuilding of Europe

Luxury is used to reinforce 
social and class distimction

The rise of Japan

Global
financial crisis

THE EVOLUTION OF LUXURY TIMELINE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The concept of luxury, part of humanity since early civilization, is being remade. Whereas traditionally luxury has been associated 
with excess, exclusivity and conscious consumption – with influences ranging from technology and collaboration to sustainability and 
nature – we now need to redefine the very nature of premium. 

Although the consumer landscape has never been more complex we are, nonetheless, seeing distinct signs of how the shift of 
premium will unfold. New affluent consumers – especially millennials – believe businesses must take responsibility for environmental 
impact, so excess is no longer a luxury trait. Today’s premium consumers are not looking for more of anything; instead, they have 
switched focus to finding authenticity and boosting wellbeing. Critically, they seek more intelligent balance between fast and slow 
paces of life – more quality time to enjoy experiences beyond material possessions.


