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What characterizes the so-called advanced
societies Is that they today consume images and
no longer, like those of the past, beliers; they
are therefore more literal, less fanatical, but
also more false (less authentic) - something we
translate in ordinary consiousness, by the avowel
of an Impression oI nauseated boredom, as if the
universalized image were producing a world that
is without difrerence (indirfferent), from which
can rise, here and there, only the cry af
anarchisms, marginalisms, and individualisms:
let us abolish the images, let us save immediate
desire (desire without mediation).'

Foland Barthes
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In no other form of society In history has
there been such a concentration of images, such a
density of visual messages. One may remember or
forget these messages but briefly one takes them
in, and for a moment they stimulate the
Imagination by way or either memory or
expectation.*

John Berger

In a broader sense, the critical study of
the icon begins with the idea that human beings
are created 'in the image and likeness' of their
creator and culminates rather less grandly, 1in
the modern science of 'image making' in

advertising and propoganda.™
W.J.T. Mitchell



As advertising becomes increasingly sophisticated, new

patterns of style and idea emerge. In Fine Art criticism,
thesé patterns would be given names. Advertising, however, has
never been considered worthy of such criticism or such
nomenclature, although its use of imagery has been responsible
for at least one major art-revolution in this century (e.g. Pop
Art>. The 'concentration of images' and 'density of visual
messages' that are unique to our society, come from a branch of
image-making that truly understands the notion of saturation:
Advertising. Yet the movements and styles of advertising are
not documented and explored.

The influence of advertising goes far beyond the surface
commeréiéi aspect.  This is not to sugéest that advertisers
are, or could be, aware of many of the forms that this
influence takes, or that, in some sinister way, they purposely
aim towards it, using commercialism as a neat diaguise.

Rather, that by flooding the ' image pool' with a constantly
flucuating variety of new visual messages, they alter not only
our preception of ourselves and out environment, but our
perception of the wvisual image; our visual literacy. ThilstbEs
turn has an éffect on Eine Art, polities, ildeslogies,
movements, etc. Needless to say the effect is wholly
reciprocal; a bit like the chicken and the e iic diile N in St h a5k
now, it is often difficult to Séy which has come Ifirst. Ve
can, however, see when advertising is involved in any of these

movements. The work of Hans Haacke<, for example, is a direct



reaction to corporate advertising in the United States and
Europe. The level of influence on other less obviously
atffected artists is difficult to assess, but there are
examples, most notably the move towards mass—media techniques
such as video, performance, and filmn,. This can be seen in the
work that evolved from London's "Artangle Trust'® where digital
advertising boards were used to display messages from the
artists rather than the advertisers who originated them. Apart
from the media-techniques of advertising we must also consider
the style of image-making employed in individual
advertisements.

In an essay entitled Watching the Detectives - The Enigima
or the Female Gaze, Lorraine Gamman suggests the posibility of
?foducing new meanings about women 'within existing genres'
i.e. within existing media-genres. She considers that,

the mixing of genres, the merging of
Iriction and non-fiction, pastiche and parody,
could well be used by feminists to "subvert”
dominant meanings about women in popular culture
and to create pleasure, surprise and Interest in
I'eminism,

She concludes that,

It is a great pity that at the moment it
is advertisers who are using these technigues to
greatest erfect.* (my emphasis)

So the influence of 'movements' in advertising is diverse and
wide-ranging. It i1s strange then that there is no
comprehensive history and crticism of Advertising in the sense

that there is a history and criticism of Art.



The 'decoding' of advertisements by Semiotics etc.,
explores only their effect on the consumer and their means of
operation in a commercial/selling context. Although this has
been useful in the evolution of an analytical and thoughtful
attitude to advertising, it is limited in that it looks at one
aspect only, and also by the fact that once comprehensible
‘rules for decoding' have been established, anyone can decode
any advertisement as far as its effect on their consumer-psyche
is concerned, but not further. The further effects oif
advertising can only be assessed by constant documentation,
exploration, and analysis, 1.e. in much the same way that the
influences, effects, and developments of Fine Art are assessed
through the history and criticism of art.

This study began with aﬁ éttempt to explofe one particulaf
advertisement from the recent Smirnoff Vodka campaigzn.
Preliminary research into the style, content and social context
of this advertisement led to the identification Df a new
pattern in advertising. Further research revealed that these
advertisements were part of a slowly evolving 'movement’' that
spans eight years of contemporary advertising history.
Advertisements from this 'movement' displayed a marked increase
in the use of images with irrational and ambiguous text, or
images without text.

TheSevolutiontof s these image—based advertisements was
traceable from it's origins in éigarette advertisements from
1280/81 through to advertisements currently produced in the

Smirnoff campaign and other comtemporary campaigns. The



technique and style of rendering used in these images was also
new to advertising and seemed to belong more to the Fine-Art
sphere of image-making. Some of these advertisements have been
analysed through the application of Semiotic theories of signs.
The Semiotic approach involves the identification of named
sign-types and the subsequent decoding of messages that are
inherent in all advertisements. One of these sign-types
appeared repeatedly, the icon, or the ilconic sign. This sign-
type was most related to the image/advertisement types
uncovered during research. Therefore, because it was more
appropriate to name the new 'movement' by using a term from a
previously established language of advertising analysis,
' Iconism' became the chosen title under which to group all the
adverfisements preseﬁtéd here. l

This decision necessitated a deeper exploration of
Semiotics; formerly in relation to its definitions of the
Iconic sign, and latterly in relation to the applioation of
this definition in recent anlysis of advertisements. In order
to define the new 'movement' under the term ' Iconism', it was
important to redefine or broaden the accepted usage of that
term, and in order to prove the need for new approaches to the
analysis of 5dvertisements, it was necessary to explore the
method of analysis and to show their limitations. Part One of
the thesis, therefore involves a systematic exploration of the
Icon in Etymology and Semiotiosl Part Two is concerned with
the evolution of the 'Iconic' advertisement, looking also at

its treatment in Semiotic analysis. The contention is that
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although Semiotics provides a useful tool for decoding the
effects of advertising on the consumer, it fails to provide the
sort otf holistic approach necessary for the detection and
examiﬂation of the broader aspects of advertiéements.

Therefore, when analysing the imagery of the Smirnoff
advertisement, a Fine Art/Iconographic approach is taken in
order to more sucessfully describe and present ideas towards a
theory: the theory of lIconism in contemporary advertising
which is also, interdependantly, a theory about methods of
advertising analysis. The theory begins with the icon and ends

in the 'modern science of image making...advertising.

il



PART ONE - THE ICON
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Chapter One - What is an icon?
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There have been times when the question
'What is an image?' was a matter of some urgency.
In 8th and 9th century Byzantium, for Instance,
your answer would have Immediately identified you
as a partisan on the struggle between emperor and
patriarch, as a radical iconoclast or a
conservative iconophile. If the stakes seem a
I1ittle bit Iower in asking what are images today,
it is not becuase they have lost their power over
uUs, and certainly not because their nature is
clearly understood, it is a commonplace of modern
cultural criticism that images have a power In

our world undreamed of by the ancient idolators.'
W.J.T. Mitchell
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Introduction
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Definitions of the word 'icon' are many and varied and

their nature depends often on the motives of those who do the
defining. (When a Scilence or a Philosophy do the defining, our
acceptance of the definition may depend on the credence we give
to the body of thought responsible for it rather than to the
definition itself.?> Nonetheless, in order to understand the
concept of the 'icon' it is necessary to explore its origins in
history and its description in thought. There is no single
clearcut descriptions of what the word 'icon' truly means.
There are, however, several categories under which can be found

the most distinective, most used and understood definitions of

that waord.
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(I> Etymology and the Icon

Behold! human beings Iliving In an
underground den...Like ourselves...they only see
thelir own shadows, or the shadows of one another,
which the rfire throws on the opposite wall or the
cave. =

Flata

For now we see through a glass darkly, but
then face to face.
St. Paul

This short section explores the etymological history or the
word, Icon. The word is usually associated with the religious
Ikons of Byzantine or Russian origins. This association limits
its range of meaning. The diagrams and explanations presented
here will ser,ve to broaden that meaning, and will also provide
an inttoduction for usage of the word in the second section

which deals with Semiotics and the Icon.
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The etymological evolution of the word 'icon' 1is rooted in
Greek philosophy and its concern with the disparity between the
real énd the ideal. This is the idea expressed by Plato in the
quotation on the previous page and again by St. Paul in the
quotation from his letter to Corinthians. Human perceptions of
the ideal are likened to shadows on the wall of a dimly lit
cave, or to vague impressions in a mirror. As the Platonic
concept of the concealed idea was transferred into the
Christian message by Paul, so too has the language used to
express this concept been absorbed into our vocabulary. The
words used by the Greeks to convey this notion of our imgiiiect
perception of reality have come down to us retaining their
orliginal ﬁeaning in some Smali part, but mainly laden down with
connotations not unreasonably gathered on the way. feanissar
eikon, is one of those words.

In Greek the word idein meant idea. The verb‘literally
translates as, to see, kinow or appear and is also the root of
the word ideal and idol. It was frequently linked with another
Greek word, eidolon meaning visable image. The eidolon in turn
was split into two sub-divisions of meaning, the phantasma and

the eikon and was related to the word eidos, which in Platonic

tradition was conceived of as a form, type or species of

supersensible (i.e., beyond perception by the senses) reality
(the ideimn. The eidoion or visable Iimage was tThe senslibie

impression of that gupersensible reality and it was composed of

18
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two aspects; the semblence as expressed by the phantasma and

the likeness as expressed by the eikon.

IDEA IDEIN

EIDOS

(Supersensible form of the idea>

EIDOLON
(Visual image,K — Sensible impression)
PHANTASMA ETKON
(Impression? (L1 keness s

in the Cave!'

‘The Glass Darkly'



So there are many idea contained in these words and all
have contributed in some way of the concept of the icon as it
stands today. We have already seen how Paul adapted the notion
of tﬁe concealed idea or ideal to represent the full
understanding of Christ's message that is to come, even to the
extent of paraphrasing the quotation from Plato. This idea of
the dim mirror reflection of spiritual truth was to carry over
into the later Christian ikons.

Here too the basic concept of mimesis™ which has been
central to the icon in all its forms, most especially in the
20th century Semiotic definitions of the word. (Interestingly,
when Plato calls the icon a 'mere' likeness he does so because
he saw it as 'mere' 1in relation to the true appearance of the
ideal, not beéause he meant £hét an 1con was 'such and no more'
in a derrogatory sense.> In etymological terms then the word

Icon nmeans A Ilikeness of an idea.

mimesis : imitation or close natural resemblance to the appearance of

another object

20




Chapter Two — Semiotics, the icon & iconicity
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The sign type that has proved most
difficult to assimilate into semiotics has been
the icon, the traditional contrary to the verbal

7

sign.
W.J.T. Mitchell

(0
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Apart from its etymological history, the term Icaon recieves
its most recent definition from its réle in the science of
Semiofics. This chapter explores that definition. More
importantly, it examines a science that is fundamental to all
contemporary analysis of Advertising Images, and challenges
come of the assumptions that are made in Semiotic theories.

The first section provides a brief description of the history
and nature of Semiotics. The second section deals with the
réle of the icon in Semiotics, the evolution of its status as a
sign, and some of the arguments about iconicity that have taken
place within the science. The third section present Umberto
Eco's Critique of Iconism®, which is also, 1n some ways a
critique of'éemiotics, and the fiﬁal section consists of a
brief and non-objective criticism of Semiotics as a torm of

Advertising analysis.
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I What 1s Semiotics?
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Semiotics is the science of signs; a science that is often

catalogued in libraries or bookshops under sociology, Or
1inguistics,‘or both. It 1s difficult to categorise since it
is concerned with a wide variety of problems, taking its basis
from the more particular discipline of linguistics. Semiotics
involves the exploration, analysis and decoding of 'signs' that
surround us; particularly image-oriented signs. This concept
of signs is based on the idea that if something can be used to
communicate, it is because it stands for something else. (This
'stand for' function is normally referred to as the sign
function.)

Of course the science has many more complexities than need
.be described or discussed here, where the aobject of the
research lies in Semiotic discourses on the nature and form of
iconicity. Later, the examination of how the ideas formed by
these discourses have been applied to adver#ising.images, and

how the production of those images has been affected by

Semiotics, will form a part of the central argument.




(II) Pierce's icon



Thomas Sebeok tells us that,

In Western civilisation, the entire
history of semiotics germinated in Antiquity.~

The tradition of interest in signs and communications continued
into Medieval and Renaissance times until it acquired its
present detfinition in the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinard
de Saussere (1857-1913> and the American philosopher Charles
Saunders Pierce (1839-1914). Saussere's work tends towards his
linguistic background, and is most heavily influenced by that
discipline. His book, Course in General Lingulistics contains
the germ of semiotic analysis as we now know it. Here Saussere
divides the sign into two components, the signifier (sound
image) and the signified (concept). These definitions.coupled
with the suggestion that the relationship between signifiier and
signified is arbitrary were basic to the evolution of the
science of semiotics.

But is from Pierce whom Charles Morris has called,

The heir or the whole historical
philosophical analysis of signs,”

that we derive the most influential semiotic definition of the
lcon where it is part of his second trichotomy of sign - the
one he called his 'most fundamental'. This trichotomy has not
only led to some of the greatest questions within the science
itself, but is also the scheme that is most exhaustively
adapted by non-semioticians attémpting semiotic analyses of
imagery! particularly of advertisements (See Judith Williamson,

Decoding Advertising” as a good example of this). This systemn



ie known as the icon/index/symbol triad and gives us the

subsequent terms, iconic, indexical, and symbolic; the three
types of relation between a sign and its object (that for which

it stands?).

Icen (lconiec?

Index (Indexical) ¢ » Symbol (Symbolic»

Now this tripartition is a division of sign in terms of a
decrease in their respective degrees of naturalness. The
symbol is the least natural of the three in that it is a sign
based on a conventional connection between it and the object it
represents (e.g., the shamrock, through a mystical/historical
convention, is a common symbol for Ireland). It is the most
basic ‘stand-for' sign in the trichotomy; one which needs
little explanation and one whose role has not been disputed.

The index is mouch more closely aligned with the icon. L3z
has a near, or culturally evolved association with 1its object
and can therefore be used to represent it in an indicitive way
(e.g., in speech one might say 'the Crown', to indicate a
reference to the King. In the same way, smoke is seen to
represent fire by indicating its presence.). [t H s amene

highly evolved 'stand-for' sign. Finally we come to the sign

28




that is considered to be most natural; the one that stands at
the top of the triangle — the dcon.
At this point 1t is important to note that Pierce's trichotomy
is not without contention and has generated much secondary
literature questioning its nature. These lenghty and diverse
arguments, although thought-provoking, have had little or no
effect on those who employ the icon/index/symbol triad in their
analyses of advertising. They have taken place within the
science itself between semioticians characterised by Sebok as
'iconophiles’' and 'iconoclasts', and it is realatively safe to
say that no—one has yet succeded in evolving a system to
threaten the status of the 'triad' in the minds of the visual-
media critics. This is not to say that these arguments are
less accurate than the ones proposed by Pierce, just that, so
far, his are the accepted form for those outside the science.
Some of these counter arguments, particularly Uﬁberto Eco's
'six naive notions' of the icon in Semiotics, wili be referred
to in redefining the term 'icon' as it is used in relation to
advertising. Firstly, however, it is necessary to explore the
icon aspect of Pierce's trichotomy in a little more depth.
Sebok notes that Pierce's notion of the icon is as old as
Plato's - Tbé sign imitates the signiried. He goes on to say
that it was Plato who originated this concept of mimesis and
handed it down to

theoreticians or literature rrom Aristotlie
to Aeurbach,

but acknowleges that the icon owes

29




its entirely novel perspectivdﬁ

to its juxtapostion in the trichotomy of icon, index and
symbol.

Indeed it is difficult to summarise Pierce's icon in
isolation as many of its characteristics are based on the
assumption that they do not appear in the other two elements of
the tripartite semiotic. Also, many characteristics that might
seem to be missing in the solitary definition of the icon, can
be seen to belong to either of the second or third definitons
when they are viewed in tandem. However, as I am not a
semiotician with a counter—-argument (iconoclastic or
otherwise), and since my motive in separating the three
elements is in the cause of clarity, I believe that the above-
raisédlissues can be taken as read anleierce's definition oi
the icon described, for the moment, outside of the triad.

In the semiotic of Pierce the icon is said to

embody sign—-relationships which are‘jn the

natural mode, i.e, @i likeness.. en a mene

community Iin some quality.”
Again, the sign Iimitates the signified. This i1s taken as the
primary definition of an icon; the one which has been used
extensively by semioticians and advertising analysts from
Charles Morris (who took it to extremes that were later
successfully challenged by Umberto Eco’> to the authors of Iae
Language of Advertising® (who use a black and white photograph
of a glass of beer as an examplé of an icon becuase it
resembles or 'has a community in some quality' with a real

glass of beer).

30



An icon then is seen as a sign which resembles or is

similar to that which it signifies. (In the context of the the
triad; the sign which most resembles or is most similar to the
signified.)
In Plerce's own words,
a sign may be iconic, that is, may
representits object mainly by its similarity, no
matter what its being”

However, Pierce continued by dividing the ilcon into a
further three parts; image, diagraim, and metaphor. As Sebok
warns, this division has long being ignored, an omission which
has given rise to,

shallow and vunenlightening theories,
especially of art.'®

Sebok blames this on. the exclusive focus of attention on the
image aspect oif this second tripartitiion. In this he would
seem justified by the evidence of amateur semiotic analyses
of advertising, which have failed to take account. of the
broader definition of the icon as suggested, for example, by
Pierce's ideas on the diagram, where he specifically states
that,
Many diagrams resemble their objects not

at all in looks; 1t is only in respect to the

relations of their parts that their likeness

consists, '
And, although Pierce seemed uninterested in the third division,
it would appear to have, along with the second, a great bearing
on the 'mere similitude' aspect.of the icon.

The metaphor, which the dictionary describes as



a figure of speech by which a word 1s
transferred from one object to another to imply
comparison'=

is in itself a 'stand for' sign. (In the dictionary definition
replaée +the context of words with a context of images and you
get the visual comparison. > Therefore, even within Pierce's
seemingly restrictive definition of an icon can have a
metaphoric function and not just a mimetic function.

However this still leaves the argument that Pierce,
although mentioning metaphor in the division, classes 1t beside
the image rather than as part of image, thus assuming that all
images are mimetic even if all icons are not: that the
'likeness aspect' of an icon is in the image division.
Needless to say, were this argument pursued it could lead to
what Wittgenstein (writing‘on whether verbal images are
properly called images) has described as a mental cramp'-.
Instead of embarking on such an argument, I am quite happy to
refer anyone interested to W.J.T. Mitchells chaptér What is an
Image?'“ in Iconology-Image, Text, Ideoclogy and to reproduce
here his diagram of the 'family tree' of images to allow for a
broader usage of the term in later analysis of advertisements

etc.. For now I am satisfied in having established that the

icon, even within the limitation of Pierce's trichotomy of sign
is not merely mimetic.

Image
likeness
resemblance
similitude

Graphic Optcal Perceptual Mental Verbal
picturcs mirrors sense data dreams metaphors
statues projections “species” memorics descriptions 32
designs appearances idcas
fantasmata



(III)> Umberto Eco's 'Six Naive Notions about the Icon'
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As an addendum to this I would like to refer briefly to
Umberto Eco's Critique of Iconism'® wherein he challenges 'six
naive notions' about iconic signs. Needless to say the
theories formed by Eco in relation to these notions are complex
and deserving of detailed study. However, in this context, I
will refer only to those aspects which I consider relevant to
the argument I wish to make, i.e. those aspects which
contribute towards expanding the use if the term iconic in
relation to visual imagery.

According to Eco, any approach that declares a sign to be
icond¢c on the basis of
the extent to which it itself has the
properties of its denotata (Morris 1946). when
pushed to its 1imit, would persuade both Morris
and common sense to destroy the notion of iconism
For in these definitions
the true and complete Iconic sign o Jueen
Elizabeth is not Annigoni's portrait but the
Queen herself (or a possible science riction
dopplegdnger,.'*=
Eco continues by challenging the notion of similarity itseli.
Taking the example of a glass of beer in an advertisement (an
image that I have already mentioned as being the example of an
iconic sign given in the book, The Language of Advertising) Eco
has this to say:
Let us examine an advertisement. An
outstrectched hand offers me a glass roaming over
with freshly poured beer, while over the outside
of the glass extends a thin layer of vapour which
immediately conveys a sensation of coldness. It
would be interesting to see which of the

properties of the object this picture contains.
There is neither beer nor glass on the page, nor

34



is there a damp and icy film. I feel a certain
visual stimuli...and I coordinate them Into a
given perceptual structure...and I produce a
perceptum

experience.'” (my emphasis)
In this sense the quality of the similarity is a similarity

of perceptual response on the basis of previous learning. The

image, which is selective, is a graphic convention tapping into
a perceptual convention.

Eco goes on to tackle what he cails the 'ftar subiler
definition': that proposed by Pierce. Looking at zeonetric
conventions, he concludes that,

similitude is produced and must be
learned.

Again when dealing with iconism and analogy he states that
: even analogy, like similarity, does not
exclude cultural convention; on the other hand it
requires it as an operational starting point.'™
What is important about all this is not the complexity or
wit of Eco's argument, but the overall demonstration that the
icon is composed of characteristics that are culturaly coded -

that similarity does not concern the

relationship between the image and its object but

between the image and its culturalized content.'?
Therefore, in conclusion of this section there are certain
things we can say about the icon.

We can say that it is considered by Semiotics to be a bona

fide sign although its precise nature is dispuatable.
especially on the rather insular (considering the science

within which the dispute takes place) basis of the exact

meaning of the word used to describe it.
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We can say that it has largely been taken as a sign that
imitates that which it signifies and that this assumption is
based on arguable definitions

On the basis of Pierce's references to metaphor and

diagram, we can say that the icon is not merely mimetic; that

it has the possibility of containing other qualities which have

been ignored in applications of the so-called Semiotic
definition to visual images.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we can say that the
icon, as explored by Eco, consists of characteristics that are
culturally coded and that these culturally coded

characteristics are vital in order for the icon to operate in

the first place.




(IV) Semiotics as method of advertising analysis



At this point it is only fair to give what Lucy Lippard
calls an 'Advocacy Criticism'=® (criticism that is not
Dbjeétive, that reflects the writers political views e e et
Semiotics, the science which,as will be seen, seems to have
played a huge part in the language of advertising analysis. I
have problems with Semiotics and so, I think, must anyone who
tries to see it as an applied, or applicable science.

Semiotics is really an insular, linguistic—based philosophy
which has an overriding tendency to effect more change in
itself than in the aspects of culture to which it is applied.

Everything proposed by Semiotic theories is arguable, not
just from the point of view of another completely different
scienée, but from wi{hin the science itself. This may be fun
for Semioticians, but for the rest of us it can be frustrating,
especially when it comes to advertising beacuse, where
Semiotics is involved, the argument will not be about
advertising but, inevitably, about Semiotics. Semjotics seems
to be closest to a religious philosophy in that it is as much
about itself as anything else. It constantly reinvents itself
and is full of the traps of disputed meaning that make it
applicable té life only if you have an unquestioning belief in
it.

Having said all that, it must be recognised that when
Semioticians like Umberto Eco And Roland Barthes step outside
the narrow coniines of academic Semiotic theorizing they maxe

truly perceptive, useful, and witty observations on many
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aspects of culture; abservations, not conclusive rules or

definitions. When Umberto Eco says that icons and other signs
are culturally coded, he implies the need for a far more
hOliétiC approach than that allowed for by the ridgidly
compartmentalised science of Semiotics, and it is this quality
of holism which gives value to books like his Travels in
Hyperreality+' and Roland Barthes Mythologiles =

However, despite all arguments against semiotics, it is
impossible to deny the effects it has on all forms of visual
communications. In this essay, its relationship to Advertising
is seen in terms of its presence, reputation, and popular
application, rather than in terms of its content or the
accuracy of its theories. My purpose in looking at Semiotics
steﬁs from a twofold necessity: on the one hand-thé need to
understand it as a form of analysis that has become almost a
standard for contemporary studies of advertisiﬁg (particularly
those with which this thesis is concerned’, and Dﬁ the other,
the need to focus on its arguable definitions of the icon in

order that it might be possible to reveal the wider meaning of

the word.




PART TWO - ADVERTISING AND THE ICON
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Chapter Three - Advertising and the rise of iconicity
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(I> Advertising, Semiotics and Iconicity - Judith

Villiamson

This chapter explores the origin of the Sl anlick
advertisement as presented by Judith Williamson and Alan Browne
and illustrates, to some extent, the way in which semiotics has
been used to decode advertisements. It also serves as an
introduction to the advertiséménfs explored in the next

chapter.



In 1978 Judith Williamson wrote Decoding Advertisments
Ideclogy and meaning In Advertising'. It stems from an attempt
to cdme to terms with the effect of advertisements on the
author, who found it difficult to reconcile her reaction to the
images they presented with what she 'knew', i.e. what she had
jearned and believed to be true in Marxist Ideology. Armed
with these 'feelings' and

a bulging rile of advertisements collected
over many years,™

Judith Williamson applied a formal structure of approach; the
theories of Structuralism or Semiotics combined with Freudian
and post—Freudian psychology. What resulted was a sort of

' handbook' of advertising analysis which decodes over a hundred
and twenty advertisements.

Chapter One of Williamson's book begins with Pierce's
definiﬁion of a sign and a description of Saussure's theory ol
referents. Each advertisement is subsequently analysed
according to form, content or, more accuratély, according to
signifier and sigpified. the analyses are thoroughly detailed
and the advertisements are divided into categories defined by
what they say, rather than how they say it. In other words, the
ideological stance of the author determines the grouping ot
advertisements under particular headings and the questions
arising from that stance are dealt with in the main body of the
text. The structure of each individual advertisement is then

explored through a mixture of Semiotics and psychoanalysis in a
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This means that the semiotic

sub—-text that accompanies ‘them.

input 1s eclectic: there is no single section dealing with
jconicity or 'iconic' signs. Rather the iconic sign is pointed
out matter of factly when it appears.

What is interesting in all this is that there is not one
advertisement in the whole one hundred and twenty repoduced
that is composed entirely of image without text. In 1979 the
two advertisements that came closest to being wholly image-—
oriented were both Benson & Hedges cigarette advertisements.
WVhen analysing the first of the advertisements Williamson does
not seem to think that this is important and focuses instead on
what she calls 'the absent person’' aspect. However, she titles
her analysis of the second advertisement No Words and makes
threé observations. Two of these observations are concerned
with the intention of the three words that do appear on the
advertisement. The third observation may now seem understated
in the light of what was to follbw in later Bensoﬁ & Hedges

advertisements: .

yet also part of the joke Is that we Lknow
before it appears <and would know even If 1t did
not appear) the name of the product. Everyone
knows it because of the packet, the visual
symbol; it is actually the gold box that provides
the image of the advertisement, and the joke 1s
its struggliing to produce an unnecessary nale 3@
itself. The advertisement 1s about the creation
of words and yet could not be so conrfident e its
humour if it were not sure that these words are

superfluous to the basic image.= (my emphasis)

This is the begining of J[conicity in advertising.
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(II> Where do you go next?

... Punic dress, music and performance...IiT
not the direct result of semioctic studies,
certainly marked a parallel conscliousness or, and
skill in 'decoding' and reusing social
meanings. ..And advertising also began to show far
more skilful, self-consicus use O semiotics
(whether under that name is irrelievant), SO that
many of the formal preactices of

advertising...are now explicit.*
Judith Williamson
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Judith Williamson, in the updated introduction to her book

gives an example of how Semiotics itself has come to be recoded
into-Dne of the sign systems it sought to decode. She cites
the Silk Cut cigarette advertisements which were obscurant and
ambiguous in a way that she had not dreamed of when origionally
researching and writing her book. She shows how thses
advertisements used signs (the purple silk, the colour, the
typography) that were originally introduced by a Cadbury's milk
chocolate advertisement: images that were coded by Cadburys,
decoded by Judith Williamson (Semiotics) and subsequently
recoded by Silk Cut advertisers.

For where do you go next...[when] the

notions that some of us struggled over years ago

in Saussure and Barthes now seem to part of

public imagery and a source or increasing

refinement. .. the media.”
Certainly, the advertisements that Judith Williamson dealt with
in 1979 seem naive in relation to the advertisements that have
followed since then. The gravest change in the form of
advertising came with the Benson & Hedges/Silk Cut campaigns oI
1981/etc., where the focus of attention moved from the verbal
to the visual and then proceeded to change the nature of the
visual from an element used in conjunction with text to an
independant statement that relied wholly on a learned <(rather
than dicatated) process of pictorial (rather than verbal)
recognition to the extent that the product nane disappeared

totally. Judith Williamson say that formal practices of

advertising which were implicit in 1979 are now explicit.



I had no idea that Benson & Hedges would
soon be using a cigarette packet as a pyramid oOr
an electric plug —...literal manifestations of
what I had seen as merely a formal theory. . ALl
this is the semiotician's dream — and also part
of his or her worst nightmare.®

Vhat Williamson is talking about 1s the recoding of signs whose
decoding has proven them tb be, in the eyes of an advertiser,
of a favourable and advantageous or powerful nature. Semiotics
seems to have educated the advertiser towards the synthesis or
advertisements that are iconic by pointing out the power o1i the
iconic sign. We are now talking about a form of post-semiotic
advertising.

The first of these post—-semiotic advertisements have been
dealt with in depth by Alan Browne in his degree thesis (NCAD
1086/87>. He studies them in much the same way as their
forerunners were analysed by Judith Willaimson. He shows how
Benson & Hedges advertisements evolved from the example given
by her and traces the developement of the 'Gold' from metaphor
to object. This serves as an introduction to the Silk Cut
advertisements. If Benson & Hedges advertisements set the
precedent for predominantly image—-oriented advertisements, then
Silk Cut advertisements are placed firmly on the next step up
the ladder. Alan Browne's analysis reaveals, without that
intention in mind, a dramatic increase in sophistication of
imagery and inference. VWhile the Benson & Hedges
advertisements worked with the fairly simple ploys of evalved

color recognition and juxtaposition, or interchangability of
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n identity based oOn

shapes, the Silk Cut advertisements create a

a wholly new and invented emphasis.

This new emphasis, which is unfamiliar to +the consumer,
allows for a degree of ambiguity previously beyond the
experience of asvertisements, and so creates a vehicle for the
presentation of meanings which are increasingly subliminal or
latent. And that would seem to be the end of the story; a
spate of confusing advertisements that raised a storm among
some radical feminsts and then faded into the archives of
advertising to be forgotten about.

It isn't the end. There is still Judith Williamson's
question to be answered, 'Where do you go next?'. Where do you
go when an advertising campailgn has succeeded in creating a

brand new image for itself without text.
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Chapter Four - The Anatomy of an iconic ad

The Smirnoff Campaign 1088/89
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In this chapter an attempt is made to answer Judith

Williamson's question, 'Where do we go next?'. In presenting,
and e#ploring the Smirnoff campaign of 1988/89, it is hoped to
show precisely where advertising did go next, and in this way
to further illuminate the evolution of the Iconic
advertisement. The following sections focus on one
advertisement from the campaign. The advertisement is
subsequently analysed from an iconographic, rather than a
semiotic, viewpoilint in order to pravide an objective overview

of style and content.
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Introduction — The Two Types of Vodka
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There are two types of advertisements in the present
Smirnoff campaign: the first compsed of word and image, with
thesé two elements bearing an indexical relatibn to each other;
the second composed of image only. These types have two
characteristics 1in common; they both portray some sort of
relationship between a man and a woman and they are alwats at a
slight angle to the edge of the magazine page SO that, at
certain points, they extend beyond the borders of the page.
The word & imageadvertisements are of the same type discussed
and analysed by Judith Williamson. They are unamblguous and
easily decoded by Semiotic or psychological means. Thev ar=
important only in relation to their companion advertisements i

the campaign. The imaze only advertisements are dirferent.

CEECTS

They are coniused, ambiguous, and seemingly illogical.

When words do appear they bear no relation to the image. The
images are complex and surreal. Three out of four times they
carry a message that reads ' No Comment'. They appear, unlike

their counterparts which are confined to middle—of—-the-road
womens' magazines, in the most expensive, upmarket, unisex, but
male oriented, ‘yuppie' magazines. This study will explore the

second type of Smirnoff advertisement.
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FIG. ONE. Smimoff advertisement from "EXCEL" magazine - August 88

54



Smirmoff advertisernent from "LOOKS™ magazine - January 88
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(I> The pattern & style of the Smirnoff canmpaign
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1 - 'Internal' pattern

Every advertisement in the Smirnoff campaign is a part of
an 'internal' pattern that 1s part of the presence of the
series as a unified whole. This 'internal' pattern relvolves
around the placement of the advertisement on the page. Each of
the advertisements in the campaign, whether part of the first
or second type, is contained in a rectangular shape placed at
an angle to the straight edges of the magazine, leaving a white
border around the image. This gives the series a structural
identity; a format in which diverse images can appear and yet
allow the advertisement to remain part of a characteristic
pattern: Although many advertisements have a similar
structure, none of them requires this pattern to the extent
that the Smirnoff advertisements do. The reason for this will
become apparant as the analysis continues

Each of the advertisements is also involved in a pattern
that is dictated by the editorial style of the magazine in
which they appear. The 'internal' pattern and the 'dictated!
pattern are closely related and, to some extent,
interdependaﬂt. Because or the style of this advertisement,
these patterns must also function as an element that
distinguishes the advertisement from other images in the
magazine. therefore they are diotated by the immediate

environment in which the advertisement is placed.
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2 - Style

ithel sty el iialy, - thetcalour and print quality of

advertisements in this campaign changes depending on the

overall style of the magazine in which they appear. The

glossy, sepai-toned version comes from the January edition of
LOOKS, a magazine aimed at late teenage women, and is identical
in rendition to other advertisements in the series that
appeared in LOOK NOW (a market twin of LOOAS) and EXCEL (a
similar magazine with a male market in mind). Both the
advertisements that appeared in the magazines marketed towards
women, were sepla toned, and the third was tinted blue. The
hazier, full-colour, hand—tinted.véréion come for £he November
1988 edition of CU7, a 'unisex' non-glossy magazine with a
music-review look to it. (The nature of these magazines and
the type of market at which they are aimed will be an important
factor in'further exploration of these advertisements.) It is
quite clear from the photographs of pages from these magazines
beside versions of the Smirnoff advertisements that appeared in
them, that each time an advertisement from the campaign is used

it is stylistically tailored to its immediate environment.

(Fig. 2> There is a less sophisticated precedence for this
fusion between an advertisement and the publication in which it

appears.
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'Ad.=Ed.~Osmosis'
In the Past advertisements that Used the 'Ad.~Ed.—Osmosis'
trick were largely COmposeq 0f text with accompanying
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FIG. THREE "NO COMMENT" - Smimoff advertisement from "CUT" magazine. Nov. 88




The first impression given by the images in this
advertisement (Fig. 3> is of wealth and beauty. This is due to
the appearance of Opulence and taste indicated by the clothing
and hair-styles of the man and the women. The second
impression, one of energy, youth and fun combined with love and
romance, is read from the couple's facial expression and from
the fact that they are holding hands. When these impressions

are connected with the brand-name that covers the man's eyes,

the consciously recieved message becomes, Young, happy, well-

to-do lovers having fun and drinking Smirnoff vodka.

In fact, they're not drinking anything at all, but somehow

the message got across and youth, happiness and pleasure were
equated withlthe physical aétion of drinking a pafticular brand
of vodka. Semiotics shows how this assumption is made - we
have learned how to read the signs. From this point it would
be relatively easy to follow Semiotic StTUCtUTESlOf decoding to
produce a simple analysis of the advertisement — an analysis
that would give a clear description of how these signs have
been manipulated to achieve the desired effect. The usefulness
of this is questionable. A sign 1s like a typecast actor; it
appears in different 'stories' but it always plays the same
part. Advertisements provide some of the 'stories' in which
these sign-'actors' appear. A Semiotic analysis describes the
réle of the 'actor' in a new 'étory' oy dlte aleulills wE
investigate the nature and history of the ‘'story' itself. i[Fs

the intention of the analysis of an advertisement is to show



s then it is
t
essary to formulate a wider and more holistic approach

Therefore,

.

the tollowing section Presents an iconographic

xploration of one Smirnofsf advertisement, through which it is

hoped to achieve an objective overview of style, format and
image—type as theyappear in this new advertising genre.
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h Smirnoff imagery

An iconography 0
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1 - Primary 1magery-

The map and the womaﬁ

thig appears tp be a

romantic or loving Besture,

It also implies &nergy, movement

telbe the case. (g this analysig

own hand as a model.)

forefinger. The other tow fingers balance this by holding
tightly t'o ‘the had just above tﬁe wrist. The man is holding
the woman's thumb, almost as if to bend it back in the wrong
direction. - He also has quite a pointed grip on that tender
part of the arm immediately below the bicep. This may not be

an afectionate hand-clasp. o

Stance

The man's stance is rigidly vertical, with only the head

inclining forward slightly. The woman's stance is different.

Her left shoulder is low and swinging to the right of the
picture-frame as though she is using it as a weight to move
away from the man whose grip seems to pull her right shoulder

!'fir"mirwards. and towards him.




and stance,
formed in the shape normally
could equally wel] be formed
Aaeny oL fear. The angle of

posibility more likely. The

man's f
Tace ig similarly contorted

though his
al o3 €yes are hidden by the Smirnoff label which makes

: e di f i -
« Ul t:- t() X ea(i Vv y 'N}lerl

these elements are combined with the Other body-language it
= 1

becomes difficult not to read 4 degree of distress and violence

in the whole appearance of thelcoupiie, iy s therefore

conclude that these 'Primary' images are ambiguous and obscure;

appearing to say one thing but possibly saying another.
2 - Secondary Imagery

The 'Stage'

=

In this sense the 'stage' is the space in which the various

elements of the advertisement play their parts andhe

.

'secondary’ image is any other element besides the 'primary'’

and the words. At first glance, the

lmage (the man and woman? ,
background/secondary images are.rendered almost invisible by
Ethe foreground/primary image. After the foreground lmage has
it is pOSSible to see them, temporarily, in

been explored,
horizon of a rubble—-1like

; the
Sl Al il lieNdnawnsby



landscape.

€ries of :

format; one to tpe left of = imgges in a tableay
€ man

man and the

woman. The landscape ltsels

satellite phOthraph,

images. In other Versions of thebad
ve

sky.

Ihﬁ—lmagmn_ihg_maamm

The first image (to the Left ofs the R LS OR A i el e

gESdaman ‘with glasses, wearing a while Suit, and a

distinguishable watch. He appears tg be digging a grave.

There is even a headstone. A PsSychoanalytic analysis might

explain the image of a man in a dinner jacket digging a grave,

but what is it doing in an advertisement for vodka?

The next image on the horizon line is of another man near
Some buildings that look like part of a mining operation. The
man is loocking through a Pipe that closely resembles a
pPeriscope.

The third and final image is of a helicopter with a giant

size bottle of vodka tied to the bottom of it. This is the

Simplest image in the horizon line tableau.

What do these images mean. Psychoanalysis and/or Semiotics
could provide an answer for somé of the images, and for some of
the groups of images; e.§&: if you take it that the man is
threatening the woman, then the gravedigger in the dinner
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selections of the images
]

However,

ressful, dream-
like and caonfusi '
ng. Any structurail analysis that i
S applied to

thenl ai 18 y
; f eCDde hem con inCi n81 i 'thOUt bECDmi ng i
f',t) d t v A sSurmise

1 and supposition.

8 = Wasy Ueseas!

LSMIRNOQFE'
The Smirnoff label has two definite functions; it is

{ another unifying device in that it appears in all the

advertisements from this series, and it is, simply, the name of

the product. The question of its meaning arises only when its

placement on the page is considered. Again, there are many

connotations, Freudian and otherwise. It could refer to

blackmail, or it could be sexual and relate to bondage. These
2 3

PRl e, o gl 3

R s label
are inconclusive suggestions. The fact is that this labe g2
covers always covers the eyes of someone in the advertisement




the title 'Good wr

th friends: itten ip red at the b

u Ottom right of

the page. These wordg AReSnotinecone :
¥

they mean nothing.

we cou d Say
W I the CDmment 18 nDn“EXiStant == superfl
uous to the

image. In this advertisement it has been r
read stamp that SaysSSInSe fifc et comment is ppot
necessary' .

Now, retaining an iconographio perspective, we can say what

this means.

Tilioshe mRed el Bl R le adnmission of the power of the image

to stand alone - it acknowledges pictorial Supremac&; Secondly

it admits that it is (as we have found) impossible to say
anything about imagery of this kind; it is meant to be as
pictorial as possible, totally open to interpretafion. In this
way the ambiguity is confirmed. The advertisement is permitted

to be obscure and the viewer is permitted to be as imaginative

as they want.

4 - The image-making

The maker of this advertisement uses the technique of

. : e 0 TheSarhcs

photo-montage with ek o ntoel PRETEEIE
: S aphs. The

dverticemente lUse straightforward toned photograp

’ n them is so great that this

Similarity of appearance betwee

=

e oy T




for its fantastic gpq » Were it ppt
: Surrea] ima
ge

1t
ts 1nnacurate liShting S size relations ang

hated; the wWomen's hair

‘ _ S Jacket. Tp
1 e - € man's hair ig
® coelour-connected ;
R el © to the lmages on the horizon lin
e. A
the colour of the WOmen's dress part from
{

all the Other Colours are

3 .~ repeated thr i
1 . rep Oughout the lmage as a whole, This colour ech
scheme

3ﬁ ‘ is less 'matural’
g than a black and white Photograph,

toned photographs in the rest of the series

or the

It makes the

| images of the man and woman static and lifeless, It freezez a

moment of illusionary time, The notion of photo-montage, which

has a highly politicised profile in art history (re. Johnny

‘I Heartfield and contemporary photo-texts, for example) implies a

certain process of the art image, rather than the advertising
'3 - dmage. It indicates a certain freedom of expression on the
part of the person who made it. It also indicates a freedom of

interpretation on the part of the person who recieves it.
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revealed themselves to be ambiguous and mysterious. What are

they trying to say to the consumer viewer?

B
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and how much is indirectly involved?

that two elements directly sell the -
)

oduct. These elements

are not very different Irom the ‘selling signs' 4
in other

gdWertisements — they are; the Pale ool product) andlch
3 (=

first impression we recieve of the man and the womg
n.

The
point of direct sale reste with the message that says ' young
] Ll
happy, well-to-do lovers having fun and drinking Smirnoff'. So

.Qhét is the funcfion et ‘the othér.images, and what_abaut the
ambiguity of the 'sale' image.

It is necessary to note some practical reasons for the
nature and function of the imagery before exrplain'ing these
qu'estion: As we have already seen, tobacco and alcohol

advertising is legally bound to abstain from the use of imagery

that portrays the physical action of smoking and drinking.

There are other rules as well — some relate to the age of the

| characters in the advertisement, some to the suggestion of

| pleasure or enjoyment in what is a potentially dangerous
1 Substance It could be said that these rules are limitations,

| ' ’ - Hedges
B tihem o el o ke pEwsE 9% the early Benson & Hedge
ts along with much similar advertising
nts ‘

i
4
4
;I'i.

Cigarette advertiseme -
| { islation, it is
Eha thae ol llowed in thelvake of this legis




1 Was a Strong,

S valved image‘idEntity‘ The advertisement then became a

presence, rather than anp allseutisales Pitch. It 1s quite easy

to see how this applies €qually well to alcohol advertisements.
Needless to Say, this is not to underestimate the role df-
the advertiser in the evolution of such imagrey. True, a

change in style was hnecessitated by legislation, but it is

certain that if the advertiser did not already believe in the
superior power of this type of imagery, some other way around
the law would have been found. It also must be accepted that
while all this imagery is not involved in the direct sell, it

comes from a world that has a long history of dealing in

; i t be
Ppictures and what they can mean. Therefore, it mus

2 = t h:
concluded that these images are no less pre meditated than

those that appear in easily decoded advertisements, and that

any hidden meanings are not accidental,

; o 5 ore when
These are the meanings we expl

or even incidental.

we look beyond the

direct-sale images.
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eyes uplifted. ge writeg » Saluting and with

that France ig

it Signifieg to me:
without any col

a great -

Smpire, that

; 4 all

our dlSCTlmination her sons,
’

g( and that there
€tors or ap alleged

e Zec I
' eal this Young black shows
alled oppressors, !

answer to the detra
colonialismp that th

1n serving his So-c

= we see ho i e
o 1% sunple Plctures are infected with meaning
S ot

Anne Treneman, in h
: e S M S o
Say, (_,aSﬂlng iln on the clirse -—

Beea = 2gand thelimens taboo, calls advertising images

Premeditated conjurings dedicated to the
production of hidden meaning, -

The purpose of hidden meanings is to provide associations
that will help sell the product. In most advertising these
images work at the same level as Barthe's black spldier; they
are simple evocations ot family, wealth, history, or any other
aspect of our culture that the advertiser believes ta be

capable of enhancing the 'personality' of the product.

However, in the advertisement-type characterised by the Silk

Cut advertisement, the Smirnoff advenciceenERans ot

presented here, we are dealing with anientinelyidlsr cieCiaei
of hidaen meaning This difference rests with characteristics

{ < i the
of the advertisement—-type that were explored in

off advertisement; the lack of

. i S n
inconographic study of the Smir

rendering, the gluzcba pes el DIEE

typography, the style of the
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advertisement,

descriptive,

stylistic elements that COmpose them, and it is their presence

BElebenythan the restraints or legislation which may have

necessitated that change in style.

Some methods for the divination and analysis of these
hidden meanings were alluded to in the previous sécnion;
Freudian psychoanalysis, or Semiotics are two of these.
However, the application of these analytical formulae is not

really necessary, as the hidden meanings have already revealed

themselves to a large extent in the icongraphic exploration.
As each of the images was explored the overall ambiguity of

meaning increased It became difficult to see the images as

eared to be
anything other than violent. the man and woman app
e : L, Gl ieeeEe
involved in some argument OT violent quarre

fear and anger. Their body language
e

evoked feelings of stress, |
: ; between them, and that

i taking place
implied that a struggle was
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this struggle invglyeq o

18D aF oo,

place in a surreaj and night All this took
marigh

e,
=TT iCDnographic €Xplorat :
: ation

were raised

and less easily anpgy
erable. Any attempt tg answer th
| | | ese self-
evident questions 1mmediately involveg
an attem

thtel© i
story about the imagery, p ell a

thell
I:r we ou
W A4 1 W t W e 1ere the

iddle of a 'st L ]
mi SRRV BRI Y Sy il the begining and the end

o) ' ]
gfthe *story', we can know the meaning of the moment

represented in the advertisement. This is understandable, but

malformed reasoning. What we see in the advertisement is not
paistdefital story =1t 45 not a stilll freom & Faiim S o
Journalistic photograph. It is a ficticious, static moment

created in a studio and then transmitted by an
artist/illustrator to become part of a surreal landscape. The

implication that it is part of a linear progression ol events

distracts our attention from the moment itself. It gives us

the 11lusion of reason that we inevitably seek. The desire to

xplain, 01 to
place the chara P ;

cters in a story i1s a desire to e

£ ' ib: oment.
explain away, the ambiguity of an incomprehensible m
i is no story — what
Yhat ‘is important to remember is that there
: thi more than a
e e dver b iscuentRECVES was anything
see in the a
a moment, ilasted for a

; 2 ~reated for
moment. The action was crea
There is no slowly

¢ moment.
moment, and belongs to that =
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0f speed and

that coyig be tolg

This description
d
e the image itself, yet 1t

» hot through the

Commmonsensic
observation. 5

The meanin
8S concealed behind the SSmiling e S late t
relate a
death, and possibly tg Tape or murder. Images in the oth
(=ne

T R e =i s e

Smirnoff advertisements,

though not go violent, are also

nightmarish, surrea] and Cconfusing.

be asked is, 'Why would images of violence,

The question that begs to
death and fear
|

appear in an advertisement?'. In order to answer that question

e

pERaVeto ack some more questionsabouthadver ienny and
1 advertising in general.

‘the first, and most important, truth about adﬁertieing, a
truth that some people find difficult to accept, is that
'nothing is acidental or incidental. In his book Advertising,
The Uneasy Persuasion, Michael Schudson investigates the

awareness of the advertiser in a chapter entitled ' What

Advertising‘ﬁgencies Know' “. Just how much they know is

Surprising. : ‘ h
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big businessl As Schudsonp

points out, thig e
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most ¢ ? o ; :
T ;I;Elglsm 0f advertising is written in
- at actually ha : : :
agencies. Y happens inside these

S =
chudson presents a scheme that is employed by agencies

= : : -
Pproaching the production of a campaign. It consists of four

basic questions:

1. What is the product [and- what, if anything, makes it distinctive)?
This means that the advertiser and agency must also know what are

rival products.
2. Who is the audience or group of consumers most likely to be inter-

ested in the product? ; '
3, Through what media can this target population be most efficiently
media to use often guides a cam-

reached? (An idea about which :
although the actual “media buying” generally

paign from early on, i o)
: in setting up the campaign.
is the final step In setting 1P 1 will be most effective?

4. Strategy—what kind of advertising appea :
and efzcution——what art and copy will best do the job?
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sphere of knowledge_

each of these departments 5
ec

advertisement,

: ol
High Involvement galne

car, houge, ;
Low Involvement fumiture

food, householg items

jewelry, cosmetics, apparel, motorcycles
Cigarettes, liquor, candy

This type of Cléseification represents the agency's
involvement with the product. The audience comes under similar
~scrutiny. Here agencies look to statistics gathered through
national, international, media-based, oonsuﬁer—baéed, and
psychology—based surveys for information about the potential

audience, its habits, likes, dislikes, in fact, every single

characteristic.

Advertising agencies also look at studies of attitudes and

. ; £ : & ience will be
behaviour that are projections of what vheraudies

like in the future;

ced to Itnow not on Z W. -
Jd’arketee‘r‘s nee : . )Y : 5
g T prUldtl‘Uﬂ is th-‘. v, puT who It 1S (=
tar e A : S A [ 11K 1

to be tomorrow.” >
S = ctatlistics are al
)4 ial science and even censu
V:ho]og , social s
‘ | S n sts
to the advertiser. Schudson 11

part of the knowledge vital
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e e e s e e

They are worth
or Exampl e,

they i
usiness travellerg e Y Know that;
Dmen;

& quarter of

beer; that pupil—dilation S e
nd e

. ye-excitment ig AniESthat
; en no men
women, » are the Primary advertisement audience

risingl
=P 81y’ to the extent that the hypothetical consumer is

lways called 'she' j =
o v he' in ag SReal T e e e of Michael

Schudson,

There 1s one thing that can be said for certain at the end or
aIRISChid's and’ that is nothing in advertising happens by
accident. Though the sources of the advertisers knowledge may
be eclectic, and the conclusions spurious, it is a tact that
the content of any one advertisement is the result of
comprehensive research into the market at which it is aimed.

WVhat does this tell us about hidden meanings in the iconic

advertisement?







it

» then these are

piemneentngsivhichiare sran to appeal most to th
e

target

2l Snce The social reasons for the appeal of the violent

image are many and varied angd have been explored in other

studies. Its appearance as an asthetic/stylistic device used

in advertisements is more pertinent to this study.

If ideas for advertisement campaigns come from any
identifiable place, it is from the culture of advértising
generally. Agencies eagerly pursue the work of other agencies.
The violence detected by feminists in the Silk Cut
advertisements is present in the Smirnoff campaign. An
advertising precedent had been set and a style of hidden

meanings has évolved in the 'inward-looking' world of

i ce of this new type of
advertising. This explains the presen

' ity of the
hidden meaning but it does not explain the popularity

i : i i zarette and alcohol
Partially concealed violent image in cigal
e ivertising world
advertici FPerhaps another aspect o the ad
‘ertising.

can explain this popularity:
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The New Aesthetic

ix

hapter g




The Magazines

Iy




BOMBING THE Bass

BOB ACTS WALT pisnEy

< BRI WILSON LA GANGS

IS THE TROUBLED BEACH

BATTLING IN THE BARRIO
BOY REALLY BACK?

FIG FOUR. Cover of "CUT magazine
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IF YOU'RE
GOOD
ENOUGH...

. WE'LL
GIVE
YOU A
FUTURE
WORTH
FO

MILLION

POUNDS

NEW CARS: DULL ANDBDEADLY

WHO ARE BRITAIN'S HARD DRINKERS?

FIG FIVE Cover of *EXCEL" magazine
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magazines. The first Of thege it
S calle

d cur. (Fig. 4) CUT is

monthly magazine, SOSEIn el SRRl o IR£1
-5,

It is produced d
published by % 2

lmited', a British
sed compa : :
basec pany Its articles are Predominently media-based

A e
e IR Semisfrlnges trends in Music and the 'z

culture

that is peripheral enough to be considered ‘fringe'. Some

obscure singles and albums, alternative comedians like French &

Saunders, new film reviews, and a retrospective of the
relationship betweeen Elvis Presley and his manager, Colonel
Potter, entitled, 'The Thing is dead, long live the Thing', are
among the subjects tackled. Recently produced Adult Comic

boocks with a quasi-political message also come under the

scrutiny of the contibutary writers. The Advertisment Sales

department gives special rates for bands. The design is slick,

: tractive. The magazine is
competent, confident, and very at

Z ] i ossy nor matt;
arger than A4 in size. The paper 1s ne ther g
P i - tage of the
lastic-coated texture. A large percentag
it has a » '
agaz rinted in fu ] cOo 6ur The overall effect 1s a
i = i i c : h
magazine is Pp | |
stylish 7 tains stylish,
] ‘ ackage that con \
i t i pleasing
b/ , aesthetically P



,éésthetically pleasin
8,

AWarg:

CUT fDIlDwS 'this Pa‘tte a0 artic;les'
rn,

The advertisment in
gkCEI (Fig. 5) ig

8los
cover. o A Size Magazine

It is SUbtitlag iy with a heavy
g A
As can be seen frq, this re T desionly hatsioe
Product

i
deals mainly With % 9fgne Mmagazine cover, it
COncerng Ot
moblile, maleg, EXC YOoung, upwardly
Publishing Companyn

runs articles entitleqg 'Powerpl
’ ay'

‘Vorking Tactics' .
Every article ig PUunctuateg with desig
ne

I cartoons, photographs
and illustrations,

man 1
¥ Of which have little Or no realtion to

EheSarticles., A Section entitleq °

style and content,

i_' LOOKS and LOOK NOW are similar magazines with one exception
- they are aimed towards a female audience. I

L These are the publications in which the 'iconic'
advertisment appears. They cater for a market that has become

'§ o obsessed with having a 'designer lifestyle.




&€style

it

(II> The-Designer Id:




What is 5 °
designep lifest

lat»

EEEAS & dockl angg Wareh St
€houyg

€,

a
telephone that beangS . dairy that ¢ a filofax
n a !

lFilm NDir'

advertisment.

These magazin '
f=3 €S are full of the 'designer lifesty]
Style'; the
filofaxes, the
! glasses, +the telephones, the careers, th 11
. , e sma ’

black dESigned 'things'

S 0Or
CHESE T e 2
mo hese motifg become part of the persona orf the person
who buys them. =0 TOO does the Magazine that contains them

and, in turn, the advertisments that the magazine containe.
These advertisments sell products that are part of the
‘designer lifestyle', in magazines that are part of the

'designer lifestyle'; using images that belong to the same

socio—aesthetic ethos. They are products d{including the

i ' i ‘ © ie
magazine itself) where 'the consumers economic investmen

: = A
slight, but his or her ego investment may become very high
s not only the commercial and social

ihEES attitudé characterise

z1 more
aspect of the product, but also of the magazine and

of the advertisment itself. The

importantly, the style

: er
magazine, the product. and the adv

- essions
c of the designer— B

: ' badge'
the same new aesthetil

o8

tisment must all be part oI



magazineg must

to be Sucessfuyl. Tt

style ang content

advertism
ent because the
e 'New Aesthetic!
nds a style gof image With whiep i :

be associated -

colourful, 1nteresting,

i
y

rel, but certainly one

One that is not too much

like an advertisment.

——

the ‘designer:’ advertisment for a

; X
'designer lifestyle. The advertisersg automatic response to

;j this is the production of an ambiguous, image-dominated

advertisrmén.t, e I‘epresem‘;ed by the Smirﬁc;ff campaign and
others presented here. In this guise, any hidden meaning can
become acceptable. Under the New Aesthetic the advertisment
itself becomes part of a range of possessions. The most
important selling point of any campaign that appears in these
magazines, is its ability to become part of the aesthetic

whole The concept of the 'New Aesthetic' explains to some

extent, the presence of the 'iconic' advertisment.

99




D
efinitions of ap Iconice advertisement

Chapter Sevap -



as belonging to

These advertisments

and the 'Iconic! advertisement,

The points Presented here begin with ideas

Presented in the
first and second Cchapterg,

and end with ideas introduced in the

detailed analysis of one advertisement. therefore, the first

1 | set of points relate tg the nature of the term Iconism and the
1 second set of points relate to the nature of the Iconic

advertisement.




of the reality

likeness of an Lhﬁdillai

Advertisements

i, '
Rather, they give us a

of
Product they seli. The

e€xploreqd i
n t
he Preceeding Chapters were i
have little or no direct referen seen to
Ce to the

produot, Ox teran idﬁﬁl_!hmd reality of the
of the Product,

advertisements

What these

did refer
to most Strongly was an idea behind
the product or associat i -
ed with it; a pi
; plctorial image-based
idea. Sleondism! i [ i '
1S 1irst present in Advertisemente in this

aspect — the presentation of a wholly, or predominantly

s of an ide
In chapter two, Semiotics was discussed in depth to the
extent that certain conclusions were reached about its nature
as a science and, more importantly, several arguments were
presented against the accepted Semiotic definitions of

iconicity. It was necessary to show that the icon was nopt

merely a natural, mimetic sign; that to say that something is

lleonic purely insofar as 1t imitates that which it signifies
i 14 d its
provides an dverly limiting definition that has outlive

decoding/analysis of imagesiipanticulen sy
e

dolchi SaHtae.S impor

usefulness in th
tant toO

r to
advertising images: In orde st
. 2 +ts abou’ itse ;
1 i thin the o llence cReHE ar gumen
stay rigidly with | :
£ le roves that the
2 itiguée of iconisi for example, P

mberto Eco's crit =05

i i turall coded a

to offer: that it 1S cul y
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that any aspec:t of
St R
S
culturalized content o More tq do witp th
2 e

image
th ;
imitation. Ve have Seen }, gt Lt Qualitieg of
i o)
relate strongly tg One 4 'SemEHHSEHEsented here
Spe

jEfflestyle, or the

This
chapter also showed how much of what Semiotics said about signs

in advertising has been recoded into advertising‘—.ﬁaking the
iconic advertisement a Post-semiotic phenomenon.

Following sections exposed the structure of the iconic
advertisement and reaffirmed some of the conclusions previously

reached. It also introduced the stylistic characteristics of

the iconic advertisement.

From the points rasied in these sections it is possible to

list the characteristics of an iconic advertisement.

tedly @
« 'The iconic advertisement is purely pictoria

predominently pictorial
to an idea, rather than

= + refers
* The iconic advertisemen

to the real or the @deal
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colour, format etc. .

The ~ i
iconic advertlsement is the direct descendant of

Gillian Dyer's 'sophisticated! advertisement, Judith

W
illiamson's early Benson & Hedges advertisement, and

the subsequent advertisements explored by Alan Browne in
his degree thesis.

The iconic advertisement is directly related to the
desiﬁber lifestyle as it appears in designer magazines.
The iconic advertisement is post-semiotic in that it
belongs to a style that had absorbed what Semiotic
eritilciismstal é?}and used then to its advantage.

The present Smirnoff campaign is a working model ofthe




Since writing,
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Adverrisemem‘ for “TACHINO" from "CUT" Feb. 89
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Advertisement for "STELLA ARTOIS" lager from "CUT" Nov. 88
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viewpoint of the analyst/viewer/consumer. Anything written about the 'true meaning' of these
advertising images that attempts to lay down 'rules' or constants is nothing more than a didac-
tic, educated' guess'. The fact that many of these guesses may seem more educated than
others, or that some of them may have the weight of an evolved credibility behind them, does
not preclude them from remaining within the realm of hypothesis. The usefulness of this type of
analysis is questionable. It succeeds in providing a range of optional ‘answers' to choose from
but mainly it contributes to the endless continuation of argument and counter-argument. Fre-
quently, important ideas are bypassed as these arguments become increasingly circular.
Advertising is not an isolated phenomonen - it is related to and influenced by all other media
elements. Most importantly, advertising is a product of society and the meanings belong to all
of us in so far as we are willing or able to understand them, The meanings do not belong solely
to the advertiser or to the analyst/critic, but to The‘consumer/vie\fv.er. Therefc?re, there confbe
no dogmatic or constant definitions of meaning. Types of advertising onolya:;ho’r ctffemp
these methods of decoding meaning produce only a.cons‘rgnf fehpe | 'g” ;’n
'equations of meaning'. Once the formulae for these 'equations gheOdeouows o

learned, any meaning can be decoded in sp far as the cl:hosben r(;nSs kel b(ljsed
the contention of this thesis that these equations of meaning BYP



Questions of mass-c
~Culture/media pattems . ;
Popular cultyre s avoided, e shoj, [ElEeceicn advertising in

styles, patterns, and movements
In an €ssay entitleq, ‘The provisional visi

This is a precise description of the type of reading' applied in this thesis. In this
study, the "absence of the author/authority that can guarantee meaning* has been
acknowledged because, in the case of advertising, we are forced, by the imposed
anonymity of ad-'authors', to accept this absence. Advertisind analysts who contin-
ue to ignore this absence produce ‘decodings' based on a false premise.

This thesis aftempts to provide one step towards a reassessment of contem-
porary advertising imagery. In the identification, exploration, and naming of an ad-
vertising ‘'movement’, it is hoped to provide some insight into a potential avenue of
investigation previously ignored in analyses of advertisements. It also proYides the
answer to Judith Williamsons question’ "Where do you go next?" and in this way

charts the progression of a new style in advertising -:
| the post-Semiotic, Iconic advertisement.
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FOOTNOTES

Introduction

3 WJT Mitchell - lconology, Image, Text, Ideology Introduction

4 Hans Hcock_e - German Artist concermned with the subversion of cor-
porate advertising imagery

S Artangel Trust - The Artangel Trust is a funding and initiating organisation
for the visual arts. It presents art in public locations - collaborates with art-
ists and curators to win new audiences beyond the museum. It encour-
ages work of political and social intervention and suports works which
are not gallery based. The Artangel Trust is based in London at 137 Ox-
ford St., London WIR 17D

6 Lorraine Gamman - The Female Gaze P24
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Chapter One
1 WJT Mitchgj - 'Coﬂology f
o Im

2 Plato - The Repubiik gy, S.473¢
3 Paul - Corinthigng 113: |

Chapter Two

SrSee Bibliogerhy

6 Sebeck - The Sign & its Masters - p119
/7 ibid. -P110

10 Sebeok - ibid. - P117

11 Sebeck - ibid-P 117

12 Oxford English Dictionary

13 Quoted by WJT Mitchell - P 30

14 See Bibliography

15 Umberto Eco - A Theory of Semiotics - PP 193-194
16 ibid.

17 ibid.

18 ibid.

19 ibid.

2' ) I | IC l i I . .

21 Umberto Eco - Travels in Hype
graphy

' iblio
22 Roland Barthes - Mythologies - See Bibli
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-Intro. to first edition

ibid. - Intro to second edition

ibid. - Intro to second edition

1 Roland Barthes - Mythologies - P 14

: 2 Anne Treneman - The Female Gaze - p 156

- 3 Michael Schudson - Advertising, The Uneasy Persuasion PP 44 - 89
~ 4ibid. P 45

5 ibid. P 55
6 ibid P 65

7 Quoted by Michael Schudson - ibid. P 85

mmary and conclusion
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Molly Rothenberg - The provisional vision of Blake's Jerusalen
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