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HAMLET
Do you see yonder cloud that’s almost in shape of a camel?

POLONIUS
By th’ mass, and ‘tis like a camel indeed.

HAMLET
Methinks it is like a weasel.

POLONIUS
It is backed like a weasel.

HAMLET
Or like a whale.

POLONIUS
Very like a whale.

The Sign in the Window:

A Semiotic Analysis of Advertising

The signs I’ll be discussing have two different meanings.  Literally speaking signs are print advertisements and television commercials.  (The convention, incidentally, is to use the term advertisement for the print media and the term commercial for electronic media.)  The window, for my purposes, is the television screen or pages in magazines or other kinds of publications with advertisements on them.  But semiotically speaking, they refer to Saussure’s and Peirce’s analyses of signs and the science of semiotics.

Two Perspectives on Signs   


Saussure split signs into signifiers (sounds and images) and signifieds (concepts) and argued that the relationship that existed between signifiers and signifieds was arbitrary--that is, based on convention. As he wrote in his Course in General Linguistics (1966: 67):


I propose to retain the word sign [signe] to designate the whole


and to replace concepts and sound-image respectively by signified


[signifié] and signifier [signifiant]; the last two terms have the 
advantage of indicating the opposition that separates them from each 
other and from the whole of which they are parts.

Peirce’s had a different theory of signs and elaborated a trichotomy in which he suggests there are three categories of signs: icons (which signify by resemblance), indexes (which signify by cause and  effect) and symbols (whose meanings are conventional which means they have to be learned.).


Peirce stressed the importance of having some interpret signs and wrote that a sign “is something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity.” (1977:27)  He believed that signs pervade the universe.  As he explained:


It seems a strange thing, when one comes to ponder over it, that a sign 
should leave its interpreter to supply part of its meaning; but the 
explanation of the phenomenon lies in the fact that the entire 
universe...is perfused with signs, if it is not composed exclusively of 
signs. (Peirce; epigraph in Sebeok, 1977: vi)

If everything in the universe is a sign then semiotics becomes the master discipline for interpreting and analyzing everything.  I will not pursue the implications of this “imperialistic” notion.  For our purposes it is useful to think of everything in a print advertisement or television commercial as a sign and therefore meaningful.  The implication of Peirce’s statement is that everyone is a practicing semiotician, with varying degrees of expertise,  even though most people have not heard the term and are not familiar with the theories of Saussure of Peirce.  That is because we all find meaning in signs--not just in words but in all parts of signs, as I will explain shortly.


Traditionally, Saussure’s theory is known as semiology and Peirce’s as semiotics; I will use the term semiotics, which is the term conventionally used nowadays, to cover both approaches.  


There are certain problems we should be aware of when using semiotics.  There is the matter of  “aberrant decoding,” the fact that people who see a commercial or glance at an advertisement may not have the same background as the people who made the commercial or advertisement and thus may interpret it differently from the way its creators thought it would be interpreted.  


But even if there are some aberrations in the decoding, that does not mean the decoders (that readers and interpreters of commercials and advertisements) completely misinterpret things or misinterpret everything.  We’re all different. We have different backgrounds, levels of education, interests, incomes, occupations and so on--but we probably understand most of the messages that are found in commercials and advertisements.  Or, at least, enough of us do to make it worth while advertising products and services.  

There is also the matter of lying with signs. As Umberto Eco points out, if you can tell the truth with signs, you can also lie with them.  So we have to be careful when we analyze signs and distinguish between people who are using signs to tell the truth and people who are using signs to lie to us.  For example, many blondes we see are really brunettes who have “dyed by their own hands” or someone else’s.

Signs in Signs: a Primer on Applied Semiotics 

I’d like to offer a metaphor that might be useful here.  Think of yourself as a “practicing semiotician” as being analogous to Sherlock Holmes or some other detective investigating a crime.  He’s looking for clues and everything is potentially significant.  The difference between detectives and readers of crime novels is that the detectives don’t miss important signs that readers gloss over.  Often these important signs are buried in descriptions, to which readers pay little attention.


So, let me ask--what might be important in an advertisement or commercial.  (In scholarly discourse, works of art are generally called “texts” and I will use that term at times.  This enables us to avoid having to write the word commercial or advertisement or whatever, over and over again.)  What is important in a text?  The answer is--everything!   It is possible to make a distinction between the sign/advertisement and the signs/semiotically speaking in the advertisement.  To make it easier to discuss advertisements from a semiotic perspective, let me suggest that we think of each sign within an advertisement as an elemental sign or signeme--a fundamental sign that cannot be broken down any further. The following chart lists a number of important non-verbal signemes but it does not cover all possible signemes in a print advertisement or commercial.  The list can easily be expanded upon; but it does offer an idea of the most commonly found signemes that, depending upon the particular advertisement or commercial, can have varying degrees of importance.


Hair Color



Clothes


Hair Style



Body Language


Eye color



Setting


Eyeglasses (styles)


Relationships implied


Earring and other body adornments
Occupations


Facial structure



Age


Makeup



Gender



Figure (women)



Race


Body type (men)


Actions going on


Facial expressions


Sound effects, Music


Spatiality



Design


Type faces in text


Color


Lighting



Fig. 1: Non-Verbal  Signemes in Print Advertisements
When we come to verbal matters, we might consider the following matters, listed in the chart below.


Words used 



Arguments & Appeals used


Metaphors & Similes


Slogans


Associations (Metonymies)

Headlines


Negations made



Paradoxes generated


Affirmations offered


Questions asked


Tone




Style



Fig. 2: Verbal Signemes in Advertisements
We must remember that a word is a kind of sign and the definition of a word is based on convention and must be learned.  That explains, in part, why dictionaries are always being revised.



AD or DRAWING OF AD HERE
The Maiden in Paradise: A Case Study 

Let’s take a very interesting print advertisement as a case study in applied semiotic analysis.  The advertisement is for Fidji perfume and appeared a number of years ago in many fashion magazines.  We see a photograph with part of the face of a Polynesian woman (from just below her nose) who is holding a bottle of Fidji perfume in curiously intertwined fingers.  Her fingernails are red.  She has long dark hair, full red lips (slightly parted), and has a yellow orchid tucked into her hair on the right hand side of her face.  Around her neck we see a snake, part of whose body forms something that looks like an infinity symbol, whose head faces down, slightly covering the top of the Fidji bottle.  The lighting is rather dramatic, using chiaroscuro (which means, in essence, both clear and dark).  Parts of the photograph are light but other parts, particularly the upper right of the photograph, is quite dark.



Let me list some of the things a semiotician would think about in interpreting this advertisement.

1.
The formal design of the ad.  In our minds formal design (approximating axial balance), simplicity and spaciousness (a great deal of white or “empty” space) is associated with class, wealth and sophistication.  Advertisements for expensive and “classy” objects often are full of white space and, relatively speaking, empty.

2.
The warm colors.  The maiden’s yellow orchid and full red lips and finger nails.  Red is commonly used to suggest passion.  

3.
The partial showing of the woman’s face.  Because we only see the bottom part of her face, it is possible for women to “identify” with her more easily than if we saw her complete face.  Her lips are partly open and the lighting emphasizes her long and slender neck.  The open lips may suggest current (or future) sexual passion or something of that nature.

4.
The woman is a Polynesian.  In the popular imagination we connect Polynesia with fantasies of natural love and sexuality.  Gaughin abandoned France for Polynesia and this story, of  his “escape” to paradise is known to many people.

5.
The woman has dark hair.  Dark hair, in American culture, is often associated with warmth, heat, and sexual passion.  Women with blonde hair, on the other hand, are often thought of as Nordic and as cold, icy, innocent and sexually unresponsive.  Her hair is long, also--which, let me suggest, is connected in the popular mind with youth and sexual “abandon.”  That explains all those commercials with young women, their long hair flying in the breeze, racing through meadows toward--presumably--their lovers.  It is quite common for women to cut their hair short, so they don’t have to bother with it as much, when they get older.

6.
The name of the perfume.  The name, “Fidji,” makes the connection between this perfume and Polynesia (and all that goes with it) explicit.  The copy in this advertisement reinforces this notion.

7.
The yellow orchid.  Flowers are the sexual apparatus of a plant...so there is a hint of sexuality in the use of this orchid, which due to the lighting, is prominently displayed .  We often talk about women “flowering” which means becoming physically developed and with that, sexually receptive. 

8.
The snake.  Snakes, Freud explained, are phallic symbols by virtue of their shape--an example of iconic semiotic and psychoanalytic interpretation. (It should be pointed out that in some countries that advertisement was run without the snake.)  This image, a woman with a snake around her neck (it looks like a corn snake) is also found in Piero Di Cosimo’s “Simonetta Vespucci” and other paintings and works of art as well--an example of intertextuality (one work that either consciously or unconsciously borrows from another work.)   


The relationship between women and snakes goes back a long way, to The Garden of Eden, and the outcome of that relationship, Adam’s temptation, has been of considerable importance in Western history.  One might argue that the snake, in the story of the Garden of Eden, is the prototypical advertising executive.  Let me quote from Genesis here.  “Now the serpent was more subtil than any beast in the field which the Lord God had made” and he convinced Eve that if she ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil she wouldn’t die but her eyes would be opened.  After she ate from the tree and convinced Adam to do the same, they were both thrown out of the Garden of  Eden.


Eve’s excuse was “The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat.”  Advertising executives have been beguiling the progeny of Adam and Eve since then--though they have not been required to slide on their bellies and eat dust.


There is also, in Greek mythology, Medusa--the goddess whose hair was made of  snakes.  They turned any man who looked upon her into stone.  Hair, this myth suggests, has power.

9.
The intertwined fingers.  The fingers are curiously intertwined...with one finger shown between two other fingers--approximating, vaguely, a penis coming between two legs.  We find intertwined fingers in some works of art, such as Sandro Botticelli’s “Primavera” so there is another intertextual relationship in this work that might be considered. 
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The bottle.  The bottle has a large stopper and highlights that run across it.  It has a perpendicular black line in the middle of the bottle and a horizontal black ribbon between the stopper and the bottle.

11.
The woman is naked.  The woman is not wearing any clothes, which reinforces is paradisical image.  Before Adam and Eve ate from the tree of knowledge, they were naked and nakedness is associated in Western consciousness with innocence (and in the case of nudists, for example, with a desire to regain the innocence of paradise).  Curiously enough we do not see any indication of her breasts.  They seem to have been airbrushed out. Showing breasts might suggest maternity and related matters which would not be conducive to fantasies of  primitive sex with a natural (read uninhibited) woman.  Showing breasts is much different, I should point out, from showing cleavage and indicating breasts--which is a sexual turn on.  

12.
The use of the French language.  The ad only has French in it and French here is used because of its metonymic qualities--because we associate the French (whether this association is correct or not is beside the point) with style and sophistication and with sexiness.  The French language also acts as a means of separating those with “class” and who know French (or, at least can understand the French used--which is not very difficult) with the “masses.”

13.
The headline used.  In the upper right hand corner of the advertisement, in relatively small type, we see the following words:  



Fidji: le parfum des paradis retrouvés

I would translate this as “Fidji: the perfum of paradise regained (or rediscovered)”.  You don’t have to know French to understand most of the headline.  And the phrase “paradise regained” is one that people with any degree of education are familiar with.  So even if they don’t know what “retrouves” means, they can most likely figure it out.  So you don’t really have to know French or be “sophisticated” to be able to understand the headline.


On the bottle we read “Parfum Guy Laroche Paris” and see the logo for Fidji on the right hand side of the bottle as we look at it in the ad (it is actually on the left hand side of the bottle).  The only other verbiage we find is at the bottom of the ad on a light band below the image of the woman and the snake, which reads in a roman face:




Fidji de Guy Laroche
and then in small italic:




De la Haute Couture à la Haute Parfumerie.



This translates, roughly, as “from high fashion to high perfume”  There is, then, rather little in the way of copy.  The image is used to sell Fidji, not any arguments made by the copy in the advertisement. But that is rather common in perfume ads because what they are selling, one way or another, is fantasies of sexual abandon, paradisical sex and similar notions.

14.
The “hidden word” in the advertisement.  If you look at the way the snake’s body folds back from its head, without stretching things too much you can make out an “S.”  Then if you look at the highlights on the top of the bottle’s stopper, on the top of the bottle and on the bottom of the bottle, you can see an “E.” And if you look at the woman’s fingers crossing one another, you can make out an “X.”  Thus the word “SEX” is hidden away or embedded in the image and, so some theoreticians argue, even though people who look at the advertisement may not consciously see the “sex” hidden in the image, unconsciously they pick it up and are affected by it.

15.
The crucifix.   If you look at the vertical black line and the horizontal ribbon on the bottle, you find a highly stylized crucifix form, another bit of symbology that possibly links the passion of Christ with sexual passion in ordinary people.  The way the “F” in Fidji is designed also vaguely suggests a crucifix.
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The infinity sign formed by the body of the snake.  Part of the way the snake loops around on the woman’s shoulder forms an infinity sign--perhaps an indication of the infinite nature of the passion that will be generated by wearing Fidji?

17.
The painted fingernails.  There is something incongruous, one might think, about having a “natural” woman, in Polynesia, wearing painted red fingernails.  Maybe the subtext of this advertisement is that you can have the best of both worlds--modernity, sophistication (the perfume is French and therefore, in the popular mind, sophisticated) and elegance and  the kind of innocence and passion we associate with the innocent and natural woman.

This duality is, in fact, at the core of the advertisement: a natural woman holding a bottle of French perfume.  The bottle mediates between the primitive woman “in women” and their socialized, enculturated, everyday lives.

A Paradigmatic Analysis of the Fidji Advertisement 

One of the most famous statements Saussure ever made explained how people find meaning in their experiences.   As he explained, “Concepts are purely differential and defined not by their positive content but negatively buy their relations with other terms of the system.” (Saussure, 1966:117)  “The most precise characteristic” of these concepts, he added, “is being what the others are not.” (Saussure, 1966:117)  In essence, it is the way language works, by forcing us to see differences, that explains how we make sense of  things.  Meaning is relational, not based on some kind of essence in things.


The French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss developed a method of analyzing myths that involves finding oppositions in them.  I will adapt his method of analysis, paradigmatic analysis, and apply it to the Fidji advertisement.  What I will do is look at the oppositions generated by the Fidji ad--suggesting what it is not.  My thesis is that when people look at the ad, they go through the same process--if they are to find meaning in it. 


Woman of Color (Polynesian)

White Woman


Nature




Urban Society


Escape




Imprisonment


Paradise



Hell


Dark Hair



Light Hair


Free Sexuality



Sexually Inhibited


Magic




Rationality



Fidji perfume



Other perfumes


         Figure 3:  Polar Oppositions in Fidji Advertisement

I’m not suggesting that people consciously make this paradigmatic analysis when they see the Fidji advertisement, but if Saussure if correct and concepts have meaning differentially, they must do something like this, unconsciously, if the advertisement is to make sense to them.  These oppositions are, then, implicit in the advertisement.

There is a good deal of redundancy in the Fidji advertisement to help get the message across. We see the word “Fidji” three times--in the caption, on the bottle, and in the textual matter in the upper right hand part of the ad.  And the image of the woman with a flower in her hair (like the women in Gaughin’s paintings) and the snake reinforce the Fidji-paradise theme.  The perfume promises magic--to transport women back to earlier times, before life was so complex, and their lives were so full of everyday bothers...back to when sexuality was natural and uninhibited.  The irony, that this primitive maiden is holding a bottle of very expensive French perfume, is, no doubt, lost on most of those to whom the advertisement is directed.


Let us make a quick trip, now, from paradise to hell--and consider the famous Macintosh “1984” commercial that was broadcast in the 1984 Olympics.  It is often found in lists of “top ten commercials” and is, I would suggest, a brilliant piece of work.  I have a Quick-Time video of this commercial on my computer, thanks to “The 1997 Apple MacAdvocate CD-ROM” which works on both Macintosh and IBM PC type computers.

On the Semiotic Analysis of Television Commercials

Television commercials are infinitely more complicated texts for semioticians to deal with than magazine advertisements.  It is possible to think of a television commercial as being composed of a huge number of “shots,” each of which is equivalent to a magazine or print advertisement in terms of the signemes found in it.  To this we must add matters such as dialogue, music, narrative structure,  sound effects, editorial manipulation, and the power of the human voice.


If a commercial is made on film, which runs at 24 frames a second, a fifteen second television commercial would contain approximately 360 frames.  A thirty second commercial would contain 720 frames.  We do not have the same discrete unit--the film frame--in commercials that are done on video, but we can substitute--without doing to much violence to the truth-- the shot as our minimal unit.  Of course many of the frames or shots in any given commercial would be similar in nature, but some commercials have numerous quick cuts in them so it is conceivable we could end up with a thirty second television commercial that has thirty or forty (or even more) shots, in the form of quick cuts, in it.


It is impractical to make the same kind of detailed semiotic analysis of every signeme in a television commercial that I made in the Fidji advertisement.  But we must deal with important signemes and tie these to the narrative structure of the commercial.  And we must also consider Saussure’s suggestion that the mind finds meaning differentially--which means we must also look for the patterns of opposition in narrative texts, except that in commercials the polar oppositions are generally shown, not merely implied.

The 1984 Macintosh Commercial 


This commercial was made by the distinguished British director Ridley Scott for around $600,000.  (That figure was quoted to me by someone from the agency that hired Scott to make the commercial.)  Let me offer a brief synopsis of this text:


It starts out with an extreme long shot of a group of men marching


in a huge and strange building.  We see they have shaved heads (it was 
made using skinheads) and are wearing coarse uniforms.  They are


being led to a vast auditorium for a brainwashing session.  In one of 
the shots we see their heavy boots marching in unison.  We have a 
sense that they are prisoners in some kind of prison or total institution.  
Then there is a cut of a beautiful blonde woman who is shown running 
ahead of a  group of troopers, with plastic head protections, who are 
chasing her.  The skinheads file into a huge auditorium where they 
watch a man’s face on a gigantic television screen, indoctrinating 
them.  
His talk is ideological gobbledygook.  The woman races into 
the auditorium, spins and throws a small sledgehammer at the screen.  
There is an explosion as the sledgehammer hits the screen.  The 
inmates stare, open mouthed, at what they have seen. Then we read 
that 1984 won’t be like 1984 (the Orwell dystopian novel) and that a 
new kind of computer, the MacIntosh, is to be introduced.

Let me list a few of the important signemes in this text.

1.
The building.   It is a very strange building, with corridors that vaguely remind one of veins and arteries in the human body.

2.
The skinheads.  The men are all shown marching, like forced laborers, toward some destination.  Their faces are sullen, their clothes ill fitting and drab, their boots heavy and ugly.  We have a sense that we are in a concentration camp, a prison, or some kind of total institution.

3.
The boots.   The shot of the boots may possibly have reference to Eisenstein’s film Potemkin, which has a famous shot of the boots of  the Tsar’s soldiers as they massacre people.

4.
The blonde woman.   The existence of this woman shows that there is resistance in this institution.  Her blonde hair and vitality contrast with the sullen, zombie-like prisoners.  Wearing a white jersey and red shorts, she races ahead of the police.  In this text, Apple is represented by an attractive blonde woman and IBM by a “faceless” bureaucrat.   The woman liberates the prisoners but they have been so brainwashed that they cannot do anything at the moment of their liberation.

5.
The police.   The blonde woman is chased by a band of burly men, wearing uniforms and plastic head protectors.  We have a sense, from the way the police are shown--and the condition of the inmates-- that the police are powerful and brutal.

6.
The indoctrinator or brainwasher.   A bald man, perhaps in his fifties, with eyeglasses, presumably from the bureaucracy that runs the prison, is shown on a television set, brainwashing the prisoners.  We only see his face.  His words don’t really make sense.  He talks about “the first glorious anniversary of the information purification repentance” and gardens of “pure ideology” and suggests that “our enemies shall talk themselves to death....”

7.
The sledgehammer.   The blonde woman spins and hurls the sledgehammer, with a mighty effort, toward the gigantic television screen in the front of the auditorium.  When the sledgehammer finally hits the television screen, it explodes and the imagine of the man disappears.  The brainwashed inmates can only stare, open mouthed, at what has happened.


There is an element of intertextuality at work here.  One thinks of the Bible and the story of David slaying the giant Goliath with a slingshot.  The blonde woman can be thought of as a David figure, representing Apple computers, and the huge bureaucratic face as a Goliath figure, standing for International Business Machines.  The sledgehammer is the Macintosh computer, which will--due to its superior technology--defeat Apple’s much larger and more power rival, IBM/Goliath.  


One might also think of Eve who rescued Adam from his ignorance, but convincing him to eat from tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  The blonde woman is attempting to rescue the skinhead prisoners from their condition of indoctrination and is bringing not knowledge of good and evil but the possibility of knowledge of reality to the inmates.

8.
The Announcement.  After the image of the brainwasher has been shattered, we see the following announcement:


On January 24th, Apple Computers will introduce Macintosh and


you will see why 1984 won’t be like “1984.”

Here the intertextual relationship between the commercial and George Orwell’s novel is made most explicit.

Paradigmatic Analysis of the 1984 Commercial  

What are the primary oppositions in this text?  Let me suggest the following ones.


BIG BROTHER

THE INMATES


commands


obeys


hair



hairless


regular clothes


ill fitting uniforms


speaks



listen


brainwasher


brainwashed


is looked at


look at


calculating


mindless


dehumanizing


dehumanized


heartless


emotionless

This Brainwasher/Inmates polarity is “resolved” by the blonde woman, who destroys the image of the brainwasher Big Brother figure and in doing so, it is suggested, destroys the power he has over the inmates.  This set of bipolar oppositions is contained in the text and even though viewers might not be conscious of it or articulate it, they must approximate it if they are to make sense of what is going on.  The blonde mediates between the inmates and the Big Brother figure.


There is one other important bipolar opposition I would like to discuss here, and that is between the blonde woman and the inmates.


BLONDE


INMATES


Female



Male


Active



Passive


Bright Clothes


Ill fitting uniforms


Liberates


Liberated


Freedom


Imprisonment

There is a question about who the inmates represent.  One interpretation suggests that they are IBM employees, who in 1984 supposedly were very regimented and controlled by the IBM corporation.  The other interpretation suggests that the inmates represent the American public, who will--with the release of the Macintosh--have the power to escape from their imprisonment (or ignorance) at the hands of governmental bureaucrats and other who control the communication process.   Some conspiracy theorists might see the IBM corporation and the American government as being tied to one another, so the blonde is liberating both those who work for IBM and the American public at the same time.


This brief  semiotic analysis of the 1984 Macintosh commercial cannot do justice to this micro-drama, to its texture, to the startling nature of the imagery, to its narrative excitement.  But it suggests, at least, some of the things to consider when doing a semiotic analysis of a television commercial: analyze the most important signemes (nuclear signs, monosigns, whatever you will), look for examples of intertextuality, and consider the bipolar oppositions that give the text its meaning.  


The advertising industry is so all-pervasive and generates so many interesting print advertisements and commercials that there’s no lack of work for those interested in using semiotics to interpret advertising and, indirectly of course, American culture and society.   For advertising grows out of American culture and society.  Which leads to an interesting question: if advertising is the symptom, what is the disease?

On the Matter of Authorial Intent  

One question that arises involves to what degree the people involved in making the Fidji advertisement and Ridley Scott and the others involved in the creation of the 1984 Macintosh commercial were aware of all the things I’ve found in these two texts.  Am I “reading in” material that isn’t there, or am I “discovering” material in the text but not generally noticed by ordinary readers or placed in the texts intentionally by the creative individuals involved in making these two works.  (This is sometimes known as the “hocus-pocus” versus “God’s truth debate about signs and meanings in texts.  The “hocus-pocus” theorists would say that semioticians and other textual critics “read in” all kinds of things that aren’t there; the “God’s truth” theorists argue that they are merely writing about material contained in the texts being studied but not always recognizable.)


I would argue that creators of  texts have a certain sense of what they are doing but that they are not conscious of all the signs, signemes, symbols, and so on found in their creations.  That is,  writers and artists in all media  create works, tapping upon unconscious sources, using conscious intentions, being influenced by other artists and other matters (sexual, political, etc.) and they have certain things that they try to realize--but they do not recognize what they are doing, to a large extent.  That is why semioticians and other kinds of scholars are needed to investigate and explain texts, for they are very complex works and, as the analyses of the Fidji advertisement and 1984 commercial suggests, often have an enormous amount of material in them.  


As Yuri Lotman, the distinguished semiotician argued in The Structure of the Artistic Text (1977:23)



Art is the most economical, compact method for storing and transmitting information.  But art has other properties wholly worthy of the attention of cyberneticians and perhaps, in time, of design engineers.




Since it can concentrate a tremendous amount of information 
into the “area” of a very small text (cf. the length of a short story by 
Chekhov or a psychology textbook), an artistic text manifests yet 
another feature: it transmit different information to different readers in 
proportion to each one’s comprehension: it provides the reader with a 
language in which each successive portion of information may be 
assimilated with repeated readings.

What semiotics does is teach us how to be good (by which I mean “deep” or “perpicuous”) readers, how to discover the ways artistic texts--whether they be paintings, novels, or print advertisements and commercials--generate meaning and affect our consciousness and, in many cases--especially the case of advertisements and commercials--our behavior.  


And as the Sign Wars (to quote the title of a recent book on advertising) heat up, and advertisers work more and more frenetically to capture our attention, it is imperative that we learn how these messages attempt to manipulate us and gain, from our knowledge, to whatever degree we can, a means of insulation from their effects.
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