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 Chapter 1 Reading print media

1.1  Decoding print media texts using basic 
semiotics

One of the key approaches you will be using throughout the course is semiotic 
analysis. Semiotics is the study of signs in our culture. These might be any aspect 
of print, audio-visual or digital media, including images, sounds and language. 
Semiotics is a complex field, and at A level you will not be expected to have 
an exhaustive knowledge of the subject, but you will need to have a working 
knowledge of some of the basics. You will find that some of the principles of 
semiotics you use over and over again; others you use less frequently.

When you use semiotic analysis to help you to decode a text, you should use it 
alongside other elements of the theoretical framework and terminology associated 
with each field. Some of the introduction you’ll find here is applicable across the 
media forms you will be studying; other aspects are specific to print media. In 
Chapters 2 and 3 we will consider how the approach you will use in this first chapter 
is modified to suit different mass media forms. As you begin each of those chapters, 
it is suggested you re-read this section to help you to internalise the approach.

The origins of semiotic theory
Semiotic theory is the study of signs in our culture and how they communicate 
meaning. Semiotics is related to linguistics, and is part of two wider fields in 
critical theory known as structuralism and post-structuralism, which you will 
encounter later in in the full A level course. Many theorists have contributed their 
own models and ideas to the field. Three important contributors, together with a 
brief summary of their ideas, are referred to in this textbook. It is not absolutely 
necessary to associate each term that you use with one theorist in your writing, 
as all their approaches have produced terms useful to your analysis. If you would 
like to deliberately mention a particular theorist (e.g. Saussure) and explicitly say 
that you are using their approach, make sure that the terms you use are only those 
associated with their ideas.

What you will learn in this chapter

• How print media language can 
communicate in different ways and be 
used to influence meaning, including the 
foundations of semiotics 

• The common codes and conventions of 
print media forms and products

• The contribution of narrative to our 
reading of print media texts

• The characteristics of print media genres

• What we mean by intertextuality in print 
media
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Ferdinand de Saussure 
Saussure was a Swiss linguist, and is considered by most people to be one of the 
founders of semiotics, although the ideas which informed his work have much 
earlier roots. Saussure viewed semiotics as a scientific discipline, although it is 
not usually regarded in this way by modern theorists. Because of this, Saussurean 
thinking applied to reading signs is sometimes referred to as semiology, although it 
is fine to use the term semiotics when using his ideas.

Saussure believed that linguistics provided a good model for application to 
wider cultural phenomena. Written or spoken language is the primary form of 
communication between humans, but it is not the only form. The mass media are 
forms of communication which deploy traditional language structures, but also 
are full of other codes. Semiotics allows us to access these other codes and to 
understand the sense that audiences make of them.

At its simplest, Saussure’s model of the sign and signification process can be 
illustrated as follows: Sign = signifier + signified 

It is usually drawn like this:

And would work as follows, where the word ‘tree’ conjures in the reader’s mind the 
tree as a real-world object:

sign

TREE  

  signifier          signified

A signifier cannot exist without a signified – the two parts of the sign work in 
tandem. The mental concept (the signified) is almost simultaneously triggered the 
moment a signifier (the symbol or real-world object) is perceived. This element of 
Saussure’s work remains at the heart of how we use semiotics in Media Studies. 
The sign itself can be thought of as the overall effect of the two things combined. 
Signs can be simple or complex. Most media texts you analyse can be regarded as 
complex signs, comprised of many signifiers plus signifieds, which combine into a 
larger overall signification of the sign, although some print advertising will use more 
simple signs – which can be very effective.

 EXAMPLE: The open or closed shop 

In his book Semiotics: The Basics, Daniel Chandler gives the example of an ’OPEN’ 
sign encountered by someone at a shop door. Because the word ‘open’ (the 
signifier) has a context – being on the shop door – the signified is that the shop is 
open for business. Similarly, a ‘closed’ sign would signify the opposite.

In order for the signification process to work in a culture, users have to agree on 
the signified. The relationship between the signifier and signified is sometimes 
referred to as an arbitrary relationship – the best example of this is European 
languages that use the Roman alphabet, which only makes sense to its users 
because they all agree what the letters and words mean – there is no literal 
relationship between the shape of the letters which form the words and the 
meaning of the word. Some other languages use lettering systems which do bear 
some resemblance to their meaning in the real world. In European culture, we 
inherit the meanings when we learn language from our parents and those around us. 

Depending on how confident 
you feel with this idea, either:

• Come up with five 
examples of simple 
sign construction using 
Chandler’s example of an 
open sign on a shop door,

or

• Use the internet to 
help you find some 
simple examples of the 
signification process and 
how it makes simple signs.

sign

signified

signifier
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At the same time, we inherit the agreed meaning of a sign. Signs in popular culture 
are more complex than the meanings of words, and, because of this, not all users 
may agree completely on their meaning. Their intended meaning, though, is usually 
understood by most with only subtle variations in the decoding process.

 EXAMPLE: Genre and the signification process 

Watching a genre text from outside your own culture can be a strange experience, 
especially if you have no subtitles and are reliant on visual and aural codes to make 
sense of it. Some Bollywood films include a range of deliberate appeals for different 
sections of the audience in order to function as whole family entertainment – for a 
UK viewer, who is only used to Westernised generic codes, this can seem strange.

Charles Peirce
Like Saussure, US-born scientist and philosopher Peirce is credited with making 
some of the most significant contributions to the field of early semiotics. Although 
their models slightly differ, both are regarded as important figures.

Peirce’s triadic model of the sign, meaning it has three parts, is less commonly used 
than Saussaure’s as it is a little more difficult to understand. He did, however, leave 
another important legacy. Saussure himself was not concerned with categorising 
signs into types, but Peirce did attempt to do so.

The categories he defined were:

• Arbitrary signs, or symbolic signs, where there is no physical relationship 
between the signifier and its concept (using Saussurian definitions). Language, 
which we discussed earlier while looking at Saussure, falls into this category.

• Iconic signs, look like their signified, making the relationship between the two 
very straightforward and obvious.

• Indexical signs, where there is a causal relationship between the signifier and 
signified.

 EXAMPLE: Chandler 

In his book, Semiotics: The Basics, Daniel Chandler gives some excellent examples of 
all three of these signs. Three of these examples are repeated below for each sign 
category.

Symbolic signs – numbers, Morse code, traffic lights

Iconic signs – portraits, a scale model, sound effects

Indexical signs – footprints, a skin rash, a weathervane

Roland Barthes
Barthes was one of the most important French philosophers of the last century. His 
legacy in the reading of popular culture is huge. Barthes was also highly influential 
in the field of narrative, and is referred to in this respect in section 1.3.

Source a text from a culture 
you are not familiar with. 
The further away it is from 
your own background the 
better. What aspects of the 
text can you understand 
within your own cultural 
frame of reference? Which 
aspects are more difficult to 
understand?

Depending on how confident you feel with these definitions, either:

• Come up with five examples for each type of sign, or

• Use the internet to help you find some simple examples of each type 
of sign.

 1.3 Narrative organisation in media texts
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One of Barthes’ contributions to the field of semiotics was to study more closely 
the relationship between denotation and connotation in the signification process. 
We mentioned earlier that media texts are complex signs. Barthes believed there 
was a process taking place, which he referred to as the order of signification. This 
begins with denotation, which is often thought of as the literal meaning of the 
sign, although many semioticians argue that this is more complex. The signification 
process is view by Barthes as layered. 

Connotation is the meaning arising from the sign. According to Barthes, a simple 
unit of signifier + signified can result just in identification – the recognition of an 
agreed meaning of a sign. We saw this earlier, with the example of the word tree 
and the concept it signifies. This is the first order of signification. The second order 
of signification is layered so that a signified becomes a new signifier – an intricate 
process, but one that actually describes very well the processes we all undertake 
when reading a sign as complex as a media text. In a media text, there may be 
several layers of signification operating at once, which give rise to much more 
complex meanings than simply understanding the meaning of a word.

Another of Barthes’ contributions to the field was the concept of myth, which 
remains very important in any study of culture. A myth is a group of shared cultural 
connotations that reflect a dominant ideology. Cultural myths are one way in which 
we share ideas about ourselves and make sense of our society. They are part of a 
higher level of signification. Myths help to naturalise the way in which things are 
in societies, so can be viewed as an important contributor to ideology. Barthes 
understood clearly that myths could be and often were created in society to 
political ends. He believed that ideology could be thought of as the third order of 
signification. Likewise, many myths about consumerism serve to generate economic 
revenue for big businesses. It is important that Barthes uses  
the term myth not to mean something that is false – a myth  
can be true or false – rather that it is a way of rationalising  
daily life around us, and of connecting with our culture at  
almost every level.

 EXAMPLE: Omo soap powder 

In his book, Mythologies, Barthes looks at the advertising of  
a soap powder brand, Omo, and how it draws on wider myths 
about detergents and their cleansing power circulating in his 
culture at the time. He considers how the separation of dirt  
from cleanliness draws on ideas about perfection, and the  
ideas of depth (efficacy) and foaminess (luxury). These  
combine powerfully to create a persuasive message for  
the audience, interacting with myths about cleanliness  
and creating a false desire for the product.

Choose three print advertisements for 
contrasting products. Can you identify any 
myths in our culture which they appear to 
draw on to promote the products? Write about 
100 words about each one, using the ideas of 
either Saussure or Peirce’s model to support 
your ideas. Consider how denotation and 
connotation draw on myths, and how the advert 
perpetuates these.

 4.6 The ideological nature of media 
representations
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Key terms in semiotic theory and their applications in print 
media analysis
As we discussed earlier, semiotics is a complex academic field and a sub-discipline 
in its own right in cultural analysis. There are many terms associated with its use, 
but the ones listed below are the ones you are likely to find yourself using most 
frequently. 

anchorage Does exactly what the name 
suggests – it fixes meaning. In 
print media texts, anchorage 
consists of lexical codes which 
firmly establish the connection 
between an image and the 
reason it has been used. They 
might appear as slogans, 
copy, headlines or captions 
accompanying an image. This 
can add value to the use of the 
image and maximise its impact.

arbitrary or 
symbolic sign

A sign that does not have 
an obvious connection with 
what it represents, but whose 
meaning is agreed on by users 
of a particular code. Saussure 
referred to these types of sign 
as symbolic. Many road signs 
can be regarded as symbolic 
if you have to have read the 
Highway Code to understand 
what they mean.

code A system used to create 
meaning. Most forms of 
meaning production have 
specific codes, frameworks 
which are used to encode 
meaning. It is vital that codes 
are shared and their meanings 
agreed upon across a culture, 
or they cannot be decoded. 
Where these are limited to a 
specific mode of expression in 
media productions or forms, 
they are referred to collectively 
as technical codes. The various 
kinds of code used in print 
media analysis are described 
in more detail in the technical 
codes and features used in 
print media texts.

connotation The meaning evoked by a sign 
– what it makes us think. It can 
be thought of as the end result 
of reading a sign, the mental 
image we have of its meaning.

decoding When audiences interpret a 
text, in order to make meaning.

denotation Can be understood as the 
literal meaning of a component 
of a code. You can also use 
the term as a verb, saying 
that an element of an image 
denotes – but be careful. The 
term is easily confused with 
connotes, which you would 
more commonly be using in 
meaningful semiotic analysis 
rather than description.

encoding The process of creating 
particular intended meanings 
within a text.

iconic sign Looks like what it is 
representing. A portrait 
photograph is a good example 
of an iconic sign. Symbols 
such as the ‘danger of death’ 
sign you see on the side of an 
electrical substation are also 
iconic – they show someone 
being struck by a bolt of 
electricity, looking very much 
like the physical manifestation 
of electricity as lightning.

indexical sign Has a relationship between 
the signifier and signified 
which could be described as 
causal or otherwise linked. The 
relationship between the two 
things is so widely recognised 
by users of the signification 
system that the indexical sign 
easily stands in for, or signifies, 
the concept it represents. 
Commonly used examples are 
smoke, which is an indexical 
sign of fire, a tear which 
suggests sorrow, footprints 
which suggest someone was in 
a place.

myth This term is closely associated 
with Roland Barthes. A myth 
in critical theory is the way in 
which certain signs contribute 
to ideologies in our society. 
Myth is particularly helpful to 
print advertisers in promoting 
values that are consumerist 
and materialist in nature.

sign This is the sum of the signifier 
plus signified. Most print 
media texts can be referred to 
as complex signs, since they 
often comprise many individual 
elements and codes which 
need to be decoded in order 
to understand fully what they 
represent.

signified When we say that a particular 
message is signified, we are 
using it as a verb – it can 
also be used as a noun – the 
signified, the meaning that is 
intended.

signifier Works in tandem with the 
signified, and together these 
combine into a sign. We 
consider signifier and signified 
to work together, because the 
association happens so fast 
when we read a text.

 To see the terminology of semiotic analysis 
in action, turn to Chapter 7, which models how 

to approach close analysis of products.

Choose two print media texts of your choice. Write a paragraph of 
semiotic analysis based on each text. Try to consciously integrate at 
least five terms from the list into each paragraph, looking back at 
the example to check you have used each word in context correctly. 
Highlight the terms you used to help reinforce their use in your memory.
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KEY TERMS

arbitrary 
relationship

a relationship between 
signifier and signified which is 
not obvious (e.g. the word ‘cat’ 
in the Roman alphabet and our 
mental image of the animal)

critical theory an approach to the study of 
culture which considers how 
various forces are at work in its 
production

linguistics the study of structural aspects 
of language, with many sub-
specialisms

post 
structuralism

later work on structuralism 
which both extends its ideas 
and critiques its approach

second 
order of 
signification

a layered and more subtle 
interpretation of a complex 
sign

semiology Saussure’s term for the study 
of signs, which he regarded as 
a science

structuralism a way of analysing culture 
which prioritises its form/
structure over function 
according to codified systems

third order of 
signification

the relationship between the 
first and second orders of 
signification and myths and 
ideology

triadic model common term used for Peirce’s 
description of how we read 
signs

KEY THINKERS

Ferdinand de 
Saussure 

(1857–1913), Swiss structural 
linguist often credited along 
with Peirce with the founding 
of semiotic theory as we know 
it today. 

Charles Peirce (1839–1914), American multi-
disciplinary academic who 
contributed to the field 
of semiotic theory from 
his broad background as a 
mathematician, philosopher 
and communication theorist.

1.2  The technical codes and features used in print 
media texts 

In the previous section, we talked about codes as a group of conventions which 
are used to organise and create meaning. In addition to using semiotic terms when 
analysing print media texts, there are some other codes and features which are 
likely to be frequently used. Other terms, some of which have their origins in the 
industry, are specific to one or two forms. 

In this section, we will explore the relevant codes and more general features first. 
You will find in Chapter 2 that some of these codes appear again, but given a 
slightly different context as their usage varies depending on the media form. In the 
final section, we will look at the features peculiar to each main print form in turn – 
newspapers, magazines and print advertisements.

Dress code
Dress code forms an essential part of the signification process in any print media 
text. The clothing worn by anyone can be used to signify particular meanings about 
their social status, lifestyle, age and many other factors. It isn’t enough to simply 
identify a dress code as ‘casual’ or ‘formal’ – look at the details of how the clothing 
is being worn, any accessories or details, the colours, whether they coordinate 
connoting more simple ideas, or clash and suggest contradictory meanings and 
conflict, and to what extent they help meet generic expectations.

Colour codes
Colour codes may be inherent in the environment in which a photograph is taken, 
particularly if it is photo-journalism. Colours may still be subject to manipulation such 
as colour correction or saturation of the whole or part of an image in post-production. 
The extent to which this acceptable is a grey area of ethics in photo-journalism and 
documentary photography. In the case of photo-journalism, colour codes are part of 
the factors considered in the editorial process along with framing and cropping. For 
magazine shoots or print advertising, colour codes are often contrived from a limited 
palette which strongly signifies a mood, theme or atmosphere.
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Framing or cropping
Where everything about the subject is within the control of the producers, such as 
on a magazine or studio/location shoot for a print advert, framing is used in order 
to carefully construct meaning. Everything which appears in the frame is styled to 
contribute to the meaning of the sign. In the case of photo-journalism, photographs 
are not only selected for the best match of meaning to accompany the article, 
but also frequently cropped as a further way of anchoring meaning. Cropping a 
photograph has the power to significantly change the way in which it is read, and, 
like processing of colour, can be controversial. 

Non-verbal codes
Gestural codes, facial expression, eye-line, and posture are all significant non-verbal 
codes in print media images. In combination these can have a subtle or powerful 
effect. Make sure you look at the whole-body language, rather than just focusing 
on one aspect of meaning. Consider any apparent communication implied between 
multiple subjects in the frame as well as the direct/indirect address of the audience.

Typographical codes
The font style chosen for various elements of the design are typographical codes 
which can signify house style in a magazine or newspaper – in fact, many magazines 
and newspapers use proprietary fonts which contribute to brand recognition.

Lexical codes
Lexical codes work in combination with other codes, contributing to the anchoring 
of meaning in captions and headlines in magazines and newspapers, and 
consistently being selected from a vast paradigm to ensure a preferred reading. 
It isn’t within the scope of the course to conduct a linguistic analysis of a whole 
article, and neither do you have time – but there are clear cases where selecting for 
comment some of the wording used, and identifying how it contributes to meaning, 
is going to form an essential part of a balanced analysis.

Props, décor and location
Similar issues arise with analysing props, décor and location as when you are studying 
framing and cropping. Remember to consider every tiny detail of image content, and 
treat it as though it has significance initially, even if you then select from these ideas 
later in the case of photo-journalism, discarding any elements that seem incidental to 
the dominant reading or don’t contribute much overall to your analysis.

Camera positioning and proxemics/para-proxemics
The positioning of the subject within the frame is vital in communicating meaning, 
as is the hierarchy of positioning of multiple people within the frame. Studying 
these relative positions and their meanings is known as proxemics.

There is another consideration here that affects the mode of address – sometimes 
known as camera proxemics or para-proxemics. This is the technique whereby the 
shot selected affects the perceived distance between the subject and the person, 
created by their proximity to the camera and how much of their body is shown. This 
creates an artificial, imagined relationship between the subject and the audience.

Graphical elements
Graphical elements is a broad term, which encompasses many different features 
and techniques. Whenever you notice a design feature, computer-generated, which 
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does not fit comfortably into any other category, you are considering a graphical 
element. These may be used in a minimal way, or they may dominate a print media 
text. They may be used on their own as a main feature, or to add to photographs 
– they can be used alongside typography and add to its effect (logos are a great 
example of this in action) or constitute a whole, computer-generated scene or 
image. Many of the other aspects of technical code listed above are applied to 
graphical elements to signify the appropriate meaning.

To see the terminology of print media analysis in action, turn to Chapter 7 which 
models how to approach close analysis of products.

Exploring the technical codes and features used within a 
specific media form

Newspapers
Despite their differing readerships and proportional variations, the same technical 
codes are deployed across different newspapers. The terminology you will use 
when discussing layout remains the same. What does vary according to the type 
of newspaper – whether it is regional or national, tabloid or broadsheet – is the 
proportions of text to image, size of headlines and so on. The easiest way to 
understand these differing uses of the same technical codes to establish genre is to 
collect the front pages from a range of newspapers and look at them all together.

All newspaper front pages have a flag or masthead, which is the term for the 
newspaper name, positioned at the top. Above this there is often a skyline, which 
describes other content or promotions inside. Headlines and photographs with 
captions are usually the most obvious other elements of a front page, but these 
are of course also used throughout the newspapers. A byline often accompanies an 
article, giving the name of the journalist. Body text is organised into columns, with 
width and number varying according to the house style of the newspaper. Between 
the headline and body text, leading into the copy, a standfirst often appears. This 
introduces the story with further attention-grabbing details, which supplement the 
headline.

Inside the newspaper, further technical codes are used to lead the reader’s eye 
and break up the page in a visually appealing way. A folio title may be used, which 
you could think of as a header, to describe the section of the newspaper such as 
‘National’ or a supplement such as ‘Education’. A sidebar, containing graphics or 
pictures, may appear as a panel on a page, which adds information to a story. This, 
or a photograph, may be used as a centre of visual interest (CVI), something to 
catch the eye as the reader peruses the paper. Sometimes, a standalone may be 
used on the front of a paper or in the centre. A standalone image is one that works 
with a caption and very little supplementary information. Other features might 
include a crosshead, where enlarged text breaks up a column visually and draws the 
eye on through the story, or a pull quote interview extract, which is used for the 
same reasons.

Collect one example from 
each of the three main print 
media forms you study on 
the course: a magazine 
feature, a newspaper article 
(with image) and a print 
advertisement. Make notes 
on the contribution of all the 
elements above, using the 
left-hand side of the grid as 
subtitles for these to help 
you to group your ideas.

Write a 500-word case study 
of each, exploring how it 
uses the technical codes 
and features of print media 
language.

 See Chapter 7
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 EXAMPLE: Variations in how technical codes are used across contrasting newspapers 

The four examples below show clearly the kind of differences in uses of technical 
codes you can expect to see across a range of newspaper types, just on the basis of 
the front page. 

Magazines 
Generic variation, particularly evident in house style, is considerable across 
magazines. As with newspapers, you will find that there are certain consistent 
elements which recur. A strong analysis can take place when you understand what 
these features are before you begin to account for their specific meanings.

Front covers of magazines will include a masthead. This is the name of the 
magazine, and may also be associated with a strapline. Straplines sometimes make 
claims about the merits of the magazine or simply give more information about its 
contents. Usually, at least some of the most appealing content that month will be 
picked out in the form of coverlines, which entice the audience by letting them see 
the scope of articles included – particularly the lead article. Coverlines frequently 
use a personal mode of address and help to signify the genre codes. The area in 
the middle and to the left of the cover, where the eye tends to rest, is sometimes 
used to engage the audience by positioning either a prominent coverline such as 
a feature article, an important element of an image, or a puff – a feature which 
may be a promotion or other item that adds perceived value to the purchase. This 
part is known as the sweet spot, but commonly the whole of the left side third is 
considered prime space when attracting the consumer’s attention.

Menu strips are another common feature. Commonly they are found at the bottom 
of the page, although variations in house style and edition may see them moved 
to the top (sometimes referred to as the skyline) or even positioned as a side 
bar in more unusual cases. Menu strips may have different functions, but their 
most common use is to promote familiarity by displaying regular content. A large 
proportion of your time is also likely to be spent considering the image or images 
used on the cover. This may consist of one large primary image. It is equally 
possible that you may have a number of images with a sense of hierarchy in size and 
positioning, or one primary image with a number of secondary images.

Collect examples which 
show how variations in 
technical code appear 
across the presentation of a 
news story featured in both 
a tabloid and traditional 
broadsheet newspaper. 
Write about the differences.
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EXAMPLE: Variations in how technical codes are used across contrasting magazine covers

Despite wide variance in subject-matter and target audience, all four of these 
covers deploy the same technical codes adapted to suit their house style – each is 
still instantly recognisable as a magazine.

Inside the magazine, there are other aspects of technical codes which you will see 
repeated. Headlines draw our attention to the feature, and allow us to see at a 
glance whether or not it is likely to interest us. These are often accompanied by a 
slug. Slugs appear in a larger typeface than the main body text, and provide more 
information for the reader. They can also act as a hook or create a narrative enigma. 
Columns are included, and their width and number for a particular type of particular 
forms a crucial part of the house style. Pull quotes may also be used if the article 
is an interview, or any other subtitling techniques. These function to visually break 
up the text, providing relief for the eye and contributing to the ease with which the 
material is absorbed. Drop caps, an example of typographical code where the first 
letter at the beginning of an article is enlarged for stylistic effect, can also appear 
at the start of an article; again, these function partly as an aesthetic device, and in 
part to signal clearly to the reader where to begin.

EXAMPLE: A typical two-page spread magazine feature. 

Magazines are necessarily visually rich and appealing. Depending on the genre, 
some prioritise visual content over written. Feature articles are sometimes referred 
to as entry points in the magazine – these are the articles which, as you flip through 
the magazine, are most likely to draw your eye. Unlike the capturing of real events 
we expect to see in newspapers, these are often highly stylised studio shoots. 
Digital manipulation of these images is common, with a great deal of retouching 
and other post-production work being undertaken to get exactly the right look for 
the magazine brand and article. In interviews, it’s common to see the subject gazing 
into the lens, creating a direct mode of address. 

Collect three different 
examples of double-page 
spreads from three different 
magazine genres. What do 
you notice about the ways 
in which they deploy the 
technical codes of print 
media? What similarities 
do they have and what 
differences? How have text 
and image been combined 
to appeal to the target 
audience? Write a 1,500-word 
exploration of your three 
chosen texts.
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Print advertising
Much advertising depends on a process known as AIDA, which stands for Awareness, 
Interest, Desire and Action. This simple model defines very well the aims of print 
advertisers, who may only have a single page or double-page spread or one space 
such as a billboard or other outdoor display context to sell their product or service. 
Print advertising is necessarily high impact, with every production decision being 
taken with extreme care to maximise response. At the stage of awareness, the 
consumer’s eye needs to stop and be cast over the brand or product name. The 
advertisers then hope to encourage a more intense lingering over the page or 
place, which is interest – that interest turning into a desire means the signification 
processes at work in the advert are successfully selling the product. Action could 
be viewing other promotional material such as digital or social media presence, 
looking up reviews of a product, visiting the website, purchasing the product as it 
appears at eye level in a supermarket and so on. AIDA is relevant and applicable to 
all adverts, but is vital where purchase space is at a premium.

Composite images, rarely seen in magazines or newspapers, do appear in adverts. 
These are particularly common in film posters, where they are a common convention 
and in fact one of the most obvious signifiers of film promotion as a form. There is 
huge variation in the ways in which print adverts are used. Advertorials, which appear 
in the body of a magazine (or newspaper), will tend to replicate to some degree the 
house style of the destination publication. By law, these must be labelled as such.

Most adverts make some use of lexical coding. In some cases, this may be fairly 
minimal. Usually, we would expect to see the product name, perhaps a slogan, or 
information about where we might buy the product, or social media and web links as a 
minimum. Some adverts may include supplemental information about the qualities of 
the product, or to make clear their brand values. Advertising copywriting is a specialist 
field, and huge importance is placed on every element of lexical coding included – you 
will need to reflect this by giving it due attention in any analysis you do. 

The majority of print advertising sells its products on some kind of image. The 
image will usually feature the product, although there are exceptions to this. Some 
of the styles of print advertisement you might see are:

• Conceptual – the product is depicted through an idea or feeling conveyed 
visually, sometimes in a hyperbolic way. Sometimes, the product itself may 
appear to be almost incidental.

• Informative/demonstration – the product may be shown in action.

• Pseudo-scientific or technical – often combining graphics to construct the 
product as one which makes the most of advanced technologies.

• Narrative – the advert takes the reader on a journey of some kind.

• Many advertisements will use a combination of these techniques in a single-
page space.
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 EXAMPLE: Conceptual advertising 

This series of Miele vacuum cleaner advertisements uses a simple hyperbolic concept 
to unify its campaign and convey its main proposition, which is the power and 
effectiveness of the product. It relies on a simple but effective visual joke, which 
appeared sometimes with the slogan ‘monster suction’ and sometimes without.

Semiotic approaches to image analysis are therefore really important when 
decoding visual images, but need to be consistently used alongside narrative codes 
and generic expectations of the product or advertising style. Logos also contribute 
strongly to brand recognition, and will usually be placed prominently to reinforce 
consumer associations between the product and the brand. Don’t forget to analyse 
logos, which are often neglected by students new to print advertising analysis.

In small groups, brainstorm 
a list of up to 20 brands 
which are consumed by your 
age range. These could be 
technology, social media, 
fashion, grocery products, 
etc. Divide them up between 
you so that you have four or 
five each. Using presentation 
software, create an 
information slide about each 
logo. Include two sections 
– any branding history or 
significant changes, plus your 
own analysis of how the logo 
communicates brand values.

KEY TERMS

advertorial an extended print 
advertisement which may 
resemble editorial in its use 
of codes, but will be clearly 
labelled ‘advertisement’ under 
UK media law

AIDA Attention, Interest, Desire, 
Action 

body text the majority of article text, 
usually at the smallest size, 
appearing in a magazine or 
newspaper

brand 
recognition

when an audience become 
familiar with a brand

brand value the image a company intends 
to convey of its product or 
service

byline journalist’s credit on an article, 
usually at the start

camera 
proxemics

sometimes known para-
proxemics – the distance/
relationship between subject 
and audience

caption written anchorage 
accompanying an image and 
fixing its meaning

centre of 
visual interest 
(CVI)

in newspapers in particular, 
the headline, photograph or 
graphic which intentionally 
dominates a page

composite 
image

presentation of images using a 
montage effect 

copy the term used for body 
text in a newspaper, print 
advertisement or magazine

coverline feature and secondary articles 
promoted on the front of a 
magazine

cropping the removal of sections of the 
image to emphasise its subject 
or remove clutter or unwanted 
signs

crosshead small amount of text enlarged 
as a hook for visual contrast 
with body text

décor selection of appearance of 
interior locations

direct/
indirect 
address

the way in which a text 
addresses its audience; for 
example, where a subject is 
gazing into the lens of the 
camera, this could be said to 
be a direct mode of address

drop cap enlarged first letter – an 
attention-grabbing aesthetic 
device

entry point a visually appealing and 
prominent spread in a 
magazine

flag/
masthead

the name of a newspaper or 
magazine

folio titling at the top of a section 
of a newspaper identifying the 
content in that section

framing careful selection of what will 
appear in a final shot

graphical 
elements

any graphics generated not 
consisting of pure typography 
or photography

headline large type promoting article 
content, especially on the front 
of a newspaper
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hook any technique used to draw 
the audience into a narrative

house style the way in which codes 
combine in print media 
to produce a familiar and 
recognisable brand

lead article in print media, this is usually 
clear from the front page or 
cover, where one article will be 
selected for promotion over 
others

left side third area of a magazine cover 
where key content is usually 
positioned

lexical codes words selected to generate 
specific effect

linguistic 
analysis

detailed analysis of the ways 
in which language is used over 
a whole section of copy in 
English language

location choice of place for an exterior 
shoot

logo a design, sometimes consisting 
of typography and a symbol, 
which identifies a brand

mode of 
address 

how the text ‘speaks’ to the 
audience, and can be formal 
or informal - created by use 
of codes

narrative 
enigma

puzzles or questions set up by 
the text to maintain audience 
engagement (see Barthes’ five 
codes, Chapter 2)

non-verbal 
codes

in human subjects, facial 
expression, posture, body 
language

para-
proxemics

sometimes known as camera 
proxemics – the distance/
relationship between subject 
and audience

primary image the image which predominated 
visually where more than one 
has been used

proprietary 
fonts

fonts which are developed 
exclusively for a particular 
publication

props items which are consciously 
added to a shoot because they 
contribute to meaning

proxemics power relationships signified 
by relative positioning within 
the frame

puff a call-out feature; often 
circular in shape, which 
draws attention to a price or 
promotion on a front cover

pull quote exert from interview enlarged 
as a hook device and for visual 
contrast with body text

secondary 
image

an image which appears to be 
hierarchically less important 
where more than one is used

sidebar photographs or graphical 
elements in a newspaper to 
accompany an article and 
provide visual interest 

skyline strip often used to promote 
other content running along 
the top of a newspaper or 
magazine

slug a line in larger print 
introducing a feature which 
acts as a hook

standalone prominent image without 
accompanying copy used to 
attract attention on the front 
page of a newspaper

standfirst a photograph which appears in 
isolation in a newspaper which 
is often large and appear with 
caption only

strapline sometimes accompanies the 
masthead on a magazine – 
promotional slogan

studio shoot a highly contrived 
photographic set-up, usually in 
an interior location

sweet spot position to the centre left of 
single page of print media 
where the eye naturally falls

typographical 
codes

selection of font and graphical 
choices

1.3 Narrative organisation in print media texts

Approaches to reading narratives in print media
One of the dominant features of narratives in any form or genre is that they centre 
on humans as primary causal agents. This is true even if you are considering a text 
which has anthropomorphised characters, who are symbolic humans interpreted 
through character traits we all recognise. We have a strong desire, rooted as far 
back as civilisation goes, to experience the world through the eyes of others and 
learn from their experiences in a vicarious way. This is why children for thousands 
of years were told folk tales, why medieval troubadours sang ballads, and why we 
watch soaps. The need to render the world comprehensible through storytelling is 
probably as old as the human race.

In Media Studies, we often use narrative theories to explore how texts organise 
information in a way which tells a meaningful story that the audience can correlate 
with their own experience. Some of these are more suited to print media texts than 
others; in Chapters 2 and 3, we will be looking at how some of the narrative terms 
and techniques first encountered in this chapter can be explicitly applied to other 
forms.

It’s really important, though, that you don’t try to apply narrative theories in a 
slavish way at the expense of your own observations about the form, structure and 
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progression of the text. There are a few terms that can be used outside of narrative 
theories which will help you to make insightful points about narratives alongside 
your application of the some of the best-known narrative theories.

For example, when talking about the shape of a narrative, you should always 
consider what kind of ending and format it has. Is it an enclosed narrative, where 
all the loose ends are tied up? This kind of narrative often is said to have narrative 
closure, or narrative resolution. You might also consider whether a narrative is 
serial or self-contained – the majority of print media texts, with the exception of 
comics, are mainly self-contained. Remember that narrative study should be applied 
to both fictions and factually based media. Some factually based narratives are 
simultaneously open-ended, such as news stories, and also have serial qualities that 
leave the story open for further reporting.

Hook is a term widely used in narratology to describe any technique used to gain 
the interest of the audience. Cultural tropes are simple over-used devices which, 
when connected with universal themes that help us to constantly re-evaluate our 
affiliation with a culture as well as what it means to be human. 

Tzvetan Todorov 
Todorov was a Russian structural theorist, whose work on narratives in culture has 
been used in the fields of literary, film and media theory. He described narratives 
as having a chronological quality outside of plot, a process shared in common. This 
was described as follows:

A state of equilibrium is present at the start of a narrative. This isn’t necessarily a 
good state of affairs, but it can be considered a stable starting point for the rest of 
the narrative to flow from. At times, the equilibrium can only be discerned from the 
disruption to it.

Some kind of disruption occurs to the equilibrium. This is the jolt that drives the 
narrative, which gives us a story and sense of movement.

A recognition of disruption occurs next (sometimes this is almost simultaneous with 
the disruption itself). Someone realises that something has gone awry, or discovers 
a need. This then sets the scene for the next stage.

The attempt to repair in a narrative can be extensive. It may be broken down into a 
series of narrative segments. This stage will persist until the final one is reached.

A new equilibrium is reached at the end of a narrative. This is not a simple 
reinstatement of the original equilibrium – even a cyclical narrative will be typically 
a metaphorical journey for those featured within it. Lessons will have been learned, 
and losses and gains incurred.

Apply Todorov’s narrative theory to a crime report from a newspaper, a 
double-page feature from a celebrity or ‘true life’ magazine, a children’s 
comic and an interview with a prominent person in any lifestyle, sports 
or entertainment magazine.

How easy was the theory to apply? Were there any texts which didn’t 
seem to fit comfortably with the five stages, and, if so, were elements 
of it still useful – or would you choose another theory to support what 
you wanted to say about narrative organisation?
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Claude Lévi-Strauss 
Lévi-Strauss was a structural anthropologist. One of the much-valued ideas in his 
work was. binary oppositions. These could be, at their most basic, light v darkness, 
good v evil, death v life. Lévi-Strauss was heavily influenced by Saussure. He is 
considered a key figure in modern anthropology, mainly because of his belief 
that the ‘savage’ and ‘civilised’ minds were no different and both held the same 
essential humanity. According to Lévi-Strauss, we all understand the world in terms 
of opposites. He theorised that this way of viewing the world was common to 
people across all cultures, and that the stories we tell in all societies are heavily 
driven by opposite qualities and characters of all kinds. As someone who studied 
the similarities between myths (in the fantastical story sense of the word) across 
cultures, he found that many of them had very similar qualities and particularly 
presentations of recurrent conflicts.

Binary oppositions are especially useful when reading those print media texts which 
may not have sufficient length or complexity to apply Todorov’s theory. Binary 
oppositions can be very usefully applied to whole genres as well as the individual 
text, making them a very interesting way of approaching meanings of whole clusters 
of signs. It is the tension between oppositions – or the imbalance caused by the 
presence of one thing and the absence of a countering opposition – which drives 
all our stories, with the pairings acting like counterweights, pushing and pulling the 
narrative ebb and flow. These tensions are more important than the chronology of a 
narrative – the order in which things happen. 

 EXAMPLE: Brexit coverage in news stories 

Consider the conflicts suggested in the presentation of a news story about the 
UK’s departure from the European Union – leave v remain, togetherness v isolation, 
harmony v disruption, known v unknown, nationalism v Eurocentrism, are just a few 
of the binary oppositions which repeatedly dominate these stories.</EX>

Some Media Studies students initially find the theory difficult, as the identification 
of the oppositions is up to them rather than it being prescribed. Sometimes a 
pairing of oppositions can only be identified by the absence of the other, but in 
reality this is the beauty of this theoretical approach to narrative, making it truly 
versatile once you have the confidence to use it. It is also worth remembering that 
rather than simply identifying the pairings you believe are present in the text, their 
real value lies in your explanation of the pairs and their subtle interplay with and 
manipulation of our perceptions of the ‘story’. Binary oppositions can also be used 
to articulate Barthes’ concept of myth.

Roland Barthes 
We first encountered Roland Barthes in the first section of this chapter, where 
we looked at semiotics. Barthes is also renowned for his work on narrative, and 
particularly his organisation of aspects of narrative into five different narrative 
codes. Barthes described these codes as functioning like a ‘braid’. No single code is 
prioritised in the functioning of a narrative –they all take on their own comparative 
significance and then recede at different points in the text. These codes and their 
key features are outlined below.

Hermeneutic code – these are sometimes known as enigma codes. They are used 
to describe any element of a narrative to which the audience requires answers. The 
function of the hermeneutic code is connected with narrative chronology, since it 
functions in print media to keep the audience interested until the end of an article, 
to make them look closer, or to encourage them to buy the next issue. 

Find four print 
advertisements which 
span the categories of 
conceptual, informative, 
narrative, or technical. For 
each advert, try to identify 
three pairs of binary 
oppositions which establish 
a limited narrative for the 
consumer about what the 
product can offer.
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Proairetic code – proairetic codes are sometimes called action codes. They describe 
small, quickly resolved units of action which drive the narrative forwards and 
maintain the interest of the audience. Any proairetic code suggests that another will 
follow. Proairetic codes are also connected with chronology, since they are often 
about cause and effect. All ‘plots’ are composed of numerous units of completed 
actions.

Semantic code – Barthes uses the term semantic code to define anything which is 
strongly connoted by a particular element of a text, meanings that go beyond the 
denotations which are present in any text.

Symbolic code – symbolic codes are also present in text outside of structure. 
Symbolic codes tend to be the deeper meanings we can draw from a narrative, 
sometimes as a result of repetition of particular semantic codes, more often as the 
result of binary oppositions in the text.

Cultural/referential code – these codes relate to our shared understanding of how 
the world works and the established understanding of its properties. These could 
be behaviours or events which have psychological realism, historical resonance, 
literary precedents or medical verisimilitude. Cultural codes can be a reference to 
almost anything in the body of human knowledge we can see being applied in the 
construction of a text. Genres can even be considered to be cultural codes.

Choose three posters for 
films currently on general 
release. How does each 
make use of hermeneutic and 
proairetic codes to engage 
the audience’s interest?

Choose a more complex text, 
such as magazine feature. 
Can you find any examples 
of the semantic, symbolic or 
cultural codes being used? 
Be aware that you won’t 
necessarily find all in a single 
text.

KEY TERMS

attempt to 
repair

in Todorov’s theory of 
narrative, attempts made 
by the protagonist or other 
characters to bring about a 
new equilibrium

binary 
oppositions

narrative theory proposed by 
Lévi-Strauss which describes 
narratives as driven by pairs of 
opposing qualities which are 
in tension

chronology the time order of narrative 
events

cultural code one of Barthes’ five narrative 
codes; the frame of reference 
that is human knowledge

cultural 
tropes

plot elements, themes or 
figures of speech which are 
used repeatedly in literature or 
popular culture

disruption in Todorov’s theory of 
narrative, an event which 
disturbs the equilibrium

enclosed 
narrative

a narrative which is complete

equilibrium in Todorov’s theory of 
narrative, the stable situation 
or balance at the beginning of 
a narrative, and the new state 
achieved by the end

hermeneutic 
code

one of Barthes’ five narrative 
codes; enigmas or puzzles in a 
narrative

narrative 
closure

a narrative with a satisfactory 
ending

narrative 
resolution

the way in which a narrative 
concludes

narratology the structuralist study of 
narrative

primary 
causal agents

the driving factors in a 
narrative, usually people

proairetic 
code

one of Barthes’ five narrative 
codes; units of resolved action 
through cause and effect

recognition in Todorov’s theory of 
narrative, the realisation that 
a disruption to the equilibrium 
has occurred

self-contained 
narrative

a narrative which stands on 
its own

semantic code one of Barthes’ five narrative 
codes; connotations in a 
narrative

serial 
narrative

 a narrative which may be 
extended over a number of 
episodes or editions

symbolic code one of Barthes’ five narrative 
codes; deeper meanings and 
binary oppositions

universal 
themes

themes to which many people 
across cultures can relate

KEY THINKERS

Tzvetan 
Todorov 

(1939–2017) Bulgarian-French 
theorist who contributed to a 
range of academic disciplines 
in his time, including literary 
theory, anthropology, history 
and philosophy.
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1.4 Genre and print media texts

Genre development 
Print media products and genres have experienced technological change in keeping 
with every other aspect of production and consumption. Some of these changes are 
explored far more fully in Chapters 5 and 6.

One effect of market competition and globalisation can be to homogenise content 
and reduce variety. Simultaneously, the comparative cheapness of production 
technologies allows more access to digital production and distribution.

Print media is the only mass media form that has experienced a permanent and 
irreversibly negative impact on its sales as a result of the technological revolution. 
Despite dire predictions of its imminent demise in the early 2000s, print media 
still persists. Just as, despite the popularity and reasonably good uptake of 
e-reader devices, many avid readers still enjoy holding a book in their hands. Some 
newspapers still retain a settled level of circulation despite losses to digital news 
sources – and magazines still offer the pleasure of having something tangible for 
your money. They seem a luxury in a world where most of our films are now held 
in clouds, and rather than buying a boxed set of DVDs, we simply wait for a series 
to appear on whichever service we subscribe to. Genre texts in print – particularly 
magazines – offer something which is not yet being absolutely replaced by digital.

 EXAMPLE: Genre development – a brief history of the film magazine 

Film magazines have a long history in the UK. The first recorded example was only 
16 pages long. Published in 1911, The Pictures proved very quickly that there was an 
appetite among fans of cinema – which was still very new at the time – for written 
material about their favourite stars and films. They really were the first celebrity 
magazines, often filled with gossip, Hollywood fashion and forthcoming releases. 
The industry was quick to capitalise on this for promotional purposes, and so a 
long-standing co-promotional relationship was born.

One of the most famous historical titles was Picturegoer, which was published first 
monthly and then weekly from 1921 for almost 40 years. Although film magazines 
were initially popular with both men and women, television impacted on sales of 
film magazines, with film entertainment no longer at the heart of women’s lives in 
particular. 

In the intervening years, a number of magazines, such as Film Review for 
mainstream audiences and Sight and Sound for people with a specialist interest in 
film, continued to survive, with a number of titles appearing and disappearing as 
the market adjusted to who their target audience now were.

The brand leaders today, Empire and Total Film, launched in 1989 and 1997 
respectively with very much a male target audience in mind. Both maintain good 
circulation figures despite online competition for film news, with glossy exclusives on 
upcoming releases, big director and star interviews, and privileged access to sets.

Exploring codes and conventions in print media texts 
Print media genres are relatively straightforward to study. Newspapers are often 
categorised by the area they serve – local, regional or national press – their political 
leanings – right or left wing – or their approach to news – whether they have the 
values of a traditional tabloid or broadsheet. Magazines are often categorised by 
audiences and media producers alike according to their content – there are sport 
magazines, gaming magazines, lifestyle and so on. Some of these have clear sub-

 Chapters 5 and 6

Research the history of a 
print media genre of your 
choice. Write a 500-word 
case study of its origins, 
any significant set-backs 
or sub-genres and modern 
incarnations.
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genres, although, unlike audio-visual or digital media, these constitute a smaller 
corpus with fewer examples making up each since the magazine business is less 
prolific in terms of individual titles than other media forms. They can also be 
grouped by target age range of audience or sometimes by gender of the majority 
of readership. Print advertising is often studied generically by looking at similarities 
between adverts for similar products – car advertising, for example, might be 
considered to be a genre, with family or luxury car advertising a sub-genre.

One interesting aspect of genre study is that print media genres do not exist in a 
vacuum – they will also borrow from other genres and be related to them. This is 
particularly the case with print media products that are advertising another media 
form, or functioning as a sub-promoter of that form, as do TV themed magazines 
and film magazines. When studying a print media genre, it is quite possible to 
collect all the examples on the market in the UK at any one time for analysis –
something which would be almost impossible to do with digital or audio-visual 
media.

Much genre theory has evolved from film study, and has been appropriated by 
Media Studies students for its interest and relevance in looking at a whole range of 
texts. One of these theories was proposed by Dudley Andrew in his book Concepts 
in Film Theory (1974). These definitions of how we understand the term genre, and 
the different ways in which the term is meaningful to both print media industries 
and audiences are summed up here:

Genre as structure
• Typical articles, content, technical codes and representations.

• Typical locations such sports photographs or studio shoots.

• Iconography – typical images we associate with a genre.

Genre as blueprint
• Useful to industry – the observation of previous successes and cultural trends.

• Dictates hybridisation.

• Influences how many of a particular type of text appear on the market; 
successful texts spawn imitators.

Genre as label
• The way in which audience and industry connect and understand print media 

titles.

• Widely used by audiences to describe their print media consumption.

• Industry labels might differ from those used by audiences, e.g. young men’s 
lifestyle, lad mag.

Genre as contract
• Audience expectations about the content of their print media products.

• Crucially the front page of a newspaper or the front cover of a magazine 
arouses expectations – if these are not met, audiences consider the contract 
broken.

• Audiences exchange money for a media text in most cases. If they don’t get 
what they expect, they won’t repeat the purchase.

Some of the theoretical approaches to genre are explored in more detail in section 
2.4.

Choose a genre of product 
advertising and collect 
examples from it. Include at 
least five, identifying any 
relevant sub-genres, common 
codes, and conventions and 
techniques used.

 Section 2.4 Genre and moving image texts
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 EXAMPLE: True crime magazines 

Crime magazines are a niche genre of the form. It is difficult to define the 
readership, but the majority will obviously have an interest in crime, and particularly 
a fascination with violent crimes and murders, the police and investigation 
procedures. This is not so strange when you consider that television crime drama 
series are a very popular genre in that media form. There is possibly a level 
of coincidence between fans of the genre and the readership of this genre of 
magazine.

This might seem macabre, but these magazines in many ways fulfil the same 
audience pleasures as might be experienced by a horror film viewer – they are 
reminded by their experience of the text how comparatively safe and happy their 
own life is. It’s highly unlikely that someone whose real world in any way came into 
collision with any of the kind of experiences recorded in these stories would want 
to read them. Most of the crimes selected in the coverlines appear to be extreme 
examples of their kind, not the more common crime events such as the regular 
murders that happen every week in the UK as a result of domestic violence. They 
offer a safe way of closing down fears about violence in society – they are all 
about how perpetrators of crimes, no matter how cunning, were ultimately caught, 
exposed and punished.

There are five main titles on the market in the UK – True Crime, Real Crime, True 
Detective, Master Detective and Murder Most Foul. Some also produce special 
editions. From looking at the series of images, it is clear that each individual title 
shares some features in common with others. Historical crime cases from around the 
world form most of the coverline content. All of the editions feature a feature crime 
focus, which in four of the five cases is positioned on the left-hand side around 
the sweet spot. Other secondary images are used in conjunction with coverlines 
to emphasise the human nature of the subject matter and to hook the readership 
in. The lexical coding uses frightening words with strongly negative connotations 
– monster, lethal, hell, slaughter, rape, slayer. These emphasise that the magazine 
covers the extremes of human experience of crime in a sensationalised way.

The majority of the magazines use similar iconography – many black and white 
images indicating the starkness of the subject matter and the historical nature 
of some of the crimes. Red and black, which can have a connotation of danger, 
and yellow – which combined with these can seem to be a sickly or disturbing 
colour – form the majority of the palette. The background selected in each case 
is dark and cold, blues or blacks. The house style is not dissimilar in its cluttered 
look to many women’s weekly titles which feature a mixture of true stories, 
puzzles, some celebrity news and lifestyle elements or even soap weeklies. This 
suggests a plausible consonance in mode of address with an audience age range of 
predominantly middle-aged and older women in lower socio-economic categories.

Collect a range of examples 
from another magazine 
genre, such as sport and 
fitness or hobbies and 
crafts. Write a 500-word 
case study exploring the 
genre conventions and 
similarities as in the one 
above.
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Intertextuality and print media 
Intertextuality as a term first began to appear in writing about the mass media 
from the late 1960s onwards. It is often used in conjunction with post-modern 
theory, which you will learn more about in the second year of your A level course. 
It is a difficult term to define with precision, partly because the nature of what it 
describes is often quite intangible. An intertextual product is one media text that is 
making a reference to another consciously and deliberately, in order to create a new 
meaning. This retains some of the reference text but imbues it with new qualities 
and meanings specific to the new text. Since all texts are part of a continuous cycle 
of the production of meaning, and continued cultural re-referencing, some critics 
suggest that the term is actually redundant in today’s media climate.

In print media, fortunately, we sometimes see some very concrete examples of 
intertextuality. A magazine cover or advertisement might reference another famous 
media image, such as a propaganda poster. A feature interview with a celebrity 
might use a dress code associated with a film genre to depict them in a particular 
way. Although a lot of intertextuality can be seen in iconography, it can also be 
present in lexical coding, with conscious and deliberate referencing of any popular 
catchphrase from a sitcom or gameshow. Advertising slogans, long-gone television 
drama series and historical newspaper headlines continue to imbue the new text 
with an element of the original meaning, although this will often be conducted in a 
playful or ironic way. 

 EXAMPLE: Wired magazine and intertextuality 

This front cover from Wired technology and culture magazine April 2016 clearly 
references Maoist propaganda posters from the cultural revolution in China to 
promote its feature on China and technology and its interview with Chinese 
technology entrepreneur Lei Jun.

KEY TERMS

intertextuality the process by which one 
media text consciously 
references another text or 
genre, therefore deriving 
further layers of meaning for 
a reader who has experienced 
both texts

Look through a supply of 
magazines and newspapers 
for an example of 
intertextuality. Can you find 
the original text to which 
your example refers online? 
What meanings were present 
in the original text? How 
are these meanings being 
incorporated into the new?

post-modern 
theory

a school of thinking which question the idea of ‘reality’ 
as anything other than a collection of constructs 
apparent in any culture – the mass media are seen as 
playing an important role since they help shape and 
reflect our understanding of our culture. The movement 
resists solid definitions and answers in many disciplines 
within the arts, humanities and even sciences
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
• Semiotics, which is the study of signs, is an essential way of understanding how 

media products communicate with their audiences

• Semiotics is an early structuralist theory derived from linguistics as a field of 
study. It is continually revisited and expanded by theorists.

• Two of the most significant early theorists are Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles 
Peirce. Saussure is mainly remembered for his discussion of the sign as the 
product of signifier plus the signified, which he regarded as being indivisible.

• Peirce developed a method of categorising signs into symbolic or arbitrary signs, 
iconic signs and indexical signs, which each function in slightly different ways.

• Another important contributor to the field was Roland Barthes, who further 
added his ideas about different orders of signification which increase in 
complexity – the first order being denotative, the second connotative, and the 
potential third operating on the level of ideology and myth.

• There are some key terms associated with semiotics which you need to be 
confident in using when analysing print media forms and language.

• Print media has its own technical codes and discrete terminology used in 
discussion of technical codes.

• The main forms – newspapers, advertisements and magazines - all have their 
own combinations of technical codes which allow them to be easily recognised 
by the audience technical codes. Each form may also have its own form-specific 
terminology.

• Narratives are present to some extent in all media texts, even those with the 
simplest form such as a single page advertisement.

• Narratives are ways in which we organise media texts to make sense of their 
content. There is a range of useful narrative terms which can be used outside 
of specific narrative theories, and using these to support your own insights into 
narrative organisation can be useful.

• Todorov’s theory of narrative suggests that many narratives may be broken 
down into five stages which describe the movement between two equilibriums. 
This is useful for newspaper stories and magazine features, but less so for print 
advertising.

• Lévi-Strauss’ theory of binary oppositions is one of the most versatile narrative 
theories available to Media Studies students, and oppositions can be identified in 
any text, from the very simple to very complex

• Barthes’ five narrative codes work together to produce a holistic view of how 
narratives operate on a number of different levels. If you’re not sure about using 
all five codes in analysis, start by just using hermeneutic and proairetic codes.

• Print media genres are often simple to demarcate, consistent in their conventions 
and very centred on content or product.

• All genres can be thought of in different ways and approached with slightly 
differing emphasis depending on the point being made – as structure, blueprint, 
label or contract.

• Intertextuality is widely used in print media texts, and this is particularly evident 
in borrowed iconography.FURTHER READING

Bronwen Thomas (2015) Narrative: The Basics.
Daniel Chandler (2007) Semiotics: The Basics.
Paul Cobley and Litza Jansz (2010) Introducing 
Semiotics: A Graphic Guide.
Roland Barthes (2014) Mythologies.
Stephen Neale (1980) Genre.

26

DRAFT
DRAFT



 Chapter 2 Reading audio-visual media

2.1  The technical codes and features used in moving 
image texts 

In Chapter 1, we explored the main theories and terminology associated with a 
structuralist approach to reading signs. It would be a good idea to revisit this 
section before undertaking any analysis of moving image texts. 

In the previous chapter, we considered some of the separate terminology associated 
with the three main print media forms. In this chapter, we will be looking at 
technical codes in a slightly different way to help us understand the codes common 
to all the audio-visual forms you study, which are music video, television, and audio-
visual advertising. Video games and apps are also audio-visual in their nature, and 
some of what you learn in this chapter is relevant to their study, although they are 
considered separately in Chapter 3. Although some industry-specific terminology 
is associated with production of certain genres and forms, such as documentary, 
television advertising and news, these are beyond the scope of this chapter – 
although you may find it very useful to explore them if you are undertaking study of 
a particular genre. 

To help you understand how to approach audio-visual texts, examples are supplied 
of how the certain codes are deployed within a range of textual examples from 
different forms to show how they operate in a way which works when located in a 
particular chosen text. You can use these approaches as a springboard to adapt the 
techniques to analysis of any text of your own choosing with confidence.

Mise-en-scène
Mise-en-scène is the term used to refer to the placement of everything within a 
frame. It is one of the most significant decisions taken by directors and production 
designers of almost any moving image product. One of the easiest ways to begin to 
analyse mise-en-scène is to take screenshots from a text to study; picking out the 
elements of mise-en-scène takes a lot of practice while a moving image text plays. 
These elements are:

• setting/location, both interiors and exterior

• dress code

• props

• lighting and colour 

• non-verbal communication such as facial expressions and gestural codes.

What you will learn in this chapter

• How audio-visual media language can 
communicate in different ways and be 
used to influence meaning

• What makes audio texts distinctive as a 
medium 

• The contribution of narrative to our 
reading of audio-visual media texts

• How genre theory can inform our 
understanding of audio-visual texts

 Chapter 1 Revisit the main theories and 
terminology associated with a structuralist 
approach in Chapter 1.
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In reality, well-developed mise-en-scène analysis rarely focuses on all the signs 
within a single frame – it is used alongside the discussion of other technical 
codes, and selected significant elements are picked out for discussion across a 
whole sequence. Mise-en-scѐne analysis can also be useful in genre identification, 
and contributes strongly to our understanding of the iconography of a genre, 
conventional symbols or images associated with it.

Mise-en-scène is controlled by framing. The positioning of props and people within 
the frame is just as important, if fleeting, as it is in the photographic images used 
in print media texts. The same codes take on significance – dress codes, colour 
codes, décor, location and non-verbal codes. Non-verbal gestural codes and gait 
also become more significant when a person can be seen moving. Proxemics and 
para-proxemics are still significant, sometimes with more complex hierarchies as 
movement is introduced. Lighting is also significant, and can be used to create a 
range of moods and effects through contrasts in lighting temperature between 
scenes, along with the control of highlight and shadow and apparent time of day.

 EXAMPLE: The mise-en-scène of the ‘Kenzo: World’ perfume advert, 2016 

The ‘Kenzo: World’ perfume advert follows the recent trend for these brands of 
commissioning well-known directors (in this case, Spike Jonze) to produce extended 
and highly cinematic adverts featuring established stars. This often means a 
sumptuous and grand-scale mise-en-scène. 

The narrative features a young woman who escapes from a dull formal event in a 
large hotel or conference venue, only to playfully unleash herself on the corridors. 
She dances a riot around the venue to a specially commissioned and unconventional 
track before finally leaping through a huge model eye positioned outside. The main 
contributor to meaning within the mise-en-scène is the unusual use of non-verbal 
communication and gestural codes.

Iconography of perfume advertising: This is apparent in the advert’s focus on 
a glamorously dressed and physically attractive female star. In this case, this is 
Margaret Qualley, an American television actor and formally trained ballet dancer. 
Throughout the advertisement, she dominates the frame, reiterating her status as 
star.

Dress code: Qualley has her hair neatly arranged up to suit the unnamed formal 
occasion she is attending at the start of the advertisement. Her make-up is low key 
but immaculate. She wears a long, formal ball gown, also matched to the occasion, 
which becomes more revealing throughout the sequence. The gown is a deep green, 
a colour relating to superstition. It’s also a strong signifier of nature in the context; 
Qualley fights back against convention in the text and her own ‘nature’ is unleashed.
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Non-verbal communication: Qualley’s performance style as an actor and dancer is highly 
energetic. At the beginning she is polite, sober in manner and subdued. The others 
around her appear to be absorbed by the formal event, which Qualley’s character 
clearly does not feel any enthusiasm for; this is evident from her facial expression 
which connotes disengagement. Once free to dance the corridors, stairs and stage 
of the venue her face contorts, puppet-like, into a series of outrageous expressions. 
Throughout, the character repeatedly directly addresses the audience by looking 
directly into the lens, reducing the distance between audience and text and making 
us feel complicit in her playful adventure around the venue. Energetic sequences in 
which elements of gestural codes borrowed from action films, kickboxing and a range 
of dance styles and puppet-like movements are used to transport her from one part to 
another. These gestural codes combine elements of the masculine and feminine. They 
culminate in her final graceful leap and landing to where she rises, and beats her chest.

Location, décor, props: The location uses a vast and luxurious (connoted by 
the plentiful floristry and chandeliers) but bland hotel or conference centre. A 
significant prop used in the advert is the mirror, which has a long tradition of 
being used symbolically for reflection on the self and identity. The rose-covered 
wall-hanging against which she performs lends a stuffy, stale and claustrophobic 
backdrop. The pink flowers on the table at the start, and in the display stands inside 
and outside the venue, seem to symbolise a stifling femininity. Other aspects of the 
décor include a quietly feminine palette of peach, pink, pale gold and beige tones, 
against which Qualley’s performance can really stand out. The other notable props 
are a bust of Winston Churchill, which is licked - symbolising a lack of deference 
to authority – and the eye which she leaps though at the end. This is open to 
interpretation, possibly symbolising all eyes being upon her expecting her to act her 
part. The generally muted lighting is broken by the use of strobe as she attacks the 
man engaged in a serious mobile phone conversation.

Camerawork
Shot types are one of the most important codes in audio-visual texts. The basic 
shot types of close-up (CU), medium shot and long shot (LS) can all be modified to 
describe incremental changes in shot using terms such as extreme (e.g. extreme 
close-up) and medium (e.g. medium close-up).

Other shot types are named more for their function. A two-shot is the common 
term for a shot which has two people in it, an establishing shot is used to establish 
a change of scene. A point-of-view shot makes us feel as though we are seeing 
events unfold through someone else’s eyes, and an over-the-shoulder shot gives us 
a sense of participation in a conversation. Other shot names – such as a cutaway 
shot, reaction shot or nodding shot only make sense in the context of other shots, 
so really form part of the codes relating to editing.

Some shots are named after specialist lenses which may be required to shoot them 
effectively – a wide-angle shot allows us to see more of an expanse of an exterior or 
interior location in one shot, with a fish-eye shot giving us a distorted perspective 
which introduces even more extreme wide angles and can feel very claustrophobic.

Just as important as the type of shot used is the angle of the camera. A camera 
placed roughly at eye level with its subject creates a sense of equality with it on 
the part of the audience. A slightly higher angle can easily make its subject appear 
inferior, and a low angle elevate it. A canted angle (‘Dutch’ angle) can feel edgy and 
disorientating in some texts, but in music video canted angles are very common. A 
worm’s-eye shot is sometimes a point-of-view shot, either pointing directly upwards 
as though on the ground, or an extreme low angle which makes its subject loom.  
A bird’s-eye shot offers the reverse perspective.

Select a range of frames 
from a television genre you 
enjoy by viewing your text on 
a computer and pausing to 
take screenshots. Annotate 
the shots with the elements 
of mise-en-scène. You 
can combine the technical 
terminology relating to the 
codes above you learnt in 
Chapter 1 with semiotic 
analysis.
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As with shot types, some camera angles are named after the techniques used 
to capture them – an aerial shot is used to show vast areas of location, and 
usually requires air transport to shoot. Aerial shots span the categories of both 
shot type and movement. Crane shots also do this – a crane is used to provide 
some exceptionally fluid and unusual movements, often following action from 
perspectives which would be impossible from the ground. Jib shots, where the 
camera is positioned on a metal arm and operated remotely, are often used in 
studio shoots, such as those you might see in a studio-based television show.

Hand-held shot is a generic term for any use of camera operated by hand rather 
than situated on a tripod or dolly. These have many applications across genres. 
They are highly practical in documentary or news filming situations, where advance 
planning is not always possible, and spontaneity and portability are of the essence 
on the shoot. This code can sometimes be re-appropriated in fictional media texts, 
where the effect is to create a feeling of instability to the subject matter or a 
documentary style which implies verisimilitude. 

Other terms are used to describe very specific movements. A tracking shot – 
sometimes also called a following shot, is used to follow a moving subject by travelling 
alongside it. It can be filmed either by a vehicle with an on-board mount, or by a long 
track set up parallel with the line of movement which then has a dolly move along it. A 
short tracking shot (often also slower) is called a crab. A following pan can also follow 
an object, but in this case the camera stays in one position and moves on its axis to 
follow the subject of the shot. Used at speed, this becomes a whip pan. A surveying 
pan can follow the same movement, but is more languorous and has no subject. When 
a pan occurs on the y axis it is referred to as a tilt, and is often divided into tilt up or 
tilt down, since it is unusual to see both movements in one take without an edit.

Although not strictly shot types, focus techniques and lens movements are often 
considered alongside these as they form part of the same paradigm. Zooms, both in 
and out, are strictly lens movements in which the subject is brought closer or made 
more distant. Zooms can be fast or slow, and the effect of speed on interpretation 
can be significant. Faster speeds are associated with action, and slower speeds 
with manipulating para-proxemics and sometimes contributing to the emotional 
response we experience to a subject on-screen. Selective focus is used to bring 
attention to a particular part of the frame to show its importance. A pull focus 
may be used to change this, and form a kind of in-shot edit, where the audience’s 
attention is drawn first to one thing then another by changing the focus. Using 
this technique a subject in the foreground may be defocused in preference to the 
background. The effect of this is usually quite contemplative, although very fast 
focus pulls can also be seen deployed in action sequences and point of view shots.

 EXAMPLE: Music video: Angels, Chance the Rapper featuring Saba (2015) 

Music videos are interesting examples to use when beginning to study camerawork. 
They often use very dynamic shot ranges because of their innately bold visual style, 
and feature a range of shots which can be explored out of the sequence.

30

DRAFT
DRAFT



• Tracking shot – used in the opening of the boy to bring us on his journey and 
allow us to sense his place in the city.

• Establishing shot of the city – shot as aerial footage which feels like a POV 
perspective of Chance flying over the city 

• Extreme low angles – give an impression of the size and scale of the city 
contrasting with the sky through which Chance flies.

• On-board vehicle shots are used on the top of the train, showing Chance’s 
performance and lending a highly mobile and journey-like feel to the narrative.

• Close-up of shoes – signifying the introduction of dance moves to the sequence.

• Tracking shot in the train – both back and forth – allow for focus on different 
characters and their performances.

• Hand-held camerawork on train – reflects the movements of the vehicle.

• Camera work reflects two spheres of action, the train/below and the train/
above.

• Numerous two shots are used on the street to film two performers dancing.

• Crane shots, dolly shots and hand-held work including low angle shots, which 
elevate the importance of the performers, are all used in the dance sequence.

• Bird’s-eye shot at the end on the boy, as though the ‘angel’ is looking down on 
him.

• Video ends with a tilt up, as we finish the song with the boy who drew us into 
the narrative at the start, and we share his perspective on the city.

Editing
Many techniques are used in editing, and it is only possible to cover here a few 
which are seen most frequently. The majority of texts which you study will use 
continuity editing style, the predominant type of editing in mainstream media. 
Continuity editing constructs time and space in straightforward ways that make 
sense to us because we have been reading its codes since childhood. Most of the 
time it provides a seamless experience of viewing which does not draw attention to 
the apparatus, the physical nature of its construction. 

The other common editing style you will see used is montage editing, which has 
many uses, from film trailers to music videos. In montage editing, we see a number 
of shots, which we understand are not occurring consecutively in the chronology, 
played in close sequence. This creates a strong impression of a character’s journey 
or an event, or to create atmosphere. It is usually used quite sparingly.

Space is constructed according to technical laws and norms such as the 180-degree 
rule, where the camera must not ‘cross the line’ in a straight cut from a film 
sequence in order to preserve the illusion of a particular perspective on a scene. If 
the perspective needs to switch to another side of the room, a connecting shot with 
a movement, such as a dolly or jib shot, will usually be included or the narrative will 
cutaway to another scene before returning to a new camera position.

Similarly, to preserve visual logic, we have the 30-degree rule, which states that 
the camera must move more than 30 degrees when showing a new shot of the 
same subject. Failure to do so results in a jump cut, which is disorientated for the 
audience – and actually looks like a mistake. At times this can be deployed for effect 
(usually with several jump cuts being edited together). Although it is important to 
understand how editing constructs space, you will rarely need to actually comment 
on this in an analysis. Understanding it will make you more aware of editing and 
more likely to spot other more relevant techniques.

Choose a music video from 
any genre you enjoy. Watch 
the video several times, 
pausing where you need 
to make notes. List some 
of the camera shots used, 
describing the effect of each. 

Use your notes to write a 
paragraphed analysis of how 
camera work contributes to 
the construction of meaning, 
in around 500 words.

180°
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The way in which we experience the passage of time is also controlled by editing. 
The depiction of ‘real’ time is compressed – in fictional narratives, this is carefully 
controlled to manipulate our experience of the narrative. More screen time will 
be given to certain characters at particular points, and events which unfold over a 
number of days – or would if they were real in the case of fictional narratives – will be 
compressed into an hour or 30 minutes. Parallel development may be used, where we 
understand that two events are supposed to be happening in simultaneous time, even 
though the edit requires that we cut between the two events alternately. The only real 
alternative to this is the use of split screen, which is acceptable for more experimental 
TV dramas, but would appear odd in a soap opera.

Some other techniques which involve using editing to play with our perception of 
time include the multi-take, where the effect of an action is shown by repeating 
it several times, sometimes shot from different angles or distances. Decelerated 
motion is frequently used to contribute to the emotional power of a sequence, 
and is a convention so familiar we barely notice it. Accelerated motion adds to our 
perception of speed, but usually has to be deployed with a much lighter touch, 
since unlike decelerated motion it jars when used deliberately, and is only suited to 
deliberate use in a small handful of contexts, such as comic effect.

Transitions are used to get from one shot or scene to another. The overwhelming 
majority of transitions you will see in audio-visual texts are straight cuts. Other 
common techniques are fade in, fade out, and fade through black. These are subtle 
and slower-paced transitions. Also in this category is the cross-dissolve, where one 
image is slowly superseded by another creating a whimsical effect.

Relationships can be created by editing. The juxtapositioning of a high angle 
with a low angle shot can easily imply a relative power positioning between two 
characters. An eye-line match is created when we see someone looking, then see 
what they are looking at. Matched cut is another term used for pairs of shots which 
make sense together. Over-the-shoulder shots are used to film conversations, and 
reaction shots commonly allow us to see the impact of almost anything else that 
has happened in the previous shot.

Titling can be used in all kinds of versatile ways, and this will be explored further in 
section 3.4. Cutaway shots are use in factual media, sometimes to contribute additional 
meaning or add weight to a person’s dialogue, at other times for illustrative purposes. 
Cutting rhythm and cutting rate are used to refer to the way in which footage is cut to 
create a particular pace. You should also remember that sound, covered earlier, is also 
a significant part of the editing process. This is discussed further in the next section, 
but is also relevant to audio-visual texts. Other post-production techniques rendered 
so much easier in the digital age include special effects, graphical elements and subtle 
post-production practices such as colourisation. 

 EXAMPLE: Editing in an episode of Take Me Out, a television dating game show (C4, 2016) 

Editing style in television game shows varies across the genre and sub-genres, but 
will always match the style of the show. A frenetic physical or youth-targeted game 
show will have a faster editing pace and more use of score. A quiz show will be 
more sedate. Editing usually deploys straight cuts between a standard paradigm 
(range/group) of familiar shots, and the sequence in which these are cut together 
may actually vary very little. This helps to underline the format of the show and 
encourages familiarity. It is useful to identify these recurring groups of shots.

Take Me Out uses hyper-kinetic ‘MTV style’ editing which matches the feel of 
the show and the target audience. It has a fast cutting rate, and makes some 
use of cutting rhythm with shots edited on the beat of popular tracks used in 
the soundtrack. The pace of editing slows significantly in date segment. There is 

 See section 3.4

 2.2 The technical codes used in audio texts
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frequent repetition of certain sequences of shot, e.g. high angle crane shot of 
whole set, LS host, MCU [medium close-up] of each female participant, MCU or CU 
reaction shots intercut of male contestant.

The date scene has significantly compressed screen time – location filming of the 
date is sampled to give a snapshot which supports the views given in interviews. 
If an annoying quality of the date is described by the other participant, several 
instances of that behaviour or quality are edited together in montage to exaggerate 
it. Each participant’s reflections on the date are carefully controlled through editing, 
with some cutaway footage used of their interviews. Reaction shots are also made 
use of in much the same way they are controlled in reality television, to articulate 
and construct relationships.

Sound
Sound makes a huge contribution to audio-visual texts, but is sometimes neglected 
by students during analysis in favour of the seemingly more dominant visual codes. 
This is a shame, because aural codes can contribute a great deal to our reading of 
a text if we listen carefully. The sound mix is an important part of post-production, 
and can be considered alongside editing. 

The term diegetic sound, meaning from the diegesis (the ‘story-world’, the 
construct) is often used to label the apparent source of sound and to understand 
how we should read it. A common mistake made by new Media Studies students is 
to assume that any sound which is added post-production rather than recorded on 
a location is non-diegetic. In fact, regardless of how it was technically integrated 
into the soundtrack, any sound which supposedly originates in an audio-visual 
text is diegetic. An easy way to remember this with texts is if the participants 
or characters in a recording can hear the sound, it would be classed as diegetic. 
Parallel sound is a term used to describe sound which fulfils our expectations. 
Sometimes sound which doesn’t match the scene can be deployed – this is known as 
contrapuntal sound, and has a disconcerting or even sinister effect.

From this example, you can see that very few sounds are commonly categorised as 
non-diegetic. The most significant of these are voice-overs, which can be provided 
by an extra-diegetic narrator (who is unseen) or an intra-diegetic narrator, who also 
appears in the text’s diegesis. This second kind of narrator can bring an additional 
layer of uncertainty into a fictional text, as we might question the reliability of their 
interpretation of events. A score is also considered diegetic, although music can 
also appear diegetically, heard by characters and part of the scene.

Background sound, known also as atmosphere or soundscape, can be very 
interesting to analyse, as we rarely notice it, but it often makes a very significant 
contribution to our level of immersion in a text. At the other end of the scale, we 
can sometimes detect the use of selective sound, when one sound is deliberately 
amplified in the mix to draw attention to it.

Choose a reality television 
show and watch an episode. 
Note down the key editing 
techniques you observe that 
are used at different points 
in the show. Consider in 
particular whether editing is 
used to represent participants 
in a particular way.

Write up your findings as a 
500-word case study.

Choose a film trailer in a 
popular genre. Watch it first 
with sound, then without. 
Identify a number of sounds 
you hear used. Try to find 
examples of as many of the 
techniques mentioned above 
as you can.

Group your examples of 
sounds heard under diegetic 
and non-diegetic column 
headings. Are there any other 
ways in which you can group 
certain sounds? Try and 
decode the qualities of the 
sound.
• What can you decode from 

the soundscapes used in 
the trailer?

• What qualities are there 
in the range of vocal 
performances in dialogue? 

• Which sounds are prominent 
in the sound mix?

• Does the trailer make use 
of a score? If so, what 
does the music contribute 
to meaning?

• Does the trailer use a 
voice-over? 
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KEY TERMS

180-degree 
rule

one of the rules which 
constructs space in visual 
language – the camera must 
stay one side of an imaginary 
line when filming a scene, 
unless a cutaway or visible 
movement leads the audience 
to another perspective

30 degree 
rule

one of the rules which 
constructs space in visual 
language – the camera must 
move more than 30 degrees in 
order to avoid an ugly cut

accelerated 
motion

the speeding up of footage 
during editing

aerial shot from in the air, often shot from 
an aircraft

apparatus term used for the equipment 
and methods used in media 
production

aural code term used to describe all the 
techniques relating to sound

bird’s-eye 
shot

extreme high angle or directly 
from the sky downwards

canted angle sometimes known as a ‘Dutch’ 
angle – a shot which leans over 
to the side

close-up often just face and shoulders

colourisation the way in which the saturation 
or other elements of how 
we perceive colour may be 
altered post-production, either 
to harmonise footage from 
different shoots or locations, 
or to achieve a particular 
aesthetic

compression 
of screen time

the way in which media texts 
reduce the ‘real time’ in which 
events would unfold through 
editing

continuity 
editing

dominant mode of editing 
which does not draw attention 
to itself, allowing the audience 
to focus on the subject-matter

contrapuntal 
sound

sound which does not seem 
to match the action, often 
deliberately used to unnerve 
the audience or even create a 
blackly comic effect

crab short tracking shot

crane shot any footage taken using a 
crane – highly mobile and 
versatile in terms of movement

cross-dissolve the gradual fading of one shot 
into another

cutaway shot footage which shows another 
subject before returning to the 
original

cutting rate the way in which pace is 
controlled in editing – many 
shots of short duration lend 
a fast cutting rate, longer 
duration results in a slower rate

cutting 
rhythm

the length of shots, particularly 
when edited to a soundtrack 
or score, when these appear to 
have rhythmic qualities

decelerated 
motion

the slowing down of footage 
during editing

diegesis the world of the media text, 
the ‘story world’ especially in 
fiction-based media 

diegetic 
sound

refers to sound supposedly 
generated within the diegesis

dolly fixing for camera which allows 
it to be moved smoothly over a 
set floor or on a track

elements of  
mise-en-scène

the individual components of 
mise-en-scène such as props 
or lighting

establishing 
shot

often exterior locations, but 
can be interiors – used to set 
a scene

extra diegetic 
sound

refers to sound which only the 
audience are aware of

eye-line 
match

usually means the pairing of 
a shot of a person with the 
object of their attention in the 
next frame

fade in/out the gradual dissolution of a shot

fade through 
black

technique which allows the 
audience a moment to reflect, 
by placing a short breathing 
space over black between 
scenes

fish-eye shot a shot, usually using a specific 
lens for the purpose, which 
brings in a range of angles of 
view

following pan movement where the camera 
remains in one position but is 
turned on its axis to follow an 
action

gestural 
codes

the way in which we read 
expression through movement

hand-held 
shot

footage taken using a camera 
operated by a person

high angle a shot positioned slightly 
higher than the subject which 
diminishes it

iconography repetition of certain visual 
images or symbols, usually 
associated in media with 
particular genres

intra-diegetic 
narration

voice-over provided by a 
person or character from 
within the diegesis

jib shot any footage taken using a 
camera, remotely controlled, 
on a metal arm

jump cut where the camera moves less 
than 30 degrees, creating an 
ugly and dissonant effect – 
sometimes used deliberately, 
but is not part of continuity 
editing style

lighting 
temperature

the feel lent to a scene 
according to how it is lit – 
warm or cool, for example

long shot full body at any distance

low angle a shot positioned slightly 
lower than the subject which 
elevates it

matched cut pairs of shots which have a 
logical connection

medium shot mid-body shot

montage 
editing

editing style where we are 
given a ‘snapshot’ of different 
clips

multi-take non-continuity technique, 
where a dramatic event may 
be filmed from several angles 
and the moment duplicated 
for effect

nodding shot in documentary, used to show 
an interviewer is listening to 
the subject, but is often cut 
in later

non-diegetic 
narration

voice-over created by an 
unseen person from outside 
the diegesis

over-the-
shoulder shot

shot in which the back of 
someone’s head and shoulder 
will be partially in view – often 
used to shoot dialogue – and 
makes the audience feel they 
are sharing in the exchange

parallel 
development

the apparently simultaneous 
presentation of another 
narrative strand in a text, 
which is actually achieved by 
alternating between the two 
spheres of action

parallel sound a sound mix which meets the 
audience’s expectations of a 
particular scene

point-of-view 
shot

shot which allows us to share 
someone’s perspective

pull focus shifting the focus in the frame 
in the same shot

reaction shot demonstrates a response to an 
event or person

score music composed specifically 
to accompany a media text – 
existing music redeployed in 
a text is usually referred to as 
soundtrack
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screen time the amount of ‘real’ time a 
character is present on screen 
for, e.g. two minutes

selective 
focus

use of the lens where 
particular section of the frame 
is in focus

sound mix the combination of sound into 
a soundtrack, and the differing 
emphasis placed on certain 
sounds for effect

soundscape background sound, especially 
in fiction media texts, which is 
constructed to contribute to 
verisimilitude

split screen simultaneous depiction of two 
events on screen by physical 
splitting of the frame

surveying pan slow pan on the camera’s 
axis, often to establish 
either exterior or interior 
environment

tilt down movement where the camera is 
raised down on its axis

tilt up movement where the camera is 
raised up on its axis

titling the use of lexical coding over 
black or over image – has 
become very common in digital 
media texts

tracking shot/
following shot

follows action by travelling 
alongside or behind it

transition the way in which movement 
from shot to shot is managed 
in editing, most often a 
straight cut

two shot two people in the same shot, 
often implying a relationship 
between them

whip pan rapid following pan, widely 
used in action sequences

wide-angle 
shot

a shot, usually using a specific 
lens for the purpose, which 
shows a wide field of view 

worm’s-eye 
shot

extreme low angle or directly 
from the ground upwards

zoom movement of the camera lens 
to bring a subject closer or to 
distance it

2.2  The technical codes and features used in audio 
texts

The nature of radio as a medium
Radio and podcasts are what is usually referred to as a ‘blind’ medium. The type of 
discussions we have already had about sound in audio-visual texts are still relevant 
to reading purely audio texts, but, in the case of these, the weight which the 
auditory codes carry is of so much more significance.

Radio is an old medium, but has endured. It is a cheap technology, and has an 
immediacy that is hard to match, except perhaps in certain new digital media 
forms such as social media platforms, whose distribution methods may be more 
haphazard, although can have a global reach in a very short space of time. 

Podcasting is a newcomer on the scene, appearing only as the internet made it 
possible to digitally share and broadcast files. Many of the codes applicable to radio 
are also present in podcasts – some podcasts are in fact radio shows made available 
for listening outside the scheduled time. This first section, where we explore what 
is distinctive about radio as a medium, will allow you to think, possibly for the 
first time, about what is truly distinctive about this medium. In academic terms it 
receives far less research attention that television or film, but is consumed daily by 
large audiences.

The characteristics of radio are defined very interestingly by Andrew Crisell in his 
book, Understanding Radio (1986). In the first chapter, Crisell makes these points, 
summarised below:

• In agreement with most commentators on the role of radio in culture, Crisell 
refers to radio as a blind medium in that it functions purely on auditory codes 
at a semiotic level.

• Radio uses speech codes, but without features such as phatic remarks, 
paralinguistic features and metalingual checks we would experience if we 
were face-to-face in the interaction.

• Radio is a form of mass communication and therefore lacks feedback from 
all of its listeners. Recent advances in digital technologies have meant 

 For more on the historical development 
and modern contexts of radio, see 6.1.
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that some almost live feedback on the show such as tweets, texts and 
emails are integrated into live topical content to give the illusion of a more 
conversational or two-way relationship between the sender and receiver.

• Talk on radio is necessarily free from ambiguity because there are no other 
technical codes to support its interpretation.

• Processes we would ‘see’ in other media forms have to be described verbally 
to clarify them to the audience.

• Signposting is used to allow the audience to sense the structure of a 
programme or schedule.

• Beginnings and ends of programmes are used to frame their content, with this 
framing sometimes being referred to as boundary rituals which distinguish 
one programme type from another, e.g. a fictional play from a news bulletin. 

• Radio is not the only medium to appeal to the imagination, which is 
experienced through all the senses, but it is perhaps the medium that requires 
us to exercise it the most. It is this quality which makes it what Crisell calls an 
‘intimate medium’ which seems to address us in a more personal way, since 
our brains are so necessarily active in generating the mental images and sense 
which necessarily accompany our reading of auditory codes.

• Radio is flexible, because the audience is able to undertake other tasks 
when they are listening, such as household chores or driving – but this can 
sometimes mean that the audience is sometimes distracted from its content 
and messages (they may ‘dip in and out’).

• Radio’s auditory codes exist in time the same as audio-visual codes do, so feel 
more immediate than reading a magazine or a newspaper.

• The modes of listening to radio have been categorised in the past as either 
predominant, where it is the focus as a provider of entertainment, or 
secondary, where listeners are not fully engaging – Crisell suggests that there 
is a whole range of listening practices between these two points.

Technical codes in radio
All radio and podcasts depend on sound to communicate their messages. 
Collectively, the speech codes, music and sound effects which drive radio are 
known as noise – but there is another very important technique used in radio which 
is more regularly used and has far more significance in radio than in any other 
medium, and that is silence. Radio genres and programmes which work particularly 
well in using these codes are sometimes described as radiogenic.

Speech codes in radio take on far more nuance than in other media – in looking at 
the characteristics of radio, we saw how language has to be used in a way which 
is unambiguous, and how explanations are often used to help the listener imagine 
a particular scene in both fiction-based texts and factual programming such as 
documentaries. Since radio is an intimate medium, it elicits something which has 
been identified as co-presence in its reception, which means that listeners feel as 
though they are almost sharing a room with the presenter, and to some degree 
other listeners.

Because the impact of the spoken word in radio is so much stronger, swearing is 
much more powerful – a radio station which broadcasts instances of swearing is 
very aware of this and has made a conscious stylistic decision to include it, well 
aware of the impact that it will have on the listener. This is different from audio-
visual use of bad language, where its effect is lessened. ‘Shock jock’ is a term used 
to describe a brand of deliberately provocative and offensive radio presenter/DJ, 
particularly in the US. These earn their popularity among a small, often right-wing 

Listen to three contrasting 
programmes from three 
different radio stations. 

Write a short report on 
each programme. 

Did you find any evidence 
of signposting, framing or 
boundary rituals? 

a Did you notice any 
examples of conscious 
avoidance of ambiguity?

b Did you hear any 
examples of processes 
being explained to help 
the audience visualise 
something?

c Were you conscious of 
any strong mental images 
you formed in response 
to any of your listening?
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audience, for deliberately challenging the polite conventions of the majority of 
radio. The increased weight of the spoken word in radio has long been employed to 
propagandic effect by different nations in history and is also used, disturbingly, in 
hate radio today.

The sound mix in the radio world is usually created to create a simulation of 
the way in which the brain works when interpreting sound in the real world. We 
innately treat certain sounds as background, tuning in to those that are important. 
This is mimicked by the way in which soundscape at the beginning of a change of 
environment in a radio programme will be heightened to orient the listener, then 
fades to give priority to speech codes. Sound effects to which a strong signification 
is attached punctuate the action. The complete withdrawal of sound, either abrupt 
or using fades used as a framing device, is sometimes used to change scene. As 
with the continuity system of editing in audio-visual texts, these conventions are 
understood by the audience. Sound effects have a context to them, and do not have 
to be ‘realistic’ in order to be read correctly in the way intended.

Music is sometimes used to evoke a time or place in documentary and fact-based 
media, working in exactly the same way as it would in an audio-visual text. It can 
also be used as a theme or jingle to frame programmes, and even as a score, 
underlining particular moments of drama in a fictional radio text. However, it is true 
that the majority of music used on radio – and it forms a high proportion of the 
output of many stations – is used precisely because it lacks any one meaning for the 
audience.

KEY TERMS

auditory codes sometimes also known as 
aural codes –- sound and 
particularly its uses in radio 
and podcasting

blind medium radio or podcasting – one 
which is wholly reliant on 
auditory codes

boundary 
rituals

another term for framing 
devices in radio and podcasting

co-presence the audience’s experience of 
audio texts of almost being 
in the same room as the 
presenter and other listeners

framing (in 
radio)

contextualisation of sections 
or delineation between 
programmes in audio texts

hate radio radio broadcast used to 
incite racial/ethnic hatred 
or persecution of minority 
groups

mass 
communication

a medium which has the power 
to communicate very quickly 
with large numbers of people

metalingual 
checks

in linguistics, elements 
of speech used to clarify 
understanding

noise (in radio) the sum total of speech, 
sound effects and music in 
audio tracks

paralinguistic 
features

additional information we 
gain during a face-to-face 
conversation, which lends 
meaning to the words used 
– in audio-visual texts called 
non-verbal codes

phatic remarks talk which has a social 
function

radiogenic a text which lends itself very 
easily to radio production

signposting in radio or podcasting, 
clearing signifying a change 
of some kind or designating 
structure and organisation of 
an audio text

silence the deliberate absence of 
sound in a radio or podcast

KEY THINKERS

Andrew Crisell author of Understanding 
Radio (1986), an important 
text and one of the few 
available which really explores 
radio from a Media Studies 
perspective
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2.3  Narrative organisation in audio-visual and  
audio texts

Approaches to reading narratives in audio-visual media 
texts
Most approaches to reading narratives distinguish between ‘story’ and ‘plot’. 
Story refers to the overall narrative. Plot is the order in which information is 
presented organisationally in the text. In discussing plot, you may need to use the 
terms analepsis and prolepsis, meaning flashback and flashforward, referring to 
disturbances in the chronology of events. 

Another consideration is the style of narration. Narration styles are sometimes 
described as either restricted or omniscient. Restricted narration means that 
some information is withheld from the audience to preserve suspense, or enhance 
cognitive enjoyment in some way. With omniscient narration, the audience occupy 
a privileged position where they are able to gain perspective on all the relevant 
events, although characters will not. 

Narrative perspective is also important – the idea that we share a character’s 
particular view of events as they unfold. Connected with this is focalisation, where 
we can relate to different characters as we move through texts. This might be 
in terms of the perceptual – what the character can see, hear and so on – the 
psychological (how they understand it) and ideological (the external frame of 
reference) interpretations of the narrative events. This suggests that when we 
read narratives, we are subconsciously encouraged to shift our awareness of the 
storytelling to explore different dimensions to the narrative in many different 
ways through the realms of each character. It allows for the identification and 
understanding of different characters at different points in the narrative. If you 
would like to read more about focalisation, which comes from the work of French 
theorist Gerard Genette, a very useful introduction to how it works is provided in 
Bronwen Thomas’ Narrative: The Basics (2015).

When reading complex fictional narratives, or even fact-based media such as 
documentaries, reality television and hybrids such as scripted reality shows, you 
need to have the terminology to talk about several things which may be going on 
at once. One of these is narrative arc, which can be used to describe an individual 
character’s journey through the narrative. You can use the term narrative strands 
to discuss separate contributory elements to the overall narrative. Also important 
when thinking about how a narrative moves forwards is the sense of narrative 
progress and delay. Another important idea when reading fictional narratives in 
audio-visual texts is the diegesis. The easiest way to imagine the diegesis, or story 
world, is as a bubble which contains the world of the text. We enter that bubble 
through the suspension of disbelief. 

Applying narrative theories to audio-visual texts sphere of 
action
Todorov’s theory of narrative can be a useful tool for exploring longer narratives in 
either audio-visual or audio texts. Modern media texts are complex, and it can be 
difficult to apply the theory in its simplest form to complex narratives which may 
contain many sub-plots. This does not mean the theory is redundant – just that we 
can apply it in different ways to fragments of narrative and sub-plots which could 
be mapped across a longer text such as one of the high-engagement, high-budget 
television series which tend to be binge-watched on video-on-demand services. 

 For an overview of each of these theories 
and their origins, see 1.3 Narrative organisation 
in print media texts.
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When approaching a text like this, you might even find that virtually all stages can 
be applied to an individual episode of a television series, to its respective sub-plots, 
or even to the overall narrative formed by all the episodes together. This is one of 
the most interesting ways of using theory, to see how it can be used to discover 
coherent units of narrative which build together like blocks to create a whole.

Be aware that as with any narrative theory, it is best to give it a light touch when 
responding under time pressure to an exam question. It’s rarely useful to apply a whole 
theory in its entirety – although you will need to do this initially when you encounter it 
to be sure how it works. It is far better to drop in occasional references to parts of the 
theory in an integrated way, using them to support what you want to say about the text.

 EXAMPLE: Todorov’s theory of narrative applied to the first episode of Stranger Things 
(Netflix, 2016) 

Stranger Things is a Netflix Originals series which was broadcast in 2016. The 
science-fiction/horror series follows a mother’s efforts to get back her missing son. 
This example clearly shows how Todorov’s theory of narrative can be applied to a 
complex text, even though it is a serialised narrative. 

EPISODE 1: Main narrative, ‘The Missing Boy’
Equilibrium: Four boys, firm friends, are playing Dungeons and Dragons in the 

basement of one of their family homes on a school night.
Disruption to equilibrium: On his way home, one of them – ‘Will’ – is accosted 

by an unseen creature, chased to his home, and vanishes.
Recognition of disruption: Will’s mother realises he isn’t at home the following 

morning, his friends miss him at school.
Attempt to repair: Will’s mother visits local law enforcement, and a search 

party is called. The boys decide to form their own search without the 
knowledge of their parents, who have forbidden it.

New equilibrium: It could be said that there is no true equilibrium to a first 
part of a serial narrative, as it relies on a continued state of disequilibrium 
to retain audience engagement until the next episode. Even so, often a 
situation will be left which has some kind of balance. Although the search 
party find Will’s bike in the woods and fear the worst, Will’s mother is 
convinced her son is still alive when she receives a strange telephone call in 
which she believes she hears his voice – and vows not to give up on him.

Elements of further disequilibrium are suggested by clips from the next week which 
hook the viewer in.

EPISODE 1: Secondary narrative/sub-plot, ‘Eleven’.
Equilibrium: A girl appears in the woods near a secretive research facility, with 

a shaven head, a tattoo on her forearm which reads ‘11’ and wearing only a 
nightgown.

Disruption to the equilibrium: Eleven, who seems almost non-verbal, is caught 
stealing fast food at a remote restaurant by its kindly owner, Benny.

Recognition of disruption: Benny senses the girl is in trouble and distress but 
cannot get any information from her.

Attempt to repair: Benny tries to help; he calls social services to collect her.
Disruption to equilibrium: Fake social services workers arrive to collect Eleven, 

and shoot Benny dead.
Attempt to repair: Realising she is in grave danger, Eleven defends herself 

using supernatural powers, and escapes.
New equilibrium: Eleven is found by Will’s friends, who decide to hide her in 

the basement, dovetailing the sub-plot with the main narrative arc and 
substituting the missing friend with a new, very intriguing one.

<photo 2.7 Stranger 
Things>

Choose a serial television 
drama series you know well. 
Either re-watch the first 
episode or find a detailed 
episode synopsis online to 
help you. 

Sketch out a map of the 
episode, showing a timeline 
of key events in the plot, 
and adding in any sub-plots. 
Try mapping the stages of 
Todorov’s theory against 
these key plot events. Can 
you slot the slices of theory 
together like building blocks 
to provide a picture of the 
whole?
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Lévi-Strauss was referred to in Chapter 1 as a theorist whose work can be used 
to understand any narrative no matter how apparently simple the text. Binary 
oppositions can be used to explore themes and expose dominant ideologies in a 
text. It is a highly adaptable theory to use with any moving image text.

 EXAMPLE: The Secret Life of Four Year Olds, Episode 1 

Broadcast in 2016 on Channel 4, this series places a group of young children 
together in a school and play environment and measures how they react to one 
another socially, leading to often conflict-fuelled encounters. It offers an excellent 
opportunity to observe how texts can reflect our basic human understanding of 
rules and norms. As you would expect for a largely fly-on-the-wall documentary 
which has such young subjects, the tone is light hearted and non-judgemental.

Social acceptance v social rejection
Two children in particular are depicted as finding it hard to fit into the group: one 
is quiet and shy, the other attention-seeking and indifferent to authority. Both are 
initially socially rejected by other members of the group, and by the end of the first 
episode have formed a bond with each other as a result of exclusion by the others.

Behavioural compliance v anti-social behaviour
One child is repeatedly shown to not comply with adult demands during the 
activities and tasks set for the children, such as resisting temptation to gain an 
additional reward. He is shown to be judged and blamed by the rest of the group, 
who miss out because of his behaviour.

Shyness v confidence 
Some children’s behaviours are selected to show them not joining in, or being 
cautious in the new social situation – others are shown to be socially at ease and 
integrating successfully.

Leadership v followers 
One child is shown to play a particularly dominant role in the group, easily 
commanding the respect and attention of the other children. This quality is voiced 
over by the two child psychologists and designated ‘exceptional for his age’, 
suggesting this is a desirable quality.

‘Orchids’ v ‘dandelions’
The child psychologists who mediate the children’s behaviours for us through their 
covert observations use these terms to describe a child who requires a particular 
set of social conditions to flourish, who is seen as less ‘easy-going’. These are 
compared with children who will ‘flower anywhere’.

Social sensitivity v thoughtlessness 
Some behaviours are shown which suggest those children are thoughtful and 
considerate – but one boy in particular, in an extended sequence, is shown to 
disregard the feelings of his partner in an activity, when he gives away a reward 
without consulting with her in order to reinforce his status with others in the group.

Roland Barthes’ five codes in narrative are useful in decoding audio-visual texts, and 
you should remember that it is not necessary to identify every example of each type of 
code. You may also find that it isn’t always possible to list all the ones you can identify, 
preferably focusing on accuracy and care in identifying fewer examples and explaining 
fully how they contribute to the meaning of the text for the audience. The only two 
codes that refer to the chronology of the text are the hermeneutic (HER) and proairetic 
(ACT).  You will often find it easiest to think of semic codes (SEM) as the connotations 
of individual technical codes you are already used to identifying. Symbolic codes (SYM) 
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are often best expressed in terms of binary oppositions. Cultural codes (REF) are very 
broad, and you will usually be able to find specific examples that relate to our cultural 
knowledge and practices without too much difficulty.

 EXAMPLE: John Lewis Christmas advertisement 2015, Man on the Moon 

Released part-way through November, the extended television advertisement for 
UK department store John Lewis has become an annual event which is greatly 
anticipated by the audience. The advertisements often seek to evoke a nostalgic or 
sentimental feel, appealing primarily to a female target audience who usually do the 
majority of gift buying in a household. 

The narrative of the two-minute advertisement features a young girl with a 
telescope who believes she can see a man on the moon, and wishes to contact him. 
As the advert progresses, we see her thinking through the problem, and attempting 
to send messages to him in different ways unsuccessfully. By the end, we see the girl 
send him a gift from under her Christmas tree using helium balloons. The man in the 
moon receives his gift, a telescope, and is able to see the girl waving back at him. 

All of the five codes have been applied, although if you watch the advertisement for 
yourself, you will see more.

Hermeneutic codes: (HER) Close to the beginning of the advertisement, we ask 
ourselves, will the girl ever be able to communicate with the man in the moon? 

Proairetic codes: (ACT) The girl adjusts her telescope and sees the man on the 
moon. The girl climbs a ladder to hold her letter up but isn’t close enough. The girl 
shoots an arrow with the letter on it towards the moon, but it misfires. The letter is 
thrown from her window as a paper plane, but falls to the ground.

Semic codes: (SEM) The man on the moon is shown from a high angle in long shot, 
connoting isolation. His gaze is repeatedly shown as fixed on Earth, connoting his 
desire for contact. His facial expression connotes sadness in a close-up and an 
extreme close up. The girl writes a letter, connoting that she wants to communicate 
with the man. The extreme close-up of the tear in the eye of the old man and the 
smile in the eye of the girl connote gratitude and a human connection/relationship.

Symbolic codes: (SYM) The Christmas spirit is contrasted with loneliness and 
isolation, the importance of cross-generational ties is emphasised through 
depiction of the relationship between someone at the start of their life and 
someone who is close to the end. 

Cultural codes: (REF) The children’s story of the man in the moon, Christmas as a 
time for the ritual of gift giving, selflessness and charity.

KEY TERMS

analepsis commonly known as a 
flashback

fly-on-
the-wall 
documentary

style of documentary 
where the camerawork is as 
unobtrusive as possible in 
order to capture events in a 
candid way. This technique 
can be created easily today by 
the miniaturizsation of digital 
cameras which can be placed 
unobtrusively to capture 
many angles, as well as the 
habituation of subjects to the 
presence of cameras

<fig 2.8>

Using YouTube, find 
examples of previous or 
subsequent years’ John Lewis 
advertisements. Try to apply 
Barthes’ five narrative codes 
to two of these. Are all the 
codes relevant? Some texts 
do not offer you an example 
of every one.

focalisation term used to describe our 
tendency to follow particular 
characters at individual points 
in a narrative, dependent on 
a range of encoded strategies 
and our own conceptual maps

Gerard 
Genette

French narrative theorist who 
proposed focalisation as an 
alternative to structuralist 
readings

narrative arc the journey of an individual 
character

narrative 
strands

different ‘storylines’ or sub-
plots which usually contribute 
something to the main 
narrative subject

omniscient 
narration

style of narration where 
the audience is privy to 
most contextual narrative 
information even where this is 
withheld from characters in the 
diegesis

prolepsis commonly known as a 
flashforward

restricted 
narration

style of narration where 
information is withheld from 
the audience
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2.4 Genre and audio-visual/audio media texts

Genre development
Genre study becomes more complex when exploring audio-visual texts. In Chapter 1, 
we explored Dudley Andrew’s idea that the term genre can have difference nuances 
depending on the context in which it is used. In this chapter, we will be adding 
to your understanding of genre approaches to studying texts, and equipping you 
with some new terms to use in writing about genre from enabling theorist Steve 
Neale, as well as considering some of the problems with approaching study of a text 
through its genre. Some genres are enduring, others are more short-lived. This is 
part of what makes them so interesting to study.

 EXAMPLE: Situation comedy across radio and television through time 

The situation comedy is an enduring genre spanning both audio-visual and audio 
media forms. It is a series of episodes where each has an enclosed narrative, making 
it distinct from the comedy drama and sketch show. It usually features a group of 
main characters who are thrown together in some way. Families and workplaces are 
very common settings, and there needs to be a sense that the characters cannot 
avoid each other to bring out the best comedic situations.

A traditional sitcom should have humour and entertainment as its primary purpose. 
There are occasional serial elements to the narrative, but it usually resets at the 
beginning of each episode, with no reference being made to previous events. 
US sitcoms tend to run for much longer series so are more likely to have serial 
elements and gradual changes to narrative or situation over time. The narrative 
shape sometimes varies across cultures, too – for example, in UK sitcoms we 
frequently see a character who is down on their luck gain an opportunity to escape 
their circumstances, but be ultimately unsuccessful. US sitcoms vary this formula 
much more. Usually stereotypes are heavily used to increase comic effect. Sitcoms 
are usually quite cheap to produce (with the exception of some of the star-studded 
US casts, who have commanded some of the highest salaries paid in US TV), and 
locations are limited with much filming taking place on a regular set.

Sitcoms were popular programming on the radio before becoming a mainstream 
part of television schedules. Some of the early popular radio sitcoms in the UK, such 
as Hancock’s Half Hour (1954–1961) later transferred to television. Steptoe and Son 
was made concurrently for both television and radio in the 1960s and 1970s, proving 
popular with listeners and with viewers at this time. The Mighty Boosh is a more 
recent unconventional BBC2 sitcom which changed between series from its setting 
of a zoo to being a flat-share and later a shop. It began on Radio Four in a late night 
comedy slot before rewriting its early episodes to suit the more visual medium.

In recent years, the sitcom has seen many changes, such as the reduction of the 
laughter track, and increased hybridisation with the comedy-drama and even the 
spoof documentary. However, although audience tastes may be hungry for new 
incarnations of the genre, traditional sitcoms continue to be made.

Choose an example of 
a television genre you 
enjoy to research. Write 
a 1,000 word case study 
in which you trace its 
origins, identify its codes 
and conventions and how 
these have changed over 
the years, influences on its 
development, and cite some 
key examples.
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Stephen Neale
Stephen Neale is a prominent UK-based film theorist who has made enormous 
contribution to the field of genre studies. In exploring Neale, there are three main 
sources you can use, which are all detailed in the ‘Further reading’ at the end of this 
chapter. Like Andrew, Neale’s work was conducted initially in the field of film theory, 
but has relevance for Media Studies students because genres in other media forms 
behave in very similar ways. 

Neale views genre as a process, rather than a collection of static groups which 
consistently draw on an identical repertoire of elements. Audio-visual genres evolve 
over time, meaning sometimes it is difficult to pinpoint exactly where a genre 
begins, disappears or evolves into a genre so different it is no longer considered 
part of the same genre category. Genres do evolve continually as new texts are 
added to the body of similar texts, which Neale calls the corpus. This may involve 
hybridisation between genres or the formulation of sub-genres.

Some genres have historic specificity (meaning they are associated with certain 
time periods) and tend to have been popular at a particular moment in time due to 
other cultural, economic or historical factors. The reasons for the popularity of a 
particular genre at a particular point in time are often complex. Sometimes, genres 
which have been popular in the past – or at least sufficient in number to qualify as a 
genre – experience revivals, or suddenly become far more popular than before.

Genres are subject to change because of tensions of all kinds which push and pull 
texts. There is a dynamic relationship between audience, industry and text, which 
is constantly being renegotiated, with the locus for that process evident in the 
genre texts we have available to view or listen to. The main tensions are between 
repetition and sameness v variation and change. This means that genre text 
producers walk a fine line between repeating successful formulas with only minor 
variations – which may eventually bore the audience – and varying it sufficiently 
to still allow familiarity but also make the audience feel the product they are 
consuming seems fresh.

Like Dudley Andrew, Neale believes that genre labels are familiar to the audience 
and important to them. They carry a narrative image which is communicated and 
perpetuated by word of mouth (other audience members) and marketing materials. 
This is closely connected with their various expectations and hypotheses based 
on their previous experience of the genre. Audiences find the action of prediction 
based on generic expectations a crucial pleasure of some genre texts and are easily 
disappointed if these are not fulfilled, which can be a disaster for media producers. 
This is true of factual media such as documentaries as well as television serials.

In order to fully immerse themselves fully in a fictional diegesis, the spectator must 
suspend disbelief (i.e. ‘buy into’ the film or TV narrative, characters, etc.). In fictional 
media texts, it is vital that we care about the characters, and allow ourselves to 
share their world for the time allotted to the narrative to play out, whether that is 
a 45-minute radio play or a 26-episode television serial. We have all experienced 
an occasion when this has failed to happen, and distraction and disinterest wrest 
us from the narrative. At this point, when consuming a television text or radio 
narrative, we tend to switch off, transfer our attention to something else or switch 
to another channel.

The suspension of disbelief is associated with the two regimes of verisimilitude. 
The generic regime of verisimilitude refers to what is probably or likely in a genre 
text, the ways in which texts match up to both our experience of other texts and of 
the real world. We are happy for events to take place in a science fiction TV series 
using technologies which don’t exist, because this is part of the norms and laws of 

Stephen Neale (1958– )
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the genre. The cultural regime of verisimilitude is connected with the spectator’s 
experience of the ‘real’ world, and can be subtle in its influence. Texts which are 
set in a real historical time period or offer a fictionalised interpretation of real 
events may suffer credibility issues if the fictionalisation departs significantly from 
the known facts. This operates similarly to Roland Barthes’ cultural code, which we 
encountered in Chapter 1.

Rick Altman
In Chapter 2 of his book, Film/Genre (1999), Rick Altman explores the idea that film 
genre criticism has evolved from literary genre criticism. In turn, as Media Studies 
students, we then appropriate elements of film theory approaches to our own study 
of more varied texts. Altman sums up ten claims that have been made about genre 
which are really useful to media students, because rather than leading us to believe 
that there is a single ‘right’ way to study genre, he demonstrates that there are a 
number of different approaches to understanding its significance that we can select 
from. He does this through a series of statements which define different approaches 
that have been taken to genre study. Seven of these are explored below:

‘Genre is a useful term because it bridges multiple concerns’

• Genre is not a term which should be seen to have a single meaning, but rather 
one which can mean different things in different contexts – Altman refers us 
back to Dudley Andrew’s four definitions of genre as structure, blueprint, label 
and contract.

• To ‘prove’ this flexibility of the term, critics tend to choose straightforward 
examples where this is the case to ‘prove’ their point.

‘Genres have clear, stable identities and borders’

• This assumption underlies much genre theory and historical study.

• It is problematic, since it disregards non-genre texts or those which don’t 
quite match entirely, focusing instead on a core of examples which fit the 
conventions.

‘Individual [media texts] belong wholly and permanently to a single genre’

• Once a genre label is affixed, there is an assumption here that a text’s qualities 
can no longer be reviewed and reconsidered.

• This fails to account for the fact that genre labels are largely a product of 
the culture that uses them to designate media products, so are subject to 
changing perceptions over time 

‘Genres are transhistorical’

• This suggests that genres exist, frozen, outside of media histories.

• It seeks to historicise genre development and to trace the lineage of a genre, 
a process which is appealing and neatly accounts for the phenomenon but 
doesn’t always reflect the messy and divergent nature of real media texts.

‘Genres undergo predictable development’

• The metaphor of human life is often used to describe genres – they are born, 
they peak, they decline, they ‘die’. This can be useful to identify broad trends.

• This approach, as with the transhistorical, is easy to apply when studying genre, 
but again provides an all too convenient narrative which negates the complexity 
of genres and their constant tension between repetition and variation/change.

‘Genre [media texts] share certain predictable characteristics’

• Emphasises the characteristics of media texts which are repeated frequently – 
themes, situations, narratives, iconography.

Rick Altman (1945– )
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• This approach, like many others, tends to look only for similarities between 
media texts and not to consider what they might be doing that is a little 
different.

‘Genres have a ritual or ideological function’

• This suggests that all genres grow out of a society’s stories it tells about 
itself, and can have a role in social cohesion and problem-solving. Some genre 
critics see genre texts as reinforcing dominant ideologies, as they are usually 
generated by powerful media institutions who have an investment in keeping 
consumers consuming.

• These privilege a certain reading of genre texts without any real justification 
where other explanations go unexplored.

Codes and conventions in audio-visual genre texts
It is tempting to think initially of fiction texts when approaching the study of 
the media genres, probably because so much genre criticism has grown out of 
film theory. What we do know is that fact-based media texts have just as many 
interesting genres, and their features can be identified as clusters of codes and 
conventions just as with any other text. When undertaking study of a genre in an 
audio-visual text, one of the first things you’re likely to do is to research and/
or try and define for yourself what the codes and conventions are based on your 
experience of a group of texts from the corpus. 

This kind of approach produces a ‘checklist’ of generic codes and conventions 
which is a useful starting point. In keeping with the arguments you have already 
encountered, you should be aware that this method is only the beginning for 
generic discussion, albeit a useful one. It is worth including in your ‘checklist’ 
other factors such as audiences you associate with the products, and some of the 
economic factors affecting their production and scheduling. This will allow you to 
begin to access some of the other arguments about the genre you are studying, 
which might be relevant in helping you to connect up the theoretical framework.

 EXAMPLE: Television news 

Television news has expanded hugely as a genre because 
of the opportunities offered by 24-hour programming. 
However, its programme content remains quite stable 
– it is the visual iconography of news which has shown 
the most changes, with improvements in graphics 
technologies being particularly evident in the last couple 
of decades. At their core, though, the genre conventions 
of TV news remain actually quite stable:

1 News is prioritised according to an agenda from 
hard to soft. Events which are very dramatic or have 
a strong visual impact are the primary focus.

2 NVC of presenters reflects seriousness of hard 
news – they may appear more relaxed and friendly 
towards the end (especially true of regional news).

3 Hi-tech studio settings commonplace.

4 Use of graphics to create visual interest.

5 Formal dress codes.

6 Recognisable news presenters.

7 Recognisable branding – logos, colour schemes, etc.

In small groups, choose three 
statements from the above 
list and discuss them to see 
what each suggests to you 
about television genres. 
Make notes and present your 
findings to the wider group.

a Do you agree or disagree 
with the statement? Why? 

b Can you put the statement 
into your own words, or 
explain it more fully?

c Can you explore the 
statement using three of 
your favourite genres as 
examples?

d Is the approach useful? 
Altman seeks to look at 
these approaches in an 
objective way, but knowing 
there are faults with a 
theoretical approach 
doesn’t mean you can’t use 
it, just that you need to 
be aware of its potential 
limitations.
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8 Most stories last less than a minute.

9 Forms an essential part of public service broadcasting.

10 Ownership of TV news connected with other big media organisations.

11 Reassuring formats for each segment – introduction, cutaway to interview or 
journalist in the field, wrapped up by a return to presenter.

12 Repertoire of familiar camera angles, shots and editing conventions.

13 Signature theme and graphical sequence.

14 Stories selected for their simplicity, visual interest and ease of narrative 
presentation.

15 Format varies little, often ending with sport and weather.

16 References made to links with social media and other communications such 
as texts.

17 News readers appear unflustered and authoritative.

18 Use of powerful language to increase dramatic impact.

19 Internal advertising (‘Coming up ...’) maintains viewing.

20 Polite and professional mode of address maintained by participants at all 
times.

Intertextuality, which we first encountered in Chapter 1 is rife in audio-visual texts. 
It is so rich in these, media forms it has almost become a redundant concept, since 
so many mass media forms constantly make references to others. This does not 
mean you should ignore it – sometimes it is used to greater effect than at others. 

 EXAMPLE: Intertextuality and The Simpsons 

The long-running US animated sitcom series is popular all over the world. It is also 
very well-known for its conscious and deliberate referencing of a whole range 
of texts ranging from pop cultural or political or social references to the literary 
canon. Intertextuality in The Simpsons resides in many parts of the text – it can 
shape an overall narrative structure, be found in particular lines of dialogue, be 
evident in the construction of mise-en-scѐne or dictate the reaction of a character 
to a situation. Sometimes it is subtle, at other times blatant.

Here are a few examples:

• Them, Robot: The narrative of this episode (and its title) makes conscious and 
deliberate reference to the film I, Robot. Mr Burns replaces the workers of his 
nuclear plant with more efficient robots who must abide by the three laws of 
robotics.

• Bart to the Future: Playing on Donald Trump’s media image as a power-hungry 
businessman, this 2000 episode features Lisa Simpson elected to the US 
Presidency as the successor to Donald Trump. When viewed retrospectively in 
2017, this episode takes on even more nuances.

• The Springfield Files: The character of Chewbacca from Star Wars appears in 
a line-up of suspects when the FBI begins investigating strange happenings in 
Springfield.

• The Tell-Tale Head: The title Gothic American writer Edgar Allen Poe’s story 
The Telltale Heart. Widely read in the US, Poe’s stories and poems feature 
regularly. Lisa creates a diorama of a scene from the story in another episode, 
and in a Halloween episode, a whole segment is devoted to the reading of the 
poem The Raven.

Choose a genre which is 
not fiction-based from 
audio-visual media. See 
whether you can produce 
a ‘checklist’ like the one 
above, which not only 
considers the technical 
codes of the genre but 
also any other relevant 
contextual information.

Choose an episode of 
The Simpsons to watch, 
looking for examples of 
intertextuality. Compile your 
answers as a class to see 
the breadth of intertextual 
sources used.

 See Chapter 1 for more on intertextuality
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Genres are sometimes clustered in radio around the schedules that a particular 
radio station specialises in. Most local commercial radio stations, for example, 
will have a mixed daily schedule which consists of local news and music. Other 
radio stations may define themselves not by the geographical boundaries of their 
listeners, but by the predominant content, e.g. music or talk radio. It is true that 
many radio shows are made in genres which cross medium – quiz and comedy 
panel shows, soaps, documentaries, magazine shows with short snippets of topical 
content and so on.

 EXAMPLE: Pirate FM (Cornish local commercial radio station) schedule, Monday 7 November 2016 

5:00am Neil Caddy
Neil Caddy wakes you up with Real 
Music Variety. 

9:00am The Mystery Years
Scott Temple plays you music and 
memories from 2 mystery years - but 
can you name them? 

10:00am 
Scott Temple takes you through your 
daytime with Real Music Variety, plus 
the latest news, sport and travel for 
Cornwall. 

2:00pm The Oldies Hour 
Taking you on a journey through the 
last 50 years of great tunes, straight 
from the vaults of Pirate Oldies.

3:00pm Johnny & Holly 
Cornwall’s biggest Hometime show, with 
Johnny Cowling and Holly Day.

7:00pm James Martin
Real Music Variety in the Evening with 
James Martin on Cornwall’s Pirate FM. 

10:00pm 
Real Music Variety getting you through 
the night on Cornwall’s Pirate FM.

KEY TERMS

corpus group of texts identified as 
belonging to the same genre

cultural 
regime of 
verisimilitude

our connecting of a genre 
text with our wider cultural 
knowledge

expectations 
and 
hypotheses

requirements to be fulfilled 
and narrative and other 
predictions made by an 
audience based on their prior 
experience of a genre

generic 
regime of 
verisimilitude

the norms and laws of a genre; 
what is probable or likely in a 
genre text

historic 
specificity

belonging to a particular time 
period (e.g. a genre)

hybridisation the mixing of one genre with 
another

narrative 
image

the expectations of a genre 
text based on its label, often 
passed by word of mouth

Listen to a radio show which 
exists as a genre across 
television and radio. Compare 
it with a programme in the 
same genre on television. 
What similarities can you 
identify in the codes and 
conventions and the way in 
which these are expressed? 
How might the audience 
differ and relate to the genre 
when broadcast on radio 
rather than television?

repertoire of 
elements

identifiable aspects of texts 
belonging to the corpus in 
genre theory

repetition and 
sameness

the tendency of genre texts to 
repeat aspects of successful 
formulas – always in tension 
with variation and change

sub-genres the formulation of anew sub-
group within a genre which 
shares some of the qualities of 
the parent group but also has 
defining qualities of its own

suspension of 
disbelief

allowing yourself to be 
immersed in a fictional world

variation and 
change

the tendency of genre texts to 
reformulate with new qualities 
to prevent audiences from 
becoming tired of a formula 

KEY THINKERS

Stephen Neale copy to follow here copy to 
follow here copy to follow here 
copy to follow here copy to 
follow here copy to follow here 
copy to follow here
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
• The principles of semiotic analysis explained at greater length in section 1.1 are 

readily applied to audio-visual and audio texts.

• The technical codes of audio-visual texts are combined in different ways in 
different audio-visual forms, but all these use the same codes.

• Mise-en-scène is used in both fact-based and fiction media to carefully construct 
meaning using dress codes, framing, props, décor, lighting, locations and non-/
verbal codes.

• Camerawork is used to create relationships between subject matter and form in a 
text and the audience. Many aspects have to be carefully considered – shot type, 
camera angle, camera movement and lens.

• Editing is fundamental to our understanding of time and space in audio-visual 
texts. The two dominant modes you will encounter are continuity editing and 
montage editing.

• Sound is often neglected in favour of the visual aspects of the text and its 
contribution should never be ignored in analysis.

• The characteristics of radio as a medium are distinct from any other.

• Radio is a ’blind’ medium, and the auditory codes it deploys are tailored to avoid 
ambiguity.

• Radio differs from other mediums in that many of its consumers may be engaging 
in other activities while listening rather than giving it their full attention.

• Audio-visual and audio narratives are time based, so narrative theories are used 
in a way which considers this.

• All three of the theorists we encountered in Chapter 1 – Todorov, Lévi-Strauss 
and Barthes, are useful in decoding the narratives in audio-visual texts, and in 
this chapter we looked for the first time at some examples of how these theories 
might be applied to three varied popular texts.

• Much of the genre theory we use in Media Studies comes from film and literary 
theory, but has relevance for us too – it may need to be adapted intelligently to 
suit the texts and contexts we encounter across media forms.

• Steve Neale is an important theorist in genre, and from his work we have gained 
terms and associated ideas which allow us to discuss the relationship between 
audience, industry and text in a precise way.

• Rick Altman’s ideas are also useful, since they sum up for us not only the 
dominant traditions in genre analysis, but also suggest some of the weaknesses 
in certain approaches.

• Using a ‘checklist’ of codes and conventions is a good way into genre study for 
Media Studies students, but can be quite limited if not used alongside other 
contextual information about production and reception contexts.

• Intertextuality is rife in audio-visual texts, but you still need to be able to 
recognise the contribution made by it to meaning, and the examples which seem 
most conscious or deliberate can still form an interesting part of your discussion. FURTHER READING

Andrew Crisell (1986) Understanding Radio.
Bronwen Thomas (2015) Narrative: The Basics. 
Hugh Chignell (2009) Key Concepts in Radio 
Studies.
Rick Altman (1999) Film/Genre.
Steve Neale (1980) Genre.
Steve Neale (1991) Questions of Genre.
Steve Neale (2000) Genre and Hollywood.
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