A Semiotic Analysis of Two Guinness Commercials

Eleanor Edwards

Advertisements  are  one  of  the  most  important  cultural  factors  moulding  and  reflecting  our  lives  today.  As  they  pervade  the  most  part  of  mass  media  and  are  present  in  the  most  personal  settings  in  our  lives,  they  are  given  ‘a  sort  of  independence  reality  that  links  them  to  our  own  lives’  (Williamson, J: 1978).  The  basic  function  of  advertising  is  to  sell  things  to  us.  Gillian  Dyer explains  that  the  word  ‘advertising’  means  ‘drawing  attention  to  something,  or notifying  or  informing  somebody  of  something’  (Dyer, G: 1982),  however, advertisements  must  also  take  into  account  the  way  in  which  they  can  make the  qualities  and  attributes  of  the  products  to  mean  something  to  us.


During  this  assignment  I  shall  be  primarily  concerned  with  television commercials.  Television  can  be  the  most  efficient  advertising  medium  in transferring  a  message  to  a  large  audience  and  since  the  1960s  it  has  established  itself  as  the  most  dominant  advertising  medium  today.  I  have decided  to  analyse  and  apply  semiotic  concepts  to  two  Guinness  commercials. Both  commercials  are  a  product  of  Oglivy  and  Mather’s  “Black  and  White” campaign  of  1996  and  are  entitled,  ‘Old  Man’  and  ‘Bycicle’ (directed by Tony Kaye).


Guinness  is  an  Irish  stout  beer,  traditionally  associated  with  older  men, however  over  the  years  it  has  also  become  to  signify  many  things  including strength,   a  drink  suited  to  pregnant  women,  as  it  contains  a  large  amount  of iron,  and  pure  genius  (as  examples),  resulting  in  a  shift  away  from  it’s  original  target  audience.  Over  the  last  seventy  years,  the  challenging  task  of  advertising  Guinness  so  that  it’s  unique,  high-quality  and  strong  personality  are  retained,  has  been  carried  out  by  five  agencies  in   Britain: S.H.  Benson (1927 – 1969);  J. Walter  Thomson (1969 – 1982); Allen,  Brady  and  Marsh  (1982 – 1984); Ogilvy  and  Mather  (1984 – 1998)  and  Abbot  Mead  Vickers  BBDO  (1998 - ).

‘The  product  has  always  proudly  taken  centre  stage  in  Guinness  advertising;  its innate  characteristics  providing   the  basis  for  a  succession  of  diverse,  imaginative  campaigns’  (Davies, J: 1998).


Before  I  begin  to  outline  the  content  of  each  commercial  and  apply semiotic  concepts,  I feel  it  necessary  to  explain  what  is  meant  by  the  term ‘semiotics’. 


Semiotics,  otherwise  known  as  semiology  can  be  used  to  study  many  kinds  of  social  phenomena.  The  Swiss  linguist  Ferdinand  De  Saussure  (1966) applied  the  term  ‘semiology’  to  what  he  described  as  a  science  that  studies  the life  of  signs  within  society.  A  ‘sign’  is  simply  a  thing  that  has  meaning,  that communicates  messages  to  people,  such  as  an  object,  advert,  film,  song, building,  word  or  picture.  A  sign  consists  of  the  signifier  (a  material  object) and  the  signified  (its meaning).


According  to  John  Fiske,  semiotics  has  three  main  areas  of  study:

The  first  is  the  study  of  the  sign  itself,  of  different  varieties  of  signs,  of  the different  ways  they  have  of  conveying  meaning  and  of  the  way  they  relate  to the  people  who  use  them.  The  second  area  is  the  study  of  codes  (systems into which signs are organised).  This  study  covers  the  ways  that  a  variety  of  codes have  developed  in  order  to  meet  the  needs  of  a  society  or  culture.  The  study  of   the  culture  within  which  these  codes  and  signs  operate  is  the  third  area  of study.


Advertising  is  a  system  consisting  of  distinct  signs  and  what  an  advert means  depends  on  how  its  signs  are  organised.  Semiotics  seeks  to  discover  how  advertisements  work  as  the  meaning  of  an  advert  does  not  simply  float  on  the  surface  waiting  to   be  interpreted  by  the  viewer.

The  first  of  Tony  Kaye’s  pair  of  ‘Black  and  white’  Guinness  commercials  is  ‘old  man’,  which  begins  by  featuring  an  old  age  pensioner  at  home  alone  with  his  budgie  and goldfish.  The  commercial  opens  with  the  old  man  getting  himself  ready  slowly  for  a  wedding.  The  shabby  surroundings  of  his  home  initially  signify  that  he is  without  a  wife  or  companion  other  than  his  budgie  and  goldfish.  One  of  the  opening  shots  is  of  a  stemmed  glass  containing  false  teeth  in  water  which  connotes old  age  and  therefore  possibly    the importance  of  age  in  the  whole  commercial.  The  signifier  here  is  the  glass  with  false  teeth  and  the  signified  being  old age.


The  viewer  is  likely  to  believe  that  the  old  man  is  preparing  himself  for  someone else’s wedding  other  than his  own, as  he shows  no  sign  of  excitement  as  he  gets  ready  and  feeds  his  pets.  Half  way  through  the  commercial,  the  Townsend  quotation  flashes  across  the  screen  in  white  lettering  with  the  flowing, black  cloudy  image  of  the  Guinness  drink as  the  background.  The  quotation  reads; ‘Hope  I  die  before  I  get  old’ (by  Pete  Townsend),  followed  by  a  scene  shift  to  the  steps  of  a  registry  office.  It  is  only  when  the  old  man  is  pictured  arm-in-arm  with  his  new  wife  at  the  altar  that  the  viewer  realises  that  their  initial  expectations  of  the  old  man  preparing  for  someone else’s  wedding,  were  incorrect.  A  connection  is  also  made  between  the  visual  and  previous  text  quotation.  Both  visual  image  and  text  are  associated  in  order  to  signify  the  feeling  of  youth  as  the  woman  the  old   man  is  marrying  is  a  heavily  pregnant  blonde,  who  cannot  be  much  more  than  a  quarter  of  his  age.  The  old  man  believes  himself  to  be  young  at  heart  and  in  no  way  an old  man,  hence  the  quotation; ‘Hope  I  die  before  I  get  old’.  This  simple  verbal  caption  enables  the  old  man’s  new  image  to  speak  for  itself. Language  here  is used  to  reinforce  the  filmed  sequence.  Verbal  texts  are  unattached  to  visual  images  in  both  ‘black  and  white’  commercials,  and  there  are  more  visual  images  than  there  are  written  captions  due  to  the  fact  that  pictures  can   often  be  easier  to  understand  and have  more  impact  than  words  as  well  as the  ability  to  communicate  excitement,  mood,  and  imagination.  The  power  of  the  commercial  is  therefore  in  the  visual.


The  whole  commercial  is  in  black  and  white.  The   use  of  colour  here  is  significant  in  that  it  is  used  as  an  objective  correlative,  where  the  colours  of  the  product  are  echoed  by  its  surroundings. The  music  soundtrack  for  this  commercial  is  ‘My  Generation’  by  the  Who,  which  replaces  any  voice-over  or  dialogue.  At  the  end  of  the  commercial  the  central  theme  is revealed  in  a  quotation,  once  again  written  in  white  letters  on  a  black,  Guinness  drink  background; ‘Not  everything  in  black  and  white  makes  sense’.  The  viewer  is  forced  to  think  again,  both  about  the  situations  presented  and  about  the  product,  thereby  making  the  point  that  life,  like  Guinness,  isn’t  just  black  and  white. This  commercial  subverts  the ‘viewer’s  expectations  by  depicting  an  old  man  in  shabby  domestic  surroundings. It  later  transpired  he  was  getting  ready  to  marry  a  young,  glamorous – and  heavily  pregnant – blonde  woman.  The  message  is  clear: you  can’t  judge  entirely  by  appearances’ (Kaye, T: from  the  Epica d’Or  Award  citation, 1996).


The  central  theme  of  the  second  of  Tony  Kaye’s  pair  of  Guinness  commercials: ‘Bicycle’ ( appendix 2)  is  also  that  ‘Not  everything  in  black  and  white  makes  sense’.  This  commercial  ‘features  a  series  of  situations  in  which  women  relax  together  and  perform  tasks  that  are  normally considered  to  be  exclusively  reserved  for  men’ (Kaye, Tony: Epica d’Or Award  citation, 1996).  As  with  ‘old  man’  it  is  in  black  and  white  and  there  is  no  voice  over  or  dialogue  for  the  advert,  only  the  sound-track  song, ‘I’m  gonna wash  that  man  right  outta  my  hair’,  from  the  musical  ‘South  Pacific’.  The  main lyrics  of  this  piece  of  music (I’m  gonna  wash  that  man  right  outta  my  hair)  sums  up  what  the  advert  is  trying  to  connote  through  its  signs,  that  women  actually  do  traditionally  male  work,  meaning  that  men  aren’t  needed.  This  central  message  is  presented  as  the  nucleus  of  the  advert and  all  other  elements  in  the  commercial  are  associated  with  it.


The  commercial  opens  with  women  walking  on  their  way  somewhere,  it  is  not  clear  as  to  where. In  the  second  shot  the  camera  focuses  on  the  back  of  one  woman  walking  in  particular.  She  is  wearing  very  plain  shoes  with  knee  high  socks,  a  below  the  knee  skirt  and  what  looks  like  a  long  heavy  coat.  She  walks  in  a  very  masculine  way  exposing  a  glimpse  of  her  leg  above  her  sock  as  she  walks,  giving  the  impression  that  she  has  no  care  for  her  image  at  all.  The  next  few  shots  are  taken  in a  pub  setting,  where  women  play  darts  and  having  a  good  time.  The  women  are  dressed  in  plain  clothes,  and  are  not  heavily  made up. This  is  purposefully  achieved  as  the  advertiser  wishes  for  the  advert  to  ‘present  real  women  in  real-life  situations  without attempting  to  glamorise  them  and  avoiding  stereotypes  and  any  kind  of  sexual  ambiguity’ (Kaye, Tony. From the Epica  d’Or  Award  Citation: 1996).  The  women  are  shown  laughing  together  and  drinking  pints  of  Guinness.  The  fifth  shot  is  of  a  large  lorry  coming  to  a  halt  and  a close  up  of  the  lorry  windscreen  in  the  following  shot  reveals  that  the  driver  is  a young,  blonde  female  wearing sunglasses.  The  next  shot  reveals  that  the  woman  is  dressed  in  trousers,  a  t-shirt  and  a  plain  denim  jacket,  a  generally  typical  truck  driver  outfit.


The  next  shot  is  of  the  inside  of  a  café  window,  looking  out  onto  a  lorry  park.  The  word’  café’ is  written  on  the  window  in  neon lights  and  we  are  able  to  see  a  faint  view  of  the  woman  in  the  previous  shots  walking  towards  the  café.  Shot  nine  confirms  this  as  the  camera  follows  the  woman  as  she walks,  handbag  in hand,  towards  the  café,  which  we  are  now  able  to  see,  and  what  looks  like  a  small  hut.  The  positioning   of  the  camera  in  these  shots  emphasises  the  café  as  a  typical  lorry  driver  restaurant,  which  is  simple,  small,  and  ‘dingy’.  The  neon  lights  at  the  front  of  frame  eight  are  often  seen  in  such  establishments,  (e.g.  in  films  and  on  television).  The  last  shot  in  this  scene  is  a  close  up  of  the  same  woman  applying  lipstick  in   a  mirror.  Her  sunglasses  remain  covering  her  eyes  as  she  pouts  her  lips  in  an  exaggerated  way.  Her  hair  is  untidy  and  she  is  wearing  large  pearl  earrings  creating  a  kind  of  tacky,  common  image.  


The  next  scene  is  of  the  pub  again  where  the  women  play  pool  and  arm-wrestle. In  the  opening  shot  to  this  scene,  the  camera  follows  one  woman’s  shot  at  pool  where  the  ball that  she  hits  misses  the  pocket.  This  may  be  to  signify  that  pool  is  not  traditionally  a  woman’s  game,  and  is  therefore  unable  to  play.  At  the  front  of  the  frame  in  shot  thirteen,  two  women  arm  wrestle,  whilst  in  he  background  more  women  cheer  them  on.  Their  behaviour  is  that  of    stereotypical  male  banter  at  the  pub  as  they  howl  and  create  a  chaotic  and  rowdy  scene.


The  following  scene  is  of  a  woman  as  a  dustbin  lorry  worker,  carrying  a  dustbin  on  her  back. She  is  wearing  a  flat  cap,  work  clothes,  florescent  yellow  waist  jacket  and  fingerless  gloves.  Her  eyes  are  dark  and  her  long  scraggly  hair  completes  her  scruffy  image.  As  she  empties the  dustbin  contents  into  the  lorry,  she  shows  no  sign  of  struggle,  which  connotes  strength.


The  bar  scene  returns  next  with a  close-up  of  a  young  girl  howling  like  a  dog  along  with  several  cheers  in  the  background,  still cheering  the  two women  who  are  still arm-wrestling  with  each   other.  A  close-up  shot  of  the  two  hands  in  play  reveals that  one  woman  is  wearing  cufflinks,  which  are  traditionally  classified  as  a  male’s  piece of  jewellery.  The  next  shot  is  of  a  descending  miner’s  lift  in  a  dull  atmosphere,  followed  by  a  close-up  shot  of  a  woman’s  dirty  and  sweaty  face.  As  the  lift  draws  down,  the  woman’s  face  is  covered  by  shadow  whenever  the  light  is  obstructed.  This  signifies that  the  lift  is  still  in  motion.  The  lift  door  opens  to  reveal  a  woman  miner  dressed  in  heavy  black  working  clothes,  hard  hat  and  head  torch.  Her  face  is  sweaty  and  dirty  which  signifies  that  working  conditions  are  hard.  The advertiser  wishes  to  convey  the  idea  of  heat  and  uses  the  sign  indexically.  As  with  all  indexical  signs,  there  is  a  connection  between  the  signifier (sweat)  and  the  signified (hot,  hard  work).


The  pub  scene  returns  once  again  with  a  continuation  of  the same arm-wrestling  match  before  moving  to  a  scene  which  shows  a  middle-aged  woman  drilling  in  the street.  The  woman’s  hair  is  neatly  tied  up  and  she  is  wearing   quite  a  bit  of  make-up.  She  is  wearing  a  heavy  working  jacket  and  florescent  yellow  waistcoat  to  signify  that  she  is  a  road  worker.  The  pub  scene  follows  and half  way  into  this  scene,  a  close-up  shot  of  a  woman’s  mouth  with  gapped  teeth  laughing  fills  the  screen.  This  shot  startled  me  slightly  along  with  another  close-up  shot  of  a  woman’s  face  filling the  whole  frame  with  fish-like  expressions.  The  quote  ‘A  woman  needs  a  man  like  a  fish  needs  a  bicycle’  appears  next,  followed  by  shots  of  a  completely  empty  maternity  ward.  Another  quotation  then  appears; ‘Not  everything  in  black  and  white  makes  sense’, followed  by  a  close-up  shot  of  the  Guinness  drink  in  a  Guinness  glass.  The  previous  quotation,  ‘A  woman  needs  a  man  like  a  fish  needs  a  bicycle’  is  reinforced  in  the  last  scene  when  a  fish  is  shown  riding  a  bicycle  along  a  promenade.


Throughout  the  commercial  women  are  recognised  as  being  located  higher  than  men  which  symbolically  reflects  a  reversal  of  the  routine  subordination  of  women  to  men  in  society.


Each  commercial  presents  a  scenario  which  is  not  necessarily  as  it seems,  and  which  is  related  to  a  quotation  that  appears  on  the screen  during  the  advert.  Each  commercial  also  encourages  the  viewer  to  think  again  about  the  situations  in  the  adverts  and  about  the  product,  in  order  to  understand  the  message  that  life,  like  Guinness,  isn’t  just  black  and  white.  Both  advertisements  generate  meaning  through  a  process  of  connotation  as  well  as  denotation.   Every  message  contains  two  levels  of  meaning:  what  it  says  explicitly  on  the  surface  and  what  it  says  implicitly  below. ‘Barthes  calls  the  denotative,  first  level  of  meaning  of  an  advertising  image,  a non-coded  iconic  message  and  the  second  level,  a  coded  iconic,  or  symbolic  message’ (Dyer, G: 1982).  Connotation  is  a  sign  which  derives  from  the  signifier  of  a  denotative  sign.  The  denotation leads  to  a  chain  of  connotations.  In  ‘old  man’,  the  false  teeth  and  the  man’s  slow  movements  in  getting  ready  connote  old  age.  The  women’s  behaviours  and  work  in  ‘Bicycle’  connote  masculinity,  strength  and  hard work. 


We  also  derive  meaning  from  the  kinds  of  shots  and  other  filmic  techniques  as  we  have  learned  the  codes  and  conventions  of television  and  film  practice.  The  concept  of  code  is  therefore  central  to  semiotic  analysis. 

‘Codes  are  forms  of  social  knowledge  which are  derived  from  social  practices  and  beliefs…they  organise  our  understanding  of  the  world, in  terms  of  ‘dominant  meaning  patterns’, patterns  which  vary  from  culture to  culture  and  from  time  to time  but  which  we  largely  take  for  granted  and  which  are  uppermost  in  our  minds  when  we  interpret  things  or  think  about  them’ (Dyer. G: 1982).  An  example  of  the  kind  of  shots  used  in  both  advertisements  are  close-up  shots.  In  ‘old man’,  the  close-up  shot  of  the  teeth  in  a  glass  of  water  stays  in  the  viewer’s  mind  so  that  the  signified  ‘old  age’  dominates  the  first  half  of  the  commercial.  In  ‘Bicycle’  close-ups  allow  us  to  notice  small  details  such  as  the  woman  at  the  beginning  exposing  her  leg  whilst  walking,  the  woman  wearing  cufflinks and  so  on,  which  help  us  to  create  meaning  from  the  advertisement. ‘Actors  in  adverts  are  multiple  coders: their  bodies,  voices,  expressions,  costumes  act  as  transmitters  of  signs’ (Dyer. G: 1982).  In  bicycle, during  the  last  pub  scene  we  see  a  close-up  of  a  woman’s  face  with peculiar  expressions  filling  the  screen.  Her  expressions  are  similar  to  those  of  a  fish    and  the  quotation  ‘A woman  needs  a  man  like  a  fish  needs a  bicycle’  confirms  why  she  would  be  imitating  a  fish.  


The  whole  point  of  these  advertisements  ‘was  to  make Guinness  drinkers  take  a  fresh  look  at  the  product  and  to  force  non-Guinness  drinkers  to  think  again  about  a  brand  that  they  thought  they  had  neatly  pigeon-holed’. (Kaye, Tony, 1996).  In  the  ‘Old Man’  commercial,  the  use  of  a  young  pregnant  woman  as  the  bride  may  be  referring  to  the  old  traditional  fact  that  Guinness  is  a  recommended  drink  during  pregnancy  due  to  its  high  content  of  iron.  As  well  as  trying  to  appeal  to  a  younger  audience,  ‘Old  Man’  could  also  be  appealing  to  pregnant  women.  The  ‘Bicycle’  is  inviting  a  female  audience  to  take  a  ‘fresh  look  at  the  product’,  and  to  try  and  create  a  new  improved  image  for  Guinness  which  will  attract  a  much  wider  audience.


In  conclusion  to  this  assignment  it  is  clear  that,  in order  for  advertising  to  create  meaning,  the  viewer  has  to  do  some  work.  We  are  required  to  transfer  the  meaning  of  one  sign  to  another, ‘between  person  and  objects,  between  objects  and  objects and  between  feelings  and  objects’ (Jhally, S et al: 1990).  In  order  for  such  a  transfer  to  take  place,  the  first  sign  must  already  have  a  meaning  to  be  transferred.  It  needs  to  be  already  significant  to  us  in  order  for  decoding  to  take  place.
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