Illustrate and critically discuss the workings of intertextuality in a detailed analysis of an extended series of magazine and poster ads for Smirnoff Vodka
Rikke Bjerg Jensen

The notion of intertextuality was first brought to the attention of a wide readership by Julia Kristeva. She uses the term in some of her work from the 1960’s and 1970’s (Meinhof, 2000: 2). She didn’t believe in the notion of a text as an isolated unity.

         “In its early elaboration by Kristeva, Barthes and others (the concept of        

         intertextuality) was not restricted to particular textual manifestations of 

         signifying systems but was used, rather, to designate the way in which a 

         culture is structured as a complex network of codes with heterogeneous 

         and dispersed forms of textual realisation. It formulated the codedness or

         textuality of what had previously been thought in non-semiotic terms 

         (consciousness, experience, wisdom, story, gender, culture, and so on)”

                                                                                                    (Meinhof, 2000: 3)

Therefore, no text functions in isolation. Its interpretation and form is influenced by each individual’s understanding of society and of the world, and the individual’s cultural conventions and interpretation and associations. Danesi argues that intertextuality is where a text (literary, or otherwise) refers to another text (Danesi, 1994: 276).

In this essay I aim to explore the workings of intertextuality in certain Smirnoff Vodka campaigns, focusing primarily on the Pure Smirnoff adverts. By analysing these adverts, the essay will illustrate the uses and effects of intertextuality.

An advert can be experienced as an interaction of various elements:
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                                                                                                                                 Figure 1

Looking at the above figure we see that an advert is not a tangible or stable unity. It’s rather a dynamic collaboration of several components, and through such components the advert takes its form. Adverts are becoming increasingly more and more original and sophisticated, in order to create a market for a specific product. Today, we find so many similar products and competing brands; such as Smirnoff and Absolut Vodka, we see how both advertisers create adverts that relate to each other by using the bottle as an arbitrary symbol.

Several adverts exist in four independent worlds: the world of the sender; the fictional world of the characters; the fantasy world of the receiver; and the real world of the receiver. Therefore, the aim of the sender is to push the product into the real world of the receiver. An ad seeks to create enough contact between fiction and reality, sender and receiver, characters and consumer, fantasy and reality, for the passage of the product from one world to another to be feasible (Cook, 2001: 180-181).

The semiotic analysis of advertising believes that meanings of adverts are to move out from the page, to lend significance to our experience of reality. We are encouraged to experience the advertised, in terms of the mythic meanings on which adverts draw (Bignell, 1997: 33).

Adverts are often build around codes and symbols, which highlights the fact that the argument most often used when buying a product, is that it is related to the individual on an emotional level.
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                                                                                                                                        Figure 2

                                                                                                                                         In figure 2 Asger Liebst has ordered the symbols of advertising in a schematic form. In this figure we see some of the most important codes when trying to reach for the viewers. The codes used most effectively are the sexual codes. Moreover, such codes and symbols can evoke certain energy within each individual, an energy of which the individual is not aware, an energy that comes into existence in the individual’s sub-conscience – symbols and codes that the advertisers consciously choose in order to convey a message.    
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                                                  Example 1                                                     Example 2

Let’s start off by looking at some early Smirnoff Vodka advertisements – illustrated by example 1 and 2. In the second example a syntagmatic relationship Julia Newman and the drink in her right hand is created. She – a celebrity and a young female – creates connotations of richness, beauty and power. In the first example we see how the strength and masculinity of the tower has been transferred to represent the absent vodka bottle – a notion that is also explored in the Pure Smirnoff campaign. Even if the tower is awry, it still has the strength to stay on the ground. We recognize it as the Leaning Tower of Pisa, and therefore intertextual references are immediately created in our minds. Through the juxtaposition of the two signifiers – the tower and Julia Newman - with the vodka in each ad, the same qualities should subconsciously be transferred to the drink in the mind of the receiver. It’s interesting to notice – in example 1 – how the tower exists as the masculine identity within the image, an identity which is – in example 2 – represented by the bottle. Both examples are interesting as they create a notion of the employed symbols to which later adverts allude. The phallic symbol occurs as the tower in example 1 and as the bottle in example 2 – as also seen in the Pure Smirnoff campaign. In the second example the masculinity of the bottle is dominating over the feminine identification. The signifier – the bottle – signifies a gun, which connotes strength and masculinity; the masculine signs are here combined with the feminine beauty.

The Pure Smirnoff ‘The Difference is Clear’ campaign is produced by an extended series of surreal images that all exist in and around the image of the Smirnoff Vodka bottle – images that all exist around similar thematic adverts. Everything that is viewed through the bottle comes alive and what comes alive is something animal and something human. This campaign utilises the illusion of an alternative image of the world when viewed through the bottle (Borg , nd, [WWW document]).

The bottle functions as signifier to anchor the meaning. It is reproduced in all the images, it signifies ’difference’ and connotes power, strength and passion (see figure 2). Again, the bottle works as a phallic symbol – a masculine sign.

In none of the advertisements is the complete label visible and the brand name can only be read on the neck of the bottle and in the lower left corner (this is not visible in most of the reproductions) which is outside the normal reading space. This fact is a conscious choice and shows the power of intertextuality, because the viewers don’t need to read the brand name as they already recognize the style and the way of communicating. The function of the linguistic signs is to anchor the various possible meanings of the images, to selectively control the ways in which it can be decoded by a receiver of the ad (Bignell, 1997: 42).

Judith Williamson argues that adverts:

         “…function most effectively not by making their meaning immediately

         apparent, but by holding it up as a result, or prize, of a hermeneutic

         ‘interpretation’ of the ad. Having deciphered its surface, we then discard

         this surface as we ‘break through’ to the ‘hidden meaning’”.

                                                                                                (Williamson, 1978: 77)




                                                                                              Example 3

Within a semiotic analysis from a Peircian viewpoint, at the first level of interpretation, the representamen, the image shows a young, ‘naked’ woman with a snake around her lower legs and a bottle in the foreground. The qualisign is the bottle. The pink colour symbolises fantasy and daydreaming, and restrains fear, stress and aggression (see figure 4). Again, the bottle exists as the masculine opposite within the image, as does the snake. At the second level of interpretation the codes of sexuality and sensuality come into understanding. Once we perceive the intertextual reference to Eve in the Bible, much more meaning becomes available to us, because we recognize the story. By placing a linguistic sign (the brand name) next to an iconic sign (the woman) an active relationship between these two signifiers has been constructed. This relationship is important as it involves the sharing of a mythical meaning, loaded with masculine codes – the bottle and the snake (see figure2). This mythical meaning only exists because of the way the advert is constructed. So one point that a semiotic critic of the adverts would make is that it hides the way that it works. Jonathan Bignell states:

         “Instead this message is communicated by the structure of signs in the ad,      

          by the way that we are asked to decode the ad’s mythical meaning.”                 

                                                                                                 (Bignell, 1997: 36-37)                                                                                                            

The Pure Smirnoff presupposes that the receivers can read the connotations that the visuals denote, as if they were signs in some kind of restricted language, a code. The potential ambiguity of the visual signs and linguistic syntagms within the images are reduced because of the sign Smirnoff which indicates how to decode the adverts. This linguistic syntagm anchors the meanings of the image and of the bottle as a signifier. The repetition of the bottle and the ‘difference’ it creates has produced an important effect. The signifier, the bottle, has become just as important as the brand name. It now works to anchor the image. The fact that the bottle has become the symbolic tool with which the receiver can approach the visuals, reinforces the conscious choice – made by the creators – to place the bottle in a right composition in most of the images [image: image23.png]


(see examples 3,5,6 and 7, and appendix 1 to 7). This works in line with the idea of the golden section. When we ‘read’ an advert it’s done according to the same principal as when we read a text – from upper left corner to lower right corner. Therefore the lines illustrated in figure 3, are the sections where the ‘reader’ will look firs, because they are placed geometrically correct (Borg, nd, [WWW document]). In example 7 the golden section’s lines have been placed on top of                  Figure 3                the image. It’s clear that several of the important signifiers are placed on the lines. The most important ones being the two main points of intersection. In this example the lower point being the most significant one, as the three lines all meet in the lap of the man inside the bottle. There’s no doubt that the intention is to make the viewer aware and drawn to this point in the image, a point which is enlarged – symbolically - with the image of the large bottle.              




                                                                                                               Example 7

As an opposite to the masculine bottle we have the feminine legs in example 4 and 5. 


 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.glue.umd.edu/~satu/subliminal/smirn3d.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET 
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                                                     Example 4                                                          Example 5

Moreover, both signifiers function as sexual codes that when they are experienced in an entity they symbolise the meeting between opposites, between male and female (see figure 2). The meeting between the masculine and the feminine is underlined by the interaction of legs, in example 4, legs that we decode as female and male legs, respectively.

In his book ‘Reading Ads Socially’ Robert Goldman discusses the method of creating adverts with opaque meanings and adverts that are unpredictable. He hypothesises that this way of advertising may be more effective because the ‘readers’ will spend more time decoding the adverts and therefore also be more likely to remember the brand name (Goldman, 1992: 171). If this hypothesis is correct then the Pure Smirnoff campaign is a success, because of the unpredictability and opaqueness it contains until the correct code has been established in order to decode the images.

Together with the notion of intertextuality, repetition is utilised in the campaign in order to anchor the meaning and to create references to each advert within the campaign. The linguistic syntagm The Difference is Clear, which together with the bottle is repeated in all the images, is subtly juxtaposed to the ‘difference’ in the bottle, as if it acts as an ‘explanation’ to what is happening ‘inside’ the bottle.  
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                                                                                                   Example 6

In example 6, the creators have manipulated with our normal experience of foreground, middleground and background. The Statue of Liberty has been moved to the foreground and has come alive. The manipulation creates an act of surprise. A surprise that is underlined by the surreal myths explored in the adverts. The Statue of Liberty being a myth in itself, because of it’s representation and significance. Judith Williamson explains:                                                                                                     

         “Surrealism has been described as ‘the road to the absolute … By using the  

         absolute world, that can be bracketed off from the real, advertising again finds 

         ways of placing objects in juxtaposition. The cultural image of Surrealism 

         means that the spectator of the ads assumes a link between them.”

                                                                                                 (Williamson, 1978: 132)

She goes on to argue that we search for a deeper meaning within the surreal adverts because there are no explicit relationships. Therefore the receiver’s personal unconscious is drawn into the advert (Williamson, 1978: 132). As seen in example 6 where the surreal world viewed through the bottle is bracketed off from the real world – as in all the images. We’re drawn into the world of the advert because of the intertextual abstractions and references.                                                                     Not only through well-planned intertextual references does this specific example function. After September 11 the world has changed – outside the bottle – and the intertextual understanding refers back to a time that once existed. Without the knowledge of the either the Statue of Liberty or September 11, the intended (or unintended) intertextual references are lost. So, from this point of view other textual references can be created within an advert without the intention of the advertisers. Such references are often more individual interpretations and more personal associations. As earlier discussed the Smirnoff Vodka bottle acts as a masculine symbol with masculine associations, signifying strength, power and independence. The notion of this masculinity ‘gives’ the viewers the strength and power to make a difference. Smirnoff Vodka advertisers seem to state that the brand gives you the strength to break from the cultural norms imposed on you… to do something difference, and to break loose from the real world. 

In example 3 one could see the woman, the feminine identification of the advert, locked in embrace with a feather boa in a temptingly position. Here, again the masculine bottle shows it’s power and reveals the boa to be a snake, which has already conquered the female. It is the dark masculine object that moves in on the lightly coloured and lightly dressed feminine beauty.  Most of the examples (3 to 7) expose the female and the feminine world. They reveal the animal in women, the animal which is normally hidden and which is only revealed through a bottle of Smirnoff.

In order to understand, or make sense of, the Smirnoff Vodka adverts, you have to know for what you are actually looking. The expectations are established by familiarity with related advert within the campaign. The consistency of the style and communication of the Smirnoff product has built up a very literate target audience in terms of their expectations and understanding of Smirnoff’s images. They feel ‘clever’, feel as part of the gang, because they have established the correct codes to decode the adverts. Roland Barthes introduced the concept of anchorage. Linguistic elements can be used to ‘anchor’ the preferred understandings of an image – which has already been explored when identifying the linguistic signs within the images – to fix the floating chain of signifieds (Chandler, 1998 [WWW document]). As earlier discussed in the Smirnoff adverts where the brand name is made clear both on the neck of the bottle and in the left lower corner.




                                                                                               Example 8

In Western culture we attach specific qualities to specific colours: red symbolises love, white is purity, black is death and so on. Moreover, each individual person has its own ’colour history’, with its own personal associations connected to certain colours. Different colours affect us differently and can vary from individual to individual, and from culture to culture. In Burma purple symbolises death, for instance, and in India white is a burial colour and green means illness in Malaysia. However, some symbolic colour references can be made when examining the intertextuality in specific advertisements.                                                                                                Example 8 illustrates a very powerful and dominant colour. The orange colour has ’taken over’ the image and acts as a signifier, signifying fire and vitality (Figure 4). However, without the cultural knowledge of the Russian revolution, the colour doesn’t have the same power, the same symbollic effect.                                              
	COLOURS
	COLOUR INFLUNCE
	SYMBOLISM

	RED
	Activating, warm, love, aggression, extrovert
	Love, revolution, fury, aggression, warning

	ORANGE
	Joy, extrovert, encouraging, activating
	Fire, heat, joy, sun, vitality

	YELLOW
	Stimulates, logical way of thinking, joy
	Cowardness, falseness, sickness, vitality

	GREEN
	Calming, harmonizing, strength, self control
	Hope, renewal, freshness, youth, inmature, jaloux

	TURQUOISE
	Cooling, refreshing, calming
	Cold, freshness, eternity

	BLUE
	Promotes concentration, absorption, quiet, relaxing
	Sadness, melancholy, quality, stability, spiritual

	PURPLE
	Restlessness, nervousness, fear, depression
	Storm, solemn, spiritual, mystery

	PINK
	Strains fear, stress and depression, intuition
	Unrealistic, fantasy, daydreaming

	WHITE
	Hushing up, emptiness
	Purity, peace, innocence, sensitive

	GREY
	Depression, balance, elegance
	Sadness, boring

	BLACK
	Pessimism, depression
	Grief, evil, pessimism, ban

	BROWN
	Stagnation, stabilising, safety
	Earth, safety, well-being


                                                                                                                             Figure 4

Going back to the earlier days of Smirnoff advertising we experience how they create intertextual references to their own adverts. The fact that the overt connection between alcohol and social and sexual success was banned, meant that Smirnoff had to change their ways of advertising.                                                                                     In example 10 (the later one) the adverts have simply been taken one step further than in example 9. The intertextual reference is created by the linguistic signs: “They say Smirnoff won’t…” No one believed in the transformation suggested in example 9 and these adverts were targets for several jokes.

                                          Example 9                                                   Example 10

 Judith Williamson argues: “For the people in the new Smirnoff ads… are signifiers of exactly the some things as the people after transformation in the old series.” (Williamson, 1978: 176) The people in the new adverts don’t need the transformation. The only major change in the adverts from example 9 to 10 is that the later one (10) refers to the very restriction imposed on them by law (Williamson, 1978: 177). So not only does example 10 refer back to example 9 but also to the whole notion of the “Mr Holmes” transformation.

One of the strengths of Smirnoff campaigns (especially the surreal ‘through the bottle concept) is that each advert is built up by multiple layers of interpretations. It enables the receivers to enter and to understand the advertising at any stage they are comfortable with.                                                                                                        Through identification of the sexual images explored in the Pure Smirnoff campaign, Smirnoff has managed to allude to sensual and sexual desires. Illustrating one way in which advertisers can covertly suggest qualities that they are not actually allowed to do overtly, because of the strict laws concerning advertising.

As I have previously mentioned the interpretation of such adverts is always dependent on the individual’s own personal culture and experience, which forms important intertexts. With the Pure Smirnoff campaign it is clear that through the use of intertextuality, a code can be created which can hold several different sub-readings, while still promoting a particular product of a particular brand. The Smirnoff adverts are good examples for illustrating the power of recognition, of creating associations, which link one advert to another and keeping the message and the theme. In such adverts the ‘readers’ are encouraged to take part in the decoding of the each image, and they feel that they can interpret them in whatever way they want to. Therefore they spend more time interpreting such images. The image demands the viewer to make the necessary associations with the product and the ‘clear’ bottle comes to stand as a powerful arbitrary symbol. Even the use of intertextuality establishes associations, the ‘through the bottle’ concept establishes the need in people to view themselves ‘through the bottle’, a need to see themselves in the light of the product. 

In conclusion, the Smirnoff advertisements employ intertextuality to create adverts that increase the audience’s associations with the product, by giving them the opportunity to make their own interpretations. They recognise the bottle and they recognise the concept, and the intertextual references rely on their own individual interpretations of the recognisable concept. The linguistic syntagm increases the chance that the name of the brand will by remembered by the receiver. Moreover, through intertextuality, appealing qualities is subtly alluded to the brand. 
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