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Describe the mise-en-scèneelements in this still from the Galaxy ‘Audrey Hepburn’ advertisement (2023 CSP).


Activity 1.4


• Body movement, body closeness: these codes can be diﬃ  cult to interpret as they depend so much on the context. ‘Getting very close’ can be a sign of warmth and friendliness but in a diﬀ erent context it can signal aggression or the unacceptable invasion of another person’s personal space.


• Paralanguage: as all actors know, ‘it ain’t what you say, it’s the way that you say it’. Paralanguage covers all those ways in which the meaning of a word can be inﬂ ected by the use of tone, voice quality, pitch, volume and pace of delivery. Something said in a sarcastic tone can change its meaning completely, but the code only works if the listener recognises sarcasm.


Print codes: design, layout, typography


The pages of newspapers, magazines and print advertisements demonstrate the use of various codes. An important aspect of page design is the number of elements on the page, often referred to as the ‘use of whitespace’ (even when the page isn’t white). On the one hand, a page with few words and/or images will usually communicate a sense of upmarket style or of an important statement. The Halfords’ advertisement on page 14 (shown again on the left) does this quite well. On the other hand, a page with lots of elements crammed together can communicate excitement and liveliness, with popular appeal. The magazine cover opposite, for example, suggests that Inside Soap is bursting with interesting stories that demand your attention as they jostle together.


How do diﬀ erent cultures use non-verbal communication in diﬀerent ways? Youmay be ableto use your own experience of living in a diﬀ erent country or region or of travelling.


Quick question 1.5


Try saying the following sentences using your voice in diﬀ erent ways. How many contrasting meanings can you create?


• ‘I loved the party last night.’


• ‘Do that again and I’ll kill you.’


• ‘Let’s all do our best to support Tammy; she really deserves it.’


• ‘Well that was an interesting class, wasn’t it?’


Activity 1.3


Mise-en-scène


All the elements chosen by producers to make up the content of images, including codes such as location, lighting,non-verbal communication (NVC), props, accessories, etc. are often referred to as the mise-en-scène.


 


It is a French term meaning ‘put in the scene’, which emphasises the idea that elements are included deliberately to communicate speciﬁ c meanings.


Key term


Credit: Chapter Agency Ltd
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However, it is not hard to ﬁ nd examples of this and other genre products that have become tired and stale.


In addition to ﬁ nding new and interesting variations on a theme, producers also have the option to break genre rules. This is known as subverting genre conventions. The subverting of conventions can be a very eﬀ ective technique in ‘freshening up’ a genre. For example, BBC Television News introduced a ‘new look’ in 2006 by breaking the convention that news presenters always sat behind a desk. 


When genres are subverted in this way, the eﬀ ect can be shocking at ﬁ rst, but remarkably soon the change will either become the ‘new normal’ or sink without trace.


Intertextuality


As you know, media products can also be referred to as texts, so intertextuality literally means ‘between texts’. Texts frequently borrow from or quote from other texts to give shape and colour to meanings. Think, for example, of the sampling of older tracks in popular music or the ‘mash up’ style of many videos.


Sometimes, intertextual references are a way of paying respect to another text but they can also be used to ridicule or parody the original.


Genre in context


You will need to get used to analysing media products in context, especially in their social, cultural, political and historical contexts.


This is why several of your CSPs are over 50 years old. Looking at these examples helps to show how the values, attitudes and beliefs of people in a diﬀ erent time period inﬂ uenced the use of media language and interpretations of the audiences. It also shows us how much – or how little – the distinctive features of genres have changed over time.


The case study on page 44 looks at the ﬁ rst episode of Doctor Who, broadcast in 1963, and considers the ways in which the context of that period inﬂ uenced the meaning of television sci-ﬁ .


Intertextuality


A feature of texts (media products) that borrow or quote from other texts.


Key term
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Above is a very basic diagram or model of the communication process. If someone speaks to you, they are the sender, what they say to you is the message and you are the receiver.


Just as easily, you could apply this model to a mass media example:


SenderMessageReceiver


BBCEpisode of EastEnders


All the viewers of this episode


In this simple and straightforward model, the sender creates the message and then pushes it towards the receiver (in this case by transmitting it as a television programme). Anyone who has the correct receiving equipment (a television set, a computer, a smartphone) can view this message and become a receiver.


This creates a view of communication in which a message travels along a line. The sender is at the beginning of the line and the receiver is at the end of the line. That’s why it is called a linear model of communication.


How helpful is this linear model in understanding the mass media?


• • It can be a useful way to describe important elements of communication.Also, it does seem to make the senders all-important. They are the ones who plan and create the message and ﬁ nd a way of sending it on its way to the receiver. All the receiver has to do is just watch or read or listen.


It has the advantage of simplicity.


As it stands, the linear model doesn’t quite capture the interactivepart of communication. Even when having a chat with a friend, we don’t just passively receive messages and then switch roles to actively send messages. A conversation involves both people contributing all the time. Even when you are not speaking you are nodding, frowning, smiling or making noises such as ‘Mmm’ and ‘Uh huh’.


Sender Message Receiver


Model


A model seeks to capture an idea or concept in a simpliﬁ ed form, often as a graphic or diagram.


Key term


In your classroom are you more likely to be a sender or a receiver?


Quick question 1.1


The following list contains six senders, six messages and six receivers. Identify which is which and link them together. For example: Charles Dickens (sender), Oliver Twist (message) and Book readers (receiver).


Internet surfersCharles DickensThe Grand TourBook readersRadio 1ReachOliver TwistRadio listenersNick Grimshaw ShowNewspaper readersSunday MirrorAmazon Prime subscribersTwitter followerDMG mediaMailOnlineAmazon videoTwitter userA tweet


Activity 1.1


Facial expressions and gestures are important signs in interactive communication.


Interactivity


Two-way communication in which the participants both actively engage in the process.


Key term


9
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Semiotics diﬀ ers from the sender–message–receiver approach because it takes the view that the meaning of the message has as much to do with the receiver as the sender or the message. Semiotics tends to refer to messages as texts and to receivers as readers. Diﬀ erent readers are likely to interpret a text in diﬀ erent ways because the meaning of a text can never be entirely ﬁ xed by a sender.


When media producers create a media product, they do their best to ensure that the meanings they want to communicate are clear and unambiguous. However, they cannot force their audience to accept their meanings. Some of us may take very diﬀ erent meanings about the product from the ones intended by the producers.


This is not a case of ‘wrong meanings and right meanings’. A lot of time is spent discussing ‘what things mean’, especially those things that are brought to you by the mass media. People read texts diﬀ erently because of diﬀ erent contexts and diﬀ erent identities; their readings are inﬂ uenced by factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, class, religion and education.


Media codes


Now that you have got to grips with some basic semiotic ideas, you can start to examine and illustrate some of the most important media codes that will be helpful in your analysis of media products.


Non-verbal codes


Strictly speaking, all codes other than languages are non-verbal, as ‘verbal’ means ‘of language’. However, we usually restrict non-verbal communication (NVC) to human display and behaviour. Sometimes this is called ‘body language’.


These are some of the components of NVC:


• Dress and appearance, including clothing, hairstyle, body adornment such as makeup, tattoos, and accessories such as handbags, glasses or walking sticks. All of these items carry connotations and all cultures have distinctive codes of dress and appearance. Codes here include the associations between clothing and social class, occupation, occasion, religion, age and gender.


On the right are two examples of the use of dress and appearance to communicate meanings. As is always the case with a code, a shared knowledge and understanding of ‘the rules’ is vital – even if the rules are being broken.


• Facial expression, head movement, gestures: the face is the most expressive part of the body and even slight adjustment of smiles, frowns and eye narrowing can convey meaning. We often make the mistake of assuming that gestures are universal in their meaning but diﬀ erent cultures have their own codes of meaning.


For more on intended meanings by producers see Chapter 3, pages 97 and 101.


Link


Think of a recent disagreement that you have had with someone about the meaning of a media text – an advertisement, maybe, or a music video. What do you think inﬂ uenced your diﬀ erent interpretations?


Quick question 1.4


Clothing can reinforce our diﬀ erences or our similarities.
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has been broken by the disruption of the stream of light crossing between worlds. This signals to the audience the start of a quest in which they can expect twists and turns for the hero as she overcomes dangers and challenges in the mission to stay ahead of both her mother and her father, to secure a prized object: her own safety and liberty.


Perhaps, though, the complex set of enigmas in the pre-title sequence could put oﬀ  potential viewers because it suggests a demanding narrative that will require the full attention of the viewers.


The enigmas set up in the title sequence include:


• How can Lyra, alone with Pan, stay ahead of the massive airships?


What is special about the city in the sky?


• How can the witches help?


• What are Mrs Coulter’s intentions?


• These questions are the puzzles for the audience and they hold many narrative pleasures for the audience as the fundamental conﬂ ict between Lyra and Mrs Coulter is played out.


In Propp’s terms, we have a hero, a villain and, in the ﬂ ying witches, a group of helpers. The knife has already been mentioned as a potential magical gift, although we do not yet know the identity of the donor. The machinery of the Magisterium is being pitted against the natural magic of the witches, in binary opposition. The reward (princess) sought by Lyra is not just her own safety, but that of all children in her world. 


As well as good vs evil, and machine vs nature, other binary oppositions emerge:


• Power vs Innocence


Youth vs Age


• Humane vs Brutal


• 


• Familiar vs Unknown.


Civilisation vs Wilderness


• 


Various narrative codes are used to locate the audience in time and place. 


These include the light stream in the shots of Lyra and the airships, establishing them as being on diﬀ erent sides of the divide between worlds, the diﬀ erent types of weather showing that each group is somewhere new, and the use of both daylight and moonlight to show the passage of time as Lyra and Pan walk.


Continuity is provided by the dramatic orchestral non-diegetic soundtrack that links the sequence. In common with many television dramas, the period of balance and harmony is non-existent in this opening sequence. It has become a convention to ‘front load’ dramas with action and foreboding, so that audiences can be attracted by action codes as well as enigmas. This sequence contains examples of implied ‘cause and eﬀ ect’ action. For example, when Mrs Coulter looks at the photographs of Lyra, she gains a new sense of determination in her eyes, implying a threat. This is immediately followed by Pan reminding Lyra that they can’t go back. For some viewers, this focus on the visceral pleasures of threatened action rather than the cerebral pleasures


of equilibrium followed by disruption may be a turn-oﬀ , but most of the family and teenage target audience expect reassurance from the start that the narrative will be driven by a sense of threat.


Enigma: what is the signiﬁ cance of the city in the sky?


Binary oppositions: the innocence of Lyra and Pan versus ... 


… the power of Mrs Coulter.


Visceral pleasure


A type of audience pleasure thatis like a physical experience.


 


Cerebral pleasure


Pleasure of the mind ratherthan the body.


 


Key terms


See Chapter 3, page 100 for more on audience pleasure.


Link


1Media Language 







[image: background image]



3131


The ‘character types’ identiﬁ ed by Propp are:


• • The villain: the opponent who places obstacles in the path of the hero and who must be defeated in a climatic confrontation.


The hero: the protagonist and the main agent of change.


• The donor: the hero is given a magical gift by the donor. In modern stories the gift may be more rational than ‘magic’, for example a secret weapon, a key or a piece of information.


• The helper: the hero’s trusted sidekick. The hero may have several helpers. Helpers are often hurt or killed to strengthen the hero’s motivation.


• The dispatcher: the hero is sent oﬀ  on the mission by the dispatcher. The dispatcher has to overcome the hero’s reluctance and objections.


• The princess: this is the ‘sought for’ person who may be the object of a rescue mission and/or the hero’s reward for succeeding in the quest. Once again, for modern narratives, we shouldn’t see ‘the princess’ too literally. For example, the character may be male and have nothing to do with royalty.


• The princess’s father: this character is naturally protective of the princess and this may place him in competition with the hero. 


Alternatively, the roles of princess’s father and dispatcher may combine to send the hero oﬀ  on a quest.


• False hero: other characters often mistake the false hero for the real hero, making the real hero’s quest even more diﬃ  cult.


Some modern narratives have characters that ﬁ t Propp’s scheme very well, but it would be a mistake to think that writers and media producers ‘learn’ these character types and functions and then apply them to their work. It is more likely that Propp’s folk tales are representative of the many thousands of stories that contribute to our culture. Writers and audiences share the same cultural context, so it is not surprising that familiar characters and familiar storylines often appear. As will be seen in the later section on genre (pages 36–43), most media products are based on familiar narrative structures and character types but introduce endless ‘twists’ and variations on these themes to keep audiences interested.


Confrontation, mystery and action


Narratives always try to keep the audience engaged and interested. Some fail, of course, but there are some tried and trusted methods used to keep us viewing, reading or listening. Narratives are usually driven forwards by confrontation. The contest between hero and villain is an obvious example of this, but there are often broader issues to consider. In most quests, you identify with the hero and boo the villain because they represent ideas that we approve or reject. The hero may be ﬂ awed and the villain may have a few redeeming features but in the wider picture they stand for good and evil.


Protagonist


The main character in a story. The protagonist is actively opposed by another character: the antagonist.


Key term


Do Lyra, Will or Mrs Coulter from His Dark Materials ﬁ t any of Propp’s character types?


Quick question 1.7


Lyra


Will


Mrs Coulter
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Types of genres


Looking at the chart opposite, you can see that there are several diﬀ erent ways of classifying media products. For example, video games are usually allocated to genres by the nature of the gameplay rather than by the content. Similarly, online and social media genres tend to be grouped by the function or purpose of the site rather than content. Newspapers were traditionally categorised by the size of the paper: broadsheet and tabloid. Even though these distinctions no longer apply, as most newspapers have switched to a tabloid format, we still tend to use the categories broadsheet, mid-market and tabloid as the distinctive genres of the press. Today, these terms refer to the target audience not the size of the paper. Broadsheets or ‘quality’ newspapers target the professional end of the market and the tabloid or popular press target the mass market.


Film and television products are categorised by the content type, although even in these cases the boundaries between diﬀ erent genres are rarely clear-cut.


Hybrids and subgenres


A hybrid is something with mixed origins, so a hybrid genre is derived from two or more genres to create a new category. Here are some useful examples from ﬁ lm:


Original genresHybridProduct


Science ﬁ ctionHorror


Sci-ﬁ/HorrorPrometheus


Science ﬁ ctionWestern


Sci-ﬁ/WesternWestworld


Action and adventure fantasy


Action/Fantasy Pirates of the Caribbean


Hybrid genres are also found on television. Strictly Come Dancing contains elements of light entertainment, reality television and celebrity talent show. Television docudramas and, on radio, The News Quiz (BBC Radio 4) are self-evidently hybrids. In music video, One Direction’s ‘History’ combines a performance of the song with a visual representation of the song’s story.


Hybrids combine elements of the broad categories to make something separate and distinct, while subgenres are specialist groupings within the ‘parent’ genre.


The relationship between subgenres and a main genre can clearly be seen in the example of music radio. This category has numerous subgenres based on diﬀ erent types of music such as:


• easy listening


AOR (adult-oriented rock)


• 


• hip-hop


grime


• 


• heavy metal.


folk


• 


Some of these subgenres are even further divided. Within the music radio subgenre ‘heavy metal’ we ﬁ nd, for example:


• progressive metal


death metal


• 


• classic metal.


thrash metal


• 


Hybrid


A genre that combines two or more pre-existing genres to create a new category.


Docudrama


A genre that combines ﬁ ction with real events. Real people and actual events are recreated in a docudrama.


Key terms


Can you identify any of the subgenres of the other music radio categories: AOR, easy listening, grime, hip-hop and folk?


Quick question 1.9


1Media Language 







[image: background image]



1515


Anchorage


Anchorage is a technical term referring to the way in which ambiguous meanings can be tied down. Words are often used to anchor the meanings of images. For example, the picture of people running (right) could be anchored very diﬀ erently by the use of any one of the three captions that are shown within the photo frame.


Anchorage gives us more context so that meanings are clearer.


Practise your skills of identifying denotation and connotation by completing the following chart for the remaining four images.


ImageDenotesConnotesCould be used in an advert for


A ﬂ ower, a red roseRomanceExpensive chocolates


A wild animal, a rhinoceros 


Power, strength, longevity, freedom


A 4 × 4 vehicle


Activity 1.2


1 Reality TV show hosts help kick-start new NHS get ﬁ t campaign.


2 Struggling to ﬁ nd a partner in your 30s? Visit the run4love website for help and advice.


3 Enjoying a ﬁ nal run in local beauty spot before the building of controversial new housing development begins.
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Like most languages, English is constantly evolving. New words and new rules develop all the time while others become old-fashioned and fall into disuse. In these senses as well, media codes are very much like the English language. They are dynamic rather than static.


As media studies students, you will be learning how the codes of media work to create meanings. In some ways, it will be a bit like learning a new language, as we delve into the signs, the rules and our shared knowledge and understandings.


How do signs create meaning?


If a sign is a word and you don’t know the meaning of that word, then it isn’t too diﬃ  cult to ﬁ nd out the meaning. You could ask someone, do an online search or – if you were really desperate – look it up in a dictionary. Even with all these tools and solutions to hand we can still make mistakes. Many words have several diﬀ erent meanings. These words are ambiguous.


Here’s an example. The word ‘jars’ can mean a number of glass containers or it can be a version of the verb to jar, meaning to send a shock through something. This ambiguity doesn’t usually cause problems because of the context of the surrounding words:


• • ‘She jars her elbow every time she plays tennis.’So, context is a very important way of pinning down the meaning of an individual sign, in this case the ambiguous word ‘jars’.


‘Put the jam jars in the cupboard.’


Moving from language to other codes, you will ﬁ nd that the meanings of signs are not at all as cut and dried as the meanings of words. A photograph can be very meaningful but you can’t look up its meaning in a dictionary.


As users of the mass media, we are active users of many codes and countless signs. As well as written and spoken language, the media communicate with us using still and moving images, colours, sounds, music, fashion, behaviour, facial expressions and so on. How are we able to make sense of all these signs and all the rules that apply to them?


Ambiguous/Ambiguity


A sign with several possible meanings which could be confused.


Context


Used in two ways in media studies:1 The immediate surroundings of something, like the other words in a sentence providing a context for each individual word.


2 The wider social, cultural, political or historical circumstances of a media product or process.


Key terms


HANGRY – a state of anger caused by lack of food. A recent addition to the ever-changing English language.


For examples of diﬀ erent cultural codes check out the HSBC Funny Culture adverts on YouTube.


Tip
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Of course, there are many diﬀ erent ways of telling stories. It would be boring if every story was told in the same way. Even so, there are a number of themes and features of narrative organisation that have become so familiar to us that we can often predict the way that a story is going. Half the fun of being told a story, whether as a television programme, a ﬁ lm or a video game, is guessing what is going to happen next. The events themselves are not the narrative. It’s the telling


of the story by converting it into a media product that makes it into a narrative.


Just like the codes we have already discussed, narratives have their own sets of features, conventions and rules. Here’s one simple model of a narrative structure.


EquilibriumDisruptionRecognition of disruptionAttempts to restore equilibriumNew equilibrium


This won’t make much sense without an explanation of the word ‘equilibrium’. Equilibrium is ‘a state of balance’. The idea here is that a narrative begins with normality, harmony and balance. Then something happens to disturb this happy state: the disruption. People recognise and attempt to deal with this disruption and, eventually a new but diﬀ erent state of balance is achieved at the end: the new equilibrium.


Here’s an example of a story with this narrative structure:


• In a small rural community, villagers live and work in peace and harmony. (Equilibrium)


• A gang of villains invades the village forcing them to hand over food and money by using violence. They keep asking for more. (Disruption)


• Secretly, the villagers decide that something must be done. They use their last funds to bring seven mercenaries [hired ﬁ ghters] to protect them. 


(Recognition of disruption)


• The mercenaries confront the villains several times. In a ﬁ nal epic ﬁ ght they defeat the gang of villains, although most of the mercenaries die as well. 


(Attempts to restore equilibrium)


• Peace and harmony are restored but now the villagers are stronger, more conﬁ dent and more resourceful. (New equilibrium)


Vladimir Propp and narrative


Vladimir Propp developed his theories of narrative by studying many hundreds of Russian folk tales. He identiﬁ ed underlying patterns and character types found in these tales and his ideas have been widely used in the analysis of media products.


Propp’s tales were ‘quests’ in which a hero sets oﬀ  on a mission to retrieve something of value or to solve a great mystery. The mission involves obstacles and diﬃ  culties that must be overcome to achieve an ultimate goal. Standing between the hero and this goal is the villain. The villain (and any villain’s allies or henchmen) must be vanquished before the hero can accomplish the objectives of the mission and triumphantly return home to claim a well-earned reward.


When watching His Dark Materials (one of the 2023 CSPs), audiences need to know where, when and why events are happening.
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The answer is that you store meanings in your heads. As you grow up you learn the meanings of words and the rules of language. In the same way, you learn the meanings of media codes. The learning curve is very steep at ﬁ rst but you never reach a point where everything is known. You keep on learning what signs and codes mean for the rest of your life.


Just as there are many diﬀ erent human languages, there are many variants of media codes. How do you know which ones to learn? Well, you don’t really have to make any decisions, you just pick up the codes that surround you. Diﬀ erent cultures have diﬀ erent codes. If you move between cultures you will observe the codes and gradually begin to pick up the meanings of signs and rules as you begin to unlock new codes.


As media studies students, you have to look at these codes rather diﬀ erently. Instead of relying on the instant ‘meaning grab’ that you do as you watch a ﬁ lm or read a magazine, you have to learn how to dissect media products to ﬁ nd out how they work and how they communicate meanings.


Semiotics


The main toolkit used for dissecting and analysing media products is called semiotics.


As already discussed, the basic unit of communication is the sign. Semiotics is an approach to studying these signs and the systems of rules, the codes, which link these signs together to create meanings.


A basic principle of semiotics is that a sign always has two components: the signiﬁer and the signiﬁed:


• Signiﬁ er: the form of the sign – something that can be seen, heard or touched.


• Signiﬁ ed: the meaning of the sign – it exists only in your head.The best way to understand the diﬀ erence between the signiﬁ er and the signiﬁ ed is to look at some examples.


signiﬁed


signiﬁer


sign


TREE



signiﬁersigniﬁ


ed


sign
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This sort of genre and subgenre hierarchy can also be seen in the magazine industry:


CONSUMER MAGAZINES


Hobby


Fishing


Coarse ﬁ shing


Carp ﬁ shing


You may suspect that at this level in the hierarchy there could only be one magazine … but you would be wrong, as the selection of carp ﬁ shing magazines on this page shows.


















 




 






 


















 




 




Build up a genre and a subgenre hierarchy in the following areas:• online and social media• television.


Activity 1.12


Hierarchy


A system with diﬀ erent levels based on rank, size or importance.


Key term
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