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PART 2 CLASS  
 
2.8 Judith Williamson—Decoding Advertisements  
Additional material 
 
Judith Williamson: Hermeneutic advertisements 
 
Advertisements involve an interpretive process in order to make them mean. The 
interpretation is not, however, one in which the reader is free to apply interpretive skills 
in an open way. The interpretation is along predefined channels; it is interpretation in the 
sense of deciphering a code. Williamson refers to this as hermeneutic interpretation, a 
process that unearths an intended meaning. The reader has to understand the 
advertisement as it is already constituted.  

This process operates overtly in a whole subset of advertisements that Williamson 
calls ‘hermeneutic advertisements’. Rather than provide the structure for the transference 
from one element to another, some advertisements exclude products, people or language 
and in so doing create the illusion that the reader is free to produce the meaning. There is 
an absence in the advertisement that is quite clear. The absence might be indicated by the 
formal composition of the advertisement, a joke, a pun, or through calligraphic 
references.  

The reader has to make up for this absence by interpreting the advertisement and 
producing its meaning. However, as before, this is not really a production of meaning but 
a consumption of already constituted meaning. In this type of advertisement the absence 
requires an overt act of interpretation on the part of the reader. The upshot of this is that 
the reader in understanding the advertisement is trapped by the illusion that he/she has 
worked it out and seen through the signifying process. It is like seeing through the mask. 
The problem, Williamson argues is that there is nothing behind the mask. The mask is the 
substance, but being projected as immaterial, as merely a mask, we are deflected from 
seeing it in substantive terms.  

In the hermeneutic advertisement the signifying process is opaque. Yet, the 
advertisement is constructed so that the subject consciously sees the message beyond the 
opaque signifying process. What is ‘seen’ is precisely that which is provided by the 
advertisement for its own decipherment. A simple example is the Mackeson 
advertisement that uses the line ‘Looks good, tastes good, and by Golly ...’. The reader 
fills in what is left, which refers back to earlier Mackeson advertisements that claimed the 
product ‘does you good’.  We ‘freely’ insert what was missing. In grasping what is 
missing we are lead to assume that we can grasp the referent through the advertisement 
itself. In this way, advertisements appear less obviously as signs for a product. The 



process of deciphering the advertisement obscures the process of signification and 
inhibits the reader from assessing the real relationship between sign and referent.  

So, such advertisements are pretending to have a one-to-one relationship with 
their ‘meaning’ (even if the reader has to work through the opaque signifying process). 
Signifier and signified are projected as in direct relation, which is in complete contrast to 
Williamson’s starting point, that advertisements are not transparent vehicles for an 
underlying overt message. All hermeneutic advertisements re-present the assumption that 
the advertisement’s sign system leads directly to a meaningful reality. The advertisement 
simply represents what is already there. This denies that the advertisement creates 
anything, diverts meaning or in any way works on the reader. The catch is that what is 
already there is ideologically constituted. Hermeneutic advertisements appear to point to 
reality in a direct and undistorted way. They do not use tactics like the Chanel 
advertisement, which requires a transference of an already constituted signified of 
glamour from Deneuve to the product (No.5). Instead the hermeneutic advertisement sets 
itself up as a sign that simply represents reality. 

This referring to reality makes ideology so hard to pin down; it constantly re-
interprets while only claiming to re-present reality. Thus ideology remains transparent 
and is encoded as the obvious. There is an ideological illusion of freedom, we appear to 
have the choice to interpret the hermeneutic advertisement and in so doing appear to 
produce a meaning. However, the meaning is still an exchange between signifier and 
signified and is fundamentally no different from the process in the Chanel No.5 
advertisement. We do not, in fact, produce a meaning but simply consume a 
predetermined one. 

Williamson argues that the difference, which makes signification possible, the 
‘Symbolic’, is always disguised in advertisements. They presuppose an identity of sign 
and meaning, or of absence and presence. In hermeneutic advertisements the relationship 
between what is absent and what is present is articulated symmetrically: the signifier is a 
symmetrical reproduction of the signified.  

There are a number of ways of doing this. The first way is to have the signifier 
totally ‘standing for’ the signified, which is absent but perfectly indicated by what is 
present, as in advertisements where a person is missing from the picture but is clearly 
indicated and reconstructible from what can be seen. For example, , the Benson and 
Hedges Special Filter cigarette advertisements that pictures a temporarily unoccupied 
exotic hotel bedroom with a number of personal items lying around. A second way of 
doing this is to create a signifier so transparent that it is obliterated by the signified, 
which is thus approached directly. This is often done through the use of jokes or puns, as 
in the Bacardi advertisement (discussed below). In both of these, the signifier and 
signified occupy a one-to-one relationship of replacement and either can be absent and 
re-presented by the other. A third way is to merge the signifier and signified so that the 
sign and the referent are collapsed. This occurs in ‘calligraphic advertisements’ where the 
product is arranged to make a word, such as Electrical Board showroom advertisements 
that use electrical appliances to spell out sale offers. All advertisements divert attention 
from the way they ‘mean’ (that is, through slipping into our conscious through their 
formal arrangement and depending on an already-constituted set of knowledge) and 
apparently focus our attention on the message.  



Advertisements are even more diverting if we have to hunt around for the 
message. The hermeneutic ‘interpretation’ becomes a ‘prize’ in some advertisements and 
the surface meaning is discarded as we ‘break through’ to the ‘hidden meaning’ (which is 
already constituted for the reader). In this sense the advertisement does not slip into the 
reader, rather the reader slips into the advertisement’s space and ‘discovers’ the meaning. 

Thus meaning is always absent from a system that is to be deciphered. So, where 
absences occur in the signifying surface they act as ‘windows’ onto the meaning. 
Through the absence the signified reveals itself. A Sony television advertisement depicts 
a television with a message on the screen ‘Cut out the screen and hold the page up to the 
window’. Underneath the television is the further message ‘Lifelike, isn’t it?’. Then half a 
page of text. What we are invited to do is fill an absence. The content is the real world. 
The television frame boundaries the world (whether we cut out the space or not) and 
appropriates it. The world behind the picture becomes a symbol used to signify the 
product, the Sony television picture. Yet it implies that the advertisement is representing 
a reality. 

Language is also used to create an opaque surface that the reader has to penetrate 
to ‘understand’ the advertisement. The transparent meaning carried by words and the 
hermeneutic meaning implied by them can be used to create ‘an elision of two things in 
the words, which refer outwards to these two different meanings: one, the direct 
‘message’, the other the ‘referent system’ or referred-to world’ (Williamson, 1978, p. 86). 

Puns, for example, provide a short cut between a product and a referent system as 
there is no need to get through the product to the reality that is connoted by it as the 
language collapses the product and the connoted world. The pun brings them onto a 
frame of reference simultaneously. The one-to-one relationship of signifier and signified 
is established through the condensing of two meanings into the same space. This leads to 
the illusion of symmetry between connotation and product. ‘The symmetry is rendered 
‘obvious’: it is disguised by the condensation which creates an ‘Imaginary’ unity of two 
meanings into one symbol’ (Williamson, 1978, p. 87). 

For example, a Bacardi advertisement has the message ‘Get into Bacardi shorts.’ 
in the centre of the advertisement, aligned left, and stretching half way across the 
advertisement. This text cuts across the body of a woman, wearing shorts and a skimpy t-
shirt that is hitched up, by the way she stands, to bear her midriff. The woman is standing 
in water up to her thighs and so the lower part of her body is invisible (and would 
otherwise have been cut off by the bottom edge of the advertisement). Her head is also 
invisible as it goes out of the top of the advertisement. The reader just sees a torso. In the 
left hand is a wine glass into which the woman is pouring lemonade. In the crook of her 
left arm she holds a bottle of Bacardi. In much smaller print in the bottom left corner is 
the ostensive message that tells us that the glass already has Bacardi in it. It reads:  

You start with Bacardi rum. 
Take a measure to suit you. 
3Then splash it with lemonade. 
And you’re into Bacardi shorts.    
Shorter drinks that are longer on the unique mellow flavour of Bacardi rum.  
Or try a different style—neat or with a dash of tonic. 
 



Thus, although the ostensive message ‘ignores’ the hermeneutic message it does 
constitute the reader as already a Bacardi drinker, by providing a set of instructions about 
what you do with your Bacardi. This is reinforced by the narrative sequence that is 
represented in the picture. Further, the text also provides you with options. There are, it 
tells the reader, different ways to drink the Bacardi that it assumes you already have. 
There is, of course, another whole connoted layer of meaning that the pun makes 
obvious. 

Williamson analyses this advertisement as follows. 
The caption refers on one level to the product—the drink. But in all this series, the 

people (usually decapitated) are shown wearing shorts; the words also refer to these 
shorts and the meaning on this level is not so much a direct ‘message’ as a reference to a 
whole world, where one wears shorts because it is so hot and luxurious. The people in 
these ads are always nearly naked and have sun-drenched bodies, usually dressed very 
provocatively. There is an aura of luxury and richness. All this is the world around the 
product, which the product is meant to signify: by referring to this style of life, as well as 
to drink, the pun facilitates this meaning process (which is the basic process of all ads), 
making it something to be deciphered, to be ‘got’ as one gets a joke.  

The text is itself, in fact, as a concrete object, ‘getting into’ her, very nearly into 
her shorts; since it intrudes across her body in precisely the place where her shirt is 
pushed up—the fullstop of the sentence coincides with her navel. So the writing, as a 
thing, has a definitely sexual connotation here, which backs up the whole idea of ‘getting 
into shorts’, and the ‘image’ of the drink. (Williamson, 1978, p. 87) 

In this advertisement, then, the words are not just signs but referents. The physical 
shape and location of the caption has in itself a connoted sexual meaning.  

One of the most obvious ways you are invited to enter the ad is by filling an 
absence. Now, in a hermeneutic universe, meaning is always ‘absent’, in that it does not 
reside in things, but must be interpreted through their (limited) channels: it is found in the 
imaginary space ‘behind’ them. Therefore ‘meaning’ in the hermeneutic sense is always 
absent from the object to be deciphered: that is why decipherment is necessary. Of 
course, the catch is that this meaning, supposedly the ultimate ‘reality’, is in fact of 
totally imaginary nature; yet it is endowed with an ontological status superior to that of 
the concrete signifiers that are, in fact, our only clue to its existence (Williamson, 1978, 
p. 77). 
 
 



  
 


