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Semiotics in the Arts and Design, Cheat Sheet Ideas 

When we break down a sign, there are almost infinite ways in which we can interpret meaning from 

all the different signifiers (it’s arguably down to your own interpretation). The following list are just 

some basic signifiers to look out for when analysing an image, just remember… If you can 

justify/point it out and back it up… THERE ARE NO WRONG ANSWERS! 

 

Colour 

- Red: Anger, Passion, Lust 

- Blue: Male, Calm, Upper Class, Wisdom 

- Green: Jealously, Nature 

- Yellow: Happiness, Danger 

- Pink: Feminine, Romantic, Cute (Sweet)  

- Black: Death, Professionalism 

- White: Life, Light, Innocence  

- Purple: Supernatural, Royalty, Peace 

- Shadows: Mystery, Deception 

- Contrast: Makes things stand out,  

This may work for us in the West; however, media companies must be mindful of their colour 

choices when going international. For Example, the character “Rayman”, is a French-Canadian 

creation and is often depicted in purple but, in Japan, they changed his design to blue as the former 

is, in the country, is closely associated with death. 
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Composition (Where Something Sits Within the Frame) 

 

- Power: The size of or how much a character/object dominates the frame can suggest its 

power within the artefact. E.g. if one character is stood over another, it implies that they 

have more control or authority/control within the given situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Space (or lack of): Going from power, the space around an object can have just as much 

significance as the subject itself. E.g. if there is lots of empty space around the object, it can 

imply loneliness, isolation or give an idea of the scale of a situation. On the other hand, 

having object be tightly confined by its surrounds, it could signify confusion, claustrophobia, 

or being out of their depths. 
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Symbolism 

- Metaphorical: metaphors are a deceptively complicated method of using Semiotics. On one 

hand, you could argue that everything we see, that can be analysed, is a metaphor as it 

hides its meaning through association (e.g. use of colour) however, when carefully chosen, 

they can be used to tell a story within an image.  

For example, the famous Red Bull slogan: “Red Bull Gives you Wings”, isn’t saying directly 

that you’ll sprout wings and will fly like a bird but, that the energy it gives you will make you 

feel like you could.  

 
 

OR, this McDonalds add, though showing a live fish within a glass burger, implies that all 

‘Filet O’ Fish’, are made with 100% natural products. 
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- Nostalgia/Iconography: people use iconography to get our attention. They’ll use pop culture 

or nostalgic signifiers in order tap into our emotions as were more likely gravitate towards 

things that bring us good memories, as well as an attempt to attract as many people as 

possible. E.g. Coca Cola used images or Marilyn Monroe and Elvis in a recent add campaign 

as, even 50 years after their fame, they still thrive in popular culture.  
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Body Language: as animals, we can communicate so much without o even opening our mouths. 

From the way in which someone stands, to the direction of their eyeline, a slight change in the way a 

character/object is placed or moves can greatly impact the emotion or signified. 

- Gestures: In the west, a thumbs up is a pretty good sign to show approval but, in some parts 

of the Middle East, it’s considered very offensive (a less that subtle way to say ‘up yours’…). 

Media must be very careful when picking how their artefacts look and how they 

communicate within the frame as they want to get across to as many people as possible and 

without offending anyone. In some cases, the artefact is changed all together.  

 

- Eyeline: “The eyes are the window into the soul”, is a pretty common phrase that is thrown 

around film and television, but in semiotics, they act as a portal into a character’s psyche. If 

two people are looking directly at each other, we know there is a connection between the 

two, if someone is just staring into space, we can assume that they are in thought, or if the 

eyes are darting around the pace, they look shifty.  

- Posture: posture is another way we communicate feelings and emotion across without 

saying anything. If some is slouched, they might be bored, if someone is uptight, they could 

be nervous, is someone is sully upright and over the top they could be happy. Although, for 

some people, posture is just down to physical health… In the median, it is carefully chosen 

so that you, the audience can empathise with the artefact and feel how they want you too. 
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