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A MODEL FOR THE SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS OF OBJECTS
Preliminary remarks
How can we account for the way in which an object signifies, i.e. takes part in the
articulation of meaning?
This is the question that semioticians interested in objects have to answer, since I consider
semiotics not a theory, even though it is imbued of theory, nor an epistemology, but a
methodology that elaborates models for other disciplines that want to take into account
processes and systems of signification.
According to the relational epistemology [Deleuze–Guattari 1980; Hjelmslev 1943; Latour
2005; Peirce 3.417] that should underpin the immanent theory of signification [Hjelmslev
1943] that should inform semiotics, “to account for” means to describe the immanent
relations that allow or, better, predispose, the manifestation of a certain meaning effect.
Semiotics can, then, be considered a practice that predisposes practices of description
that, in turn, can predispose practices of articulation or re-articulation of meaning effects. If
we assume that the signification of an object is the re-articulation, performed by the same
object, of the network of relations within which we are placed and that define us [Akrich
1990], then design is one of the practices of articulation of meaning and semiotics could
help it in describing actual articulations to predispose changes and innovations.
Explanation
The model I present [Fig. 1] has been elaborated in order to structure the semiotic analysis
of objects so that it should be possible to account for the ways in which an object signifies.
This model relies on two assumptions:
− an object is an intersecting point in a network of relations [Hjelmslev 1943];
− an object is a body [Fontanille 2004].
These two assumptions allow to account, at the same time, for the multiplicity (relations)
and the singularity (body) of an object, hence to account for an object as an actor-network.
The model I present shows what kind of relations a semiotic analysis must consider and
the ways in which these relations are, in turn, related to one another1.
An object takes part in social relations [Latour 1994] in which it acts and it is used. The
object's competence to articulate social relations does not depend only on the relations
that emerge within the practice of use, but also on the way the object is itself articulated.
The object's internal relations must be considered in order to describe how they
predispose
− the object itself to take part in social relations;
− other actors to interact with it.
Following previous models and categories [Akrich 1987; Akrich–Latour 1992; Floch 1995;
Fontanille 1995; 2002; 2004; 2005; 2006; Greimas–Courtès 1986a; Deni 2002; Latour
1992], I consider that [Fig. 1], beside the inter-objective relations – the relations that
1

The categories used to describe these relations are taken from Greimasian semiotics and here they are
not fully explained.
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emerge within the practice of use –, an object is constituted by objectual relations.
Objectual relations are immanent to the inter-objective relations and predispose them
[Jullien 1992; Latour 2005], while inter-objective relations deploy the objectual relations.

Fig. 1

Inter-objective and objectual relations lie on two different layers of immanence [Fontanille
2006]. Objectual relations do not just belong to an object in itself, but they pertain to the
enunciation an object articulates; the same is true for inter-objective relations in respect to
practices. The passage between the two layers of immanence, and the two enunciations,
is the most critical point in the process of articulation of meaning [Akrich 1990], where the
actual signification of an object is produced.
The way in which a certain object takes part in the inter-objective relations is predisposed
by the way relations with other actors are inscribed onto the object itself. These are the
2
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inter-objectual relations, that can be seen as a “model network” [Eco 1979]. These
relations can be considered
− syntagmatically: the network presupposed by the object in order to carry out its
narrative program;
− paradigmatically: the system constituted by all objects that can replace the object within
the network it presupposes.
The narrative program and, hence, the network presupposed by the inter-objectual
relations, depends on what the object emerges to be: the figure to which the shape of the
object can be correlated. Hence, an analysis has to take into account the shape of the
object as a whole, i.e. its plastic configuration – it outlines the object as a singularity and,
consequently, as an actant – and see to what figure it can be correlated. The relation
between the plastic configuration and the figure is mediated by the body. The body is
articulated in a core and an envelope [Fontanille 2004]. Core and envelope can have a
figurative manifestation – body/shell, flesh/skin, product/packaging – but they are abstract,
immanent categories. The core is related to transformations – actions, what a certain body
does, hence, the narrative program; the envelope is an interface between the core and
other bodies so that it manages the relations between the inside and outside – i.e. it is
related to how a certain body does what the core predispose.
The plastic configuration and, subsequently, the body and the figure, depend on the
internal relations, among parts, that constitute the object. These are the intra-objectual
relations.
Intra-objectual relations, as well as inter-objectual ones, can be considered at plastic,
figural (?) or figurative level. Plastic and figurative levels are two levels of analysis
traditionally taken into account by the semiotic of images [Greimas 1984]: the plastic one
as to do with shapes and colors, the figurative with objects of the world. Each one of them
has its own expression and content plane. Within the analysis of objects the plastic level is
used to consider the plastic development of an object: shapes and colors, but also
consistency, texture, weight, warmth – all perceptual features that depends on sensible
syntaxes [Fontanille 2004]. Contrary to figurative elements that are recognized on the
basis of a correlation with objects of the world [Greimas 1970; 1984] that are external,
plastic elements achieve relevance and consistency only on the basis of internal relations:
plastic contrasts. In between them, the figural (?) level, accounts for the plastic parts as
bodies, interacting on the base of sensible syntaxes through reciprocal penetrations and
envelopments.
Within intra-objectual relations plastic parts are called formants and figurative ones are
called components.
This model accounts for the way an object articulates meaning by taking into account
various levels of relations and looking at how a lower level of relations is translated in an
upper one, in a dynamic described as “horizontal transcoding” [Greimas 1970]. The
passage from one level to the other is considered a mediation and a dynamic relation
between an expression and a content.
I exemplify this model by analyzing Juicy Salif [JS], the Philippe Starck's squeezer, that I
chose because:
− it's a design icon that has become the object of many discourses [Julier 2000;
Khaslavsky–Shedroff 1999; Russo–de Moraes 2003] to which we can compare my
discourse and the heuristic value of the model;
− it sets a conflict between core and envelope that help us to understand their relation.
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Exemplification
Intra-objectual relations
The object features various plastic contrasts:
− shapes: thick/thin, spiked/curved, quasi-circular horizontal section/quasirectangural horizontal section, symmetrical/asymmetrical (rotational
symmetry around the vertical axis);
− textures: smooth/streaked;
− positions: up/down.
These contrasts let emerge two contrasting parts, two plastic formants: a
“nucleus” [Fig. 2a] and a “bar” [Fig. 2b]. They both feature curves and spikes,
but the latter are differently placed: the “nucleus” is bottom spiked, while the
“bar” is top spiked.

a.
Thick
Quasi-circular horizontal section
Symmetrical
Streaked
Up
Bottom-spiked

b.
Thin
Quasi-rectangular horizontal section
Asimetrical
Smooth
Down
Top-spiked

Fig. 2

The two plastic formants also contrast for the way they vary. The “bar” has a
discontinuous development that lets clearly emerge two sub-formants [Fig.
3b]: one long, curved and basically vertical, the second short, linear and
diagonal, positioned on top of the other. The “nucleus” has a continuous
development through which two sub-formant emerge [Fig. 3a], one spheric
and large, the other spiked and narrow; they do not emerge from a punctual
demarcation as it happens for the “bar”, but thanks to a long threshold
[Zilberberg 1993] that gives form to a lower long conic shape, that is in
opposition to the upper short spheric shape.

a.

b.
Fig. 3
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The lower and longer sub-formant of the “bar” also varies
continuously in relation to its horizontal section, letting emerge at
least two sub-sub-formants.
The evident contrast between the two main plastic formants, that
is manifested by the meeting point of the two parts [Fig. 4],
where a strong demarcation directly opposes different diagonals
Fig. 4
and shapes of different thickness, could give way to a dichotomic
object never achieving an effective wholeness and uniqueness. This does not
happen for three reasons:
− beside the various contrasts, there are also some common traits: one
material, one color, both parts feature curves and develop along the
vertical axis (along which all major contrasts take place);
− the “bar” is manifested in three occurences and they are positioned at an
even distance around the “nucleus”, creating a configuration that assumes
as center the same vertical axis of the “nucleus”, that is also the pivot for
the general rotational symmetry of the object;
− both parts share the same tension; the
contrasts considered do not just create an
abstract tension between opposing plastic
traits, but through the juxtaposition [Fig. 5] of
the vectors outlined by the two parts, what
emerge is just one common dynamic: the two
parts feature a spike that is placed in the
position opposed to the one each part occupy –
Fig. 5
the “bar” is top-spiked but bottom-positioned,
the “nucleus” is bottom-spiked but toppositioned –; this configuration inverts the position of the spikes in respect
to the position of the part they features on – the “bar”'s spike is higher than
the “nucleus”' spike – and so it creates a plastic chiasmus that manifests
the tension and the internal dynamism of the object.
The various plastic contrasts and the two formants constitute the expression
plane of the plastic level, while the tension created gives way to the content of
this configuration that has to do with the dynamic created by the two formants:
it deploys an explicit narrative syntax where the “nucleus” is an actant-subject
performing a downward movement toward an hypothetic object of value, and
the “bars” constitute an actant-anti-sender or an actant-anti-subject.
The two formants-actants, at the figural level, acquires a body so that the
content they articulate concern a massive body that weights over three slim
bodies that, with strain, keep it from moving in a downward direction. At a
figurative level it is possible to see that the “bars” are props that sustain a
percuteur [Leroi-Gourhan 1943].
In summary, it is possible to say that, as for the inter-objectual relations, JS
emerges as a simple and essential object: one material, one color, two
formants, just three props. But it displays a complex articulation of these parts
through which a strong tension is created.
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The body, between the plastic configuration and the figure
The plastic configuration that emerges from the inter-objectual relations
features a vertically centered shape articulating, through a tension, an upper
filled and condensed formant moving downward and a lower empty rarefied
zone, kept empty by the same parts that outline it.
Since the core accounts for the
narrative
program,
in
order
to
understand which is the core and,
consequently,
the
envelope,
the
narrative program must be identified,
and this can be done only by
recognizing the figure. Here I do not
consider the problem of the recognition
of JS as a squeezer. It's enough to say
Fig. 6
that the upper part of the “nucleus” is a
figurative formant that is usually found
in squeezers as the part used to penetrate the fruit to be squeezed [Fig. 6].
Then JS is assumed as a squeezer. A squeezer's narrative program is “to
squeeze”, usually citrus fruits. “To squeeze” means “1. To press hard on or
together; compress. [...] 3. To exert pressure on, as by way of extracting
liquid: squeeze an orange [...]” [American Heritage Dictionary]. Then,
“squeezing” comprises two actions – pressure and extraction –: pressing one
body over another in order to open its envelope and take off a part of the
core. It's not by chance that the only part that JS shares with other squeezers
is also the part that allows it to carry out its narrative program. Hence, this
part is the core. The rest of JS is the envelope. Also the lower part of the
“nucleus” is part of the envelope: it modulates the extraction by letting the
juice grazing the envelope of the “nucleus” downward, so that the extracted
part is not just extracted but actually taken away from the rest of the
squeezed body.
Inter-objectual relations
In virtue of the core and the narrative program it is
possible to outline the syntagmatic inter-objectual
relations: JS itself, a half citrus fruit, the hand and arm of
a user [Fig. 7].
The paradigmatic inter-objectual relations are composed
by all squeezers [Fig. 8]. In order to compare JS with the
other squeezers in a more adequate way, I built a sort of
“system of squeezers” based on the intersection
between the kind of energy used to press and the
domain in which it is used [Fig. 9]. JS is a manual
squeezer; since manual squeezers are only domestic, it
will be mainly compared with domestic squeezers.

Fig. 7
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Fig. 8

Fig. 9

Figuratively, the relations between JS, the fruit and the hand and harm of
the user take the form of a vertical steady movement exerting pressure
by the arm and an horizontal iterative half rotation by the hand over the
fruit. The latter, contained in the hand, is rotationally rubbed over the
“nucleus”, that resists the pressure and the rotation so that it can
penetrate the fruit and exert friction in order to extract the juice.
Narratively the user is the actant-subject, the juice is the actant-object,
the fruit the is actant-anti-subject and the juicer is an actant-senderhelper that renders the actant-subject able to perform.
7

Design Semiotics in Use, Helsinki 06/06-08/07

Mattozzi | A model for the Semiotic Analysis of Objects

At the figural level we have already seen that squeezing implies the
penetration of a body into another through the opening of the envelope. The
specific action displayed at the figurative level comprises also an
envelopment by another body, the hand over the fruit, and another
envelopment by the fruit over the vertical streaks of the “nucleus”. Since this
last envelopment is continuously repositioned, in consequence of the
rotational movement, friction is generated and it allows a more effective
extraction.
At the plastic level the movements that connect the three actors articulate a
contrast between horizontality and discontinuity vs verticality and continuity.
JS is competent as much as other squeezers to
carry out its narrative program. But it works
differently. Indeed, the other squeezers do not just
squeeze, they also filter, contain and pour. For each
of these actions usual squeezers display a specific
part: bulb, filter, container, pour spout [Fig. 10]. All
these parts introduce discontinuities on the plastic
configuration of usual squeezers and an alternation
between vertical and horizontal development of the
Fig. 10
shapes. Following the shapes, also the process,
that goes from squeezing to pouring, is
discontinuous and characterized by vertical dynamics and horizontal
slowdowns and stoppages. This process is then complex: it is articulated in
four sub-processes that introduce two demarcations (filtering and
containing).
Actually, JS does not just squeeze. It also pours, but the two processes are
enchained in continuity and articulated just through the threshold that, on
another level, characterizes the “nucleus” [Fig. 3a]. Compared to usual
squeezers, JS carries out an aspectual contraction [Zilberberg 1993] that
render the process shorter and continuous by transforming limits into
thresholds and removing some of the latter. From this point of view, then, JS
can be considered innovative and more effective than usual squeezers.
On both levels of relations, intra-objectual and inter-objectual, JS valorizes
verticality and continuity or, better, continuity along the vertical axis.
Contrarily, usual squeezers are characterized by discontinuities and by the
alternations of vertical and horizontal developments.
The articulation of the plastic configuration of JS is, then, opposite to the one
of usual squeezer: JS is simple and essential in relation to parts, but it
combines them in a complex way that lets emerge a tension, whereas usual
squeezers are complex in relation to parts, but they combine them in a
simple way – just a superimposition that does not create any tension.
JS specific plastic configuration lets emerge the envelope that introduces, in
the network already outlined, two other actors: a base plane and a glass
[Fig. 7]. Stemming from the plastic configuration, also the envelope is
characterized by verticality, that sets this tool apart from all other kitchen's
tools, hampering its recognizability [Fig. 11], and by the rotational symmetry.
These two features predispose JS to undermine, hamper and reject any
interaction with its surroundings so that it does not transmit to the user its
8
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competence. Because of its rotational symmetry the
object is self-centered so that it does not offer any
“point of grip”, nor it offer anything outside the space
it occupies [Fig. 13]. In usual squeezers the handle
and the pour spout, that often break a possible
rotational symmetry [Fig. 10], connect the object with
the surroundings (glass, user). The props would
seem the only place to hold JS while squeezing, but
because of their excessive thinness and the spikes
they display, they hamper and reject an effective hold
[Fig. 7]. Because of its excessive verticality, JS
hampers the exertion of the necessary effort.
As for its envelope, JS “does not cause to do” (ne pas
faire faire) but also “cause not to do” (faire ne pas
faire) [Fig. 12]: even if JS is a competent actantsubject, it does not turn itself into an actant-sender for
the user. This depends on a conflict that it sets
between the core and the envelope: the envelope
undermines a relation with the efficient core.
to cause to do
(faire-faire)

Fig. 11.
JS's vertical development is
much more marked than the
one of another of the few
kitchen tools used to
operate transformations that
develops.vertically.

to cause not to do
(faire ne pas faire)
JS

to do not cause not to do
(ne pas faire ne pas faire)

to do not cause to do
(ne pas faire-faire)
Fig. 12

It's now possible to consider why JS has undergone a
change of status from object of use to object of
contemplation. As Georg Simmel [1911] has noticed,
artworks, contrary to tools, delimit their own space that
does not get in relation with its surroundings, exactly like
JS does; moreover JS, with its own vertical development
and tension is quite conspicuous and, because of its
simplicity, it does not conceal anything, so that it solicits
gazing and, hence, contemplation; and finally, since its
plastic configuration recalls other figures beside (and
before) the one of a squeezer [Fig. 14], and since these
figures all pertain to an extraordinary domain, it
mediates between an ordinary domain (the kitchen) and
an extraordinary one, like usually artworks do [Rastier
2001].
But actually, the extraordinary domain it mediates
pertains to the '50 and '60 science fiction that, for us, is
quite trite and ordinary, so that JS actually ironizes about
being a possible artwork.

Fig. 13
Other squeezers, with
a
marked
vertical
development, direct the
juice outside their own
space
toward
the
user's space.
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Fig. 14

Inter-objective relations
Fig. 15 shows a use of JS in everyday life that re-articulates its network of
relations, deploying a different signification. Through the introduction of JS in
the kitchen sink, a flat base plane is replaced with a concave one that allows
to lower the object in order to deny one of its most important features –
verticality – as well as its conspicuousness. This practice shows a possible
negotiation a user has to perform in order to take advantage of the core and
its competence, going past the envelope. In this way the user discovers that
JS works well for squeezing, but it works as well when it has to be cleaned.
With JS in the sink, under the faucet, cleaning becomes just part of the
process: turn on the faucet and the water will follow the same path of the
juice.
Between the table and the shelf a user discovered that JS can be a tool for
the sink, just like a colander.

Fig. 15

10

Design Semiotics in Use, Helsinki 06/06-08/07

Mattozzi | A model for the Semiotic Analysis of Objects

Bibliography
Akrich, Madeleine
1987 "Comment décrire les objets techniques?", Technique et Culture, n. 9, pp. 49-64 (tr. "The DeScription of Technical Objects", W. E. Bijker, J. Law (eds.), Shaping Technology / Building Society. MIT
Press. Cambridge, 1992, pp. 205-224.
1990 "De la sociologie des techniques à une sociologie des usages: l'impossible intégration du
magnétoscope dans les réseaux câblés de première génération", Techinique et Culture, n. 16, pp.
83-110.
Akrich, Madeleine et Latour, Bruno
1992 "A Summary of a Convenient Vocabulary for the Semiotics of Human and Nonhuman Assemblies",
W. E. Bijker, J. Law (ed.), Shaping Technology / Building Society. MIT Press. Cambridge, 1992, pp.
259-264.
Deleuze Gilles et Guattari, Felix
1980 Mille plateaux. Paris. Minuit. (tr. A thousand plateaux. University of Minnesota Press. Minneapolis,
1987).
Deni, Michela
2002 Oggetti in azione. Milano. Angeli.
Deni, Michela (ed.)
1999 Semiotica degli oggetti (Versus, 91)
Eco, Umberto
1979 Lector in fabula. Milano. Bompiani (tr. ).
Floch, Jean Marie
1995 "L’intelligence au bout de l’Opinel", J. M. Floch, Identité visuelle. PUF. Paris, 1995, pp. 181-214.
Fontanille, Jacques
1995 "Ergonomia e bio-design. Note semiotiche", Pozzato [ed., 1995], pp. 51-58.
2002 "Sémiotique des objets", Deni [ed., 2002], pp. 61-86.
2004 Soma et sema. Paris. Maisonneuve.
2005 "Post-face", Fontanille–Zinna [eds., 2005], pp. 197-203.
2006 "Pratiques sémiotiques", Nouveaux Actes Sémiotiques, 104-105-106.
Fontanille, Jacques et Zinna, Alessandro (eds.)
2005 Les objets au quotidien. Limoges. Pulim
Greimas, Algirdas J.
1970 Du sens. Paris. Seuil. (tr. On meaning. University of Minnesota Press. Minneapolis, 1987)
1984 "Sémiotique figurative et sémiotique plastique", Actes Sémiotiques-Documents, 60.
Greimas, Algirdas J. et Courtés, Joseph
1979a "Objet", Greimas–Courtés [1979b], entry
1979b Sémiotique. Vol. 1. Paris: Hachette. (tr. Semiotics and Language. Indiana University Press.
Bloomington, 1983)
Hjelmslev, Luis
1943 Omkring Sprogteoriens Grundlaeggelse. Kobenhaven. (tr. Prolegomena to a Theory of Language.
University of Wisconsin Press, 1961)
Khaslavsky, Julie et Shedroff, Nathan
1999 "Understanding the seductive experience", Communications of the ACM, 42, pp. 45-49.
Latour, Bruno

11

Design Semiotics in Use, Helsinki 06/06-08/07

Mattozzi | A model for the Semiotic Analysis of Objects

1992
1994
2005

"Where are the Missing Masses? The Sociology of Few Mundane Artefacts ", W. E. Bijker, J. Law
(ed.), Shaping Technology / Building Society. MIT Press. Cambridge, 1992, 225-258;
"Une sociologie sans objet? Note théorique sur l'interobjectivité", Sociologie du travail, vol. 36.4., pp.
587-607 (tr. "On interobjectivity", Mind, Culture and Activity 3/4, 1996, pp. 228-245)
Reassembling the social. An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory. Oxford. Oxford UP.

Leroi-Gourhan, André
1943 L'homme et la matière. Paris. Albin Michel
Julier, Guy
2000 The Culture of Design. London-Thousand Oaks. SAGE.
Jullien, F.
1992 La propension des choses. Paris. Seuil. (tr. The Propensity of Things: Toward a History of Efficacy in
China. Zone Books. New York, 1999)
Pozzato, Maria Pia (ed.)
1995 Estetica e vita quotidiana. Milano. Lupetti.
Rastier, François
2001 "L’action et le sens. Pour une sémiotique des cultures", Journal des Anthropologues, pp. 85-86
Russo, Beatriz et de Moraes, Ana
2003 "The lack of usability in design icons: an affective case study about Juicy Salif", B. Hanington e J.
Ferlizzi (ed.), Proceedings of the DPPI03. ACM Press. New York, 2003.
Simmel, Georg
1911 "Der Henkel", Philosophische Kultur. Gesammelte Werke, 2nd ed.Leipzig: Alfred Kröner,
1919), pp. 116-24. (tr. “The Handle”, Georg Simmel, 1858-1918: A Collection of Essays. Ohio State
University Press. Columbus, 1959, pp. 266-275)
Zilberberg, Jean-Claude
1993 “Seuils, limites, valeurs”, On the border lines of semiosis. (Acta Semiotica Fennica II), pp.379-395.

12

