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Advertising has become so commonplace in today’s society that it is quite difficult to 

imagine daily life without its presence. The most responsible cause of this phenomenon—if not 

the sole source—is capitalism. This creative project examines the effectiveness of visual 

communication in advertising, as well as how corporations utilize the power of imagery to 

persuade audiences into continuous consumption. There is a variety of sources that are explored 

as research material for the production of the final creative piece. The artistic piece is created 

digitally, rather than my initial intention of the traditional process of acrylic painting on canvas, 

to produce an intricacy and abstraction similar to the underlying, subconscious nature of the 

advertising industry.

Ever since society became primarily capitalist, there has been a vast increase in 

consumption rates among the masses, which has been (and continues to be) facilitated by the 

media. There are various methods by which capitalist corporations go about advertising the 

products and services they offer, such as the ever-present product placement system available in 

the film and television industries, as well as the traditional commercial slots that are spread 

intermittently throughout newspapers, billboards, radio, amongst others. In this scenario, 

advertising is already very prevalent in our day to day activities, and it is becoming even more 

widespread in current times.

My creative piece is titled “sine.xchng,” and it reflects the nature of the advertising 

industry in terms of the media’s manipulation of imagery, as well as the treatment of audiences 
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as commodities. The title depicts one of the primary focuses of the piece, which is the notion of 

sign exchange value, put forward by Jean Baudrillard. In this piece, there is a juxtaposition 

between the apparent nature of our current consumer society and the actual, underlying realities 

of the advertising industry and the capitalist system as a whole.

The prominence of advertising in current times is at an all-time high, and it has continued 

to progress over the years due to the advent of the internet and digital technology. The structure 

of the internet is one of interconnectedness, in the sense that it brings together various forms of 

media in an audiovisual manner that provides responsive feedback. This integration facilitates 

not only another realm for advertising to encroach upon, but a highly effective channel towards 

its intended audiences’ daily lives. This ever-presence of advertisements is reproduced in the 

creative piece to show how immersed in the market culture we are as a society.

This rapid expansion of capitalism in society has led to the continuous commodification 

of things—commonly referred to as culture industry. This term was coined by Theodor Adorno 

and Max Horkheimer, who suggest that popular culture is similar to a factory producing 

regulated cultural goods that are used to manipulate the masses into a state of submission or 

passivity, in order to gain social control (99). In this framework, the masses are seen to be 

compliant when they buy into the lifestyle of long-lasting consumption of popular culture 

provided by mass media. This is utilized in the creative piece—with regards to the vulnerability 

of the subjects—to illustrate how prone to deception audiences are. The sale of false needs work 

to further this agenda as individuals are perceived to be unable to be happy, possessing needs that 

can only be met and satisfied through the products of capitalism.

The focal point of the piece is the spherical, planetary body—upon which there are 

mappings of segments, similar to those of continents on a globe. These continent-like portions 
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are marked with specific corporations that I feel are leaders in the new digital age, as well as in 

the constant commodification of human beings in the form of audience power. Rather than 

outrightly stating their brand names, I have slightly altered their identities, in order to pass subtle 

messages across. For example, “Netfix” instead of Netflix, to illustrate the dependency we, as a 

society, have on the leading streaming platform in our daily lives. It seems we have developed a 

relationship to our favourite TV shows and movies in a similar fashion to drug addicts and their 

substance of preference. Next to that is the well-known Nike tick, in blood-red. Conveniently, the 

section of the tick that crosses into the second panel of the diptych is dripping with blood, to 

highlight the unbearable working conditions its sweatshop employees are forced to undergo.

To its right is the Apple Inc. logo. It would be an incomplete mapping of today’s 

technologically advancing society without the inclusion of the multinational company and its 

pervasiveness in today’s society in form of mobile communication hardware and software. 

Nowadays it is so commonplace to have a mobile device (likely an iPhone), that one often has to 

explain why they do not own one. These phones are marketed in the same seductive manner as 

other social commodities, always looking forward to the next upgrade. For the final form with 

visible features towards the far right of the sphere’s face, of whose fabric is one of a multifaceted 

firm facilitating facades in a factory-fashion… “faceless.” Fair enough, the font features the 

fairly familiar ‘f,’ following my personal view of the platform. I altered the company name to 

read “faceless,” because I feel that is how the social media platform views its users—primarily as 

faceless identities, whose continuous input of free labour (via picture uploads and status updates) 

works to further fuel its intentions of selling user information to large corporations for 

advertising purposes. 
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It is a common misconception that only things can be commodities, but, in fact, any and 

every thing can be commodified today, including people. According to Dallas Smythe, 

individuals and groups of people are commodified in terms of audience power, which is a 

commodity because it commands a price as it is sold, purchased and consumed (Dolber 233). 

Given the fact that audiences provide free labour that creates advertising revenue, they have the 

power to influence the economy. Despite this free labour being an important aspect of the 

cultural economy and a major source of value to capitalist societies, it is still neglected. 

However, the corporations are well aware of this process of free labour, through statistics, such 

as the amount of time allocated by audiences to binge-watching TV series, participating in the 

use of social media by uploading content, etc. The creative piece depicts a juxtaposition between 

humans as audience commodities and the inanimate commodity of [sacks of] money.

Probably the most apparent aspect of sign exchange value is observed in the figures 

walking across the surface of the planetary body, who then transform into sacks of money on the 

second panel of the diptych. Evidently, the figures are duplicates, and it is my intention to utilize 

this effect to illustrate the notion of simulacra, put forward by Jean Baudrillard. It is in this 

representation of simulacra that we observe the nature of the digital age, consisting of copies of 

copies of copies. Looking closer at the figures, it is noticeable that their attire is somewhat 

uniform-like, having a monochromatic layout, and the camouflage backpack provides an army 

feeling, almost as if this is their duty—to wander aimlessly, entirely engrossed in their mobile 

devices, while unknowingly walking right into the media corporations’ trap of audience 

commodification. This phenomenon of a commoditized society put forward by Dallas Smythe is 

witnessed in the creative piece as the money sacks are labelled “audience” underneath the oh-so 

coveted dollar sign. 
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The advertising industry is fuelled by society’s thirst for visual satisfaction, and as a 

result of this, there is a constant inflow of images to the masses by advertising companies in a 

seductive manner. The creative piece displays this through the figures using their mobile devices. 

This barrage of images as simulacra work to detach individuals from reality, leading to the 

“death of the real,” as Jean Baudrillard puts it (151). This piece is generally surrealistic, and I 

utilize that effect to showcase the “death of the real” Jean Baudrillard discusses. Communication 

is then abstracted with the sole aim of attraction and consumption, which relates to the actual 

worth of commodities in terms of the sign exchange value (Baudrillard 154). As a result of 

further abstraction of life by digital technology, Baudrillard argues that society would inevitably 

get lost in simulations, in the sense of representations of the real world or of something whose 

reference has been lost. 

An example of this detachment from reality through the abstractions of simulations is 

witnessed in the case of a GPS navigation system. In this scenario, physical landscapes are 

translated into digital representations, thereby rendering that which is out of the GPS as non-

existent. This example is observed in the form of a visual entendre as the figures—who are 

enthralled by their mobile devices—resemble individuals attempting to navigate through an 

unfamiliar territory. Evidently, their lack of awareness regarding the reality of the arena in which 

they find themselves ultimately leads them to becoming commodified goods and services, in 

form of audience power.

Expanding on the parallel between surrealism and the “death of the real,” this creative 

piece, utilizing the theme, also functions to highlight the the subtle messages and agendas behind 

large corporations. Employing Baudrillard’s concept of the sign exchange value attributed to 

commodities, the diptych exemplifies this phenomenon in a juxtaposition of various 
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multinationals and subtle messages implied. Again, in true surrealist-fashion, the buildings in the 

Toronto skyline are vertically inverted, to imply the disorder within the apparent harmony of the 

media industry. In addition, I carefully inserted specific company logos on to the buildings to 

symbolize product placement—a phenomenon extremely widespread in the advertising industry. 

This occurrence is closely related to the issue of product placement examined in the documentary 

film, POM Wonderful Presents: The Greatest Movie Ever Sold, by filmmaker Morgan Spurlock, 

as well as the role and importance of branding discussed in Dallas Smythe’s study “On the 

Audience Commodity and its Work.”

From the far left to right, the featured corporations comprise of: TD Canada Trust—one 

of the nation’s largest commercial banking companies, which permeates our daily lives as a 

result of the advent of internet banking with such ease of accessibility; Rogers—a major 

telecommunications service provider in Canada, with an extensive presence in the nation’s 

media; Nike—the American multinational involved in the design, manufacturing and sales of 

footwear, apparel, amongst others, on a global scale; Sony Corporation—the Japanese 

conglomerate engaged in the production of electronics, gaming and entertainment services; 

McDonald’s—the American fast food franchise, whose reach to the global population is of 

undeniable magnitude; and lastly, the technology giants of today’s digital age, Apple Inc. These 

corporations are very influential in today’s advancing market, and undoubtedly have some sort of 

hand in various aspects of the mass population’s daily life. 

Probably the most distinguishable structure among the skyline is the CN Tower, which is 

one of the great attractions of Canada, as it is an extremely tall communications and observation 

tower located in downtown Toronto. It is likely agreeable that it is a remarkable piece of 

architecture, but the food served at its 360 Restaurant is somewhat overpriced. In as much as the 
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experience of having a meal in a revolving restaurant with panoramic views sounds exhilarating, 

it would be much more reasonable if it offered better quality food with larger portions, in order 

to match the pricing. This scenario is reflective of the primary theme of this piece, sign exchange 

value. Here, Baudrillard discusses the process of administering value to commodities from the 

production stage to consumption. He highlights the notion that a commodity’s cost is based on its 

use value in combination with its exchange value, but in recent times, sign exchange value has 

been added to the equation among the use and exchange values. He also suggests that we, as a 

society, have become lost in the sign exchange value of things, rather than a commodity’s actual, 

substantial utility in daily life (Baudrillard 154). 

This focus on imagery is related to the notions of seduction and “the good life” discussed 

by Jean Baudrillard and Lauren Berlant, respectively. It is also associated with Henrik Hagtvedt 

and Vanessa M. Patrick’s study on art infusion, which examines the influence of visual art on the 

perception and evaluation of consumer products. Here, they suggest that influential marketing 

practitioners are aware of the power of art to influence audience and consumer perceptions, and 

that this influence is not contingent on the content of the particular artwork, but rather on the 

common nuances of luxury associated with visual art (Hagtvedt and Patrick 379).

On the second panel of the diptych, I maintain the effect of transformation in terms of 

sign exchange value visibly through the demarcation between both panels. The first panel 

represents the apparent nature of our current capitalist society, while the second panel is a 

depiction of the concealed reality of the industries. These contrasting properties are observed in 

the panels’ respective tones, components, and underlying interpretations. Similarly to the 

transformation from individuals to audience money sacks, the skyline on the side of the second 

panel consists of polar representations of the apparent nature. Here, I inserted chimney-like 
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figures to the top of one of the buildings, emitting harmful smoke into the atmosphere. This 

works to illustrate the nature of capitalist corporations, such as McDonald’s, Apple and Sony, in 

reference to their often unethical procedures. Next to the building emitting fumes is one with a 

sign on it, depicting the very popular “I WANT YOU” image that was used to recruit soldiers 

into the US Army, but this version reads “CONSUME”—which I believe could be the slogan for 

modern day capitalism. The system is based on continuous consumption of often false needs, and 

it usually operates on a subconscious level, rather than physical coercion. It is this subconscious 

manipulation that led me to include the last sign, which reads “OBEY,” and features the skull-

faced alien figure from the movie 1988 film, They Live, by John Carpenter.

Imagery is undeniably paramount to the advertising industry, and this visual 

communication is vital for the conveyance of ideas and information. The eyes are arguably the 

primary sensory organs and it is nearly impossible not to have an internal or subconscious 

reaction—as seemingly insignificant as it may be—to a perceived image. This connects to Harry 

Jamieson’s analysis of communication through imagery, in terms of appearance and information. 

He discusses the significance of perception, suggesting that it is the “inter-face where the 

individual makes contact with the world via the senses” and that visual illusions play a part in 

representations in the form of mental images (Jamieson 13).

The study by Ann Marie Barry based on neurological research provides scientific and 

medical evidence to the manner in which the human brain receives information, obtains meaning 

from it, and eventually makes use of it. Her investigation suggests that the interaction between 

audiences and the visual communication of advertising is based on emotion, and that an 

individual’s response to visual imagery is not necessarily going to be conscious or logical (Barry 

45). Utilizing this wide variety of sources based on advertising and visual communication, I 
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equip my painting with references to the increasingly pervasive nature of the advertising 

industry, as well as the subconscious human responses to imagery.

I incorporated a few more elements to further illustrate the reality of the media and 

technology industries and its unspoken agendas. Following the surreal theme of the piece, a ride-

side-up helicopter is observed hovering above/underneath the city skyline. On the second panel, 

the helicopter is juxtaposed with a flock of birds in flight. This works to showcase the aspiration 

of humankind to dominate, control and emulate nature. The other elements I use to represent this 

yearning of humankind are the surveillance cameras at both top corners of the diptych. In this 

scenario, it speaks on the issue of spying and unethical surveillance of the population, via various 

avenues of facilitation. On the second panel, the lens of the surveillance camera is altered to 

depict and eye, similar to the ‘Big Brother’ phenomenon, and because the camera is situated 

above the birds, this works to portray humans’ never-ending craving to be like God.

In conclusion, this creative piece works to examine the nature of advertising, in terms of 

audience commodification, sign exchange value, and visual imagery. It highlights the reality of 

capitalist corporations and their concealed agendas, with regards to subconscious manipulation 

and free labour. The piece aims to illustrate how the continuous advancements in digital 

technology can be beneficial to the society economically, but highly detrimental to the individual 

mentally.
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