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Narrative: Characteristics, Construction, Codes
and Conventions to convey meaning

The analysis of meaning within media products is a fundamental skill for all students of VCE Media.
Alongside Media Production, the reading and understanding of already existing Media products helps
students become critical thinkers and evaluators of Media products, and will assist them in the development
of their own work.

Like in other art forms, media creators aim to instill meaning, messages and ideas within their products.
Whether a television series or twitter message, there is a necessity when, creating content within these
products and forms to ensure a message of some sort can be delivere understood by the intended
audience. Therefore, the connection between creator and audience is S when discussing meaning within
media products. Even more so, how creators engage audiences to hel municate meaning is an area that
media students must be able to work with. There are many co dia creators aim to
communicate meaning to their audience. Think of this as a toolbox with ans and methods of
instilling ideas and messages to audiences throughout their pr@elucts.

Media Narratives and audiences
As it appears in Units 1, 2 and

Narrative is the fundamental building block o i Think of narrative as the ways in which
a story progresses from begi T i . Narratives have existed in the world
for generations — the telling o P r meaning embedded within it. As children we

s are built on enticing the audience through various
tion as well as set off an emotional reaction within
he same way as narratives in written literature — a

arratives, whether media or literature, are designed to help
|deas thoughts and values into its audience. Most media creators of
narratives perspective or point of view they aim to communicate, and will use the

concept of a narrative to

As part of your studies i ia, it is essential to have a firm grasp on how narratives are crafted for specific
audiences, and the generated from these. Even more so, it is important to be aware of the role of
the audience in constructing and interpreting media narratives — who is the intended audience, what do they
know and expect of the narrative being consumed? How might this impact on the meanings being created or
generated? Narratives are built with an audience in mind — their background, lifestyle, likes and dislikes help
a creator mould a specific narrative together which hopefully will entice them into engaging with and
reading the narrative.
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Review Questions

1. Explain a storyline from a book or film you’ve recently seen and what the creator intended for the
audience to understand (about a topic, theme, issue in the world?)

2. How do you believe the creator generated
they used in their work.

ing? ider words, phrases, structures, images that
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3. Who was the intended audience of one media narrative you consumed this year? Explain the ways the
creator shaped their work to help this audience connect with the narrative (consider storyline type, use of
imagery, codes, conventions, use of stereotypes).

4. Identify and explain how one code or
develop meaning within the narrative.

product you've studied was used to help
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The Language and tools of Media Narratives: Codes, Denotation and
Connotation

As it appears in Units 1 and 2

Like written literature narratives, media narratives have their own language and ‘toolkit’ to help construct
and access the meaning within them. This language is shared and understood by the media creators and
audiences across media forms. Film, television, radio, magazines, advertisements, the internet all share a
common understanding of this language. In many cases the language is form specific (for instance, visual
media such as film will have a specific language that is different from audig media — yet they also share
some similarities). It is through the audience’s regular consumption of the dia forms that they come to
understand what certain words, phrases, images, etc. ‘mean’ and the i and meanings behind them. For
media creators, the act of them consuming media on a regular basis al es them the insight into what sort
of language or ‘tools’ are necessary to create works for audiences.

Media codes are the official term for the tools that media nstructing meaning within
media products. The term code originates from the idea of a i tion of an

idea (think of Morse code — it is a language designed [ edia codes
function as a communication tool because within eag i e audience has
learnt and understood, over time, as a result of exg ms and the use of the
code within society. The audience learns the cod e same way as they

learn their first language — through const 3 ntext when deciphering

Technical codes are technolo i [ elp to communicate a certain meaning.
These can include:

e Camera use
up), used tc
chosen, there ¥

at a high angle (looking down), low angle (looking
lose up). Depending on what camera position is
ese, which are context specific (meaning it depends
il help determine meaning).

ou hear? What are the qualities of the sound? Music and soundtracks in

nd messages, and when applied to a visual medium, can further develop

ages themselves.

tent been manipulated? Why has some content been manipulated to look
differently th inal? Again, think of the meanings aimed to be generated from this choice.

e Text — what c of text type is being used? What words or phrases are written? What might be the
reason for this? Consider intended meanings.

e Setting — where does the action take place? What might this setting imply about the characters who
inhabit it?

that meaning within
e Editing — how has

Symbolic codes are often symbols, or images or objects, that can be understood which also instill ideas
and thoughts. Unlike technical codes, symbolic codes are not necessarily just media related tools, but are
often used and understood within societies and cultures overall as a code of communication. Examples
can be:
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e Colour — we grow up with the knowledge that colours have a meaning behind them (black is evil, red
is romance). These qualities of a meaning are also utilised within media products to help develop
meaning about characters, storylines, ideologies.

e Props — certain objects as they appear in a film, for instance a gun, can be a code which means
‘danger’, ‘power’, ‘or authority’. The meaning an audience will give the prop will be entirely
dependent on the context of the production (i.e. — its genre) and also what the audience thinks and
believes about the prop.

What is important to understand is that technical and symbolic codes can fit into either category. For
instance, sound is a technical aspect of a media narrative, but it also has a symbolic quality to it.

dent. We are not born
n, how do we learn this?

The ways in which an audience develops these meanings is all culturally
with the knowledge that a high angle means a character is powerless,

Every culture and society in every part of the world has codes operating 0 help the process of
communication. The types of codes usually remain the sa ttached to them change
between cultures. For instance, while in western society, th
cultures, white often symbolises death, unhappiness and mlsfo
people who live within that culture. The medi i i a means of
communication, will take these codes on board \ audience clearly
understand the ideas occurring within them.

Codes can be thought of in two distin SCUS S created within them —
denotation and connotation.

Denotation refers to the literal look of a code simply is ‘white’ — no attached meaning,
just literally ‘white’. This is a s not offer much in terms of meaning
making.

Connotation is abou
white means unhapp

nalysing codes for meaning in media products, you
are fixing a connotat Ny :

the most important analysis you need to perform,

the society Tt @riginated” fre you can then have fun deciphering multiple meanings that can
generated from

will affect different audiences in different ways. For instance, a filmmaker
nipulate music codes carefully when trying to engage and capture meaning for
an audience of 30 compared to an audience of children. Children read and interpret music in
certain ways as do adults. Adults would most likely not respond well to a film designed for them if it
contained music codes that children typically engage with. In this respect, it is fundamental that the concept
of audience is always considered when using media codes to create products, or when analysing for
meaning. It is very important to analyse meaning of codes in the context of the intended audience, not simply
audiences in general.

would need to choose an
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Review Questions

5. How has one artist you’ve researched, or whose products you’ve consumed, manipulated a code in their
works?

6. Give an example of what you believe the intended meanin
production.

jve meaning of a code. Are you bringing you own cultural interpretation to
this mean interpretation?
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As it appears in Unit 3

Like in units 1 and 2, your study of media codes is fundamental to your analysis of media products and how
meaning is created. A major change in Unit 3, is you now need to link the study of codes and meaning
making with the creation of ideologies within media narratives.

Like any other study of meaning within a narrative, the study of ideologies (beliefs, perspectives, points of
view within a product) is fundamental. Media narratives are designed to instill and demonstrate ideologies of
the society that the product is created in — so we ask ourselves - ho s an artist visually or aurally
demonstrate such an abstract concept to the audience? Whether it is i es on gender, race, technology
or politics, media creators must also use the tools of the media creat help bring these ideologies to life
it capghelp a creator comment

characters may be equal and neutral in terms of the types of
the same clothing and costume as male characters.

Analysing ideologies and how they’re created . :
understanding of the meanings attached to media € i c anding their meaning
from the viewpoint of the society that crea ! s a society usually use
the code, and what meaning would they : A , erstanding the intention of
the creator and what their thoughts are abo

8. How has one code been manipulated in on
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9. What ideological meaning can be fixed to the use of a code from another media product you've studied
this year?

R
»
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The Rules of Media product creation and meaning making: Conventions

As it appears in Units 1, 2 and 3

Like media codes, media conventions are an established and fundamental part of media narrative
construction and meaning making. Where media codes provide the means of communication through
language features, conventions have another role to play in this important process of meaning making.

Media conventions (from the word ‘conventional’) are the rules or pattern of structure applied to different
media forms and products. Think of the concept of a horror film, you will know if you’re a regular consumer
of this media that they always have a villain and victim style set of char. , they also always have the
good triumphing over evil in the narrative’s conclusion. They also three act structure in which
problems are established in the narrative’s opening, and by the resoluti order has been restored. These
patterns of character development and storyline progression are typic conventions, as they
have been applied across all horror films. This regular pattern use Clear I
product but more so, provides the means of helping an audi ppening because they’ve
‘seen it before’. Examples of conventions that are applied to i

o Character types (horror film, science fiction,
e Story principles (most modern day Holl ) P rm of having an
opening, development and resolution seque '
e Generic storyline structure (all ge
type that frames their stories)

audience will see or connect with

ry events. A general rule of thumb for any
the impetus for another event to occur later in the
uses’ which have ‘effects’ that helps the logicality

narrative is
narrative. [t

of a narrative — they contribute to their overall structure.
only exist with codes to create them. For instance, the time
d through many codes, such as the way the film is edited, through to the
0 imply flashbacks. An important skill is being able to articulate how codes
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Review Questions

10. Outline an example of a media convention from a media product you've studied this year

11. Explain the function of the convention j
intended purpose for your narrative?)

ive you’ve d this year (what was its

12. Explain how the conven was created through the use of media codes.
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Media Genre, Codes and conventions

As it appears in Units 1, 2 and 3

To best understand the application of codes and conventions to create meaning, it is worthwhile to analyse
genre. Genres can be best understood as ‘categories’ of media products — whether horror film, food
photography or fashion magazine, they are categories that contain very specific character types, storylines,
content and information that distinguish them from other categories. Genres are designed to help audiences
predict and understand what will appear in a product.

All genres will also contain very specific uses of media codes and co ons to further help develop these
dia codes used in a
specific way will develop certain meanings and communicate certain information. n applied to genres,
media codes can further aid in developing intended meani uld commonly do. For
instance, sports photography usually aims to create the idea t perhaps a
lot of injuries. To showcase this, sports photography will aIWa players in
intense action, or in positions of injury. The use of this a the audience
make sense of what sports photography is all 3 . I phy, which will

always use close ups as a code to showcase the fla

Audiences usually expect to see these ¢
good audience engagement with the pro is followed by meaning making. However,
there will be occasions when creators choos es (not follow them) that belong to a specific

a horror film will have a very generic storyline in
ut also a problem for the characters to face. The
for the victim and how they are under attack from an
e victim winning over the villain, with good triumphing

which the opening sé
narrative’s developme
external

© TSSM 2020 Page 13 of 17



Review Questions

13. Outline an example of a genre that you’ve studied this year, including the expectations of the audience
for that genre.

14. What are typical codes associated with that genre ey be manipu

15. Give an example o a genrc es or conventions has been subverted. Discuss the different
effects that might hav :

© TSSM 2020 Page 14 of 17



Media narrative characteristics and construction

As it appears in Unit 3

All media narratives, whilst sharing common features such d conventions, are also
unique in many ways. As media students, it is important to ' )
have been especially created as a unique product to entice the
rigorous process of production, whereby outside elere
product, or internal institutional factors can impa
complex factors that can shape the constructio
‘characteristics’ of the narrative.

through a
content of a
here are many
referred to as the

It is important for you to have a firm g rises your narrative, as distinct from other
narratives within that same form. For instan @ certain features of the film ‘The Dressmaker’
that distinguish it from other films of a simila it to being similar to other films of that
genre or category. To help
points to analyse the narrative:

oduce the narrative (consider the use of specific
st production — perhaps used to enhance as aspect of the

ething original/unique/interesting about these methods? For
e timed for a specific reason? Were there financial or social/cultural
distribution or exhibition?)

To do well with this area
looking outside of the sto
sources from the cre
shape your narratives.

nit 3, you must conduct a lot of background research into your narratives —
d into various aspects of the narrative’s production. Usually, consulting online
ancers and/or production team can give you tremendous insight into factors that
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Solutions to Review Questions

1. A very simple outline of a narrative storyline, which should inc
the narrative with cause effect sequence is expected. This should
need to give an overview of the main message or idea the storyline
(such as a moral about life, society, etc).

he beginning, middle and end of
ines to write. Then you
ring to the audience

technique use of literature or media produ i i i the specific use
of imagery in the novel, or the use of came ) cific to the medium

3. Intended audience must be disc i : personal beliefs, background, personality,
likes/dislikes, etc as opposed to simp ben an analysis of a product needs to occur
where you mention specific aspects P uchy as character types, storyline, themes it

deals with) and link t uction ch i he audience. There must be reference

or conventions in operation for specific media forms, such
oint of view, generic storyline. They must then comment

5. There needs to be
discussion on code
(such as the alteri
of how it func
isolation.

eference to a media product, possibly a specific scene, as part of the

ipulation. Ensure you discuss how a code has been manipulated in context
light, camera, text). You must discuss the manipulation of the code in terms
ithin a specific scene/aspect of a narrative — do not discuss the code in

6. An analysis of meaning is expected here. Firstly, you need to explain the intended meaning. Ensure
you reference the product clearly in your answer. This should be followed up with reference to the
code and how it is typically used to develop this meaning in other products of the same style/genre.
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7. This answer is twofold. Ensure you first explain a particular code you are familiar with and how it’s
often used in a media product (i.e — use of low key/shadowy lighting). This needs to be followed up
with the connotation of the code in whatever context the student chooses. You should then ensure
you discuss whether this connotation is of your own interpretation or that of another culture. Perhaps
backing this up with the use of the code in another context would make the answer stronger.

8. This is asimple question which requires the student to be familiar with the range of codes that
function within their media narratives. Ensure these are addressed correctly by name (ie — camera,
lighting, sound). Then an analysis of the technique must follow — addressing how the artist has
manipulated the technique in a specific way. No analysis of meaning is,intended — but the student
must reference how the element was manipulated in a specific scen spect of the narrative.

9. The student must first explain, with reference to a media narrati eologies that are present in the
ni d within an aspect

of the narrative. The student then needs to address connotative meaning i of ideology - they

10. An outline means giving a general descrig . i a convention is not
enough. Students should be outlining what t i it belongs to, and its
function in a narrative.

11. Taking from the question above (i.e ’s function is), the student must place this
function in context of their narrative. xample of the convention’s use within a
specific aspect of the i KIng within a specific narrative to achieve
a specific purpose. Jus i ithout context of the narrative is not enough.
Students must always i their narrative when discussing codes,

conventions 3

convention was crafted. Explicit reference to
nipulated is expected. There needs to be a clear reference
ion in operation throughout the narrative (ie —an

his example is made clear to the audience through the use of
"the student was discussing the convention of character, they
aracter is wearing certain costuming, or has certain colours applied to
All of this information must be context specific within a narrative.

13. Outlining an example=of a genre means outlining some typical examples of the storyline of the genre,
character types an hing else that helps to categorise that genre. Audience expectations need to
be explicitly d, including what the audience would expect to see, hear, understand as a result
of interacting with that genre. Reference to a media product that fits that genre would also be useful
to back up the analysis you are making of the genre.

14. The discussion here should focus on specific types of codes used in a certain genre that are different
to other genres — for instance, use of camera and sound for horror film as opposed to sound and
costume for musicals. The student should be quite discerning in their identification of particular
codes that suit a certain genre. Students then need to address the typical ways these are manipulated
in ways consistent with other products of that genre. le — horror films use shadows and low key
lighting.
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