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This paper aims at exploring the semiotic relevance of architecture in building a bank’s brand identity.
It establishes architectural discourse as a sign-system that produces symbolic capital within the wider
framework of the identity-building process. The shift from ethics to aesthetics, from functional, utilitarian
retail venues, to glossy design interiors, has recently emerged in the financial community. New design
concepts of retail banking are currently being tested to accompany innovative initiatives in the area of
consumer marketing. In the finance sector, where symbolic capital ranks as a critical reputation asset,
architecture increasingly conveys corporate values and takes part in institutional myth-making.

By presenting an analysis of architectural semiotics, the paper argues that the multi-sensory
(visual-sonic-olfactory-tactile) congruity of architectural narratives generates denoted and connoted
meaning. An empirical illustration of Société Générale’s branch on the Champs-Elysées shows how
architectural discourse establishes idiosyncratic brand identity. As the semiotic exploration of
architecture remains significantly under-represented in the marketing semiotic literature, the paper
seeks to open a new territory in this emerging field.
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In the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008, the banking sector has been affected by major image
losses and client attrition. In addition, the rapid expansion of online banks and the provision of financial
services by non-financial institutions have transformed profoundly this hyper-competitive marketplace. It
has therefore become paramount for banking institutions to reconsider the priorities of their marketing
strategy for the retail sector by creating new structures of client interfaces and innovative touch-points.
Many institutions have completely overhauled their brick-and-mortar branches to project a more
modern corporate image in conformity with contemporary urban lifestyles. In many cases, architecture
is embedded in the larger scope of an integrated marketing discourse, including PR efforts, above-the-
line advertising, and sponsorship.

In this new corporate discursive mode the strategic use of architecture engenders a
“phenomenology of capital” (Martin, 2010, p. xvii), whereby the corporation transforms the use value of
architecture into aesthetic and symbolic value. And yet, architecture is usually not part of the marketing
practitioner's or scholar’s toolbox (Schroeder, 2002, p. 91). Jons Messedat notes that “it is surprising
that, despite significant investment and given the diverse possibilities of employing architecture as a
central element of the communication of a company and brand contents, it is not used efficiently. The
long-term cultural and emotional added value that can be achieved here is not appropriately reflected
in economic calculations” (Messedat, 2005, p. 15). In marketing scholarship, architecture is mostly
investigated as a sales tool based on Kotler's concept of “atmospherics” (Kotler, 1973, p. 50) or the
concept of “servicescape” (Bitner, 1992), which both seek to maximize immediate impact on

purchasing decisions. The “psychological, cultural and consumer values” (Schroeder, 2002, p. 91) of
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space design rarely appear in the marketing literature, despite their persuasive branding power in the

age of consumption as spectacle.

Considered as a signifying entity, architectural discourse is semantically coded (Dreyer, 2009, 2008,
2003, Hammad, 2006, 2002, Larsen, 2002, Gottdiener, 1995, Bettetini, 1986, Jencks, 1977, Eco, 1968)
and generates long-term cultural value in an integrated system (Dorfles, 1971, p. 94). Sonesson (1989,
2011, 2013) has shown that the iconic sign is essentially motivated. Eco (1988) interprets architectural
language as a coded text that denotes a specific function and connotes symbolic meaning. He
emphasizes the functional and social contents of architecture, while arguing that architecture cannot be
decoded as a simple sign. The decoding process of architectural expression encompasses various
facets of semiotic production and therefore implies a multi-layered sign-network. Eco identifies three
main architectural codes: the technical codes (concerning the structural components of architectural
forms), the syntactic codes (covering the typological codes and the spatial articulation of forms) and
the semantic codes (linking the sign-vehicles in architecture to their denotative and connotative
meanings) (Eco, 1988, p. 181).

The intertwined articulation of these codes calls for a poly-semiosis of architectural discourse, as
“the specificity of a signifying system is not [...] defined solely by the specificity of the codes, but also
by the form in which those codes are articulated; that is to say, the combination of codes may be
specific, although the codes themselves may or may not be specific to the system in question” (Metz,
1969). With intrinsic variables such as symmetry or asymmetry, scale, rhythm, proportion, chromatic
and formal properties, contrast, dimension, horizontality and verticality, open and closed space,
materials, topography, style, functionality, etc. providing interpretive cues (Eco, 1972), the performance
of architectural discourse dynamically results from the relationship between the variables and the
actors who occupy these spaces (Semprini, 1996, p. 19).

Visual semiotics imply the subject’s physical presence in space by exploring the interaction
between the body and the environment, the spatial effects on movement, perception and overall
Raumempfindung (Larsen, 2002, 1991, Certeau, 1990, Johnson, 1987, Gibson, 1968). Architectural
semiosis therefore is twofold: perceived as the surface plane of a building’s fagade, it is decoded as a
visual sign that Sonesson considers to have greater rhetorical power than verbal language: “[...]
rhetoric is more immediately present in pictures and other iconic signs than in verbal language. It is the
nature of the iconic sign to posit at the same time its own resemblance and dissimilitude with respect
to its object [...] the sign creates an expectation of identity [...]” (Sonesson, 2013, p. 10). If buildings
express meaning and give certain messages (Conway and Roenisch, 1994, p. 21), their functioning as
semiotic sign systems is profoundly humane within the context of urban culture.

However, architecture also generates a spatiotemporal symbiosis, in which the sentient subject
experiences space from within, as “we experience [...] architecture through our embodied existence

and identification” (Pallasmaa, 2009). This sensory perception of four dimensions provides a unique

International Journal of Marketing Semiotics 2014, Vol.ll



space/time experience that fully engages the subject with the brand. Zevi sums up this “moment of
architecture” as “the moment in which we, with everything in us that is physical and spiritual, and,
above all, human, enter and experience the spaces [...]"” (Zevi, 1974, p. 60). Architecture delivers a
dynamic field of direct physical involvement that operates on all four dimensions: “There is a physical
and dynamic element in grasping and evoking the fourth dimension through one’s own movement
through space. Not even motion pictures [...] possess that mainspring of complete and voluntary
participation, that consciousness of free movement, which we feel in the direct experience of space.
Whenever a complete experience of space is to be realized, we must be included, we must feel
ourselves part and measure of the architectural organism [...]" (Zevi, 1974, pp. 59-60).

The taxonomy of architectural discourse within the realm of the visual arts therefore does not
adequately reflect the entire communicative potential of topological properties. The sensory,
phenomenological access to the medium transcends the purely optical apprehension. The generation
of a specific atmosphere through shape, colour, materials, structure, but also sound, light, ergonomics,
and smell, afford architecture a holistic status. Contrary to other forms of visual marketing, such as
packaging, product design, and advertising layout, architecture captures consumers as sentient beings,
as it is a kinetic art that is perceived by movement (Vasarely quoted in Heidingsfelder, 2009). The
architectural object of semiotics constitutes a sign system that functions within a specific corporate and
social culture (Nadin, 1990, p. 423).

The synthetic space perception of a bank branch rests on the projection of legible signs that
identify the venue: security equipment, ATM walls, bank-tellers, safe deposit boxes, cheque deposit
machines, etc. They constitute the denotative cues of the traditional narrative model of retail banking
and form the cognitive map in this autopoetic ecosystem. The typified architectural discourse locates
the institution within a culturally recognized referent system (Nisbet, 1990, p. 8).

Moreover, the iconic and spatial plasticity of architecture serve as a privileged means of image-
building, catering to the contemporary propensity for individualism, immateriality and the imaginary
(Semprini, 2005, p. 42), while setting the stage for social interaction. This ‘aesthetic reflexivity’ (Lash
and Urry, 1994, p. 5) of multimodal space perception situates architectural discourse at the core of the
new consumer experience in an aesthetic economy. Norberg-Schulz points out: “How then is this
stability compatible with the dynamics of change? First of all we may point out that any place ought to
have the capacity of receiving different ‘contents’, naturally within certain limits. A place which is only
fitted for one purpose would soon become useless [....] To protect and conserve the genius /oci in fact
means to concretize its essence in ever new historical contexts” (Norberg-Schulz, 1996, p. 422).

Thus, to avert the obsolescence of traditional brick-and-mortar venues, retail banking needs to be
reconceptualised and filled with new content. The sole purpose of providing financial services no longer
suffices to establish competitive value in a hypercompetitive marketing environment. Aesthetic space
experience contributes to building symbolic and cultural value while accruing long-term reputation
capital and goodwill for stakeholders (Bargenda, 2013, 2014). Banks seek to obtain cultural legitimacy
in addition to commercial legitimacy (Ries and Ries, 2002) in order to meet the expectations of

consumers. As metaphorical expressions of “brand culture” (Schroeder, 2007; Schroeder & Salzer-
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Mérling, 2006), architectural narratives represent the “metaphoric image of the dominant powers”

(Rykwert, 2008, p. 374), and therefore must be adapted to a changing historical context.

The performance of a semiotic analysis seeks to demonstrate how the new aesthetic elements
generate identity-building values in the “kitchen of meaning” (Barthes, 1988). Plastic signs are based
on lines, colours and texture (Klinkenberg, 1996, p. 379). The architecture of Société Générale’s
branch in Paris, substantially redesigned in 2014, exemplifies the attempt to build symbolic capital,
while creating an integrated network of branches by means of a unified graphic design pattern.
Conceived by architects Philippe Roux and Piotr Paciorek in 2012, and considered as an
experimental pilot-project for future space strategies, the overhaul of the flagship branch on 91,
Champs-Elysées, which opened in 1880, paradigmatically aligns the bank with previous architectural
projects. In fact, throughout its institutional history, the bank has positioned itself at the forefront of
innovation by readily adopting technological progress to ensure the optimal equipment of its facilities.
The bank’s historic headquarters, as well as its high-rise buildings at La Défense create differentiated
architectural value with regard to its competitors. Similarly, the latest innovations in experiential

marketing are tested for their communicative relevance at the Champs-Elysées branch.

Upon entering the building, a delicate smell of cut grass conveys a sense of freshness to the client.
However, rather than functioning merely as a pleasant air freshener, this olfactory sign also connotes
the candour and innocence of country life, thus seeking to re-establish a down-to-earth, trustworthy

and solid identity.

The trust-building factor also prevails in the ergonomics of space design. In fact, the almost organic,
sinuous fluidity of the space conception creates a perfect harmony with natural body movements,
thereby greatly facilitating orientation. In the main lobby, the entire space unfolds in a 180 degree
perspective, affording the client control over the entire venue. The intense orange-coloured, futuristic,

asymmetrical space design is made accessible by a new and clear signage system.
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