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Visualising the past for the future: a social semiotic reading of
urban heritage
Joar Skrede a and Bengt Andersenb

aHeritage & Society, Norwegian Institute for Cultural Heritage Research, Oslo, Norway; bOslo Metropolitan
University, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Peterson, Norway, was a former cellulose factory that is in the
process of being transformed into new usage. A landmark at the
premises is the “digester,” a high-rise steel structure used to
make cellulose before the factory closed in 2012. The digester is
now facing an uncertain material future, but this does not keep it
from being represented and remembered in different ways.
Peterson is also known for its elephant logo, which has been
resemiotised from a signboard into a three-dimensional elephant
sculpture in blank steel. As we will demonstrate, this and other
uses of semiotic resources may be viewed as part of a
transformative process that indicates looking forward into a post-
industrial society where communication is more important than
cellulose production. However, as we will demonstrate, this
interpretation does not necessarily match the intention of the
sign producer.
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Introduction

Many industrial landscapes are being transformed for new usage in today’s post-industrial
economies. Urban entrepreneurs seek to create unique senses of places and, as part of
this goal, cities are, “increasingly semiotised and mediatised” (Järlehed 2021, 7).
However, different people have different feelings about the best ways to reconcile indus-
trial heritage (Edensor 2005, 3), as it may “afford” different things to different people
(Gibson 1986).

There is a long history of scholars discussing people’s attachment to landscapes and
places (Duncan and Duncan 2004; Skrede and Andersen 2019, 2021; Casey 1997; Feld
and Basso 1996). Grubbauer (2014, 336–337) noted that urban scholars have been con-
cerned with architecture as representations to demonstrate that there exist multiple
and contested readings of architecture. However, architects, designers, and planners
may also use complex “sociosemiotic strategies” to direct users’ interpretation in
specific directions for social, cultural, and political purposes, as Nanni and Bellentani
(2018, 379) have demonstrated with reference to Fascist architecture and city planning
under the Mussolini regime.
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There is a growing body of literature investigating the social semiotic dimension of heri-
tage. Abousnnouga and Machin (2011, 2013) have analysed the “language” of several
British war memorials, and Krzyżanowska (2016) have analysed how we can “read”
counter-monuments in urban spaces. She demonstrates howwe can interpret Stolpersteine,
or stumbling blocks, installed in urban pavements to commemorate the victims of National
Socialism, and especially the Holocaust. Waterton has analysed English heritage custodian-
ship brochures by means of concepts from Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), and demon-
strated how a series of images of heritage sites are able to evoke a sense of “similarity”
rather than difference, and assert the monumental, grand, and national above the local
and regional (Waterton 2010). Visual representations are able to construe specific “sights
of sites” (Waterton and Watson 2014, 5); however, it is important to note that deploying
certain semiotic resources does not suffice to convey specific meanings, as semiotic
resources carry a variety of meaning potentials (cf. Nanni and Bellentani 2018, 381–382).

Two decades ago, Scollon and Scollon (2003) coined the term “geosemiotics,” which
refers to the importance of researching the semiotic aspects of space and place by scruti-
nising the social meaning of signs in the material world (Aiello 2021, 138). We have
attempted something similar in this paper by drawing on a social semiotic approach to
meaning-making and analysing both two- and three-dimensional representations of
urban industrial heritage. We start by presenting our empirical case followed by a descrip-
tion of our methods. Thereafter, we carry out a social semiotic inspired reading of two visu-
alisations of industrial heritage and analyse the so-called Peterson elephant(s) – one
signboard and one sculpture. We then demonstrate that our reading of the latter differs
from the intentions of the commissioner and the artist, before concluding the paper.

Case presentation

Peterson was a former cellulose factory in Moss, a midsized city in south-eastern Norway.
It was established in 1883 and produced paper until it went bankrupt in 2012. On cold
winter days, the factory covered the cityscape in white smoke. The oldest physical
remains of industry stem from Moss’s ironworks, which operated on the Peterson pre-
mises before it became a place of cellulose production. Several structures have been
demolished whilst others have been adapted and reused for new purposes. Höegh Prop-
erty, the owner and developer of the premises, is in the process of constructing several
new apartment blocks and their goal is to build a brand-new city district at the former
industrial site. Once completed, this urban regeneration will lead to more than 2000
new homes, as well as businesses, offices, shops, restaurants, and various cultural and rec-
reational services (Skrede and Andersen 2021; Swensen and Skrede 2018, 12).

One of the most peculiar remaining structures is the digester (Figure 1), the main com-
ponent in the process of making cellulose. The digester was installed in 1971, and it stands
out in the cityscape due to its height of almost 70 metres. The digester is famous for the
smell it produced while “boiling” chemical pulp; a smell so famous that the expression “the
smell of Moss” is known all over Norway. However, the fate of the digester has come into
question because Höegh Property does not know what to do with it. Preservation pro-
cedures need to occur for it to remain standing, but the developer is not willing to
carry the cost alone. Höegh Property has said that they are willing to pay a “fair share”
for the digester’s preservation if other actors, such as the municipality, residents’
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associations, benefactors, or sponsors, would do the same. Thus far, this strategy has been
unsuccessful, and the digester’s fate remains uncertain (Skrede and Andersen 2021).

At present, we do not know whether the digested will be preserved, adaptively reused,
dismantled, and/or recycled. The outcome of large-scale transformations of urban land-
scapes involving planners, policymakers, private developers, heritage workers, engaged
residents, and the media can most likely be accurately determined only in retrospect
(also Andersen, Ander, and Skrede 2020). However, this does not mean that the digester
has not already been represented, reimagined, and resemiotised for different purposes.
The same is true for the (locally) famous Peterson elephant logo. After the factory
closed, the logo is still used to market different cultural activities in the city, and the ele-
phant is a cherished symbol for many citizens of Moss (Holsvik 2019). We will return to the
digester and the elephant logo after outlining our research strategies.

Methods

Wehave been inspired by a social semiotic approach to analyse both two- and three-dimen-
sional representations. Social semiotics is a theory of language and communication that is
interested in the many available choices that sign producers can make between semiotic
resources (Ledin and Machin 2020, 15). The aim is to explore different ideas, moods, atti-
tudes, modalities, values, and identities that can be signified through these resources
(Abousnnouga and Machin 2011, 178). In our upcoming case study, it is the visual that is
prominent. Since no visual representation can fully represent a case, we may ask what
and who have been omitted in terms of people, actions, settings, backgrounds, contexts,
etc. (also Grubbauer 2014). Visualisations also typically add, foreground or subordinate

Figure 1. The digester. © Joar Skrede.
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elements, and we may ask how this affects the meaning potential (Skrede and Andersen
2020, 4; Abousnnouga and Machin 2011). We may also look for several “modality cues”
(Hodge and Kress 1988, 128). Modality concerns the “perceived reality” of a representation.
It is not aboutwhether a given proposition (representation) is “true,” but ratherwhether it is
represented as true (Ravelli and Van Leeuwen 2018, 277–288). Kress and van Leeuwen
(2006, 154–174) originally defined eight forms of modality in images, including contextua-
lisation of backgrounds (on a scale ranging from fully articulated to the absence of a back-
ground) and seven other modality cues.1 However, it is important to emphasise that this
approach is not a formalist one that will always produce the same “correct” reading. Mean-
ings are not frozen and fixed things to be extracted and decoded by analysts. Social semio-
tics cannot assume that texts produce exactly the meanings and effects that their authors
intended; rather, it is the struggle over these meanings that is studied (Hodge and Kress
1988, 12; Skrede and Andersen 2020, 4).

In addition to the social semiotic reading of two- and three-dimensional represen-
tations, one of the authors interviewed the artist behind the sculpture “The elephant
and Moss” to learn more about the process of commissioning and producing artworks.
He also interviewed a focus group made up of three locals to examine how they inter-
preted the ongoing urban regeneration project at the former industrial premises.

Heritage as representation

Language is a resource that can be exchanged for other symbolic or material resources (cf.
Bourdieu 1986; Järlehed 2021, 6) and vice versa. Heritage, for example, is not only about
objects; it is also about visual, textual, and other forms of representation. One of our inter-
viewees argued that the politicians and property developers are now trying to “brand”
Moss in new ways, and they found this to be neglectful of what Moss is or has been.
We will return to this after providing some examples of how heritage is visualised in
different ways for different purposes.

Envisioning the future
The local heritage management office in Moss commissioned a visualisation to demon-
strate the potential of reusing the digester. It is a somewhat ghostlike urban scenery
with dark clouds just waiting to pour rain and evokes the paintings of Joseph
M. W. Turner (Figure 2). Several modality markers are “less than real” while others are
“more than real” according to the naturalistic standard. People and cars, for example,
are rather detailed while buildings and the landscape are less detailed. This is a choice
of semiotic resources that combines naturalistic and sensory coding orientations that
may evoke both an intellectual and an emotional reading (Machin 2007, 48–57; Kress
and van Leeuwen 2006, 160–163). The background is decontextualised and there are
no details that specify the location, although we know that it is Moss due to the presence
of the digester. Dependent on the viewer, we may say that the landscape indicates some-
thing other-worldly, almost a Gotham City-like urban scenery that is not part of our
present. The particular use of semiotic resources may be read as an illustration of an
adventurous cityscape from the future. The digester is given an ochre colour that
blends into the cityscape, which is quite different from its chrome-like appearance in
real life. The street is rather darkly lit, a modality trait that directs attention toward the
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digester. A grey shadow is added to the cylindrical form to blend it into the colour palette
of the adjacent buildings. If cities are to compete with each other for visitors, investors,
and capital, they must achieve a “fine mixture of distinction and recognition” (Järlehed
2021, 2). This cityscape is made unique by the presence of the digester. The strategic
use of heritage, which is achieved by choosing certain semiotic resources, makes the
urban scenery distinguishable and evokes a sense of “hereness” as opposed to “same-
ness.” If we imagine removing the digester, the street would become more vernacular,
more like other cityscapes. It is therefore evident that the digester adds to the landscape’s
“value of difference” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, 152–153).

The viewer is placed rather low, a semiotic choice that is often metaphorically associ-
ated with power (Machin 2007, 113). This angle gives the digester a salient position. The
scene would probably evoke different feelings if, for example, the viewer instead looked
down at the digester from one of the adjacent high-rise buildings. Furthermore, the diag-
onal main street, the cars and the snapshots of people both with and without bicycles
work as “vectors” indicating action and movement (see also Zieba 2020, 14). This is not
a static representation of a cityscape; it is a place where people are interacting both
socially and professionally. Yet, there are no one dining at outdoor restaurants or
people walking with prams. We may assume that their inclusion could have distorted
the somewhat dramatic and adventurous atmosphere, as this is not a real cityscape
(see also Grubbauer 2014, 347), but a visualisation of how it could be.

Through the window on the fourth floor of the building on the right, we see a woman
and a man communicating. A similar scene is taking place on the roof balcony of the grey
three-story building to the left. This may indicate that communication, not cellulose pro-
duction, is the new economy. Depicting people communicating face-to-face is also a
generic representation that can typically be found by searching for “conversation” or
“communication” on international image banks like Getty Images. This visualisation
may be read as a confirmation of western economies becoming more centred around
thoughts and ideas, rather than producing paper.

An entrance of an apartment building
As noted, the former industrial premises will, when completed, contain several apartment
buildings in addition to different businesses and social and cultural facilities. At the

Figure 2. A vision of a potential future including the digester. © Lala Tøyen/Tegmark.
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entrance of one of the first finished structures is a large, processed photograph of the
digester on a wall across from the staircase (Figure 3). Here, two adjacent structures are
added to the right of the digester, “Fimpen” and “Massetårnet.” Both were also used in
the process of making cellulose but were demolished prior to the creation of the visual-
isation. Despite this, the sign producer chose to include them. We may assume that the
“artistic” quality could have been reduced without the presence of these structures.
Additionally, the colour saturation is decreased and made “less than real.” This modality
cue may evoke something romantic, eternal, or timeless (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006).
The background is decontextualised. Although we understand that this is the former
industrial site in Moss, the representation evokes a sense of general industrial structures.
The level of detail is lower than the naturalistic standard, and the reflection of sunlight
creates a somewhat mystic impression. Although the picture is from the factory’s operat-
ing years, there is no sign of actual production – no lorries, no workers with signal-
coloured helmets, no emission of industrial toxic waste from the cellulose production,
and no indication of indigence. The illustration somewhat recalls Berger’s (2020, 1)
remark about “silencing” labour. The steel structure, still standing on the premises just
outside the entrance hall, is “resemiotisised” into a timeless two-dimensional artwork
recalling middle-class consumption and the aesthetical “habitus” of the residents (cf.
Bourdieu 1984). References to working-class life are subordinated and made implicit.

Figure 3. A processed photograph from an entrance hall. © André Sørling.
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The visualisationmay be read as an example of the “aestheticization of industrial heritage”
(Uhl 2021, 7), as well as a display of altered power relations that occur in many post-indus-
trial societies (Datta and Odendaal 2019; McDonogh 2011).

Contextualising the social semiotic reading

Skyscrapers are “the iconography of the city” whether as singular buildings, like the
Empire State Building, or as structural urban ensembles like the Manhattan skyline
(Specht 2013, 51). Though it has a similar iconic elongated shape, we may wonder if
the digester, as an instance of working-class heritage, is simply not “beautiful” enough
to be preserved as an object (see e.g. Smith 2020b). Generally, we can distinguish
between the factual status of a city and its imaginary or representational status. In
terms of city branding, particular attention is often given to cities’ imaginary status
(Klein and Rumpfhuber 2013, 79). The digester, in a resemiotisised shape, is correspond-
ingly used to brand the new city district. However, resemiotisation is not just a concept
meant to trace how semiotics translate from one mode to another. It is just as important
to ask why these semiotic modes are mobilised to do certain things at certain times
(Iedema 2000, 2003). In the case of Moss, it is evident that the digester is being used to
attract potential buyers and investors with the value of being on historic ground. Simul-
taneously, the visualisation subordinates and glosses over the (real) process that will
eventually decide the digester’s fate.

As mentioned, a visualisation cannot include everything, making it relevant to ask what
has been foregrounded, subordinated, added, or removed. Fairclough (2003) has demon-
strated how we can do this with reference to texts, and we shall briefly discuss one
example before relating it to Moss:

Finest grade cigar tobaccos from around the world are selected for Hamlet. Choice leaves,
harvested by hand, are dried, fermented and carefully conditioned. Then the artistry of our
blenders creates this unique mild, cool, smooth smoking cigar. (Fairclough 2003, 136)

Several social actions are represented in the above quotation (selection, harvesting, and
drying) as are the objects that the social practice relates to (tobacco, leaves, and cigars).
The persons are only partially included (our blenders), but the persons who select, harvest,
dry, ferment, and condition the tobacco leaves are excluded (Fairclough 2003, 136). There
are no “real” local tobacco farmers represented in the quote. How is the harvesting carried
out? Is it done by hand or by farmers using machines? Is the blending done in a factory or
not? (Abousnnouga and Machin 2013, 26). Furthermore, there is no sense of time or place
in the quote. Fairclough (2003) has suggested how the event could have been rep-
resented: “As noon approached, Pedro began vigorously cutting leaves at the southern
edge of the field which he knew the overseer would inspect first and most thoroughly”
(Fairclough 2003, 137). Here, we have a sense of both time and place and, in contrast
with the abstract “blenders” category, we are introduced to “Pedro” and the “overseer,”
and we understand that a power dynamic exists between them. In the latter quote, we
can easily identify one of the foundations of today’s capitalism; businesses in relatively
wealthy countries producing their goods and services in countries with low wages and
poor working conditions. Thus, it is not unsurprising that marketing professionals rep-
resent cigars and other commodities in a way that excludes social and material
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connections to production because they need to construct a positive image of the
product (Fairclough 2003, 137).

It may seem somewhat peculiar that Höegh Property, similarly to Fairclough’s tobacco
example, has chosen to remove all signs of production in the visualisation of the digester
in the entrance hall. In the interdisciplinary scholarship in Heritage Studies, several scho-
lars have claimed that labour-heritage has been “silenced” at the expense of other narra-
tives (Berger 2020, 1; Smith 2020a, 128; Waterton and Smith 2010; Waterton, Smith, and
Campbell 2006). However, it is important to stress that the social environment at Peterson
from the 1970s onward was reported by former workers to be good, partly due to the
presence of automation, meaning that there was less gruelling physical work (Grønna
2014; Holsvik 2015). Höegh Property has still chosen to visualise the digester without
offering a sense of how a normal working day really was, with 24-hour operation in
periods. As previously mentioned, epistemic modality is not about “truth” but rather
about what is represented as real (Ravelli and Van Leeuwen 2018, 187). Höegh Property
has said that they would like to remove the digester but that they would be willing to split
the bill if someone else also contributed economic resources toward the restoration and
adaptive reuse of the industrial structure. Thus, the value of the physical object is perhaps
less than the value of its visual representation, as the symbolic value of living on historic
ground may be imparted semiotically without preserving the three-dimensional physical
object. However, several previous workers stated that they need something to “attach”
their memories to, meaning that they want to preserve the digester as a material structure
in order to more easily memorialise their time at the “Cellulose,” as the workers often
called the factory (Skrede and Andersen 2021).

The Peterson elephant(s)

Aiello (2021) referred to the concept of geosemiotics as developed by Scollon and Scollon
(2003), who argued that language is not the only focus in discursive and semiotic
approaches to space and place by stressing the importance of the social meaning of
the material placement of signs (Aiello 2021, 138). However, placement is not the only
important factor; materials, shapes, sizes, angles, and so on also have meaning potentials,
as they provide different affordances that may evoke different experiential associations
(Abousnnouga and Machin 2013; Ledin and Machin 2020, 157–165). This is also true for
the elephant(s) in Moss, which we will now turn to.

The “original” elephant

The digester is not the only important symbol for the people of Moss. The Peterson ele-
phant used to sit atop of one of the industrial buildings, the upper part of which has since
been demolished (Figure 4). The original elephant was in the form of a neon-coloured
logo. The elephant’s trunk, feet, and tail were shaped in a way that spelled out “Moss”
and it held a log, alluding to the most important raw material for producing paper–
wood. The design was also chosen to connote strength and cohesion among the employ-
ees, as the elephant is known for being a powerful animal with significant stamina
(Grønna 2014).
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In an interview conducted by one of the authors, the interviewees said that they found
it sad that the elephant was just “thrown away in a corner.” It had, quite literally, lost its
elevated status. The elephant is no longer visible in the landscape like it was when it was
installed on top of the former industrial building (Figure 5). This comment may be inter-
preted as a reaction to the “downgrading” of the elephant’s previous symbolic status.
Apparently, the developer has treated the elephant logo as no longer deserving of
being prominently displayed. It has instead become an “anomaly” or a “matter out of
place” (cf. Douglas 2005; Campkin 2013). However, a former operator at Peterson
suggested that the elephant ought to be mounted at the top of the digester, thereby
restoring its elevated position. In that way, it could be a visible symbol of the industrial
past (Grønna 2020). Anyone visiting Moss could then see where the famous “smell of
Moss” came from. “Up”will often (but not always) be better than “down.” During the inter-
view, the interviewees said that they found the placement of the elephant logo to be
“careless” and “disrespectful.” This illustrates that vertical relations are “real” in terms of
the associations they may carry.

Figure 4. The “original” Peterson logo atop of a roof. © Jappe Eriksson.

Figure 5. The “original” Peterson elephant “thrown away” in a corner. © Joar Skrede.
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Parallel to the “symbolic downgrading” of the original elephant logo, Höegh Property, in
collaboration with the “Trust for the Behoof of Moss,” commissioned a new elephant; a
three-dimensional sculpture entitled “The elephant and Moss” (Figure 6). It is made of
acid-resistant blank and shiny steel and is about the size of a real elephant. It is placed
behind a preserved administration building at Peterson on a greenfield next to a kindergar-
ten called “The elephant.”What follows is our own social semiotic analysis of the elephant,
and then an examination of the commissioners’ and artist’s intention for the sculpture.

A social semiotic reading of the “steel” elephant

What meaning potentials are evoked by choosing different semiotic resources? The shiny
steel elephant may connote a sense of something modern. Macdonald (2021, n.p.) argues
that steel has been described as a sign or expression of Modernity, partly because it is an
essential component in modern products such as engines, radiators, and oil tanks.
However, in Japan steel can also be used to “express traditional (…) sensibilities” (Kido,
Cywinski, and Kawaguchi 2020, 63). This demonstrates that materials may have quite
different meaning potentials (Abousnnouga and Machin 2013, 131). Employing signs
does not guarantee that users will interpret them in the similar way, or as expected by
the sign producer(s) (Nanni and Bellentani 2018, 382). This depends on the specific inter-
pretative community in a specific social and cultural context. At a former industrial site
such as Peterson; however, it is reasonable to assume that many will read steel as an
expression of something modern.

Bright surfaces are capable of reflecting light and shine and brightness may be associ-
ated with positive feelings, in contrast to muted, darker shades, as reflected in the verbal
metaphor: “I am feeling bright today” (Abousnnouga and Machin 2013, 51). We may ask
how the meaning potential would have changed if the sign producer had chosen a
different material. Shiny steel may be associated with something luxurious, scientific,
and technological, but steel may also evoke a sense of something industrial and
different from materials moulded and carved by hand, like marble (Abousnnouga and
Machin 2013, 48). The fact that the sculpture was placed outside a kindergarten will prob-
ably contribute to frequent visits by children. We can imagine that they will find pleasure
in examining themselves on the shiny surface, which creates an interpersonal relation.

Figure 6. The sculpture “The elephant and Moss” by Linda Bakke. © Joar Skrede.
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We previously examined how the digester was resemiotised from a three-dimensional
object with some elements being removed whilst others are added. We can also see that
this elephant sculpture no longer carries the wooden log with its trunk, as it did in the
original Peterson logo. The elephant has put down the log, potentially symbolising that
Peterson’s industrial period is a bygone chapter. The original elephant is resemiotised
from a blue neon logo into a shiny elephant in blank steel. The main point of identifying
resemiotisations goes beyond just describing how different modes are transformed and
materialised in different ways. It is also important is to ask why something is resemiotised
and what it means in terms of its altered meaning potentials (Iedema 2000, 2003). The
elephant’s knee joint may be read as a “vector” indicating movement. It is almost as if
the elephant is saying: “It is now time to move on.” Heritage is clearly important to
Höegh Property, but visual representations thereof are just as important. The property
developer maintained the use of the elephant as a brand, although it has not achieved
the same elevated status as its predecessor did in the factory’s operating days.
However, it is not only Höegh Property that uses the elephant as a brand and symbol
of industrial history. At a playground not far from the steel elephant, it has been resemio-
tised into a small-scale elephant made of pine (Figure 7). Its size means that it can be
climbed and that children can sit on it; it has a different affordance than the steel elephant
(Gibson 1986). However, although it can be assumed that the wooden elephant is popular
among children, it would probably not brand Höegh Property in the same way that the
shiny steel elephant does.

Nobody can anticipate exactly how a specific combination of semiotic resources will be
interpreted. Every communicative event may also include implicit meaning, whether
acknowledged or not, and we must consider the unintended consequences (and

Figure 7. A small elephant made of pine. © Joar Skrede.
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readings) of visual representations. We cannot expect that a social semiotic toolkit always
will provide the same answers. In an interview, van Leeuwen explained that he received
daily questions from both students and professors regarding the “correct” reading of a
specific semiotic example. He said:

I wonder whether I created a monster. That happens when I get to see work of people who
think that Reading Images is a kind of machine: you put images in and then something called
analysis comes out of the other end. Or when people think that there is just one exactly right
answer to every question. (…) That bothers me. (…). I try to explain that my ideas are just
made by me, why I made them that way, and that they are not some kind of objective
truth. (Andersen et al. 2015, 110, emphasis in original)

Hodge and Kress (1988, 12) have offered a similar argument, indicating that traditional
semiotics likes to assume that meaning(s) “were frozen and fixed in the text itself, to be
extracted and decoded by the analyst by reference to a coding system that is impersonal
and neutral.” This is not in accordance with a social semiotic approach to meaning-
making. It is therefore interesting to talk to the sign producers to gain additional knowl-
edge whether the object in question is a text, an image, or an elephant made of shiny
steel.

An interview with the artist

Commissioning an artwork that will be placed in a public space can be intricate and time-
consuming; many voices are normally involved in the decision-making (Abousnnouga
and Machin 2011, 192–193; 2013, 77–100). This was different in Moss because the sculp-
ture is on private property and was financed by private capital. No competition took place
beforehand, and the commission was given directly to the artist. In an interview with the
artist on 17 March 2021, one of the authors asked if she could explain the process that led
to the sculpture a bit. She stated that the commissioners wanted a “magnificent speci-
men” of an elephant in shiny steel. Initially, Höegh Property wanted something that
was built on the original elephant, but the sculpture took a rounder shape throughout
the process. They said that they still wanted the elephant to hold the log with its
trunk; however, it soon became evident that this could be difficult for technical
reasons. It could cause situations where people climbed on the log and onto the top of
the sculpture, leading to risks of falling. It was eventually decided that the log should
not be carried by the trunk and should instead be integrated into the sculpture in
another way. After trying various placements, the artist suggested laying the log on the
ground in front of the elephant. She told the commissioners that this could evoke a meta-
phor of a closed industrial chapter and they decided that this was a good solution.

In our analysis, we suggested that it was probably Höegh Property that decided that
the elephant should lay down the log, which was incorrect. In fact, it was a combination
of technical and security reasons that led to the decision, and it was the artist that
suggested laying the log in front of the elephant, not the commissioners. She saw, as
we did, that this could evoke a post-industrial symbolism that could confirm that the
old industrial era is a bygone as we look forward toward new and exciting possibilities.
This demonstrates that contextualising a social semiotic reading may bring along new
and interesting knowledge. Additionally, one of the authors indicated his belief that
the placement of the elephant next to the kindergarten made it popular among children.
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The artist could not comment on that because she had not observed the usage of the
sculpture in everyday life. However, she had seen children looking at themselves and
interacting with the sculpture Seed, which is placed outside a school in Oslo and is
made of the same shiny steel (Figure 8). The artist also explained that the placement of
the elephant was somewhat incidental. Initially, the idea was that it should be placed
at another location on the industrial premises, but it finally ended up next to the kinder-
garten due to various considerations. Thus, the placement was not an act to entice chil-
dren and their parents to view the commissioners as benefactors. The elephant ended up
where it is today simply by chance.

In our social semiotic reading, we implied that blank steel may be viewed as modern
and positive while shiny steel may be associated with something technological and lux-
urious, different from a material moulded by hand, like a sculpture made of marble
(Abousnnouga and Machin 2013, 48). The artist shared these associations, saying:
“Marble provides an ‘antique’ feeling.” She added that the material is “warm” and
easy to work with while steel is “cold.” Yet, she said that the main reason for choosing
steel was not symbolic but rather pragmatic: “Steel is almost maintenance-free, and
scratches are hardly visible. The material lasts almost forever, and it is easy to maintain.”
This demonstrates that a solely symbolic interpretation of the material may miss the
fact that the commissioner may have considered pragmatic and economic elements
as well.

Figure 8. The sculpture “Seed” by Linda Bakke. © Linda Bakke/Trond A. Isaksen.
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The artist also explained that creating sculptures like the elephant in Moss demands a
lot of handcrafting. Masters like Michelangelo and Bernini were not the only ones to
mould their sculptures in laborious and time-consuming ways. The elephant in Moss
was first given shape through clay and fibreglass models. Thereafter, the production
team made a puzzle of small pieces of steel that were welded together before the sculp-
ture was polished. Joints become invisible, which contributes to the sculpture’s industrial
feeling. The artist said that the artisanal dimension is just as present in this type of sculp-
ture as in marble, which is easier to work with. Here, we are witnessing an inversion of the
example of the tobacco farmers. The tobacco producers wanted to evoke a sense of hand-
crafting, and this impression may have been weakened by rendering visible the industrial
and impersonal conditions of production (Abousnnouga and Machin 2013, 26; Fairclough
2003, 137). The opposite is true in the case of the new Peterson elephant; the laborious
and time-consuming work is kept secret from the audience to evoke a sense of technol-
ogy andmodern progress. This demonstrates that the idea is not always to display manual
labour, even if craftsmanship is a vital part of the work. This depends on the experimental
associations that the sign producers may want to induce.

Concluding discussion

Thus far, Höegh Property has not succeeded in getting others to pay for a share of the
digester’s preservation. This can be assumed to be due to the challenge of getting
someone to invest in other people’s private property without gaining something. This
would be unappealing to anyone but (well-off) philanthropists. However, this has not pre-
vented the digester from being used semiotically in different ways, both in attempts to
save it and for the purpose of selling apartments. The case of the digester demonstrates
that heritage is a multifarious phenomenon that contains both tangible and intangible
dimensions (Skrede and Andersen 2021; Skrede and Hølleland 2018). The digester
exists as an object and is visualised for different purposes, most pertinently to “brand”
the new urban district (cf. Grubbauer 2014, 349).

The elephant is also used to brand Höegh Property. In our analysis, we implied that it
was the commissioners that wanted the log to be laid in front of the elephant. After speak-
ing to the artist, we found this interpretation to be wrong. This demonstrates that a con-
textualisation of a social semiotic reading may bring forth new and interesting
knowledge; however, does that mean that an analysis without a conversation with sign
producers loses its value? An artwork, whether it is a painting, a novel, a piece of
music, or a sculpture shaped like an elephant, exists independently of any social semiotic
reading thereof. In the classical essay The Death of the Author, Barthes (2008) argued that it
is possible to read and interpret a written text without considering the author’s life, taste,
or personal inclinations. This is analogous to the New Criticism literary movement, where
literature is seen as a self-contained aesthetical object that can be read and analysed
without contextualising it. This view has been criticised for being a somewhat naïve con-
ception of an “innocent” reader and an “autonomous” work, since a text is always read in
the light of other texts (Bourdieu 1994, 113; Culler 1981, 13). An artwork can be inter-
preted without knowing anything about the intentions of the sign producer; however,
talking to the creator may bring forth new and interesting knowledge about what he
or she intended. Uncovering a gap between artists’ or commissioners’ intentions and
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users’ interpretations (cf. Nanni and Bellentani 2018, 383) – the latter group here includes
the authors of this paper – demonstrates the fruitfulness of talking to the artist(s). Heri-
tage is often used strategically for different purposes; however, our case study has
demonstrated that the shape and placement of an object, for example, a sculpture of
an elephant, might also be (partly) pragmatic and by chance. At the very least, awareness
of this topic can help us avoid ascribing objectives to people or companies, which was
demonstrated by our interview with the artist behind the “steel” elephant.

Future directions

In a previous study of “spectacular architecture” in the Norwegian capital by Andersen
and Røe (2017), they interviewed the architects about their role and strategies, but
they did not discuss the working conditions of the workers constructing the high-rise
buildings in question. Correspondingly, in this paper, we have talked to the artist
behind the elephant but did not talk to the craftspeople involved in producing the sculp-
ture. This could have provided valuable knowledge of the social, cultural, physical, politi-
cal, and economic conditions of urban artworks that may add to the semiotic analysis.

Furthermore, in this paper, we prioritised to study the Moss case in (some) depth as we
did not have empirical data or funding to do comparison; however, we see a potential in
comparing Moss with similar cases in Norway, Europe, or elsewhere in future projects.
Comparative analyses of other uses of symbols for the creation of urban landmarks
could have strengthened our arguments and provided interesting knowledge of the
semiotics of industrial heritage in both different and similar contexts.

Note

1. The other seven modality cues are colour saturation; colour differentiation; colour modu-
lation; representation of detail; depth; illumination; brightness (cf. Kress and van Leeuwen
2021, 160–162).
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