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Abstract: 

The phenomenon of intertextuality is recurrent not only in literature, but it is also important in 

other fields such as advertising because it makes both the advertisement and the product more 

attractive for consumers. One of the most remarkable ways in which intertextuality is put into 

practice is through fairy tales. Since human life began, stories surrounded by magic, with fairy 

godmothers and magical objects have been told from generation to generation. These stories 

have been part of our teachings and values, which we still have nowadays, and have been 

transferred to different fields such as advertising. To analyse fairy tales’ intertextuality is a very 

interesting topic because these stories continue to play an important role in the lives of adults, 

teenagers, and children. In this degree final project, we will research fairy tales’ intertextuality 

in print advertising. We will study the effect of this intertextuality on the interpretation of 

advertisements and Relevance Theory will help us to explain the effects that are produced in 

the interpretive process.  

Keywords: advertising, fairy tales, intertextuality, Relevance Theory 

Resumen: 

 

El fenómeno de la intertextualidad no es solo recurrente en la literatura, sino que también es 

importante en otros campos como la publicidad porque hace que tanto el anuncio como el 

producto sean más atractivos para los consumidores. Una de las formas más notables en la que 

la intertextualidad se pone en práctica es a través de los cuentos de hadas. Desde que comenzó 

la vida humana, historias rodeadas de magia, con hadas madrinas y objetos mágicos se han 

contado de generación en generación. Estas historias han formado parte de nuestras enseñanzas 

y nuestros valores que aún hoy día conservamos, y que han sido transferidos a diversos campos 

como la publicidad. Analizar la intertextualidad de los cuentos de hadas en la publicidad es un 

tema muy interesante porque estas historias siguen jugando un papel importante en la vida de 

los adultos, en la vida de los adolescentes, y en la de los niños. En este trabajo de final de grado 

estudiaremos la intertextualidad de los cuentos de hadas en publicidad impresa. Estudiaremos 

el efecto de esta intertextualidad en la interpretación de los anuncios y la Teoría de la 

Relevancia nos ayudará a explicar los efectos que se producen en el proceso interpretativo.  

 

Palabras Clave: publicidad, cuentos de hadas, intertextualidad, Teoría de la Relevancia 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

As a kid I spent my days reading fairy tales because I loved to immerse myself in their 

magical worlds, thus, fairy tales have a very special place in my life. Nowadays, although time 

has passed, when I see any reference to these fairy tales, I find it exciting. For this reason, I did 

want to introduce fairy tales in my degree final project and one of the most interesting ways to 

do it was to focus on fairy tales and intertextuality in advertising. Fairy tales have been used in 

various fields as TV series or films, and advertising is one of these fields in which the usage of 

fairy tales is highly effective thanks to the emotional ties between consumers and the stories 

that accompanied us as children. When we see an advertisement, we are not fully aware of all 

the work done by advertisers to create an ad which draws the consumer’s attention. These 

advertisements are not mere images to advertise a product but rather they go beyond and have 

an interesting background and context to explore. Furthermore, as the advertising phenomenon 

has become increasingly important nowadays due to technological advances, this has generated 

in us, as consumers, a deep interest to know how advertising works. That is why we have 

established three research questions which we will try to solve in order to achieve a satisfactory 

answer to our interest in how advertising works:  

 

1) How is intertextuality constructed in the advertisements?  

2) How does fairy tales’ intertextuality contribute to the interpretative process? 

3) How does Relevance Theory help us to explain how ads are interpreted?  

 

 In order to do so, we will develop our analysis along the lines proposed by Relevance 

Theory (Sperber & Wilson 1986, 1995), a theory that explains communication from an 

inferential and cognitive point of view, and which can shed light on how we process 

advertisements and why we process them that way. Moreover, we will review some articles on 

the topics, such as Tanaka (1994), Conradie (2012), or Xu and Zhou (2013).  

 

This degree final project is divided into 8 sections, and it is organised in the following 

way: section 2 is divided into three parts and in the first part we introduce the concept of 

intertextuality; in the second, we talk about how intertextuality is used in advertising and in the 

third, we talk about the importance of the usage of fairy tales in advertising. In section 3, we 

will revise Relevance Theory highlighting the context and its formation, and in the second part 

we will talk about why advertising can be seen under the Relevance Theory, and we will review 



4 

some articles on it. Later, in section 4, we will have the Methodology, in section 5, the Practical 

Analysis, in which we will analyse a corpus of printed ads under the light of the theories and 

perspectives that we saw in section 2 and 3. In section 6, we will present our conclusions. In 

section 7 we include the References and finally, in section 8, the Annex with all the analysed 

advertisements can be found.  

 

2. INTERTEXTUALITY 

2.1 What is Intertextuality? 

It would be impossible to establish a specific date in which the phenomenon of 

intertextuality appeared. Already in the advanced society of Ancient Greece flourished the 

notorious philosophers and poets, whose legacies are still the basis of our contemporary culture. 

In fact, at that Ancient Greece, there were already references to what it is known today as 

intertextuality: Plato claimed that poets copied earlier texts, Aristotle defended that people 

learn through imitation and that this practise was innate, and Socratic dialogues influenced 

Bakhtin’s work (Worton & Still, 1990). 

Saussure (2011) defended that linguistics was a science and questioned himself the 

systematic characteristics of language and the linguistic sign, which he divided it into two, the 

signified (concept) and the signifier (sound-image). This is seen as one of the points of 

departure for intertextuality as the linguistic sign is non-referential, but it is a combination of 

both signified and signifier. Another relevant figure who sowed the seeds of the concept was 

Bakhtin (1981). While Kristeva was in her home Bulgaria, she developed a deep interest in 

Bakhtinian theories and proposals, and she wrote that “Bakhtin was one of the first to replace 

the static hewing out of texts with a model where literary structure does not simply exist but is 

generated in relation to another structure” (Kristeva, 1986: 35-36). The Bakhtinian famous 

terms such as heteroglossia1 and dialogism2 are seen as other points of departure for 

intertextuality as these dialogues, which are dependent upon themselves, are not only the 

speakerʼs voice, but the voices of all his/her previous influences. 

 
1 The existence of a great number of different voices in the narrative because of the existence of characters who 

belong to diverse social classes without an established language (Bakhtin, 1981). 
2 In which a speaker in a text was first hearer, and consequently, these previous influences as hearer are seen in 

his/her dialogues (Bakhtin, 1981). 
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But in the 60s, Kristeva introduced the world of intertextuality and named it this way. 

The concept happened in the context of transition between French semiotics and structuralism 

and its posterior change to poststructuralism. Therefore, intertextuality became one of the 

central issues in postmodernism becoming a relevant object of study not only in linguistics, but 

also in Discourse Studies, pragmatics, and other fields. The word intertextuality was first 

mentioned when she wrote that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is 

the absorption and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality replaces that of 

intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double” (Kristeva, 1986: 37). Kristeva 

explained that a text, which is named intertext, cannot be only formed by words from a 

dictionary, but there are also fragments of other texts. When it mentions intersubjectivity, it 

refers to Bakhtinian dialogism, that is to say, the relation between people’s consciousness 

through discourses, dialogues, or fragments. Kristeva (1986) claimed that the significance of a 

text is transmitted thanks to the participation of previous or future texts. She only focused on 

literature, and she said that when we read something, we are also reading works of 

contemporary or past authors.  

 

Other authors have written about intertextuality and have named it differently. 

Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to consider that there is a consensus regarding the meaning 

of intertextuality, because since it was mentioned for the first time, it has generated debates 

and controversy. As a result, diverse approaches, studies, and versions about its meaning, about 

what its usage is for, and its relevance have been carried out. Martínez Alfaro (1996: 268) said 

that the deep interest towards this theory has caused “[a] progressive dissolution of the text as 

a coherent and self-contained unit of meaning, which has led, in turn, to a shift of emphasis 

from the individual text to the way in which texts relate to one another”. 

 

It would be difficult as well as exhausting to collect all the diverse theories, but for a 

clear vision of the term, we have chosen some theories that will state different positions. For 

Allen (2000: 2), the concept of intertextuality is controversial as well as unclear, indeed he 

wrote that:  

Intertextuality, one of the central ideas in contemporary literary theory, is not a transparent term 

and so, despite its confident utilization by many theorists and critics, cannot be evoked in an 

uncomplicated manner. Such a term is in danger of meaning nothing more than whatever each 

particular critic wishes it to mean. 
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Similar to this proposal, Plett (1991: 3) claimed that “currently, ‘intertextuality’ is a 

fashionable term, but almost everybody who uses it understands it somewhat differently”. In 

addition, to justify his words, Plett (1991: 3) claimed that these who agree with intertextuality 

are divided into the “progressives” and “traditionalists” and opposed to them, the “anti-

intertextualists”. This confirms that there exist diverse postures and interpretations, with which 

scholars may agree or not, and that despite the ceaseless attempts to establish a common theory, 

they do not find a common point. 

 

On the contrary, Bazerman (2004: 84) stated that “the relation each text has to the texts 

surrounding it, we call intertextuality”. Baldick (2001: 128) defined intertextuality as “a term 

coined by Julia Kristeva to designate the various relationships that a given *TEXT may have 

with other texts”. Another notorious contribution to this theory was done by Genette (1997), 

who used Kristevaʼs idea of intertextuality to include it as part of his transtextuality3. The first 

subgroup is intertextuality, about which he wrote: 

For my part I define it, no doubt in a more restrictive sense, as a relationship of copresence 

between two texts or among several texts: that is to say, eidetically and typically as the actual 

presence of one text within another. (Genette, 1997: 1-2) 

Etymologically, the word intertextuality is formed by the Latin prefix, Inter, whose 

meaning is “reciprocally,” “between” or “mutual,” and the word textuality. To talk about this 

latter concept, we will briefly revise what De Beaugrande and Dressler (1981) wrote. They 

explained that for a text to be communicative, it should fulfil seven standards of textuality4. 

According to De Beaugrande and Dressler (1981), textuality is what makes a text be a text 

because it provides the text a meaning. The seventh standard of textuality is intertextuality, and 

intertextuality is, as its own name indicates, and taking into account the definitions provided 

by the different authors, the relation within texts, and this relation can be explicit or implicit. 

This sophisticated concept means that the text may be like a net, in which two or more texts 

are interrelated, and “analyzing those connections help us understand the meaning of the text 

more deeply” (Bazerman, 2004: 83).  

 
3 For Genette (1997), every transtextual reference is hypertextual and he stated that there are two types of texts: 

hypotext and the hypertext, which is created thanks to the basis text, and which is called intertext. He named the 

relation between texts transtextuality, and divided it into five subgroups: intertextuality, paratextuality, what is 

outside the text, that is to say, epigraphs, or footnotes, metatextuality, the commentaries on texts about others, and 

architextuality, which is the title page and so on. To a fuller account see Genette (1997). 
4 The seven standards according to De Beaugrande and Dressler are: referring to the text, cohesion, and coherence. 

Intentionality and acceptability focus on the interlocutors and situationality, informativity and intertextuality on 

the placement of the text. For an extended account see De Beaugrande and Dressler (1981). 
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Intertextuality theory defends that a text does not exist as itself. It is not a “hermetic or 

self-sufficient whole, and so does not function as a closed system” (Worton & Still, 1990: 1). 

The text is constructed on the basis of otherness because it is dependent upon others and the 

transformation and repetition of them (Martínez Alfaro, 1996: 268). When we read a text, we 

are witnesses to the echo of other authors’ voices, that is to say, every word, every phrase, and 

even every idea that we have and think is new, has already been created. Barthes (1989) wrote 

about a similar idea in “The Death of the Author”. In this article, the author, who claims to be 

the owner of a book, a photograph, a painting, and so forth, disappears. This is related to the 

intertextuality phenomenon of Kristeva since according to Barthes when a certain piece of work 

is created, it is the manifestation of other previously and pre-existing texts. Furthermore, 

Barthes wrote that it is important to know the interpretations of the readers/viewers because 

the author must die in order to provide his/her piece of work meaning that it is different for 

each reader depending on our assumptions and contexts. 

 

Furthermore, Genette (1997: 1-2) considered the intertextual relations explicit or literal 

and for him intertextuality is composed by the allusion, plagiarism, and quotation. Cintra 

Torres (2015) also divided intertextual references into explicit and implicit. Baldick (2001: 

128) claimed that “intertextual relationships include anagram, *ALLUSION, adaptation, 

translation, *PARODY, *PASTICHE, imitation, and other kinds of transformation”.  

 

Intertextuality, then, is something crucial not only to understanding literature but life in 

general. It has been proved that it can be seen in diverse fields such as art or cinema. Some 

examples can be found in literature as in Ulysses (1922) and Homer’s Odyssey, and Wide 

Sargasso Sea (1966) and Jane Eyre (1847); in music videos as in Thank you, next (2018), by 

Ariana Grande, or in Fancy (2014) by Iggy Azalea, in series such as The Simpsons (1989-); in 

cinema (as in Marvelʼs films, or in Pixar); in art (Da Vinciʼs Mona Lisa and Picassoʼs); in 

digital culture, for instance, in memes5 that are quite famous in social media, and also in 

advertising, which will be investigated in the rest of this work. 

 

 

 

 
5 For a fuller account see Wiggins (2019). 
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2.2 Intertextuality in Advertising 

For Woods (2006) and Ali and Aslam (2016) advertising is a tool for communication 

whose main purpose is to lead the interest of the audience to a specific product. Cintra Torres 

(2015, Identifying the Functions of Intertextuality in Advertising section: para. 1) proposed a 

clear definition of advertising as  

A message with very concrete intentions; professionals prepare that message in a way to achieve 

those intentions. It aims primarily at getting the attention of the reader or viewer, at promoting 

products and services, and at inviting him or her to buy them.  

In our modern and capitalist world, and especially through the last decades, when 

technology and the media have acquired an important influence on people, this postmodern era 

has brought with itself a rise in consumerism, and consequently, in advertisements. Authors 

such as Cook (2001: 1)6 stated that “in contemporary society, advertising is everywhere”, and 

Rivas Rea (2017: 1) claimed that “the advent of the digital age has increasingly intensified our 

exposure to advertising messages and promotional communications”.  

Nevertheless, the stifling advertising that we are now used to was not always this way. 

There was a time in which the amenities such as the media, television, or internet that we enjoy 

nowadays and bring us closer to the products, did not exist. However, advertising has always 

existed in diverse forms. Since the beginning of the barter system — or, we may even say since 

the beginning of life itself, —when the only way to inform about a product was by oral 

communication, companies and creators devised diverse ways to draw the attention of clients. 

They evolved from that oral tradition and figured out new forms to communicate such as 

banners, journals, and posters, which were great forms to publish their ads and lure in 

consumers. Later, the creation of TV marked a milestone, and advertising became more 

common. Nevertheless, that new revolutionary invention was very expensive, and many people 

could not afford it, so, in addition to television, the “old” instruments were also used. 

Afterwards, the internet came into people’s lives bringing with itself social networks, 

webpages, apps whose maintenance depends on the money that companies pay them for adding 

advertisements in them. Witnessing the success and the increased sales that these advances 

brought, brands began to pay increasingly exorbitant sums of money to have their ads 

 
6 Cook (2001) analysed the language of advertising, but also its connection with other elements such as music or 

pictures and also with the audience and the context of communication. 
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everywhere and advertising as we know it today started. Therefore, if in the past consumers 

were able to see and recognise these ads, nowadays, with the constant rise of the digital formats, 

we are constantly exposed to them, we experience them in different forms, and “we are 

unwillingly bombarded by it” (Rivas Rea, 2017: 1). 

This advertising blitz has as principal purposes to draw the viewer’s attention with an 

ad that makes the product desirable and unforgettable, and to create a need in the consumer. 

Nevertheless, the creation of ads is not as simple as it may seem; it has a background of 

thorough investigation, and it must follow certain patterns or rules. For instance, in advertising 

brevity and clarity are valued so they must convey the message directly and concisely. Mainly, 

advertising agents do not have much time or space to express and develop what they want. 

Therefore, they must find the perfect balance and combination of all elements in a video, an 

image, or whichever formats. In order to achieve these objectives, they use a wide range of 

marketing strategies, which go from music, slogans, characters (if any), colour range to 

language.  

Jiménez Marín and Elías Zambrano (2013) claimed that companies try to find a way to 

connect with the audience since they are conscious about the guaranteed success that 

empathising with the consumer implies. Thus, they play with what they call the “imaginario 

colectivo” (Jiménez Marín & Elías Zambrano, 2013: 159) and the feelings when they make us 

identify with ads, and consequently, with products. Since we are born, we acquire knowledge 

that is accumulated in our consciousness, and that becomes in what we will call our comfort 

zone, in Jiménez Marín and Elías Zambrano (2013: 159) “imaginario colectivo” or as it appears 

in Cintra Torres (2015, Introduction section: para. 6) “imaginary museum”. Advertising 

designers take advantage of the stored knowledge and portray it in their creations, manipulating 

our individual and collective identities, our memories, our culture, and our knowledge. 

This intelligent and conscious marketing strategy attracts people’s attention as 

audiences feel more comfortable when they already know what they see, and what is being 

interpreted. The best technique for achieving it is intertextuality and many authors have written 

about it. For instance, Cintra Torres (2015, Identifying the Functions of Intertextuality in 

Advertising section: para. 1) said that “to achieve these intentions, advertising uses 

intertextuality as one of its tools. The use of works of art is one among many other types of 

items in the “imaginary museum” available to advertisers. Popular culture is another, [...]”. Ali 

and Aslam (2016: 143) supported this idea as well and they claimed that “intertextuality [...] 
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helps in interpreting the meaning of the advertisement”. Furthermore, Nemčoková (2014, 

Multigeneric intertextuality section) stated that “intertextuality is frequently used in advertising 

to produce a range of effects on the audience” and she wrote that “specifically, the phenomenon 

of other genres being represented in the genre of advertising is referred to as multigeneric 

intertextuality”.  

Furthermore, intertextuality is not only limited to a certain aspect of the advertisement, 

but it can be seen in several of them, for instance, in elements such as music, slogans, costumes, 

or characters. The references can be to a wide range of elements, for instance, to films, 

literature, and so forth. Some examples of these varied intertextuality can be seen  in the 

beautiful and emotional Chanel Nº5 perfume ad titled “Le Film” (2004), with references to 

Moulin Rouge (2001) and Roman Holiday (1953)7; another example is in the ad of pastry 

brand’s Qé!, which represents the film Twilight (2008) but with an ironic point of view8, and 

another example can be the Chanel Nº5 short film “Le Loup” (1998), with clear references to 

the tale Little Red Riding Hood9. 

Advertising can have both verbal and visual aspects. One of the most remarkable 

authors that wrote about it was Forceville (1996), who explained that there is an important 

difference between the word and the image. For the former there are many instruments to 

interpret it such as the language, but for the latter, there are no instruments (Forceville, 1996). 

To understand the language we have dictionaries, grammar and we can even share the same 

language, but to analyse an image there are no dictionaries, nor grammar (Forceville, 1996). 

With the increase in the importance of visual elements due to technological development, the 

image has acquired a fundamental role in advertising. Although the linguistic message used to 

anchor the image, now it is the other way around: it is the image that has the power and as we 

do not have any guidelines to follow when interpreting these ads, we have a certain freedom in 

these interpretations (Forceville, 1996). 

Intertextuality can also be classified into explicit or implicit, the first are the references 

that help to understand the context and that are clear for everyone to see, and the implicit ones 

 
7 Directed by Baz Luhrmann and starring Nicole Kidman. This ad has clear references to the musical Moulin 

Rouge (both film and ad share the same principal actress) and the film Roman Holiday. 

https://youtu.be/0hcaaKhGL00 
8  They created an ad with references to Twilight (2008) and its slogan was: Qé! Muerdes?  https://youtu.be/K-

C9KBd8rUg 
9  Directed by Luc Besson and starring Estella Warren and its reference is to Little Red Riding Hood. 

https://youtu.be/-0XVX-AHUbg  

https://youtu.be/0hcaaKhGL00
https://youtu.be/K-C9KBd8rUg
https://youtu.be/K-C9KBd8rUg
https://youtu.be/-0XVX-AHUbg
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are those that provide the audience more pleasure because they are not so obvious, and they 

need to identify them (Cintra Torres, 2015). The more explicit a reference is, the easier it is to 

grasp and understand, but sometimes it is much more interesting, noteworthy, and innovative 

simply to give clues that prompt the audience to guess. An aura of mystery and surprise works 

in favour of advertisers and advertisements because the audience does not usually stop until 

they guess what they are seeing.  

Cintra Torres (2015) proposed six functions of intertextuality in advertising and his 

point of view is very interesting: 1) if fulfils the phatic function as it calls the attention of the 

audience, 2) it reinforces the poetic function in the ad, 3) the appropriation of the aesthetic 

value of the work of art, 4) and the prestige and authority of it, 5) the hide of the advertising 

nature of the message, and 6) it augments the audience’s pleasure when he/she recognises the 

references. We coincide with what he develops, however, we consider that there are three main 

ones, which are interrelated, and represent a positive side of this technique. First, in most cases, 

intertextuality makes the ad more prestigious, and visually attractive, so this aesthetic is used 

to bring pleasure and satisfaction to the public thus this could satisfy the poetic function. 

Second, through the reshaping of the previous texts, memory is stimulated, and customers are 

capable of identifying both explicit and implicit references. Third, thanks to this technique in 

which our memories and interests are evoked, people are mainly inclined to desire the object 

and are tied to the product simply because they recognise the reference and for them it is more 

familiar. The functions achieved in advertising, according to Cintra Torres (2015), are the 

phatic and the poetic, but for us, the emotive one plays a fundamental role since advertising 

tries to make us feel something, to feel connected to the product, as well as to be identified. 

Intertextuality in advertising has become a central issue, and there exists a wide range 

of diversity in its studies but mainly, something that these articles may have in common is that 

all of them focus on how intertextuality is used and how audiences are affected by ads and how 

they interpret them.  We have revised some articles and we have classified them into four 

categories: Jiménez Marín and Elías Zambrano (2013) adopted a semiotic perspective to study 

the role of cinema intertextuality in advertising campaigns (Volkswägen ads) and they analysed 

elements such as the slogan, characters, and so forth. From the Discourse Analysis approach, 

Ali and Aslam (2016) considered Critical Discourse Analysis a way to explain how 

intertextuality helps advertising agents to draw the audience’s attention and how it is useful to 
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sell. Starting from the model of CDA proposed by Fairclough (1992, 1995)10, they based their 

study on the interpretation of ads in the social context of Pakistan. Cintra Torres (2015) focused 

on the analysis of high art, or works of art, in advertising, and how their intertextuality works 

to promote a product; he developed the functions of intertextuality and classified the different 

types of intertextualities in ads into parody, pastiche, allusion and imitation11. Nemčoková 

(2014) offered a cognitive approach. She saw intertextuality as a discourse strategy, focused 

on cognitive effects, and how experience is the basis for attracting clients. She defended that 

the bond is not only between two texts, but between human beings’ cognition which mediates 

for the understanding of the text. Advertising, as well as other arts, works thanks to the 

audience, who connect texts with previous ones, and with emotions that they felt then and at 

the moment of interpreting. Other studies from pragmatic and cognitive perspectives were 

made by authors such as Tanaka (1994), who carried out a remarkable thesis on advertising 

and Relevance Theory. She considered Sperber and Wilson’s theory the best approach to 

understand how advertising and intertextuality work. For her, we all have a common vision, 

but also a different one and pointed out that people can know the meaning behind the text and 

recognise the advertiser’s intentions.  

As we have already mentioned, different types of intertextuality can be found in 

advertising. In this academic project we will focus on one of the most interesting types of 

intertextuality: the fairy tale intertextuality in advertising. This type is highly important because 

of the cultural roots that fairy tales have, the close connection with customers and the various 

implications that they have. 

2.3 Fairy Tales’ Intertextuality in Advertising 

 

      Once upon a time, Rapunzel, Cinderella, or Aurora lived a miserable life martyred by 

all the drama that surrounded them. They were rejected by their own families, they did not have 

any relatives and were alone, they suffered mistreatment… And as if it were not enough, at 

times, antagonists tried to assassinate them. Nevertheless, after all the pain, they lived happily 

ever after. But then, suddenly, these characters abandon their home in their far away land to 

become modern people who use makeup, drink coffee, or do their hair. These beautiful 

princesses, these handsome princes, or these cruel antagonists, with whom we grew up, are 

 
10 For an extended explanation see Fairclough (1992) and (1995). 
11 Cintra Torres (2015) based that division on the literary studies of Baldick (2001). 
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now the best ambassadors of the products that we buy, challenging, in that way, the conventions 

and expectations about them.  

 

Fairy tales have been part of society since the beginning of life. First, they were 

transmitted orally, and later, written versions were recorded thanks to notorious authors such 

as the Grimm Brothers or Charles Perrault. Thus, fairy tales have always had great importance, 

and it was thanks to the digitalisation of the world during the late 20th century and the 21st 

century that fairy tales’ presence in diverse fields became more noticeable (Schwabe, 2016). 

In the new media it is more common to find fairy tales as a motif because as Schwabe (2016: 

1) stated “[the new media] made frequent use of fairy-tale materials and thus kept the genre in 

the public consciousness”. The appearance of ancient known myths and fairy tales in fashion 

design, TV series such as the ABC series Once Upon a Time (2011-2017), in films, such as 

Shrek (2001), or in advertising, is comforting because society has advanced, and the world is 

colder and more impersonal, but fairy tales elements make people feel good thanks to the 

familiar magic elements that remind us of a happier past. 

 

In advertising there exist diverse ways to create successful marketing campaigns, but 

fairy tale’s intertextuality is highly recurrent and, in fact, “in this postmodern and increasingly 

media literate age, this reliance on fairy tale iconography in ads has not gone unnoticed by 

consumers and other creative professionals” (Wittwer, 2016: 1). The usage of fairy tale 

iconography in advertising fulfils Jakobson’s poetic, emotive and phatic functions, and mainly, 

it also guarantees the success of sales since the ad is attractive to the consumer. Moreover, 

according to what Mieder (2000: 2) wrote: “by using traditional fairy-tale motifs and by 

adapting them to the modern world of consumerism and the instantaneous gratification 

syndrome, advertising agencies create the perfect medium with the irresistible message”.  

 

The “irresistible message” is created through certain steps or purposes, for instance, 

fairy tales use intelligent strategies to appeal to feelings and emotions to leave a mark on 

readers forever; advertisers aim to do the same. The combination of their elements such as 

the enchanting place, the strong characters, or the interesting as well as moralist plot is 

perfectly prepared to, metaphorically speaking, cast a spell on people. This is like what Odber 

de Baubeta (1997: 39) said, “advertisers deliberately set out charm and bewitch their readers, 

as much as any fairy tale”. In other words, advertising agents want to produce in consumers 
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the same enchanting feelings, the “ “feel-good” factor” (Odber de Baubeta, 1997: 37), that 

fairy tales produce in people.  

 

It is the feel-good factor the reason why fairy tales are part of everyone. Fairy tales 

are part of the first contact with the meaning of life, of death, love, or friendship, and convey 

amazing symbolism and morals that influenced and still influence lives and personalities. 

Mainly, these stories are part of everyone and live in people’s minds, but also in their hearts 

since we tend to associate fairy tales with happy moments from our childhood, when their 

loved ones told them, or when we first began to read. Thus, the ads become sort of an escape 

from current cruel and separated society and in most of them, all is carefully created to fondly 

remember situations of a happier past. This is similar to what Wittwer (2016: 1) wrote about 

fairy tales, which “play significant roles in the first stories we hear, the first movies we see, 

and the first television shows we watch. Our first brushes with heroes and villains, right and 

wrong”. 

 

This is closely related to the previous idea about the comfort zone because when 

advertising agents decide to inspire their works in fairy tales, they add to their campaigns 

elements that belong to fairy tales which can go from proverbs, riddles, and music, to 

characters, and so forth. Nonetheless, if advertising agents want to create a successful 

campaign, they “will choose motifs only from those fairy tales that are especially well 

known” (Mieder, 2000: 3) since if references are identified, the comprehension and attention 

of the consumers are guaranteed. Taking up the example that Wittwer (2016) offered, 

Cinderella’s ad campaign to advertise a shoe brand is clear enough. The consumer is able to 

associate the references: a fairy-tale character (Cinderella) trying on a fairy-tale element (a 

shoe). References to fairy tales are not usually difficult to identify as they tend to be clear 

enough. Odber de Baubeta (1997: 40) defended this idea when she wrote that “advertisements 

based on fairy tales strike an immediate chord with readers or viewers, because their 

constituent elements are instantly recognisable”. To exemplify it, we can talk about the 

advertisement of Chanel Nº5, which is based on the story of Little Red Riding Hood: the 

model represents Little Red Riding Hood, we see the wolf, and the perfume helps her to 

control the wolf. 

 

The importance of fairy tales can be explained under two psychological theories: 

Freudian and Jungian. Although these theories focus only on fairy tales in general, we can use 
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these ideas to explain the relevance of fairy tales in advertising and how advertisers play with 

them to draw the attention of consumers thanks to the link between these stories and the readers, 

hence, between the advertisements and the consumers.  

 

 Neophytou (2015)12 analysed Grimms’ tales under these perspectives and proved that 

these two theories about the psychology of fairy tales are interesting as well as important to 

understand their significance but she also stated that “although both approaches share similar 

methodologies and are focused on analyzing and interpreting the content of fairy tales, 

Freudians and Jungians differ in how they study the individual and his reaction to fairy tales” 

(Neophytou, 2015: 28). Neophytou (2015) reviewed two of the most notorious authors that 

applied psychoanalysis to fairy tales: the Freudian Bettelheim (2010) and the Jungian Von 

Franz (2017). Bettelheim (2010)13 applied Freudian theory, which claims that dreams are 

similar to tales since both express the anxieties and problems of people. These writings help to 

understand the diverse parts of human beings: the id, the ego, and superego, which can be 

represented by the same character, or by different ones and that moreover, these tales are 

important to childhood development.  

 

On the other hand, Von Franz (2017)14, who is one of the best-known Jungian 

psychoanalysts, explained that fairy tales are important to achieve personal completeness. The 

centre of this theory is the psyche and the individual’s collective unconscious processes. There 

exists a collective unconscious which is based on everyone sharing a consciousness. Characters 

from fairy tales are representations of human beings as we know as archetypes, they portray 

the self, the ego, the anima, animus, and shadow and also represent our deep and sometimes 

dark instincts and our minds, thoughts, or fears. 

 

Young (1997: para. 7) called tales “psychological mirrors” and said that “we become 

more complex as we mature”. Furthermore, he claimed that the stifling symbolism in tales is 

intentionally introduced “to reveal more meanings as we develop a deeper awareness of 

ourselves”. Young (1997) claimed that tales influence people’s identities and that they relate 

themselves with the characters, or archetypes. Fairy tales represent real experiences and real 

people and are metaphors of real life therefore they are created to teach patterns of behaviour 

 
12For an extended analysis see Neophytou (2015). 
13 For a fuller account see Bettelheim (2010). 
14 For a fuller account see Von Franz (2017). 
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and to guide people through the passage of time. Hence, a parallelism can be established 

between fairy tales and advertising. Practically, this latter does the same as fairy tales because 

they also create a pattern in which it is said what people should drive, what people should eat 

or what people should wear. As Young (1997: para. 7) stated “to some degree, many live out 

these stories, largely unaware of how much the old tales may be shaping our lives” similar to 

what advertising does to consumers. 

 

Grosso modo, the intention of the advertising agents is to connect the consumer with 

the advertisement in a way in which the consumer identifies with it. People tend to move by 

their feelings, which is why the easiest way to manipulate the consumer is through creating an 

emotional connection with the ad. This connection can be achieved when advertising agents 

appeal to what Odber de Baubeta (1997: 37) called the ““feel-good” factor”. Therefore, ads are 

then used as a “manipulative bait” (Mieder, 2000: 2) since “the reader would be reminded of 

the happy and satisfied fairy-tale ending thus deciding subconsciously that the advertised 

product must be the perfect choice”. As it happens with the morals and the goals of the heroes, 

who idealise their dreams and what they long for, the consumer identifies with the character-

or archetype- and the product becomes another element of the fairy tale itself. The product is 

seen as the main goal of the hero and what he/she needs to have if they want to become the 

principal character. In the end, advertising agents create a fake illusion, or a fake truth, in which 

they play with people’s minds and consumers develop the need of having the product to, for 

example, solve their inner insecurities or to belong to a certain social group. As Mieder (2000: 

2) wrote “anybody wishing to sell a product would want to describe it in such a way that 

purchasers or consumers would thank their good fortune if they could obtain it”; thus, with the 

use of fairy tales motifs, they are convincing the consumer that with the magic product 

everything will be better, because he/she will arrive where the heroes do, and he/she will have 

his/her happiness ever after. 
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3. RELEVANCE THEORY 

 

3.1 What is Relevance Theory? 

Many theorists over the centuries have argued that communication was based on the 

code model. This model is based on the communicator encoding a message into a signal which 

is, afterwards, decoded by the hearer(s) using an identical copy of the communicator’s code. 

Nevertheless, the code model left empty gaps such as the interpretation of, for instance, the 

figurative language, or the interpretation of what is implicitly said. For this reason, another 

model emerged thanks to the work of notorious intellectuals such as philosopher Paul Grice. 

Grice (1991) proposed a new vision of communication in which he considered that to 

communicate, the speaker uses certain standards that should be socially fulfilled such as the 

Co-operative Principle and the maxims, and the hearer should use these standards to infer the 

communicator’s real meaning and the communicator’s communicative intention to convey 

his/her thoughts. Grice introduced the so-called inferential model which according to Sperber 

and Wilson (1990: 40) “involves the formation and evaluation of hypotheses about the 

communicator’s intentions”. Furthermore, in the inferring, linguistic elements are not enough 

and other extralinguistic elements are needed such as contextual information. Context plays a 

fundamental role in this interpretation process, and Grice considered that context is dependent 

upon culture. Nonetheless, Gricean conclusions were considered insufficient because as 

Sperber and Wilson (1990: 41) explained, “the Gricean approach to pragmatics, while 

undoubtedly better equipped than the code model to deal with the full range of pragmatic data, 

leaves a number of important questions unanswered”. Some of these questions are what 

relevance means, if these maxims are universal or they are part of a particular culture, if the 

maxims that Grice proposed are the only ones or there are more, the role and nature of context 

or the stylistic effects. 

Relevance Theory, then, emerged as a development but also as a response against 

Gricean theory and to solve the problems of the code and inferential models as well. For 

Sperber and Wilson (1995: 3) both theories can be combined and used. However, according to 

what these authors (1995: 3) said “there is a gap between the semantic representations of 

sentences and the thoughts actually communicated by utterances” and this is not solved by 

coding, but by using inference. For them, the comprehension of utterances begins with the 

logical form of the utterance, which is enriched by the explicit information, or explicatures, 
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and the implicit information, or implicatures, both explicatures and implicatures have degrees 

and can be strong or weak. Sperber and Wilson (1995: 9) described communication “as a 

process of inferential recognition of the communicator’s intentions”. Moreover, Relevance 

Theory15 became the first theory on ostensive-inferential communication because  

 

The description of communication in terms of intentions and inferences is, in a way, commonsensical. 

We are all speakers and hearers. As speakers, we intend our hearers to recognise our intention to inform 

them of some state of affairs. As hearers, we try to recognise what it is that the speaker intends to inform 

us of. Hearers are interested in the meaning of the sentence uttered only insofar as it provides evidence 

about what the speaker means. (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 23) 

  This theory defends that human communication, both oral and non-oral, is grounded on 

the inferential recognition of intentions because “the attribution of intentions to others is a 

characteristic feature of human cognition and interaction” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 23-24). 

When the intentions are inferred, the addressee comprehends that the communicator will use 

certain standards in the communicative behaviour: for Grice these standards are the Co-

operative principle and the conversational maxims, and for Sperber and Wilson the 

interpretation will be achieved thanks to the advances and evolution of human beings and the 

cognitive procedures.  Furthermore, RT focuses on the interpretation of utterances that 

according to Sperber and Wilson (1995: 29) are “a special case of stimulus” that that try to 

fulfil the two intentions on which communication is based: 1) the informative intention, which 

refers to inform the audience of something and 2) the communicative intention, which refers 

to inform the audience of one’s informative intention.  

 

This theory is more focused on human cognition, and Sperber and Wilson explained 

that human beings concentrate more on certain phenomena than on others and human beings  

“tend to construct the most relevant possible representations of these phenomena, and to 

process them in a context that maximises their relevance” (Sperber & Wilson, 1990: 41). They 

agreed, then, that both communication and cognition are oriented to relevance, thus this is the 

reason why this theory is named this way. According to Sperber and Wilson (1995: 49) “the 

maximisation of the relevance of the processed information is crucial to human 

 
15 From now on, we will use “RT”. 
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communication” since the addressees will assume that the information that is being 

communicated is relevant enough to be worth the interpretation effort and they will search for 

the more relevant information but with the least possible effort. Sperber and Wilson (1995: 46-

47) stated that “human beings are efficient information-processing devices” and this efficiency 

is based on achieving the highest result but with the least effort. This can summarise perfectly 

one of the main ideas of RT: relevance is gradual; in other words, certain assumptions are more 

relevant than others. Relevance is measured in terms of cognitive effect and processing effort. 

Firstly, the cognitive effect refers to the stimulus that produces more positive cognitive effects, 

and consequently, is more relevant than other stimuli that are in the current environment. This 

follows the Cognitive Principle of Relevance. Secondly, according to the processing effort, 

relevance is smaller if the processing effort of a stimulus augments. Sperber and Wilson (1995: 

124) stated that “the greater the processing effort, the lower the relevance”. Therefore, in 

general terms, we could say that when an utterance is interpreted, the more cognitive effects, 

the more relevant, on the contrary, the more processing effort needed to interpret it, it should 

be less relevant.  

The addressee chooses the most potential interpretation(s) produced thanks to the 

stimuli because it is impossible to attend to all available interpretations. This follows the 

Communicative Principle of Relevance as stated in “every act of ostensive communication 

communicates a presumption of its own optimal relevance” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 158). 

That is to say, an utterance has optimal relevance when it is relevant enough to be worth the 

processing effort and when the utterance is the most relevant utterance that the communicator 

is capable of conveying. Moreover, the addressee achieves the intended interpretation and the 

optimal relevance when the cognitive effects and the processing effort are proportional.  

Therefore, for an assumption to be considered relevant in some context it has to produce 

certain contextual effects and “the greater its contextual effects, the more relevant it will be” 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1990: 43). These contextual effects are the result of the union between old 

and new information and this latter is considered relevant “if it interacts in a certain way with 

your existing assumptions about the world” (Sperber & Wilson, 1990: 42). According to 

Sperber and Wilson (1990: 43), the contextual effects are formed in three ways: the first way 

is based on combining this new information with the context to arrive at contextual 

implications16 because “the more contextual implications it yields, the more this new 

 
16 To know more about contextual implications, see: Inference (1995: 108). 
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information will improve the individual’s existing representation of the world” (1995: 108). 

The second is based on the new information contradicting or eliminating those already existing 

assumptions. The third is based on new information strengthening existing assumptions. On 

the contrary, assumptions may not produce contextual effects and they are not relevant in 

context. This can be of three types: (1) “The assumption may contribute new information, but 

this information does not connect up with any information present in the context”, “(2) The 

assumption is already present in the context and its strength is unaffected by the newly 

presented information; this newly presented information is therefore entirely uninformative, 

and, a fortiori, irrelevant” and “(3) the assumption is inconsistent with the context and is too 

weak to upset it; processing the assumption thus leaves the context unchanged” (Sperber & 

Wilson, 1995: 121).  

As we have already explained, to achieve contextual effects, it is necessary to process 

both old and new information and “a crucial step in the processing of new information [...] is 

to combine it with an adequately selected set of background assumptions-which constitutes the 

context” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 137-138). In previous proposals, the context was considered 

to be already fixed, but as it is explained in RT, it is not. Sperber and Wilson considered that 

the context has its basis on cognition, different from the cultural context about which Grice 

talked, and they proposed this definition of context as  

a psychological construct, a subset of the hearer’s assumptions about the world. It is these assumptions, 

of course, rather than the actual state of the world, that affect the interpretation of an utterance. A context 

in this sense is not limited to information about the immediate physical environment or the immediately 

preceding utterances: expectations about the future, scientific hypotheses or religious beliefs, anecdotal 

memories, general cultural assumptions, beliefs about the mental state of the speaker, may all play a role 

in interpretation. (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 15-16)  

These sets of background assumptions that form the context can come from diverse 

sources such as memory, perception, but the selection of context is limited by the organisation 

of the encyclopaedic memory of the individual and his/her mental activity (Sperber & Wilson, 

1995). Once the addressee assumes that the utterance is worth enough to be interpreted, he/she 

creates a context to process it. This context is constructed at the same time as the interpreting 

process in the communicative event. The context is extended and expanded with the 

contributions of the new utterances and the context is expanded and adapted to the needs of the 
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information that is entering (it is the same sequentiality that in communication). This selection 

of context is extremely rigorous to ensure the least effort in the interpretive process and the 

optimal relevance, accordingly, it is proved that the context is not fixed, but selected.  

Sperber and Wilson (1995: 138) talked about an initial context that it is in the mind of 

the addressee before the communicative event takes place: 

Consider someone about to process some new information. He still has in mind some of the assumptions 

he has just been processing. People do not come to the processing of new information with a ‘blank 

mind’; they have some kind of short-term memory store (or several such stores, or devices functionally 

equivalent to short-term memory stores) whose contents are simply never erased, at least when the 

individual is awake. 

This initial context can be enlarged in three ways: 1) by using recent memory and 

adding to the context assumptions that have been used recently in mental processing, 2) the 

incorporation of encyclopaedic information attached to the concepts involved in the mental 

representations, and 3) the addition of information about the immediately observable physical 

environment (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). The initial context will be extended until the relevance 

of the utterance is clear and the speaker-intended meaning has been recognised and until the 

addressee’s expectations of relevance are satisfied if his/her expectations are not satisfied, the 

interpretation is abandoned.  

This initial context is different for each person because there are many other 

assumptions that influence it, and although it is true that people of the same community tend 

to live similar situations, their experiences are not the same. Therefore, everyone may perceive 

the same event, but everyone lives it in different forms because we tend to be “idiosyncratic” 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 16). Our individual stories, background knowledge, individual 

experiences, and our memories will participate to create our own assumptions and contexts 

(Sperber & Wilson 1995: 15-16). The same representations are not built by everyone because 

of “[the] differences in our narrower physical environments on the one hand, and in our 

cognitive abilities on the other” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 38-39) and that is why there are 

“different inferences” and sometimes there are misunderstandings between the participants in 

communication.  
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Some proposals defended the idea that mutual knowledge is necessary in 

communication, but how can we know that we share mutual knowledge? To know it, we should 

carry out several checks and that, in a real communication, is impossible. Taking into account 

the definition and what it entails, people who share mutual knowledge know it, if it is not 

known, it is not shared. It must be accurate and if not, it does not exist. Sperber and Wilson 

considered this hypothesis “untenable” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 15-21) because of the 

existence of the cognitive environment which was defined by Sperber and Wilson as “a 

function of his physical environment and his cognitive abilities” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995:  39). 

The cognitive environment is one for each individual, it is the set of facts that the individual 

infers, remember, know or perceive and that is manifest to him/her “if and only if he is capable 

at that time of representing it mentally and accepting its representation as true or probably true” 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 39). Nevertheless, according to these authors, communicators and 

addressee may share knowledge. Another thing that will influence the context is the 

manipulation of the communicator by creating a mutual cognitive environment that alters the 

mind of the addressee and that makes their informative intentions mutually manifest, that they 

mutually manifest that they both share the mutual environment and that information. The 

communicator’s intentions are recognised thanks to the “mutual cognitive environment” 

Sperber and Wilson (1995: 41-42) and in this mutual cognitive environment “every manifest 

assumption is mutually manifest”. 

Furthermore, there are a great number of accessible contexts available to the individual 

as Sperber and Wilson (1995: 142) explained, “each context (apart from the initial context) 

contains one or more smaller contexts, and each context (apart from the maximal contexts) is 

contained in one or more larger contexts”. These accessible contexts are ordered on 

accessibility. That is, processing information in a context requires effort: firstly, the initial 

context is given, but one step extension can be less accessible and so on and “the less accessible 

a context, the greater the effort involved in accessing it, and conversely” (Sperber & Wilson, 

1995: 142). This is similar to what Tanaka (1994: 30) wrote: “the hearer of an utterance has 

available a set of potential contexts, from which an actual context needs to be chosen”. The 

hearer should choose the more adequate context in which the utterance has the greatest 

relevance, and it is more relevant when the greater contextual effects are produced, and the 

lesser processing effort is required. 
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3. 2 Relevance Theory in Advertising 

 

According to Tanaka (1994: 13), “Relevance Theory provides the most satisfactory 

answer to the basic question of how communication is achieved in advertising [...]”. As we 

have already explained, advertising is another form of communication whose main objective 

is to capture the attention of the widest possible customers, raise awareness within the 

population, or, mainly, sell the product or service that is being advertised. Advertising is based 

on intentions and as Xu and Zhou (2013: 494) said “the two main functions of advertising are 

informing and persuading/influencing”, hence, advertising fulfils the informative and 

communicative intentions that Sperber and Wilson (1995) discussed. It fulfils the informative 

intention as the advertising agents try to affect consumers in particular ways, for instance, they 

try to create the need to have the product in the consumer. Furthermore, it fulfils the 

communicative intention because the advertising agent is trying to inform the consumer about 

his/her intention to inform about the quality of product and the quality of the service.  

 

Advertising is an instance of ostensive-inferential communication since communication 

is successful when the consumer’s attention is attracted17, when the advertiser conveys 

information that is relevant to the consumer, when the consumer recognises the advertiser’s 

informative intention, and the effort of interpretation is worthwhile and when the message that 

the consumer interprets is similar to what the advertiser wanted to convey. Nevertheless, 

advertising communication is not as simple as it seems to be because it is public and not private, 

and the communicator and the audience are not in the same place at the same time and ads are 

audience-centred (Xu & Zhou, 2013). Due to the fact that advertising is not simply focused on 

a single customer, but is aimed at groups, it cannot be guaranteed that what consumers infer 

will always be what the advertiser intended, because each individual has his/her own cognitive 

environment and set of assumptions that are made manifest to him/her, depending on the person 

and his/her background knowledge. 

 

Advertisers have to take into account factors such as background knowledge, the 

situation in which the ad is going to be delivered, and a long et cetera because this will be 

important when processing an ad. As Conradie (2012) stated, advertisers are not completely 

sure that something is relevant for the audience, but their purpose is to produce positive effects 

 
17 There are also cases of covert communication in advertising. For a fuller account see Tanaka (1994). 
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in the audience. In advertising these effects are important because the perception of the product 

and the perception of the brand as well will depend on them. That is why advertisers are 

increasingly concerned with conveying information that is relevant to the consumer. The 

advertiser, then, provides information that should be indeed relevant for the consumer and that 

makes the processing effort worthwhile. The advertiser naturally follows the Communicative 

Principle of Relevance making a kind of calculation or forecast to foresee how the consumer 

could interpret the ad. All marketing campaigns are aimed at attracting the customer’s attention 

and one of the main objectives is to find the right strategy that captures it, for instance, the 

usage of fairy tales’ intertextuality in advertising. For an ad to be effective, the advertiser needs 

to play with the consumer; in other words, the advertiser should take advantage of the 

knowledge that he/she has about the consumers, about their preferences, about their culture, 

and moreover, the advertiser should intend to create a mutual cognitive environment. The 

advertiser creates a stimulus to draw the consumer’s attention and to make their informative 

intention clear, in this case, through the creation of an advertisement that makes mutually 

manifest a set of assumptions and gives evidence for the consumer to carry out the inference, 

which consists in looking for the relevance of the ad text. Ultimately, the purpose is to get 

consumer’s attention, and sales success. 

 

Many authors have introduced RT to their studies such as Tanaka (1994), who applied 

the central notions of RT to her proposal and analysed the language of written advertising in 

Great Britain and Japan, and also saw with the aim of studying how communication between 

advertiser and audience works and how language is able to convince, manipulate and persuade. 

She was especially interested in puns and metaphors, and she also talked about women in 

Japanese advertising. Conradie (2012) studied intertextuality in print advertisements using RT. 

His article focused on explaining how an advertisement gives the audience evidence to infer 

that the advertising agent is trying to make an intertext that is relevant to the meaning of the 

ad. To this we can add the work of Xu and Zhou (2013) that applied RT to advertising to prove 

that this type of communication is ostensive-inferential. 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

 

To study how intertextuality contributes to the interpretation of advertisements, we 

have chosen to analyse print advertisements because, as we saw with the ideas of Forceville 

(1996), the image has a fundamental role in advertising and in the majority of cases, it is 

essential in anchoring the linguistic meaning. For the creation of our corpus, we have been 

flexible since we did not select a specific product, brand, or year because our only and main 

preference was that these ads contained references to fairy tales. In total, the number of 

advertisements chosen is 24. Their organisation will be based on different categories according 

to the result of the interpretative process they are subjected to. The pages that we have used to 

extract the ads are mostly Pinterest and Ads Of The World, but we have also used various web 

pages of the companies themselves, or of blogs available on the network that appear in the 

References section. In order to find these ads, we wrote in the search engine of these web pages 

sentences such as “ads inspired by fairy tales” or “marketing campaigns inspired by fairy tales” 

and a great number of beautiful and interesting advertisements appeared rapidly. At the end of 

the academic project an annex with all the analysed ads can be seen.  

 

It is important to highlight the order that we will follow in the following section. After 

a brief introduction, we will investigate the role that, according to Relevance Theory, 

intertextuality plays in the interpretative process of these advertisements and what elements 

lead us to recognise references to fairy tales. Later, we will see what contextual assumptions 

that come from the fairy tale, from the image and from the concepts in the utterance become 

part of the processing context. Besides, we will see how, by processing the slogan in that 

context, we can derive a number of contextual implications that represent the interpretation of 

these ads. Finally, we will review the results that we have reached after this analysis.   

 

5. PRACTICAL ANALYSIS 

 

Analysis introduction 

 

 Although we did not establish limits in terms of the type of visual or linguistic 

references that we wanted in the advertisements, in the collected examples the use of the image 

predominates to establish the intertextuality process. This intertextuality is not only achieved 

with the protagonist, but through our advertisements we can see how intertextuality is built by 
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means of a number of details in the stories such as the animals; the typical places; the clothing; 

physical appearances and concrete episodes of the tale or objects that are important to the plot.  

 

Just by looking at these images, our initial context and our existing assumptions are 

activated because we all know the tales of Snow White, Little Red Riding Hood, Rapunzel, 

Cinderella, or Hansel and Gretel. Nevertheless, these advertisements also provide new 

information that begins to interact with our encyclopaedic knowledge about these fairy tales in 

the process of interpretation. The contextual assumptions that are part of the processing context 

are activated by the concepts in the ad text, the images, and the fairy tales themselves. These 

fairy tales’ elements draw the customer’s attention and guide him/her to remember the stories 

they are seeing in the image, and to activate their memories, previous knowledge, expectations, 

or assumptions about the fairy tales to understand the ad and to recognise the optimal relevance 

in this ostensive-inferential stimulus. We will organise the ads in two main groups: in 5. 1, the 

interpretation is based on advertisements that contradict our fairy tales’ knowledge and in 5. 2, 

the interpretation is based on advertisements that are consistent with our fairy tales’ knowledge.  

5. 1 Advertisements that contradict our fairy tales’ knowledge 

Figure 1: Snow White Volvo 

 

 

This advertisement is for the Volvo 

brand. The intertextuality here is that we see a 

girl with a beautiful dress of different colours 

such as blue, yellow, and white. In her hair 

there is a red bow, her skin is white, and her 

hair is black so, without a doubt, she is Snow 

White. In addition, the slogan names seven seats and this is linked to our mindset of the Snow 

White concept as we know there are seven dwarfs.  

According to our encyclopaedic knowledge about this fairy tale, we know that Snow 

White was very happy living with the lovely and caring dwarfs in the forest. Nonetheless, the 

contextual assumptions that the image offers differ from our encyclopaedic knowledge. What 

we see in the image is a new reality different from the one we know: Snow White is hitchhiking 
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on a lonely road and moreover, her face reflects anger. This image is supported by the utterance: 

“The Volvo XCX. With seven seats. Sorry”. When processing the ad text with our 

encyclopaedic knowledge and the contextual assumptions we derive contextual implications: 

the car has seven seats, each one is for a dwarf, thus Snow White does not have a seat. The car 

is so good that the dwarfs leave Snow White alone to drive the car. Moreover, we could derive 

other contextual implications such as that the car is appropriate for large families and that the 

car is comfortable. 

Therefore, the interpretation that we can carry out of this ad is built on the basis of the 

contradiction between some encyclopaedic assumptions, the main one being that of the 

character or attitude of the dwarfs regarding their relationship/interaction with Snow White, 

since in the story we are told that they adored her, but the car only had seven seats, and neither 

gives a seat  to Snow White, nor they refuse the car so as not to leave her alone. Therefore, the 

ad breaks with the image that we had of the dwarfs because we would have never imagined 

that they would leave her alone until a car like this appears. This different behaviour leads to 

the contradiction of another existing assumption about Snow White as a sweet and 

understanding young girl because her demeanour in the image differs greatly from the sweet 

demeanour she had in the story. The ad contradicts our encyclopaedic assumptions with a clear 

objective: to highlight the benefits and wonders of the car. The story is used to activate 

knowledge that we already had, and which is denied to extol the benefits of the product since 

it is so good that the dwarfs prefer the car to Snow White. 
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Figure 2: Snowhite Ajuda de Mãe 

 This advertisement is for the association Ajuda de Mãe18. 

The woman is wearing a dress that is familiar to us, and there are 

seven children. When we see the image, our mental schemas about 

the concepts of Snow White and the seven dwarfs are activated, 

thus, automatically, intertextuality is recognised. 

Our encyclopaedic knowledge about Snow White is that 

she is very happy taking care of the dwarfs, that she loves 

cleaning, cooking, and taking care of everything. However, the 

contextual assumptions that the image provides are very different. 

We are very struck by the new information that the image makes 

manifest because behind the story there is a lot of background that 

is not explicit, and that is much more realistic: Snow White has an important and stressful task 

taking care of the dwarfs. This is shown in the elements such as the messy kitchen, the irritable 

children, and the tired expression of Snow White. When we process the utterance “An early 

pregnancy is no fairy tale” in this processing context constructed by the contextual assumptions 

provided by the fairy tale and the ad, we can reach contextual implications: do not have children 

very young because it implies a lot of work, sacrifice, and effort. Other contextual implications 

that we could derive are: if a woman is pregnant, she should seek help so that what is in the 

image does not happen to her and the population, especially young people, must be informed 

about contraceptive methods because it costs a lot to keep a baby and even more when the child 

is not planned. 

      This ad is probably one of the clearest ads that denies our existing contextual assumptions 

about the fairy tales’ “idyllic” lives19. This advertisement, which is in fact an advertisement for 

a women’s aid association, shows abysmal differences between our encyclopaedic knowledge 

about the tale (Snow White was happy living and taking care of the dwarfs) and the new one 

that the image offers us (Snow White was not so happy as explicitly stated in the tale). This 

 
18Ajuda de Mãe is a Portuguese association to support women.  
19Another example interpreted in a similar way is Snow White Amnistía Internacional (Fig. 14). Available in 

Annex. 
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advertisement is making visible all the work that she has to do to take care of the seven dwarfs 

and reflecting the great difficulties that this entails. In the story we only see her happiness, 

which we can continue to believe or not, but not the reality hidden behind it. This contradiction 

is made, then, to raise awareness within the population, especially within the young population, 

about the risks of an early pregnancy. 

Figure 3A: Little Red Riding Hood Rush Ultimate Chocolate 

 This advertisement is for the brand Rush Ultimate Chocolate. With 

just one look at the image, the elements are instantly recognised and 

so is the intertextuality. The creators have introduced in the printed 

advertisement the most well-known elements of the fairy tale in order 

to ensure its identification: she is Little Red Riding Hood with her 

characteristic red riding hood, her basket and the wolf. 

However, in this ad, what we can interpret is a negation of the 

basic ideas of the tale itself. According to our encyclopaedic knowledge, Little Red Riding 

Hood is afraid of the wolf, but the advertiser has put a twist on the story and now she has a 

tattoo of it. The contextual assumptions that the image provides draw the attention of the 

consumer, who is surprised by Little Red Riding Hood’s change. This is supported by the 

statement “Just a Little Naughty” in which the advertiser introduces a striking concept 

(naughty), and the consumer activates its encyclopaedic entry. In this slogan, we could find 

two possible interpretations: the drink is just a little bit naughty because it is not completely fat 

free, or the character is just a little bit naughty. Both are equally correct because it seems to be 

a pun as both possibilities appear to have been intended by the advertiser. This mischievous 

sense is a typical commercial strategy, which undoubtedly captures the audience’s attention 

because the use of this adjective referring to a fairy tale girl is, at least, strange, since it greatly 

differs from the innocent characteristics attributed to her. Therefore, when we process the 

slogan in the processing context, we can derive contextual implications: Little Red Riding 

Hood is naughty as she is doing what she should not do because she may have felt captured by 

the social mould imposed on her. The chocolate shake is so good that she is no longer obedient 

and is “naughty” as she has left their innocence behind to be free and strong and is ready to 

challenge her own destiny. In the past, she feared the wolf, but now, thanks to the product, she 

is a stronger woman who faces her fear (the wolf), and she even seems to love it. Other 

contextual implications could be that to improve our lives, the product is important, that 



30 

probably other fairy tales’ characters and also women in real life feel also captured by the social 

mould and so forth.   

The image refutes a firmly established belief about the character that is part of the 

customer’s mental schema, especially it contradicts our encyclopaedic knowledge about the 

personality and the physical appearance of Little Red Riding Hood20. We attributed certain 

characteristics to her character, for instance, we considered her to be an innocent, defenceless, 

and fearful girl, but in the image, we see a strong woman with a mischievous smile and haughty 

attitude. Finally, this contradiction is made to highlight the wonderful product, which has 

helped Little Red Riding Hood to become a better version of herself and she is now a “bad” 

girl, and more importantly, free. 

Figure 5A: Rapunzel Bru Cappuccino 

This advertisement is for the brand Bru 

Cappuccino. This image makes references that are 

clear: there is a tower, a princess with long hair 

and the suitor climbing the tower. This ad is 

inspired by Rapunzel.  

In our mental schemas about this fairy tale, 

Rapunzel is saved by a suitor, who is the love of 

her life. Nonetheless, this image shows a very 

curious detail that draws the consumer’s attention 

and that provides contextual assumptions: now there is not a single suitor, but three. This 

change is accompanied by the slogan: “Drink more. Flirt more”. In the slogan we can see two 

verbs in imperative, and by using them, the advertiser emphasises what he/she wants to convey. 

By processing the slogan against the set of contextual assumptions together with our existing 

assumptions, we can derive some particular contextual implications:  the reference to the story 

and the word “flirt” activates our ideas about love and life in fairy tales in which is implied a 

special way of loving and of being attractive. Thus, if Rapunzel had a suitor in love, and now 

 
20 Other advertisements of the same campaign that can be interpreted in the same way are: Cinderella (Fig. 3B) 

and Rapunzel (Fig. 3C). Available in Annex. 

Other advertisements that can be interpreted in the same way are those of the GHD hair straightener brand: Little 

Red Riding Hood (Fig. 4A), Cinderella (Fig. 4B) and Rapunzel (Fig. 4C). Available in Annex. In these ads, what 

is communicated is that by using the hair iron (just like the milkshake) consumers can become that “improved,” 

modern, stronger, more attractive woman than the protagonists were originally. The protagonists save themselves 

once they have changed by means of the GHD. 
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that she drinks coffee, she has three is because coffee increases her charm or her ability to make 

suitors fall in love with her. The coffee will make us flirt more because we will be more 

attractive as Rapunzel is thanks to it. Other contextual implications could be that people want 

to be more attractive and that is why they should drink coffee and that coffee gives us more 

energy to flirt, and to live, because it keeps us awake. 

This is another type of contradiction, because in this case what is negated is one of the 

most well-known scenes in this fairy tale21. In our mental scheme when Rapunzel is rescued 

only one man climbs the tower, in this case, they are three. This contradiction of this important 

scene has the objective of extolling the product. That is, this coffee has increased the physical 

beauty of the character to such an extent that it arouses more passions than the character 

originally aroused, and therefore, those amazing qualities are attributed to the coffee.  

Figure 6A: Little Red Riding Hood HALL’S Figure 6B: Hansel and Gretel HALL’S

 

 

These advertisements are for the brand HALL’S22. Once again, intertextuality is highly 

recognisable. On one hand, in the first image we see a wolf, a grandmother, and a girl with a 

red hood, thus they are representing the tale of Little Red Riding Hood. In the second we see a 

house, a boy, a girl, and a witch; thus, it is the tale of Hansel and Gretel. 

 

 
21 Other advertisements of the same campaign can be also interpreted this way: see Frog Prince Bru Cappuccino 

(Fig. 5B) and Cinderella Bru Cappuccino (Fig. 5C). Available in Annex. 

Other examples are Little Red Riding Hood KitKat (Fig. 7) and Little Red Riding Hood Burger King (Fig. 8). 

Available in Annex. In Fig. 7, Little Red Riding Hood is waiting for the wolf, which is “enjoying” a break eating 

a KitKat. Here we do have a contradiction of one of the scenes of this tale as the product is so good that the wolf 

prefers it rather than eating the girl. In Fig. 8, instead of having eaten the grandmother, the wolf and the 

grandmother are enjoying their Burger King dinner and Little Red Riding Hood is surprised. 
22 Goldilocks and the three bears HALL’S (Fig. 6C) can be also analysed this way. 
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What strikes us the most is that all the main characters, both protagonists and 

antagonists, are having dinner together. In the slogan “Dinner times, even happier ever after”, 

we see a clear reference to the last lines of fairy tales when the narrator says, “and they lived 

happily ever after”. By processing the slogan in the processing context, certain contextual 

implications are produced such as: The product is so good that all the characters, both 

protagonists and antagonists, put aside their differences to enjoy the dinner, which is usually a 

very intimate moment in which time is shared between the family members. Another contextual 

implication can be that the product gives much more happiness than the happy endings of fairy 

tales. 

 

These advertisements also contradict the activated fairy tale knowledge about these 

important scenes that happen almost at the end of the story when they defeat the antagonists 

and live happily ever after. We know that in Little Red Riding Hood, the wolf eats the 

grandmother and Little Red Riding Hood, and it is the hunter who rescues them. In Hansel and 

Gretel, the witch tries to cook them in the oven, and it is her the one who falls into it. Then, 

this contradiction’s purpose is to focus on the wonderful qualities of the product, since they 

offer a new reality that we never thought could happen: the antagonists and the protagonists 

together sharing a delicious meal. Hence, the product is credited with making stories end better 

because they are all together. 

 Figure 9: Snow White Kellogg’s 

 This advertisement is for Kellogg’s brand. The 

intertextuality is represented by the young woman who 

physically shares the physical characteristics of Snow 

White: the short black hair, the pale skin, and the red 

lips. Moreover, we can also recognise the apples and the 

room in which Snow White is in, and the hats of the 

dwarfs, and we also see one of their work tools.  

Our initial context and our existing assumptions are 

activated because we all know the story of Snow White. 

Nevertheless, the image brings new information that 

becomes part of the context of interpretation: in this 
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image the most striking element is the countless number of apples that almost cover Snow 

White and cover the dwarfs. 

We know from our previous encyclopaedic knowledge of the story that the witch gives 

Snow White a poisoned apple, thus it is the reason why it is clever to use that idea for the ad. 

Among our contextual assumptions there is the knowledge of the importance of apples in the 

story because it is a key point that marks a milestone and marks the direction it will follow 

later. With the union of the old and new information present in the image and the joint 

interpretation of this with the slogan “More fruit than before” we can derive contextual 

implications: Snow White has more apples that seem flavourful and of high quality to choose 

and she can save herself and not take the poisoned apple. Hence, as Snow White does, the 

cereals do have more fruit that consumers will enjoy.  

Although this fairy tale is firmly established in our mental representations, this 

advertisement provides new information (there are many apples) that contradicts old 

information (there was just one flavourful apple in the witch’s basket). This contradiction of 

one of the most important, if not the most important, elements in the story23 is made because 

the advertiser wants to highlight the fact that in the cereals the consumer will find more fruit 

of high quality.  

 

5. 2 Advertisements that are consistent with our fairy tales’ knowledge 

 

 

Figure 10: Cinderella Babo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
23 Another similar example is Little Red Riding Hood Max Factor (Fig. 15). In this ad, there is a contradiction of 

one of the basic elements of the tale: the wolf. The wolf is represented by men. And this contradiction is made to 

praise the good qualities of the lipstick that will make women more attractive. This idea is supported by the slogan 

“To bring the wolves out… riding hood red”. 
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AD TEXT: “You’re not cleaning her floors with Babo Cleanser… Woe unto you! Only Babo 

contains twice the whitening ingredients of any other cleanser. Why clean your evil 

Stepmother’s floor with anything else?” 

 

This advertisement is for the brand Babo. We quickly recognise the intertextuality of 

this ad because their clothes, their hairstyle, and what the image conveys tells us that they are 

Cinderella and her stepmother. 

 

Our encyclopaedic knowledge about the tale does not change too much since we already 

know that Cinderella is abused by her stepmother and that the stepmother obliged her to be the 

maid. Nonetheless, the new contextual assumption that the image offers here is that the 

stepmother physically abuses her, something that is not explicitly said in the fairy tale. It is also 

accompanied by this slogan: “If your evil Stepmother ever finds out you’re not cleaning her 

floors with Babo Cleanser …Woe unto you!”. When we process the slogan, we reach 

contextual implications such as that the product being so great that the stepmother does love it 

and if she discovers that Cinderella does not use it, she will punish her. Other contextual 

implications could be that the cleaning product is good because it cleans well and removes dirt 

fast and that the product will help Cinderella to clean better.  

 

This ad can be considered one of the clearest examples in which the ad is consistent 

with our existing contextual assumptions, and the product is added as another element of the 

story. As we all know, Cinderella was a child abused by both her stepmother and her stepsisters, 

and, in addition, she had to do the hard work of the house being the maid and being at the mercy 

of her “family”. The idea that is taken from the story is that the stepmother demanded the best 

cleaning from Cinderella and will mistreat her if she does not use the product. Therefore, the 

characteristics or situations of the story are transferred to what is advertised, that is, what we 

know about the story helps us to interpret the ad. Then, this “support” of the bad behaviour of 

the stepmother is made to praise the quality of the product. We may say that for Cinderella the 

product is her saviour since it will help her to clean better and to make her stepmother happier. 

For real people, the product is also some kind of “miracle” that will help us when we clean our 

houses, and we will love it as the stepmother did. 
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Figure 11 A: Cinderella McCafé    Figure 11 B: Little Red Riding Hood McCafé 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These advertisements are for McDonald’s. In the first image we see Cinderella, with 

the castle, the clock almost striking twelve at night, the knight running after the lady and the 

glass shoe. Little Red Riding Hood is in the second image with her red riding hood, her basket, 

the wolf in bed and the picture of an old woman on the wall.  

It is interesting to know that McDonald’s is a fast-food restaurant so they have chosen 

two fairy tale scenes in which the characters must run.  Both characters need to run to escape 

from the prince: Cinderella ran away because her godmother told her to be at home at twelve 

at night and Little Red Riding Hood from the wolf to save her life. These scenes are stored in 

our encyclopaedic knowledge and what we already know about them becomes part of our 

processing context. Moreover, the most striking thing in the image is undoubtedly, the coffee 

in their hands, together, obviously, with the slogan: “Need to run?”. Then, when we process 

this slogan in this processing context, we derive contextual implications: if we were in the same 

situation as Cinderella or Little Red Riding Hood and we needed to run, we should take the 

McCafé like they do to get that speed we need. Other contextual implications could be that the 

coffee will solve our time problems, that the coffee is made quickly, and that coffee is good 

because it provides energy and velocity. 
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We can say, then, that the interpretation of these advertisements is grounded on these 

ads being consistent with the fairy tale stories24. The advertiser agent has introduced these two 

scenes to highlight the complicated situations that these characters are involved in in order to 

stand out the values of the coffee, which will help them, but will also help us to solve these 

kinds of problems.  

 

 

Figure 13: Little Red Riding Hood UNICEF 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AD TEXT: “You’re not the only one telling stories to take them to bed”. 1 of 2 cases of 

pedophilia starts with a deceived child on the internet. Protect your children from abuse. 

 

This advertisement is for UNICEF.  In this image we see the girl with a red riding hood, 

and the computer has a wolf skin case with ears included, thus the fairy tale is Little Red Riding 

Hood. 

 

Our encyclopaedic entry of the fairy tale is activated as the girl represents the qualities 

of Little Red Riding Hood: young, innocent, inexperienced and at the mercy of the wolf, which 

is represented by the metaphor of the computer. This will activate other contextual assumptions 

that come from the encyclopaedic entry of this wolf character and the mental schema of the 

consumer. Moreover, the utterance plays with double meanings: “You’re not the only one 

telling stories to take them to bed”. After processing the ad and the ad text in the set of 

contextual assumptions activated in the process, the consumer will construct some contextual 

implications: the danger posed by the computer (the internet) for the innocent Little Red Riding 

 
24Another advertisement that could be interpreted in the same way would be Snow White Nivea (Fig. 12) because 

it is consistent with the idea of the physical description of Snow White since in the story it is said that she is “white 

as snow” and thanks to the product she can acquire a tan. 
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Hood because the unsupervised computer is dangerous for children, similar to how dangerous 

the wolf is for Little Red Riding Hood.  

 

Therefore, the ad is consistent with the existing contextual assumptions since, as we all 

know, Little Red Riding Hood’s mother warns her how dangerous it is to walk through the 

woods alone because the wolf can appear. This “support” of the negative qualities of the wolf 

and the use of the computer as a metaphor for it is a very intelligent strategy to capture the 

attention of the audience and to make the audience aware about the dangers that internet brings 

to people25. Once again, the story’s values and characteristics are transmitted to what is 

advertised, that is to say, what we know about the story helps us to interpret the ad, to see both 

sides in the face of these dangers: the cunning, ruthless, predatory, wild wolf (the Internet) and 

the sweet and defenceless innocence of Little Red Riding Hood (children). 

 

5. 3 Results 

 

In the introduction of this academic project, we proposed the research questions: 1) 

How is intertextuality constructed in the advertisements? 2) How does fairy tales’ 

intertextuality contribute to the interpretative process? And 3) How does Relevance Theory 

help us to explain how ads are interpreted?  

 

1. The advertisements offer the necessary stimuli for intertextuality to come to light in a 

clear way. As we have already said in the introduction of this section, we have seen that 

intertextuality is achieved in a number of ways, for instance, intertextuality is 

constructed through diverse details in the image, and which are highly explicit. All of 

these elements activate and give the customer access to his/her mental schemata about 

the specific representation of fairy tales. 

2. The use of the intertextuality of fairy tales completes the meaning of the advertisement 

as it makes a special contribution to the interpretative process. The references catch our 

attention and activate our encyclopaedic knowledge about the fairy tales which then 

joins with the contextual assumptions obtained from the image and after processing the 

 
25 Examples like these could be subjected to a more exhaustive analysis that for reasons of space and time we 

have not been able to carry out.  
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ad text in the context we finally give a sense and optimal relevance to what the 

advertiser wants to convey. 

3. Relevance Theory claims that communication is ostensive-inferential and as we have 

already explained, advertising is an act of ostensive-inferential communication that is 

successful when the advertisements draw the consumer’s attention, and the consumer 

recognises the advertiser’s intentions. The explicit intertextuality of these ads is clearly 

intentional; thus, it lures in consumers, who search for the interpretation that provides 

the optimal relevance of the advertisement. Relevance allows us to explain how optimal 

relevance is reached through the interpretation of these advertisements when our 

previous knowledge and the contextual assumptions offered by the image form the 

context and the slogan is processed in this very specific context, in which intertextuality 

makes its contribution. 

 

In terms of interpretation of these advertisements we have seen two main groups: in 

section 5.1, we have these advertisements in which the interpretation is based on the 

contradiction arising between our encyclopaedic knowledge and the information offered by the 

picture accompanying the ads and which is made up of 19 advertisements, that is, the 79.2% 

of the analysed ads. In section 5.2, we see the advertisements that are consistent or that support 

our encyclopaedic knowledge, and that is formed by 5 ads, that is, the 20.8% of the analysed 

ads. Table 1 summarises these results:  

 

Table 1. Advertisements’ summary table 

Advertisements that contradict our fairy 

tales’ knowledge 

Advertisements that are consistent with 

our fairy tales’ knowledge 

Snow White Volvo (Fig. 1) Cinderella Babo (Fig. 10) 

Snow White Ajuda de Mãe (Fig. 2) Cinderella McCafé (Fig. 11A) 

Little Red Riding Hood McCafé (Fig. 11B) 

Little Red Riding Hood Rush Ultimate 

Chocolate (Fig. 3A) 

Cinderella Rush Ultimate Chocolate (Fig. 

3B) 

Rapunzel Rush Ultimate Chocolate (Fig. 3C) 

Snow White Nivea (Fig. 12) 
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Little Red Riding Hood GHD (Fig. 4A) 

Cinderella GHD (Fig. 4B) 

Rapunzel GHD (Fig. 4C) 

Little Red Riding Hood UNICEF (Fig. 13) 

Rapunzel Bru Cappuccino (Fig. 5A) 

Frog Prince Bru Cappuccino (Fig. 5B) 

Cinderella Bru Cappuccino (Fig. 5C) 

 

Little Red Riding Hood HALL’s (Fig. 6A) 

Hansel and Gretel HALL’s (Fig. 6B) 

Goldilocks and the three bears HALL’s (Fig. 

6C) 

 

Little Red Riding Hood KitKat (Fig. 7)  

Little Red Riding Hood Burger King (Fig. 8)  

Snow White Kellogg’s (Fig. 9)  

Snow White Amnistía Internacional (Fig. 14)  

Little Red Riding Hood Max Factor (Fig. 15)  

 

According to our analysis, advertisements in the first group (5.1) can be organised into 

five subcategories depending on their interpretation and the contradiction that is carried out: 

The first group is built on the contradiction of relationship/interaction between characters as it 

is the case of Snow White Volvo (Fig. 1), whose percentage is 5.3%. The second group 

achieves its interpretation thanks to the contradiction of the “idyllic” fairy tales’ lives as we see 

in Snow White Ajuda de Mãe (Fig. 2) and Snow White Amnistía internacional (Fig. 14); the 

percentage is equivalent to 10.5%. In the third group the interpretation is constructed on the 

physical appearance and personalities’ contradiction as it can be seen in Little Red Riding Hood 

Rush Ultimate Chocolate (Fig. 3A), Cinderella Rush Ultimate Chocolate (Fig. 3B), Rapunzel 

Rush Ultimate Chocolate (Fig. 3C), Little Red Riding Hood GHD (Fig. 4A), Cinderella GHD 

(Fig. 4B), Rapunzel GHD (Fig. 4C) and it is equivalent to 31.6%.  In the fourth group the 

contradiction relates to an event as in Rapunzel Bru Cappuccino (Fig. 5A), Frog Prince Bru 

Cappuccino (Fig. 5B), Cinderella Bru Cappuccino (Fig. 5C), Little Red Riding Hood HALL’s 

(Fig. 6A), Hansel and Gretel HALL’s (Fig. 6B), Goldilocks and the three bears HALL’s (Fig. 

6C), Little Red Riding Hood KitKat (Fig. 7) and Little Red Riding Hood Burger King (Fig. 8) 

whose percentage is 42.1% becoming the major group. The last group contradicts an element 
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as in Snow White Kellogg’s (Fig. 9) and Little Red Riding Hood Max Factor (Fig. 15) and the 

percentage is 10.5%. The following figure (Fig. 16) summarises these results: 

 

Figure 16: Types of Contradictions 

  

 

Another interesting observation we have noticed through our analysis, and we would 

like to highlight is the constant presence of certain fairy tales in the analysed advertisements. 

Of a total of 24 ads, Little Red Riding Hood is the predominant story with 8 ads (33.3%), 

followed in second position by Snow White and Cinderella each one of them included in 5 ads 

(20.8%). In third position we find Rapunzel, with a total of 3 ads (12.5%). In fourth and last 

place we have the three remaining stories appearing in just one ad: Goldilocks and the three 

bears, Hansel and Gretel and Frog Prince (4.2%). These results are summarised in Figure 17: 

Fairy Tale’s advertisements. 
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Figure 17: Fairy tales’ advertisements 

 

 

 In these advertisements, there are modifications in the characters, their clothes, which 

are more up to date, in their diets, or in their personalities. With these modifications represented 

in these ads, the product or advice become another element of the fairy tale itself, and make 

consumers believe that these changes can be also applied to them if they buy the product, or 

they follow the advice. Hence, as we have already explained, both contradiction of the 

encyclopaedic knowledge and the consistency or support of it are resolved in favour of the 

product, as their main objective is to praise its value. Freedom, happiness, and a better life 

come with what is advertised. All the ads have something in common: the creation of a false 

ideal world like the one in the stories, because if the consumer buys the magic product, the 

consumer will be happier, and if the consumer follows the advice that the advertiser offers, the 

consumer will be happier.  
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

In this academic project we have investigated intertextuality and fairy tales in 

advertising. In order to achieve this purpose, we have analysed how intertextuality is 

constructed in the advertisements, how fairy tales’ intertextuality contributes to the 

interpretative process and how Relevance Theory helps us to explain how advertisements are 

interpreted. To do it, apart from our own ideas, we have reviewed a wide range of books and 

articles on these topics. Some of the authors that have been extremely helpful to carry out this 

academic project and whose ideas have inspired us have been Kristeva (1986), Tanaka (1994), 

Sperber and Wilson (1995), Forceville (1996), or Cintra Torres (2015). 

Advertising is an act of ostensive-inferential communication (in general, leaving aside 

occasions when there are some elements of covertness) that fulfils both the informative and the 

communicative intentions about which Sperber and Wilson (1995) talked. Advertising also 

tries to attract the attention of the consumer through the advertisement, which is, in Relevance’s 

(1995) terms, an ostensive stimulus. Sperber and Wilson (1995) stated that the information 

must be relevant to consumers to be worth the effort of processing it and in advertising, to 

achieve productive results, one of the best ways to do it is by using something exciting like 

fairy tales. The intertextuality of fairy tales will always be a great marketing strategy to capture 

the interest of the audience no matter how many years pass because it will always have the 

advantage of the link created between the reader and the story, besides having that feel-good 

factor about which Baubeta (2017) talked. Besides, fairy tales’ intertextuality guarantees a 

successful interpretation of the ad because most people know them and this interpretation is 

interesting because although we all share similar mental representations, at the same time they 

are different, and that is what makes these ads’ interpretations so special. 

From our point of view, this academic work has been illustrative as well as important 

for us because it has been useful to enrich our knowledge about certain aspects related to how 

advertising works. Moreover, it has been useful to show the diverse interpretations that 

advertisements can have, and how we are able to reach the optimally relevant interpretation in 

the terms the advertisers mean to communicate. Furthermore, we can apply this to our daily 

lives since advertising is something constant nowadays when we are on our social networks, 

when we watch news on the Internet, when we see billboards on the road or when we watch 

television. 
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While we were doing this project, other lines of research and other study topics came 

to our minds, and these highly interesting research lines could be the object of analysis for 

future academic projects. For instance, we would like to investigate if intertextuality can 

contribute to ads’ interpretations in other ways, and if they go beyond these that we have 

compiled in our academic work. We would also like to carry out a comparison between the 

different types of contradictions, the role of female characters in advertisements, and even to 

compare how advertising works not only in print advertising, but on other fields such as TV or 

social networks and if advertisements are differently interpreted in each case.  

To conclude, one of the most interesting things that we can highlight about these 

advertisements is that their interpretations are not simply limited to what it is in the images, but 

that they offer an intellectual delight to the consumer, who imagines what would have happened 

in the story if what is said had taken place, for instance, the consumer can imagine different 

endings. All these interpretations are unpredictable for both the advertiser and the consumer, 

but it is certainly a form of joy and entertainment that can transport the consumer back to the 

magical world of fairy tales. 
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8. ANNEX 

Figure 1: Snow White Volvo  
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Figure 2: Snow White Ajuda de Mãe 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3A: Little Red Riding Hood Rush Ultimate Chocolate  

      

 
 
Figure 3B: Cinderella Rush Ultimate Chocolate 
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Figure 3C: Rapunzel Rush Ultimate Chocolate 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4A: Little Red Riding Hood GHD 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4B: Cinderella GHD 
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Figure 4C: Rapunzel GHD 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5A: Rapunzel Bru Cappuccino   

  

  
 

 

Figure 5B: Frog Prince Bru Cappuccino 

 

  
 

 

 

Figure 5C: Cinderella Bru Cappuccino 
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Figure 6A: Little Red Riding Hood HALL’S  

 

   
 

 

 

Figure 6B: Hansel and Gretel HALL’S 
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Figure 6C: Goldilocks and the three bears HALL’S 

 

 
 

 

Figure 7: Little Red Riding Hood KitKat. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 8: Little Red Riding Hood Burger King. 
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Figure 9: Snow White Kellogg’s. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Cinderella Babo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 11 A: Cinderella McCafé  
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Figure 11B: Little Red Riding Hood McCafé 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Snow White Nivea  

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 13: Little Red Riding Hood UNICEF 
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Figure 14: Snow White Amnistía Internacional 

 

 
 

 

Figure 15: Little Red Riding Hood Max Factor 

 

 
 


