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 “Tomorrow we’ll be eating signs”, announced a communication journal in the 80s1: an indicator of the 

importance of semiotics in relation to foodstuffs and especially taste. Recent advances in semiotics applied 

to flavour, as a sensory order (Fontanille, 19982), and in the socio-semiotic sphere of taste (Landowski, 

19983), highlight both the discursive and cognitive dimensions of flavour which come into play in what 

Jean-Jacques Boutaud4 describes, in semiotic terms, as  the elaboration of a “tasting programme” 

(“programme gustatif”). From a semiotic point of view, the tasting experience is influenced by various 

elements in constant interaction with one another. For example, the manner in which food is prepared and 

presented can have a direct impact on the sensations and perceptions experienced when it is eaten. When 

working on the signs relevant to taste, semioticians must take into account all of these dimensions.  

This contribution will focus on the expression of taste in the specific linear context of food purchases. We 

will ask what semiotic dimensions can be used to express taste, both from a global perspective, aimed at 

consumers as a whole, and to inform individual shoppers about a particular foodstuff. This leads to the 

essential, but very tricky question of which signs we can use to express a particular flavour (limited to its 

sensory perception), as opposed to a taste, with its more developed complex figurative image. 

In order to address this question, the semiotician can usefully refer to work done in food science and sensory 

analysis. These sciences have produced many studies which describe flavours verbally, sometimes using 

imagery associated with scales of intensity. This logocentric language of taste has progressively been 

developed on a consensual basis, principally during tasting sessions. It is a professional jargon created by 

experts for experts. 

However, the results of these studies also show that this exclusively-verbal approach to flavour-description 

is inadequate, when it comes to conveying meanings to non-experts, i.e. novice consumers. The jargon used 

is generally not sufficiently ‘communicative’ to allow them to identify and distinguish a particular flavour 

during an experiment (Chrea et al., 20055). To what degree can semiotics help develop a more complete, 

multimodal system of signs, able to express taste and flavours in a more complete, evocative and consensual 

way than with the tools which currently exist? 

By working on the language generated in these studies, and highlighting the cognitive and semiotic 

dimensions used to describe taste, this contribution will seek to outline the foundations of a multimodal 

language which can be used to help consumers make better-informed purchases, by providing them with 

more information about the flavour of foodstuffs. 
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