MEDIA STUDIES

MS1

Media Representations and Responses

MEDIAEDU SPECIMEN PAPER 2
2 ½ hours

Answer all three questions. 

INFORMATION FOR CANDIDATES 

· The number of marks is given in brackets at the end of each question or part-question. 

· You are reminded that assessment will take into account the quality of written communication used in your answers. 

· No certificate will be awarded to a candidate detected in any unfair practice during the examination. 

Study the two magazine covers:
1. 

Analyse the magazine covers commenting on: 

• Visual codes 

• Layout and design 

• Language                                        





         (40) 

2. 

(a) Choose one of the magazine covers.  Suggest two different audiences for these covers.  Give brief reasons for your choice. 






                         (6)

(b) Using the same magazine cover chosen for 2 (a), explain how the main audience has been targeted.  (9) 

(c) In what ways do different audiences respond differently to the same media text? Refer to your own detailed examples. 





                        (15) 

3.

With reference to your own detailed examples, explore the different representations of national identity in the media today.  







          (30)

Specimen Material 1

April 2009 NME Magazine Cover
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Specimen Material 2

April 2009 OK Magazine Cover
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EXTENDED SAMPLE RESPONSE:

1.

The NME Cover uses red as the primary colour with its connotations of royalty – here, however the magazine is expressing its irreverence towards the event by having the model (Tyler) wearing a mock crown, deliberately titled to one side which pays homage to urban culture rather than the institution of the British Royal Family. This negative sentiment is anchored by the cover line, “I don’t give a s**t about the royal wedding” positioning the audience as more independent and free thinking but also suggesting that NME agrees with Tyler the Creator’s utterance; NME is a music magazine whose genre is Indie (Independent) with its conventions of rejecting mainstream culture and the royal wedding is exactly that, mainstream. This is further emphasised above the masthead where the magazine states “God save us from Wills and Kate. Commemorative issue”. This encodes use of irony suggesting that audiences should buy the magazine only because of their, and the magazine’s complete ambivalence to the occasion of the marriage of Kate and William. Tyler also holds wilted white roses tied up in a wedding sash with another smaller crown around his neck, photographed alongside more traditional Hip Hop dress code – a large chain focussing on urban, street culture in binary opposition to the tradition and heritage signified by the British Royal Family.

Artist Tyler the Creator is framed centrally in medium shot encoding his status – in terms of audience cultural capital he has been deliberately used by this edition of NME as his representation is wholly anti establishment and controversial which anchors the sentiment on the front cover. His Twitter rants are often intended to shock and create hype and he has carefully constructed his own secondary persona ensuring audiences are aware of his misdemeanours including being arrested for vandalism after smashing up recording equipment in Los Angeles during a gig. It is unusual that in terms of genre that NME should have a Rap and Hip Hop artist on the front cover but he is seen in the industry as a less extreme version of the genre template – for example after his arrest for vandalism he claims on his blog that he destroyed the equipment because he wanted to alert security that two girls in the crowd were hurt. On his blog he talks about how he doesn’t understand why some rappers think jail is cool because he hated it; this ‘softer’ side to the genre stereotype, combined with the fact that his anti establishment tendencies parallel the magazine’s desire to highlight their lack of interest in the royal wedding make him ideal for the front cover. 

An oppositional reading could focus on his race and ethnicity and that a black face on a magazine stereotypically consumed by predominantly white audiences (UK Indie music has more embedded connotations of white, urban culture in binary opposition to Rap and Hip Hop) could be understood by some audiences as a rejection of any allegiances to the crown. It must be stressed this is an oppositional reading.

The layout and design of the magazine is simplistic with red text on a white background, surrounded by a green frame – limited attention has been placed on design considerations reflecting the audiences’ interest in the music and not the photographic codes or focus on fashion emphasised by other magazine from genres such as Women’s Magazines of Gossip (OK). NME belongs to a genre tradition of music magazines and has four decades of publishing history. A sub heading, ‘New Musical Express’ under the bold, red, sans serif title (connotations of a masculine readership along with the cover image) reminds audiences of the magazine’s commitment to new, independent music although this contradicted by historical, established bands like Sex Pistols, Rolling Stones and The Doors being foregrounded. Clear explanation is given as to their inclusion as a cover line however with the anchoring text “When band take on the establishment”. 

This confirms the overall tone of this particular edition (anti institution) and suggests a direct mode of address that although informal is encoding a shared belief. The connotations of Sex Pistols, The Doors and in the 60s and 70s only, The Rolling Stones is that they were very controversial bands who were accused of a number of crimes and anti social behaviour including walking off stage in the middle of a gig, drug addiction, destroying their own equipment and swearing on television chat shows to create hype and interest. Intertextual references are made to the Sex Pistols song ‘Anarchy in the UK’ with the cover line underscoring the image of Tyler the Creator stating ‘Anarchy hits the UK!’ in reference to his up and coming visit to the UK. Inclusion of reference to Sex Pistols on this front cover would have added value for audiences with cultural capital (although many younger audiences are now into retro culture and would heard of the Sex Pistols) through reference for their open rejection of the monarchy through deeply ironic songs like “God save the Queen” containing lyrics like ‘fascist regime’. 

Despite the magazine’s anti establishment approach standard conventions of marketing and language are used on the front cover – exclamation marks target audiences via a direct and now more upbeat mode of address with Euro Festival tickets advertised on the front cover. Again standard, rolling cover lines at the bottom of the cover highlight featured artists who on one level are predictable and paralleling the genre conventions e.g. the Beastie Boys and Smith Westerns but on another level challenge the expected genre conventions e.g. Kanye West (R n’ B) and Adele (emotional Pop/Love songs). Q magazine and Kerrang have been taking a similar approach in recent years moving away from the genre straightjacket, flexing and referencing artists from other genres perhaps acknowledging the falling circulation in magazines (including Music magazines) in preference for other forms of digital media entertainment. NME are again contradicting their established independent credentials by focussing on mainstream, commercially successful artists like Kanye West and Adele referencing the need to attract advertising revenue to continue the success of their brand despite ownership by IPC, part of the major publishing oligopoly.

OK magazine belongs to the Gossip genre but borrows from the conventions of Women’s Weeklies in terms of codes and conventions. OK’s key competition is the Spanish owned Hello! and Heat and benefits from the ownership of Northern and Schell who also publish The Daily Express and The Star and well as having cross media interests in television including being the major shareholder in C5. Their CEO, Richard Desmond has a background in developing ‘top shelf’ magazines and audiences understand from this front cover of OK! that there is a key relationship with the voyeuristic obsession catered for by much of Northern and Schell’s media output and Gossip magazine content.

It is clear immediately that this front cover encodes opposing views to NME in relation to the royal wedding and this is reflected by its design and layout. The colour palette uses softer primary colours to facilitate mainstream, non offensive representations and to stereotypically appeal to a female target audience. The masthead runs a clear image of a Union Jack next to the cover line, ‘SPECIAL BRITISH OK’ anchoring patriotic representations and suggesting a strong belief in British national identity. Large, upper case text states ‘WORLD EXCLUSIVE’ which implies a shared collective identity in British values but also extends the connotations of British culture (in this instance the royal wedding) as being global. The mode of address is also direct but suggesting a form of exclusivity whereby only OK readers have access to ‘inside information’ and photographs. Juxtaposed next to this masthead is a copy of the OK! edition carrying pictures of Kate and William after they first announced their engagement which is used as a marketing tool suggesting that OK! were first with this news. OK! and Hello! are fierce competitors and have been involved in an number of lawsuits over the years running unauthorised stories and photographs of celebrity weddings. Famously in 2000 Hello magazine published unauthorised pictures of Michael Douglas and Catherin Zeta-Jones’ wedding to spoil the authorised pictures that had been awarded to OK! magazine – a subsequent court battle let to record damages with Hello! paying over £1m.

The tagline below the masthead declares ‘The magazine the stars trust’ sells star marketing to audiences who enjoy reading stories about aspirational celebrities such as Kate and William and makes a spurious comment that potentially could be disputed – one of the genre conventions of Gossip magazines is to help to build the reputation of a star but if it sells copy bring them crashing down to their knees with paparazzi style, revealing photography and spiteful editorial comments. The rise and fall, and now apparent rise of Cheryl Cole in the eyes of the public and mediated by the media is an example of this. In this editions we see another common convention; the juxtaposition of high profile celebrities in binary opposition to narratives about the average ‘man on the street’. John Ellis’ theory of ordinary and extraordinary can apply to Kate and William (on one level they are a normal couple celebrating their marriage but another level they are fabulously wealthy, connected and William is being groomed to be King).

Inset pictures tease audiences to read on to find out why ‘Emily gave Brad’s ring back’ while underneath we read about couples and weight loss – this again is a key convention and an example of synergy and cross media marketing with OK! selling the NBC produced ‘Biggest Loser’ franchise and vice versa. The narrative premise of this long running Reality TV programme mirrors the voyeuristic pleasures offered to audiences by Gossip magazines with contestants who are obese and who undergo ‘training’ to lose weight and win cash prizes and in this instance gain a partner. They are deliberately juxtaposed next to Kate and William with binary oppositions including working class/ruling class, unhealthy/healthy, poor/wealthy and problems/privilege. The magazine creates the myth that Kate and William tell their story to OK! ‘in their own words’ when in fact they would have been one of hundreds of magazines, newspapers and news agencies who ran the same story, albeit with a house style spin. The magazine considers their wedding to be an event – Kate and William are framed in medium shot, in soft focus with the date their wedding emblazoned across the cover in the same way an iconic Hollywood Event Movie would be sold. They are the USP (unique selling point) of this edition.

Anchoring text underneath their photograph includes use of exclamation mark (there are five if you include William’s head) creating an upbeat address and use of emotive language to draw in the reader – a restricted language code uses key words like ‘breathtaking’, ‘tear-filled’ and ‘proud’ developing links with Princess Diana whose representation as the ‘Queen of Hearts’ was constantly references in the months after the engagement was announced. ‘Your personal guide to the historic event’ is offered with clear connotations of how British national identity should be all about a shared hegemonic construct which supports the integrity and continued status of the Royal Family. Audience are positioned to share in this ideological belief.

2 a.
NME magazine has a primary and a secondary target audience. The primary target audience would be younger fans of indie music, 16-25, B, C1, predominantly white, male skew, urban/city living individualists. The reasons for this relates to the fact that traditionally independent music (specifically guitar based indie music that NME specialises in) is consumed by younger audiences who see themselves as standing out from the crowd – the anti establishment tone of the front cover confirms this and references to bands who have pushed boundaries over years, including the ‘intelligent bad boy’ reputation of Tyler the Creator. The desire for more individuality suggests a more educated, stereotypically middle class background.

The secondary target audience are older music lovers who bought NME when it was it was a newspaper in the 1970s and 1980s and had competition including Sounds and Melody Maker. The cover references their cultural capital (and age) by reference to The Doors and Sex Pistols for example although it must be stressed many younger independent music fans are into retro culture and listen to their parents’ music. Specifically the secondary target audience are married with a teenage family, almost exclusively male (men trying to hang on to the last vestiges of trendiness, placing key importance on familiarity with new acts and performers), 35-55, ABC1 individualists but also aspirers. This audience would want to know about Tyler the Creator and what they don’t know will be researched – NME is a brand that is familiar and comfortable from their youth.

2 b.

The primary target audience has been targeted focussing on their rebellious, independent streak that stereotypically as a teenager seeks to rebel against anything representing institutions of ‘the establishment’ from their parents to the royal family in reference to this NME cover. NME has ensured the audience feel like they are gaining knowledge by referencing historically iconic bands on the front cover – using Blumler and Katz’s 1974 Uses and Gratifications Model audience are targeted using surveillance which increases their cultural capital but also their ability to discuss music with their friends (personal identity) which is importance at their age. The cover is also escapist and uses diversion to divert the audience away from the tedious, saturated, mainstream media coverage of the royal wedding.

The irreverent mode of address is a key appeal for this audience which is anchored by Tyler the Creator’s representation which although not ‘belonging’ to the genre of music that is generally followed by the main audience parallels their early, developing ideology. Hybridisation has been acknowledged by many magazines including Kerrang which now has Indie, Metal and even Goth covers and like Jay-Z and Beyonce’s headlining at the Glastonbury Music Festival in recent years (headline acts have traditionally been Rock or Indie ‘guitar bands’) perhaps the NME cover is acknowledging this. The dark colour palette and use of red as an angry colour echoes the sentiments of the target audience who do not need emotive words but do need to feel that NME is still trendy, up to date and cutting edge will tell the audience everything they need to know about the current independent music scene – NME achieves this by referencing and range of contemporary and historical artists on the front cover.

2 c.

Using music magazines as an example of audiences responding differently to the same media text, cultural capital is crucial in how representations and meanings are decoded and how responses are constructed – their (the audience’s) knowledge, skills and experiences affect how a media text is read and ultimately understood e.g. a magazine cover, advert or a media artefact like a film, television programme, piece of journalism or computer game narrative will have different meanings for different audiences. Extensive cultural capital ensures that any encoded intertextual references are decoded by the audience and fully understood within the context of the media text.

Using Stuart Hall’s preferred, negotiated and oppositional (or aberrant readings) the preferred, intended or deliberately encoded meaning developed by the writer or producer of the media text is immediately recognised by the audience. This would mean in the case of the OK! magazine front cover that the target audience would shared the encoded respect and interest the magazine has in its deferential representation of the British royal family and British tradition.

As a negotiated reading the audience or consumer would not fully understand or share the encoded meaning and may acknowledge some references but not others. Although their relationship with, in this instance the NME cover would not be immediately positive because of the foregrounding of Tyler the Creator (there was similar hostile reaction when it was first announced that Jay-Z would be headlining at Glastonbury) NME brand awareness would still be established and the act of negotiation of meaning itself could be seen as a marketing tool. Charlie Brooker’s 2011 3 part mini drama series, ‘Black Mirror’ also required audiences to fully focus on narrative to understand the intended meaning of the drama. The second episode, ’15 Million Merits’ posed a narrative to audiences that was initially unclear in it purpose with narrative resolution still unclear. This provoked negotiated debate and argument as to whether the programme was on one level a personal response to Reality TV, in particular the X-Factor or in fact was a broader satire on society and their obsession with technology and interactive television, for example Reality TV.

Oppositional or aberrant readings involve the audience understanding the binary opposite of the encoded meaning within a text – this would involve the primary target audience rejecting NME as a brand because of the direction its editorial is taking. To reinforce this, in the case of advertising this would also involve an active, negative response e.g. hatred of the Go Compare 2011-2012 television advertising campaign and central character Gio Compario leading further to a conscious desire of not wishing to buy into that particular brand. In the case of advertising however, any emotive response to a commercial, however negative and oppositional in terms of the intended meaning is likely to lead to brand awareness which marketing seeks to promote. Media producers, e.g. magazine editors often deliberately offer representations that they know audiences will dislike or oppose, safe in the knowledge that some form of communication with the brand and audience has taken place.

In other magazines like the Men’s Lifestyle genre, in particular ‘Men’s Health’ oppositional readings have included suggestions that the magazine is homoerotic and targets a gay demographic because of the stereotypical representations on the front cover. The Kazakhstan Embassy complained bitterly about Sacha Baron Cohen’s character Borat saying that this was an extremely negative representation of their country and its people; an allegation vehemently denied by Cohen arguing his intention was to laugh at Borat and not share his broader, ideological viewpoint. The 1970s Sitcom ‘Till Death Do Us Part’ had a central character in Alf Garnett who was represented as racist – the intended meaning was to laugh at him but research suggested that many audiences tuned in to laugh with him and share his negative ideological viewpoint, a classic oppositional reading. Oppositional readings can often lead to controversy with the act of failing to understand meaning leading to knee jerk reactions and at worst, moral panics. Chris Morris’ 2011 film, ‘Four Lions’ lead to oppositional readings of racism which was far from the intentions of the writer and producer in the same way that his 2000 Brass Eye episode, ‘Paedophilia’ led to a record number of complaints to C4 saying he was condoning and showing a lack of concern for this particular, emotive crime. In his defence, Morris stated he was satirising the media’s treatment of paedophilia.  

3.

OK! and NME clearly represent ideological beliefs of national identity that are in binary opposition to each other but perceptions of national identity have evolved and changed over time reflecting political and social change. Media texts however, still construct and mediate to audiences their own encoded ideological beliefs that perhaps do not reflect the views of the majority of the population.

Hegemony is where representation tends to be more traditional, historically stereotypical but crucially is reinforced and re-presented back to audiences as ‘common sense’. The royal family is a classic example of a hegemonic construct underpinning British national identity that is reinforced not just by OK! magazine but by newspapers like the Daily Mail and The Sun. The Daily Mail mediates traditional, old fashioned, back to basics representations that suggest Britain is still the same type of nation with the same demographic make-up of 60 years ago. Multiculturalism is reluctantly acknowledged by the newspaper but it sees it as divisive and undermining – the Daily Mail cannot make overtly racist comments but has been accused of encoding news values that suggest traditional British representations should be maintained, even if this is at the cost of social progress. 

Stereotypes of British national identity are reinforced through food (Roast Beef, Fish and Chips), drink (beer and pub culture), sport (football and football fans), beliefs, values and attitudes (stiff upper lip, spirit of the blitz), geographical landmarks like Big Ben and of course language and phrases but importantly these stereotypes are promoted culturally through media representations. British film has mediated changes in the representation of national identity over the years from propaganda war documentary films like ‘Britain can take it’ to much more modern, pluralistic representations in films like ‘Attack the Block’ and ‘Somer’s Town’. Whether representations are mainstream or alternative depends of course on the target audience and where the representations are being exported to – ‘The King’s Speech’ for example encodes, and is deferential to traditional representations of British national identity but was also successfully distributed to American audiences who stereotypically enjoy representations of British cultural heritage. High production value Period Dramas like ‘The Duchess’ and Working Title/Universal films like Notting Hill and Love Actually maintain this stereotype.

In 2006, ‘The Queen’ directed by Stephen Frears explored both traditional representations of British national identity but also suggested more contemporary, shifting beliefs. Tony Blair was represented as a moderniser who wanted to reform the royal family with the suggestion that The Queen in particular had to modify her traditional, hard line on protocol (very stereotypically British) because of her declining popularity. ‘This is England’ also analyses the concept of what it is to be British but in the 1980s at a time of high unemployment and during the decline of the manufacturing industry. Whatever film or media text, social class often underpins the representation of British national identity with some media artefacts like situation comedies defining ‘Britishness’ through these divisions – sitcoms like ‘Outnumbered’ and ‘My Family’ represent urban, middle class, aspirational British national identity while ‘Gavin and Stacey’ focuses on working class British culture but not in the extreme way that ‘Only Fools and Horses’ offered hyper real characters and narratives. ‘The 39 Steps’ in 1935 represented hegemonic divisions of British social class during the music hall scene when the working class (who are drinking beer and shouting) end up fighting but not before asking Mr Memory questions about sport and horse racing. ‘The Ladykillers’ in 1958 also represented British stereotypes including eccentricity, tea drinking, poor weather, accents and again social class but like ‘The 39 Steps’ reflected a more historical tradition.

Audiences often though buy into nostalgic representations of Britishness like the classic establishing shots of stately homes in Period Dramas and hedonistic, pleasure seeking representations of the British upper class . More pluralistic films like ‘Four Lions’ challenge these stereotypes representing Britain as multicultural (albeit through difficult humour and controversial narratives). This film was accused however of reinforcing other stereotypes of national identity. Regional identity is crucial in understanding Britishness and ‘Four Lions’ also represents northern, Pakistani British culture while films like ‘Submarine’ explore Welsh national identity. One argument suggests that it is impossible to talk about a ‘British’ national identity because of regional differences (recent debates on Scottish devolution reference this) and the fact that Britishness has become fragmented and broken up with collective identity continually evolving and changing over time. An opposing argument suggests that ‘we’ are more British than we think and belong to a collective identity circulated by the media. Newspapers will use words like ‘we’ and ‘our’ to suggest this shared identity, e.g. The Sun frequently describes British soldiers as ‘our boys’ in its direct, inclusive mode of address.

Recent media representations of British national identity have also sought to denigrate British culture to almost redress a cultural imbalance. ‘Selling off Britain’ on C4 in 2011 focussed on changing British national identity - to give it authenticity a Channel 4 news presenter anchored the show in front of a studio audience who were asked to go interactive and vote on questions like “What percentage of you would sell off the motorways of Britain to raise money?” or “Who would sell Birmingham to raise money?” and “Should we sell off the nuclear missile programme?” The implication was that Britain needs to urgently raise money to survive - each asset stripping topic voted on was preceded by a pseudo discussion with ex Conservative politician turned media ‘talking head’ Edwina Currie chipping in as part of the studio audience. It lurched from one comment to another at the same time intercut with video footage of the relevant topic on sale and subsequent interviews with ‘relevant’ interests parties. The footage included cars on a motorway, ‘Top Gear’ presenters being interviewed and Defence Chiefs stating the strategic benefits of the Trident Missile Programme. The format of the show was more like a Reality TV programme. Interactive links to the Channel 4 website allowed viewers to research the most valuable assets in their area like a closing down sale. Charlie Brooker on Channel 4’s ‘The 10 O’clock Show’ admits to also embracing negativity about Britishness by stating “Misanthropy....it’s not a personality flaw, it’s a skill” and regularly cites American comedian Bill Hicks as one of his influences quoting his immortal line “The Human Race is a virus with shoes”. Even comedian Alastair Murray, after receiving criticism for his negative stereotyping of German culture by his character Al Murray: Pub Landlord felt obliged to go out to Germany and film a positive Documentary series for the BBC about German history, peoples’ and culture. This created a much more positive, pluralistic representations than the stereotypes promoted by his comedy character.

Non British national identity like German identity has often been represented in as hegemonic way as Britishness for a number of reasons – mainstream Hollywood film has also been accused of cultural imperialism in ‘Avatar’ and ‘Angels and Demons’ where an American (Tom Hanks) is seen to almost literally save the Catholic church; a common construct of the all America hero. The ‘Americanisation of culture’ is a criticism that has been made in regards to advertising communication, film culture and some television genres but reasons for these stereotypes reference the target audiences’ expectation for entertainment values and unfortunately the stereotyping of a range of different national identities is seen by many as escapist, not inappropriate and entertaining. Non realist texts tend to carry more hyper real, hegemonic representations while more realist media like documentary and social realism tends to offer and develop more pluralistic representations.

