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Subject Content: Media language
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Media Industries, Audiences

PRODUCT CONTEXT
• Gavin & Stacey is a British Sitcom 

created by the independent production 
company ‘Baby Cow’ for the BBC.

• ‘Baby Cow’ was established by the two 
comedians Steve Coogan and Henry 
Normal in 1999. It has been responsible 
for many successful television series such 
as ‘The Mighty Boosh’ and ‘Uncle’.

• Gavin & Stacey first aired on BBC3 
on the 13th May 2007. It proved so 
successful that it moved to BBC2, with 
the last series being aired on BBC1. 

• The audience figures rose sharply. While the 
first episode attracted just 543,000 viewers, 
this had risen to 1,894,000 by the start of series 
2 and the final episode drew 10,250,000. 

• The series was nominated for many awards: 
two notable wins were the 2008 BAFTA 
Audience Award and Best Television Comedy 
at the 2008 British Comedy Awards. 

• Episode 5 from Series 3 aired on Christmas 
day and reached an audience of 10 million.

PART 1: STARTING POINTS – Media language
Social and Cultural Context
• The British sitcom has endured on television for 

five decades. It had its origins on radio but moved 
across to television with ‘Hancock’s Half Hour’ 
in 1962. The 1970s were considered ‘The Golden 
Age’ of the sitcom. Shows which had a huge 
impact on popular culture included ‘Dad’s Army’ 
and ‘Fawlty Towers’. The popularity of sitcoms 
waned in the 1980s when alternative comedy 
burst on to the scene but the vehicle proved to 

be a resilient one. ‘Only Fools and Horses’, for 
example, was hugely popular and acted as bridge 
to the 1990s when new widely diverse sitcoms, 
like ‘Men behaving Badly’ and ‘One Foot in the 
Grave’ drew large audiences, young and old. 

• With the demise of many long running sitcoms 
in the 2000s the genre appeared in crisis. 
Its conventions began to be challenged by 
shows like the mockumentary ‘The Office’. 
Producers were reluctant to greenlight pilots 
when they could make DIY shows and reality 
TV for a fraction of the cost. However, the 
genre prevailed as shows like ‘My Family’, 
‘Benidorm’ and ‘The Inbetweeners’ proved. 

• The classic elements of the British sitcom 
often include a set of characters trapped in 
a particular situation. This might involve 
family, work or an event. In Gavin & Stacey 
both protagonists are trapped in their family 
situations. In the narrative, events occur 
which disrupt the equilibrium of the situation 
and the characters work to restore a new 
equilibrium by the end of the episode. 

• It is a general rule that audiences must be 
able to identify with the protagonists in 
order to understand and enjoy the humour 
conveyed by the writers and actors.

Consider how media language creates 
and communicates meaning:
• As the episode opens, the camera fades in to 

a panning shot from the terraced sea front of 
Barry to a low angle shot of the protagonist 
Gavin walking up a steep hill. The sequence 
continues by crosscutting between Gavin 
and Stacey, who is in a different location. 
Slowly, the camera zooms closer to Stacey 
and each cut brings Gavin closer. This re-
connects the audience with their characters 
as the dialogue highlights key aspects of their 
personalities. Gavin is a rational straight man, 
while Stacey is the whimsical romantic. 

• As other characters are introduced to the 
narrative the camerawork relies heavily on the 
medium shot, two shot and over the shoulder. 
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This allows the audience to feel part of the 
interaction between the characters. There is 
some use of the point of view shot to engage 
the audience in the conversation but this 
switches between the different characters. 

• The narrative is linear and this episode 
represents a day in the lives of the characters. 
Todorov’s Theory can be applied as there 
are disruptions that the characters need to 
resolve. In this episode the first disruption 
to the equilibrium is the arrival of Gavin’s 
parents. However, this drives the narrative 
of the beach trip and isn’t something to be 
resolved. Other disruptions include Nessa’s 
possible infidelity and Gavin’s infertility. 

• The episode could be considered to have a closed 
narrative so that it may be watched as a stand-
alone but has enough references to the narrative 
arc of the series to satisfy the loyal audiences. 

• This episode could be considered to be a 
typical trope of the sitcom – ‘The beach 
visit’ is a common convention to give 
audiences a breather from the very arc-
heavy episodes and allow the characters to 
be seen in a more relaxed and carefree way. 

• Continuity editing is used throughout to 
ensure the smooth running of the narrative. 
The episode has two examples of a montage 
of images. Firstly, at 5.34 where the audience 
is introduced to the location of Barry Island 
beach though a range of long shots showing 
stereotypical beach activities including donkey 
rides, children paddling and building sandcastles. 
This is accompanied by non-diegetic upbeat 
indie pop soundtrack. This connotes a buoyant 
atmosphere which juxtaposes the previous 
tense sequences between Nessa and Dave. 

• Another montage is used to show the visit to 
the fairground. The continuity is suspended to 
cut quickly between images of the characters 
on fairground rides. Fast motion, blurring as 
well as low angles and Dutch tilts are used 
to emphasise the excitement and enjoyment of 
the occasion. Again the mood and atmosphere 
is influenced by the soundtrack and Pop hit 
‘Pencil full of lead’ by Paolo Nutini is used to 
connect with target audience. The sequence 
ends with shot reverse shot editing between 
Nessa and Smithy in a bumper car and Dave 
watching them from outside. The camera moves 
from the long to mid shot to increase the 
tension. The facial expression of the characters 

shows the significance of the situation. The 
soundtrack ends and camera fades to black.

Consider how media language portrays 
aspects of reality, constructs points of view 
and conveys messages and values:
• Sitcoms rely on presenting real situations 

to audiences so that they connect with the 
characters. Realism is created through 
the on location settings. The show was 
filmed in real places both in Barry and 
Billericay. In the episode the characters 
are actually on Barry beach and fair. This 
creates verisimilitude for the audience. 

• The show is about the dramas of regular 
life. It juxtaposes humour with tragic and 
emotional events. Managing in-laws, ambiguous 
sexuality, dreary jobs. The families are 
dysfunctional; neither represents an idealised 
version of a perfect family. This resonates 
with audiences as they can identify. 

• Audiences from different social demographics 
can identify with the characters. The 
working class is represented through Nessa, 
Smithy and Dave, whereas, Mick and Pam 
fit a more middle class stereotype. 

• Sitcoms traditionally have nurtured and reflected 
British values and beliefs. Gavin & Stacey 
doesn’t completely break from this model with 
its hegemonic ideals of patriotism, pluralism and 
a family that is caring and supportive. However, 
the show also reflects modern life and shows 
that counter hegemony behaviour also exists 
within communities ‒ an example being when 
Mick and Bryn buy stolen meat for their BBQ. 

Possible areas for further investigation:
• Audience: Uses and Gratifications theory 

and how it can be applied to the product 
‒ Gavin and Stacey could be regarded as 
offering entertainment for audiences. However, 
audiences may also use it for personal 
identification and social interaction. Exploring 
target audience and the demographic that 
makes up the audience of Gavin & Stacey. 

• Narrative: Further analysis of the narrative 
could include application of the Three Act 
Structure and Roland Barthes’s theory. 
Examples of cultural, enigma, action and 
semantic codes could be considered. 

• Media Industries: Consider how the change of 
channel affected the target audience of Gavin & 
Stacey. The show transformed from appealing to 
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the niche to being watched by the mainstream.

PART 2:  STARTING POINTS – Representation
Social and Cultural Context
One of the earliest on-screen representations of 
Wales was the 1941 John Ford film ‘How Green was 
my Valley’. This introduced lasting clichés about 
Wales and its culture. Audiences were introduced to 
green mountains, terraced streets and black faced 
singing miners. Despite the fact that everything 
was filmed in the San Fernando valley in Malibu 
it spawned a stereotype of Wales that endured 
decades. Few media texts challenged this stereotype 
until as late as the 1990s. A cultural change began 
in Wales that gave producers the confidence to 
laugh more freely at the tired stereotypes. Films 
like ‘House of America’ in 1997 used some of the 
same clichés of mining communities but through 
the eyes of a character heading to America – it 
showed the old Wales embracing a new culture. 
Other popular culture films like ‘Human Traffic’ 
completely avoided any Welsh stereotypes; instead it 
represented Cardiff as a multi-cultural, vibrant city. 
There were many complaints that prior to the 
year 2000 contemporary Welsh culture was rarely 
portrayed on television, at least not in English. Welsh 
language drama was different as it was produced 
in Wales for Welsh audiences. However, even 
S4C which was set up in 1982 to broadcast Welsh 
language programmes, was criticized for showing 
outdated and narrow representations of Wales. 
The start of the new millennium and devolution 
saw the representation of Wales broaden. In part, 
this has been due to the international success of key 
television programmes made by the BBC in Wales 
and significant growth of the media industry. It is 
now home to successful mainstream television shows 
such as Dr Who, Torchwood, Sherlock and Casualty.

Historical and Political Context
Despite the close relationship between people, 
culture, business and industry in Wales and England 
there continues to be undercurrents of animosity 
between the nations. These are seen most vividly at 
sporting contests. This emotion can also break out 
in Anti Welsh or English sentiment in the media.
The hostility comes from the historical relationship 
between the two countries. England conquered 
Wales in the 13th century and since then England 
has had economic and political power over Wales.

Consider the representation of 
Wales and its cultural identity:
• This episode of Gavin and Stacey embraces 

some familiar Welsh stereotypes. The opening 
panning shot reveals the working class terraced 
streets that have become synonymous with 
Welsh industrial heritage. Additionally, the 
sequence when Gavin’s parents arrive reinforces 
the ‘small town’ sensibilities of Welsh culture. 
Bryn calls to Mick and Pat from his window 
after being informed by a neighbour that they 
had arrived in the street. The representation 
celebrates this stereotype of the Welsh working 
classes contrasting the Wests with the upwardly 
mobile ‘new money’ representation of the 
Shipmans. Anti-Welsh/English feeling is shown 
when the group arrives at Barry Island beach 
(6.10). Mick declares it a beautiful beach 
but Pam comments that if it were raining or 
overcast it would be a bleak and depressing 
place. Gwen immediately retorts ‘A bit like 
Billericay’. Their body language and facial 
expression codes show the cultural tension. 

• Bryn and Gwen represent the innocent, 
warm-hearted Welsh archetype. Bryn fits 
Dennis Balsom’s ‘Three Wales model’ of 
South Wales, as he is consciously Welsh but 
not Welsh speaking. When confronted by a 
stereotyped Welsh speaker at the BBQ Bryn 
shouts his responses, stereotyping someone 
trying to be understood in a foreign country. 
Gwen fits the ‘Welsh Mam’ stereotype. Her 
dress codes are an apron and cardigan and 
her role is to nurture the other characters. 

• The show does challenge some of the old 
perspectives. Nessa and Stacey represent the 
post-industrial Wales. Although conforming to 
working class traits, Nessa’s character challenges 
stereotypes. She lives in a cramped caravan but 
the first thing we see her do is educate her son 
on the differences between Obama and Osama 
Bin Laden. This suggests worldly knowledge 
not typical of working class stereotypes.

• Signifiers of popular culture reinforce a more 
contemporary Wales. The intertextual reference 
to Daniel Craig’s Bond as Bryn emerges from 
the sea and Doris singing The Smiths ‘There is a 
light that never goes out’ are two clear examples.

Consider the representation of issues:
•    One issue introduced in the episode is male     
      infertility with Gavin having a heart to heart  
      with Mick about his situation. There were  
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     mixed reactions to how the show dealt with the  
     subject. Some critics said that that it was done 
     with sensitivity and understanding, others thought  
     that the representation was unrealistic. Especially  
     as Stacey announces her pregnancy in the next  
     episode.  
 
Possible areas for further investigation: 
•   Representation of Gender: the show plays with  
    gender stereotypes. Stacey appears to represent a  
    dumb blonde ‘princess’ stereotype who is looking  
    for the happy ever after. However, this is  
    challenged by the independence she shows by  
    leaving her marriage because of her love for her  

    home town. Nessa defies stereotypes, she appears  
    sexually confident but this fits with her aggressive  
    personality. She is an independent, strong woman  
    but also appears vulnerable and emotional.  
•  Theoretical perspectives on representation  
   ‒ reference could be made to theorists  
   such as Stuart Hall as the show does rely on  
   the audience’s ‘shared conceptual map’.


