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Society, whether we prefer to call it global, local or national, is imbued with mass media – the 

culture of the twenty-first century is a media culture. People can express and receive their 

experiences through digital media, fulfil their needs for information as well as friendship 

through interactive media, and eagerly explore new ways of being constantly connected to the 

media flow. Media as a means of communication are undisputedly and uncontestedly central 

in contemporary culture. This centrality creates an unarticulated sense of the importance of 

communication media to modern society as such: as a society with shared values and norms, 

and as a modern society with all the possibilities and promises of market capitalism and 

political liberalism. In fact, the news media’s most persistent self-image draws heavily on the 

close connection between democracy and the Western variety of a free press, to the extent that 

the state of the press more often than not is regarded as indicative of the state of democracy in 

a nation or a region.i Admittedly, this high regard for the democratic functions of journalism 

and the press is expressed not only by journalists and media companies, but also by 

internationally renowned scholars such as Jürgen Habermas, whose theory of the public 

sphere laid a solid philosophical foundation for advocating the necessity – and the centrality – 

of media in democratic societies.ii But why should we find this line of thought credible? And 

when did it first appear? 

 

In his book Media Rituals, Nick Couldry elaborates extensively on what he calls “the myth of 

the mediated centre”. This myth is based on two assumptions. Firstly, the assumption that 

there is in fact a natural symbolic centre in society, the values and events of which we should 

all, as citizens, be familiar with. Secondly, the assumption that the news media, as our 

representatives, have legitimate access to that centre, and that this fills a necessary social 

purpose. The myth of the mediated centre accordingly tells us that each and every one of us is 

dependent on the mass media to obtain knowledge about the central values and the important 

events in our society. Alternative ways of communication are more or less ruled out by this 

myth. The idea of the social centre being a mediated centre is itself a news media 

construction, and as citizens – in the periphery, not in the centre of media attention – we are 

unwittingly made to understand and accept not only the importance of being informed of what 
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goes on in the centre, but also that this information can be provided only by the news media. 

In Couldry’s words: 

 
The idea that society has a centre helps naturalise the idea that we have, or need, media that ‘represent’ that 

centre; media’s claims for themselves that they are society’s ‘frame’ help naturalise the idea, underlying 

countless media texts, that there is a social ‘centre’ to be re-presented to us.iii   

 

Thus, the myth of the mediated centre does not tell us that news media are the symbolic, 

cultural, political or whatever centre of society, but it does tell us that news media encircle 

this centre like the walls of a medieval city, that they grant themselves the right to keep this 

centre under constant surveillance and to administer all communication both ways between 

the centre and the periphery outside.  

 

Couldry plants the myth of the mediated centre firmly within the contemporary context of 

today’s society, where the media are omnipresent and even omnipotent. However, taking the 

constructed character of this myth seriously, it should be possible to trace its origin to a 

certain period in time – to deconstruct and reconstruct the myth of the mediated centre as a 

historical product, and to analyse how the social centre is mediated at different stages in time.  

 

Provided that there is in fact one dominating centre of power in society, the news media (in 

any modern sense of the word) have always regarded it their responsibility to cover that 

centre in one way or other. The head of state usually takes on the task of personifying the 

national power centre, for more or less symbolic reasons. Today, national centres of power 

tend to be represented as synonymous with the actual buildings that symbolise the 

concentrated leadership of politics – the White House, 10 Downing Street, the Kremlin. The 

Swedish equivalent of this is Rosenbad, the Government Offices. Historically, however, the 

national power centre of Sweden is without doubt the Royal Castle. In spite of the fact that the 

Swedish monarchy was finally depoliticized in 1974 (a process which started in the 

nineteenth century), King Carl XVI Gustaf and the royal family continue to be represented as 

if they were part of our national centre of power, and royal family occasions still take on their 

traditional character of media events. The centre of political power – government – seems to 

be something quite distinct from the centre of symbolic power – the royals.  

 

In search for the centre 
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The historical development of the myth of the mediated centre is admittedly a far-reaching 

object of empirical analysis, almost impossible to grasp. In order to reduce the scope to a 

reasonable level, while still maintaining analytical consistency throughout the study, I have 

chosen to examine press material from three Swedish royal weddings – in 1888, 1932 and 

1976, respectively. The analysis covers visual as well as verbal reporting, from daily and 

weekly press. The papers selected are three dailies – Aftonbladet, Dagens Nyheter and 

Svenska Dagbladet – and two weeklies – Idun (1888) and Svensk Damtidning (1932 and 

1976). 

 

The first wedding, between Prince Oscar and the noble Ebba Munck, took place in 

Bournemouth, UK, on March 15, 1888. The dailies were studied during March 14-31, and the 

weekly Idun during January through March (13 issues). The total number of journalistic items 

concerning the royal wedding was 59 (whereof 8 in Idun), and the visuals – exclusively in 

Idun – were 7. 

 

The second wedding, between Prince Gustaf Adolf and Princess Sibylla, was held in Coburg, 

Germany, during October 19 (civic marriage) and 20 (church ceremony), 1932. The dailies 

were studied during October 16-24, along with the wedding issue (N:o 44) of Svensk 

Damtidning. All in all, the number of journalistic items reporting this wedding were 45 

(whereof 15 in Svensk Damtidning), and the visual representations summed up to 107 

(whereof 45 in Svensk Damtidning). 

 

The third and final wedding, between King Carl XVI Gustaf and ms Silvia Sommerlath, was 

celebrated in Stockholm, Sweden, on June 19, 1976. The dailies for June 18-20 and the 

wedding issue (N:o 26) of Svensk Damtidning were included in the study, where 134 

journalistic items reporting the wedding were found (14 of these in Svensk Damtidning), and 

238 visuals (74 of these in Svensk Damtidning). 

 

This schematic overview reveals an immense increase in the use of visuals, and also an 

increasing – as well as a more concentrated – news media coverage of royal weddings 

generally. Mainly due to the technical development during the 20th century speeding up the 

photographic publication process, the later observation periods can be much more limited 

than the first, and still cover the bulk of the wedding ceremony reports. Due to the immense 
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increase in journalistic output during the 20th century, speculations and contextualizations 

produced well in advance of the wedding are only included in connection to the 1888 event. 

 

Obtaining more detailed information from the material demands a closer analysis of themes 

and elements in texts and visuals. We can easily deepen our understanding of the wedding 

reports through a couple of straightforward research questions: In what ways are the relations 

between royalties, citizens and media (centre, periphery and media) depicted and constructed 

in texts and visuals? And how does journalism report and/or reflect on its own participation in 

the royal weddings? 

 

1888: A marriage across social borders  

The engagement between Prince Oscar, second son of King Oscar II, and the noble Ebba 

Munck,iv lady-in-waiting to Crown Princess Victoria (spouse of the future King Gustav V), 

caused a turmoil in Swedish high society. Male members of the royal house were not allowed 

to marry beneath their rank, and Ebba Munck, in spite of her noble lineage, was considered “a 

woman of the people”. In order for this marriage to be possible at all, Prince Oscar had to 

produce a formal, written request to the King (his father), asking for permission to marry the 

woman he loved and to denounce his right to the throne along with his royal titles and 

privileges. This letter, as well as the King’s formal letter of consent, was printed verbatim in 

the press, where a considerable interest in the future legal position of the prince was 

apparent.v 

 

The formal and social difficulties surrounding the union of Prince Oscar and Ebba Munck 

endowed the wedding reports with an unmistakably romantic flavour, reminiscent of old folk 

tales about pure-hearted princes falling in love with beautiful but poor girls: 

 
…one of the fair maidens of the court…has won a King’s son…in spite of prejudice and paragraphs she won as 

her husband the man her heart has chosen…her gentle being…her warm and full heart…she, whose beauty, 

amiability and other characteristics have attracted a prince’s attention and captured his heart…does well deserve 

the happiness bestowed upon her… 

 

…a member of the Swedish royal house…the young prince…has given up the velvet cloak and the princely 

crown…has declined the prospect of glory and power…generally admired and loved for his modest personality 

and his humane openness…on his way to win a lasting popularity…vi 
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The wedding ceremony in St Stephen’s church, Bournemouth, was described in vivid detail in 

the daily papers as well as in the weekly magazine. Additionally, the magazine presented an 

exclusive woodcut depicting the ceremony in the choir.    

 

The readers are clearly imagined as royal subjects, with subordinate positions on the social 

ladder. Vaguely gendered in the daily press, the audience is explicitly addressed as female in 

the magazine. A considerable part of the dailies’ reporting consists of the rendering of 

telegrams sent to the newlyweds from different educational and military associations or civic 

organisations all over Sweden. This is a representational practice that supposedly serves an 

integrative function across regions and social positions, and actively includes the male 

population in the tributes. The inclusive mode unites the papers and the people in heartfelt 

exclamations, such as, “Warm and sincere congratulations from the people of Sweden to the 

young prince and his bride!”vii, or  “we are convinced that all our female readers join us in 

cordially wishing the newly engaged couple good luck”.viii  

 

Another prominent trait in the reporting is the consumerist perspective towards the audience. 

Alongside advertisements selling event-related commercial objects such as plaster busts, 

paintings and pictures of Ebba Munck or the bridal couple, the papers devote considerable 

space to two varieties of self-advertising. One is the frequent reference to the presence of 

numerous international papers and journalists at the wedding, indicating the general news 

value of the event. Another is the extensive and competitive promotion of exclusive visuals, 

indicating the ‘must-have factor’ of the issue in question: 

 
On the occasion of Prince Oscar’s engagement to miss Ebba Munck, this issue is published today Monday 

instead of Friday. We have undertaken this change so that Idun may have the opportunity, before any other 

paper, to present their honoured female readers with the very newest portrait of the day. It is produced in the 

atelier of the court photographer Gösta Florman and cut in wood by Mr W. Meyer.ix  

 

Notable here are the status-signalling title “court photographer” (which adds a touch of 

grandeur to the magazine) and the almost explosive news value of the portrait of the bride-to-

be, which is believed shortly to appear in many other papers. All Idun’s seven visuals on the 

occasion of this wedding are held forward as exclusive originals. The most promoted 

illustrations appear in number 12, and are referred to in a special appendix numbered 11 ½: 
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This week’s issue of Idun, intended to be a festive issue on the occasion of Prince Oscar’s marriage, cannot be 

published until the beginning of next week, since several illustrations, manufactured especially for Idun by a 

most distinguished foreign illustration company, have not reached us in time due to severe weather conditions. 

[…] The festive issue will contain a number of illustrations, among them the actual wedding ceremony in St 

Stephen’s Church in Bournemouth (exquisite woodcut) etc etc.x 

 

The papers’ apparent wish to be connected with cutting-edge technology is perfectly 

consistent with modern journalism’s occupation with “the new”, “the current”, and “the very 

latest”.xi By permitting reporters and photographers to take part of and technologically 

reproduce such an – at that time – intimate family event as a wedding ceremony, the royal 

family supports and helps push this desire for technological modernity. At the same time, 

however, traditional elements of the event are held forward, such as the Swedish Queen’s 

ceremonial arrival at the church, which is described in respectful detail by two of the papers.xii 

 

The use of cutting-edge information technology notwithstanding, journalism positions itself 

within the bourgeois private sphere rather than in the Habermasian public sphere by allowing 

the images of the newlywed couple to acquire the status of private family pictures, and by 

depicting their wedding as if it were just as important to remember as a wedding within one’s 

own family. In the extensive wedding reports, the royalties are in fact not primarily 

constructed as power holders or sovereigns but rather as members of the readers’ (extended) 

family, well in accordance with the traditional view of the King and Queen as father and 

mother of the nation. What is interesting here, however, is how journalism takes on the role of 

this family’s central figure, the inquisitive and well-informed aunt or uncle who knows 

everything about everyone and is thrilled to share this with absolutely anyone who cares to 

listen. 

 

Even though this constructed familiarity indicates a clear intent to build a strong relationship 

between royalties, subjects and media, the centre/periphery model does not quite apply in late 

nineteenth century Sweden. The organisation of society emerging in the 1888 wedding reports 

is more hierarchically than centrally oriented, with the king on top and the subjects beneath 

him, and the news media blend into and strengthen this hierarchy by accepting the role of 

communicator between top and bottom, from the ruler to the ruled. The papers studied here 

pride themselves at being given access to the wedding ceremonies and thereby having the 

opportunity to bask in the glory of the royal personages, but this is presented as a privilege 

gracefully bestowed on the media by royal benevolence, not as mandatory democratic 
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procedure. This is a very important difference from today’s naturalised notion of the mediated 

social centre, where every major event is preceded and followed by countless exclusive media 

occasions such as press conferences and press reports, to the extent that the organisation and 

management of media discourse at times seems even more important than the organisation of 

the event itself.  

 

The journalism of 1888 obviously predates the myth of the mediated centre, and consequently 

it describes a different society, a society where the news media’s role as primary channels of 

information and formers of opinion could still be equalled by family and friends. However, 

journalism does possess a certain social status, acquired partly through its graciously 

sanctioned, physical presence to the royals at the wedding, and partly through its outspoken 

use of the latest technical equipment, symbolising the rapid progress of industrialist society. 

 

 

1932: A blue-blooded wedding 

The wedding of Prince Gustaf Adolf, eldest grandson of King Gustav V, to the German 

Princess Sibylla of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha was in many ways a classic royal wedding, knitting 

the family ties of the royal houses of Europe closer to each other. Accordingly, one of the 

most striking elements in the press reports from Coburg is the verbal and visual parading of 

innumerable royalties with a considerable variety of more or less complicated titles and 

origins. The media’s preoccupation with royal and ex-royal titles and family ties reflects the 

turmoil on the European continent in the interwar period, when old nations fell apart and new 

nations and ethnic communities were consolidated or strove for independence.  

 

Another striking element in the reports is the parading of Nazi uniforms – only a couple of 

days before the royal wedding, the city of Coburg hosted the celebrations of the 10-year 

anniversary of the SA, and made Adolf Hitler an honorary Coburg citizen. Add to this that the 

mayor, who led the civil marriage ceremony, was a uniformed member of the NSDAP 

(although civilly dressed during the ceremony), and that Princess Sibylla’s father, Grand 

Duke Carl Eduard, had arranged for SA and SS soldiers to assist the ordinary police force 

during the festivities, and the settings of the wedding gradually take on their particular and 

time-bound appearance.  
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In spite of the typical fairy-tale motive of “handsome young prince marries beautiful young 

princess”, the fairy-tale narrative is almost completely absent in the reports from the Coburg 

wedding, and the renderings of the royal protagonists are rather impersonal and not familiar in 

the same way as they were in 1888. Due to the fact that the wedding takes place in Germany 

and not in Sweden, the hooraying and flag-waving citizens in the streets are not Swedish 

subjects but inhabitants of Coburg, This is of course one reason that nationalist-royalist 

sentiment does not quite present itself in the media reports, despite the elevation and 

strengthening of the Swedish royal family that was undoubtedly achieved by this marriage. 

Rather, the Swedish news media establish a clear difference between the two countries by 

placing the wedding within a specifically German setting – mainly made up of Hochzeit-Bier 

und Würstchen, Stahlhelme and swastika banners – thereby disregarding the age-old family 

ties between Swedish and German royalties. More than anything, the Coburg wedding is 

represented as a grand spectacle, and the press invites Swedish readers to watch and be 

amazed at this predominantly visual event.  

 

The reports from this wedding combine two familiar journalistic discourses: on the one hand 

the traditionalist discourse, stressing history, dynasties, lineage and heritage, and on the other 

hand the modernist discourse, stressing the rapidity, accuracy and complexity of (media) 

technology. The obvious fascination with cameras, film cameras and microphones constitute a 

parallel track to the wedding reports. A headline from one of the dailies, “Gustaf Adolf 

expresses his gratitude on 30 meters of sound-film”xiii, demonstrates how these tracks are 

united into a story of the merging between tradition and modernity, between history and 

progress. Actually, it is not easy to tell which part of the headline is the most important, 

“Gustaf Adolf expresses his gratitude” or “on 30 metres of sound-film”.  

 

The sound-film event appears in all four papers, and contains several elements of interest to 

this study. It begins with an American company (Fox) filming a brief interview with the 

Prince at an occasion when neither the German nor the Swedish filmmakers had their camera 

equipments ready. A little later, however, the Swedes and the Germans join their film forces 

and manage to persuade the Prince to express his gratitude for the presents and 

congratulations. His speech and the consecutive dialogue with the film photographers are 

extensively quoted in three of the papers, and the fourth (the evening paper Aftonbladet) 

contains an interview with the Swedish filmmakers. The Prince’s speech is ‘reviewed’ by a 

German film technician, who says that the Prince has “a splendid sound-film voice” and 
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would be a great success in film business.xiv As a result, the Prince transcends the 

traditionalist royal discourse and enters the discourse of technological modernity, the realm of 

the media. 

 

The merging of these two discourses is also made visible in some of the photographs from 

Coburg, where the journalistic thrill of achieving a kind of technological domination over the 

royals is almost tangible. (Image 1)  

 

The photograph (from Svensk Damtidning) is captioned “the bridal couple under the press 

photographers’ camera fire”, and shows the newlyweds entering the courtyard through a vault 

in the far left of the image. Photographers with camera equipments are surrounding the 

courtyard, kneeling behind the royal Mercedes or crowding in thorny rose bushes in order to 

get their pictures of the royal couple. Obviously, the gathering of members of the international 

press corps in Coburg possesses considerable news value in itself; this is but one of many 

similar images, depicting the interaction between media and royalties. The frequent military 

metaphors in the articles – “cannonades of camera shots”, “battalions of filmmakers and 

photographers beleaguering Coburg Castle”, “murdering fire from the photographers’ 

batteries” – imply that there is a sort of battle going on. Evidently, journalism is at war with 

royalty, and possibly, this war is about the control of the social centre. Pushing the 

interpretation a little further, the royal couple is not in fact the centre of attention in this 

photographic rendering. Rather, the viewer’s gaze is drawn to the empty segment of courtyard 

occupying the lower central part of the image. Arguably, this void highlights the symbolic 

focus of this battle: the social centre lies vacant, waiting for its occupants. What we see in the 

visuals and texts from Coburg is actually the scaffolding of the myth of the mediated centre, 

the machinery of the journalistic working process laid bare for everyone to see and admire – 

and in due course legitimize.  

 

When it comes to the relations between royals, media and audience, the earlier hierarchical 

organisation of society now seems to be approaching the centre/periphery model, and rather 

than satisfying the royals’ demands for respect and subordination, the media increasingly 

strive to simultaneously create and satisfy a public demand for rapid and stable access to 

newsworthy events such as royal weddings. However, the royals also take advantage of the 

new media technology, thereby strengthening their position in the national centre. The centre 
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is contested, power relations are unstable – but citizens/audiences are unmistakably being 

pushed towards the periphery of society. 

1976: The people’s royal wedding 

In 1976, 30-year-old King Carl XVI Gustaf married tourist hostess Silvia Sommerlath from 

Heidelberg, West Germany. They had met during the Olympic Games in Munich in 1972, 

when Carl Gustaf was still Crown Prince, and managed to keep their relationship a secret for 

almost four years. At the time of their wedding, the Swedish papers were teeming with fairy-

tale narratives, Cinderella-style, about the ordinary girl who fell in love with a king and won 

the love of his people. Apart from the enormous extent of the press coverage, the reports from 

this wedding are noteworthy in two aspects: collective national(ist) sentiments are 

uninhibitedly evoked, and the central role of national as well as international news media in 

this event is emphasized and taken for granted. A few headlines from the material exemplify 

these tendencies: 

 
180 000 happy Stockholmers in royal revelry…How beautiful she is, cheered the people…The bridal couple in 

radiant cortège. Blue-and-yellow flags. Happy onlookers in quadruple lines. Salutes and cheers for the royal 

sloop …Here is my Silvia – your queen…’Welcome to us’…The day we got a queen. SILVIA’S FAIRY-TALE 

WEDDING…Joyful family ceremony in front of millions. 200 years since the last time…The picture TV 

couldn’t show: The kiss Sweden has awaited for four years…Not one colour-TV left for hire for the wedding 

tomorrow… Perfect TV-wedding for millions. 180 000 BY THE CORTÈGExv  

 

This is obviously not just any royal wedding. The huge media attention is legitimized by a 

news value bluntly expressed in numbers: “’YES’ – AND THERE WAS A QUEEN. 500 

million witnesses to the wedding on TV”.xvi Following this logic, 500 million people cannot 

possibly be wrong; this is indeed a truly important event, made public all over the globe by 

international news media. The great number of television viewers worldwide legitimates the 

enormous media coverage, which in turn has rendered possible the huge public attendance of 

the wedding through the media, in a perfect circular definition.  

 

In fact, the presence of the masses is of great importance for the successful execution of this 

ceremonial occasion. Sweden in the 1970’s was in many ways a class society with clearly 

articulated divides between the political right and left. The strong Social Democratic party 

had taken the initiative to a revision of the constitution, passed in 1974 and depriving the 

Swedish monarch of political power, leaving him a symbolic position only. In this context of 

potential conflicts and disagreements regarding the present as well as the future role of the 
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Bernadotte family, the King’s wedding provided an excellent opportunity to re-establish the 

centrality of monarchy in the minds of the Swedish people. This appeal to the popular appetite 

for festivities is indeed evident in the organization and invention of easily accessible public 

features during the wedding day – a long cortège in an open carriage around central 

Stockholm, a romantic boat trip and a spectacular disembarkment by the Royal castle, where 

all streets are cleared for thousands of onlookers – but also in the news media’s eagerness to 

cooperate in the virtual gathering of the absent masses, thus optimizing their chances to watch 

the masses present at the scene. The masses are important as a symbol of royal power – there 

is no king without his subjects. And the more, the merrier. Or in this case, perhaps: the more, 

the mightier. 

 

In conclusion: the media’s participation in the royal wedding 1976 is neither status rising, as 

in 1888, nor challenging, as in 1932 – it is simply represented as a normal and necessary 

element of contemporary society. Arguably, the myth of the mediated centre is completely 

naturalised by this time, and as a consequence it is also made invisible. The media make a 

point of complementing each other; what is not seen on TV is shown in the press, and the 

other way around, in the tailor-made model of the mediated social centre. The wedding 

reports from Stockholm in 1976 surely sketch the contours of a media event, coronation 

stylexvii – except that the actual king of the day is not the newlywed Carl Gustaf, but the news 

media themselves.  

    

Beyond the Myth 

These analyses have demonstrated that the myth of the mediated centre is a journalistic 

construction, with a present, a past and an origin in time. The material of this study does not, 

however, render it possible to tell exactly when this myth was naturalised. Neither does it 

allow for conclusions about the state of the idea of the mediated centre today. Still, the study 

does accomplish something important in deconstructing the myth of the mediated centre and 

foregrounding its processual character, as well as acknowledging the crucial role of different 

journalistic genres and modes of representation in the gradual establishment of this myth.  

 

Arguably, the chronology preceding the seemingly perfect transparency of the naturalised 

myth of the mediated centre also demonstrates a significant change in importance between the 

actors in the social centre and its mediators. As this tale of three royal weddings reveals, the 

focus of journalistic interest has widened from concentrated observations of the royal couples 
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to a self-conscious foregrounding of the media’s necessary presence in the very centre of 

attention. In fact, one could say that the concept as such takes on a meta-dimension when the 

news media themselves are placed in the middle of the mediated centre. 

 

Nick Couldry stresses the close connections between media events and the construction of an 

idea or a sense of ‘the centre’, something the present study confirms and also displays in 

visual and verbal detail.xviii In a later article, he sketches a possible itinerary for media studies 

beyond the media-centrism implied and promoted by the myth of the mediated centre.xix This 

route leads out of the national centres and into the periphery of local, subcultural and 

alternative media. I would, however, propose yet another road in order to deconstruct and get 

beyond the mediated centre. This is the path of historical media studies, a direction I have 

briefly explored in this study. Studying the past is an eminent way to get new perspectives on 

the present and thereby be able to understand it in a different way. The myth of the mediated 

centre is undoubtedly central to contemporary journalism (and to media studies), but it has not 

always existed, and will not continue to exist forever. A final caveat should be added, though: 

studying the past does not mean focusing entirely on change and ignoring continuity. Media 

studies are to a considerable extent oriented towards change, failing to see the things that 

remain the same, or that change very slowly. While we intently watch (the myth of) the 

mediated centre gradually change into the media-centred society, it is important not to 

overlook the archaic myth of royalty, whose immovable perseverance and continuing public 

influence earns its place in the centre of attention.  
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