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Foreword: 
The Aesthetics 
of Television 

Gunhild Agger 
& Jens F. Jensen 

Department of Communication 
Aalborg University 

Writing a foreword to an anthology is to provide an offer of a 
framework of understanding and a pattern of connections 
which, when put together, form a picture. The framework and 
the connecting lines in this case are not difficult to draw, as 
the anthology originates in a joint research project, "The Aes
thetics of Television" which has taken place in the period from 
1993-99 with the support of The Danish Research Council for 
the Humanities. For this reason, the articles in this anthology 
have a number of common features, because of their identical 
theoretical background, common theories, and approach. On 
the theoretical level we shall emphasise three essential areas 
of attention, viz.: 1) the medium, 2) the genres, and 3) the aes
thetics. The significance of these three areas will be elabo
rated on below. In addition to this, the common elements are, 
to a great extent, determined by the situation of the medium 
upon which the articles are written, and to which they relate. 
The medium is marked by a period of transition common to a 
great many countries, which, under pressure of technological 
as well as political development in the 1980s, moved away 
from a predominantly public service system towards a com
petitive system in which one or more channels became wholly 
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or partially financed commercially. As well as this, there are a 
number of national peculiarities. Both these conditions will be 
characterised briefly. The articles are placed in the collective 
framework according to their particular focus. The order in 
which they appear and their relation to one another will be 
commented on at the end. 

The attention given to the medium and the various forms of 
expression to which it avails itself, is a recurring factor of the 
anthology. The television medium is, in a quite unexceptional 
way, par t of the everyday lives of most people, first and fore
most in their leisure time, and as a source of information and 
enter tainment . It is a fleeting medium: quickly seen and 
quickly forgotten. However, it is also a powerful medium in 
the sense of its customary ability to set the agenda, and it can 
have a very great influence on the fate of politicians and talk 
show victims alike. It is also powerful in the sense tha t it can 
convey both simultaneity and togetherness, as can be seen, for 
example, in the broadcasting of sporting events of national 
importance. Viewers, quite rightly, demand tha t television 
should be good at everything, but the history of the medium 
shows tha t its strengths and weaknesses have primarily been 
developed the hard way, i.e. by producing fiascos, the repeti
tion of which is later avoided, and successes, the emulation of 
which is at tempted - and with no guarantee whatsoever for 
either. Media research is unable to help in these circum
stances, but hopefully it can contribute to a wider under
standing by offering viewers, producers and critics concepts 
with which the fiascos, the successes, and what lies in be
tween, can be discussed and analysed. In recent years the 
body of researchers has focused a great deal on the medium, 
and what is finally emerging is a more precise understanding 
of it, i ts interaction with the audience, and its opportunities 
relative to available technology at any given time. Ironically, 
this is happening at a time when radical changes are taking 
place in the medium, or at any rate , when sweeping changes 
in the function of the medium are beginning to emerge with 
increasing clarity. With the latest technological development, 
varying degrees of interactivity between the computer and 
television have already become a reality. The key factors in 
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the process of change are media convergence, the possibility of 
integration, digitisation and interactivity. 

In a direct extension of the perspective of the medium, at
tention is given to the genres. Genre and medium are con
nected on so many levels, tha t the genres can be considered as 
an actualisation of the opportunities of the medium when it 
functions well, and vice versa when it functions badly. In such 
cases it is often a question of the genre and the medium op
posing each other or failing to relate to each other. This rela
tionship is registered colloquially, both in conversations about 
television and in TV reviews, when one often refers to 'good 
T V or 'bad T V as opposed to e.g. 'a good documentary' or 'a 
bad series'. In addition to this, our daily lives provide convinc
ing examples of the degree to which we think in terms of gen
res and the prominence of the role of genre level. In any TV 
guide in any newspaper or magazine, the classification and 
the references which are used, are governed by a conscious
ness of genre. In connection with a general discussion of 
genre, it might be enlightening to distinguish between a verti
cal (historical) and a horizontal (simultaneous, geo-sociologi-
cal) level of analysis. The existence of the genre level, though 
a certainty, is marked by instability in the sense tha t genres 
are in a constant state of change. This applies to any medium, 
but in television it applies, seemingly, with an even greater 
force, and an explanation of this can be found both on the 
horizontal, and on the vertical level. 

The genres of television have historical origins in existing 
genres of other media, and these genres have been converted 
and adapted for the television medium. In particular, the gen
res of radio were originally of great importance, not only be
cause many television pioneers were recruited from radio, but 
also because radio and television originally shared the ele
ment of simultaneity as a condition of broadcasting. Simulta
neity was a force in the elevated moments when an event was 
actually captured on air. The Danish Social Democrat and 
culture historian Hartvig Frisch characterised this quality 
precisely in the expression, "the fluttering pulse of the 
present", in connection with a radio broadcast in 1940. In 
other situations the condition of simultaneity was clearly a 
drawback, i.e. when one was not in the right place at the right 
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time - or when the camera accidentally caught a stage man
ager in TV Theatre. The possibility of using tapes in radio 
existed from the mid-1930s and in television from the end of 
the 1950s. This changed the dependence of the media on the 
here and now. In addition to this, literary formats (serial
isations) and those genres which were known from films (es
pecially Hollywood) and theatre, played a significant role in 
the fictive genres in television, just as newspaper reports, 
weekly reviews in cinemas, and documentary films were im
portant precursors for television news broadcasts and docu
mentary programmes. A development in the direction of inde
pendent television genres, sensitive to the medium, began to 
accelerate in the course of the 1970s and 80s. The historical 
consciousness of genre is a central factor in an analysis of 
genre because the medium is, in a sense, so historically orien
tated. Assuming that they are recorded on tape, old television 
programmes can be re-broadcast at any time. The same ap
plies to films since the film industry has given up its opposi
tion to television and has begun to co-operate with it. 

Another central factor in the analysis of genre stems from 
the horizontal consideration: an awareness of the opportuni
ties of the individual genres, and the ability to define these 
and their levels at a given time. The horizontal level is impor
tant for both large and small TV-producing nations, but for 
different reasons. The large nations are characterised by a 
low level of programme exchange with other countries. The 
USA and India, for example, broadcast only a very small per
centage of foreign programmes. In this way they set a stand
ard that is their own and have no external yardstick. On the 
other hand there is tough competition between the different 
networks - particularly in the USA - and this competition is 
based on viewer ratings. This means that achieving favour
able ratings is bound up with the development of popular gen
res. In contrast, international orientation has always been 
important for middle-sized and smaller TV-producing nations, 
e.g. Australia, Canada, and most European countries, because 
domestic production has simply not been sufficient to cover 
air time. In the television service of these countries both do
mestic, nationally-developed genres and genres primarily cre
ated and based in other countries, circulate constantly. Al-
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though these productions are primarily from the USA, other 
countries contribute too. In south-European countries, Spain 
in particular, Latin-American fiction, for example, is an influ
ential force. 

These circumstances lead to an extremely extensive con
sciousness of genre in connection with television. Whether 
consciously or unconsciously, viewers are constantly being 
invited to draw parallels and carry out comparisons; vertically 
these comparisons are to previous editions of popular pro
grammes, and horizontally they consider how one's national 
favourite ta lk show compares to the American Ricki Lake, or 
whether they have finally succeeded in creating a national sit
com of the calibre of Roseanne or Yes, Minister. 

In television, scenographers take great pains with studio 
scenography, no mat ter whether the genre is a talk show, a 
book programme, a quiz, a sporting magazine, or a drama. 
Outdoor events are not neglected either. Obviously, the 
scenography of a football pitch is a constant, but camera an
gles, and thereby the way the event appears on television, are 
by no means constant. It has almost become s tandard proce
dure to position twenty cameras and their operators in con
nection with a football match in the European Championship 
or the World Cup in order to secure the important moments 
from perfect angles. The use of the term aesthetic in connec
tion with fiction genres, is a mat ter of course, but the use of 
the term dramaturgy in connection with news broadcasts and 
documentary programmes, has gradually become accepted in 
media research. Aesthetic elements, which were originally 
connected with the theory of fiction, have been used increas
ingly in fact-orientated genres by producers, programme per
sonnel, internal instructors in TV stations, and media re
searchers alike. Nevertheless, aesthetics is often considered 
as notably unremarkable in fact-orientated genres and enter
ta inment genres, and it can, on occasion, completely escape 
attention. The background for this, of course, is the impres
sion tha t television provides a direct representation of reality 
in these genres. 

The knowledge tha t this is not the case is child's play for 
the vast majority of viewers and media researchers alike. But 
why it is not the case is a question tha t still requires more 
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