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Introduction

The two A-level Media Studies examinations ask you to show your knowledge and understanding of the theoretical framework. To do this, you will need to offer examples from the close study media products (CSPs) set by the exam board. The CSPs are taken from nine media forms and are divided into two types:


	•  Targeted CSPs, which should be approached using selected areas from the framework (assessed in Paper 1).


	•  In-depth CSPs, which you should study using all aspects of the theoretical framework (assessed in Paper 2).




Chapter 11 of the A Level Media Studies Student Book provides advice and guidance on each of the Media Studies exam papers.

You currently need to study a total of 17 CSPs. This book provides analysis of 10 of them – at least one from each media form. The CSP case studies here should be used in conjunction with the Student Book, which focuses on the theoretical concepts you need to learn and apply.

This book demonstrates the application of these ideas and provides suggested approaches to the following media products:

Media One











	
Chapter


	
Media form


	
Close study product


	
Theoretical focus


	
To be studied with*







	
1


	
Music video


	
‘Old Town Road’


	
Media language and representations


	
‘Ghost Town’





	
2


	
Advertising and marketing


	
Sephora ‘Black Beauty is Beauty’


	
Media language and representations


	
Score advert





	
3


	
Newspaper


	
The Guardian


	
Audience and industry


	
The Daily Mail





	
4


	
Film


	
Blinded by the Light


	
Industry


	
n/a





	
5


	
Radio


	
Newsbeat


	
Audience and industry


	
The War of the Worlds







Media Two











	
Chapter


	
Media form


	
Close study product


	
Theoretical focus


	
To be studied with*







	
6


	
Online, social and participatory media


	
Zendaya’s social media**


	
All areas of the framework


	
The Voice online





	
7


	
Television


	
The Killing


	
All areas of the framework


	
No Offence





	
8


	
Television


	
Lupin


	
All areas of the framework


	
The Responder





	
9


	
Magazines


	
GQ


	
All areas of the framework


	
The Gentlewoman





	
10


	
Video games


	
Horizon Forbidden West


	
All areas of the framework


	
SIMS FreePlay







* The CSPs listed here are correct at the time of publication, but you should check the CSP booklet published each year by AQA to see if any changes have been made for your examination.

** Please note: 2024 is the final assessment year for the Zendaya social media CSP. From 2025 it will be replaced with Taylor Swift’s social media.



Each chapter of this book discusses one product and demonstrates, using examples and analysis, how ideas from the appropriate areas of the theoretical framework can be applied. The case studies demonstrate the practical application of ideas from the theoretical framework.

Depending on the focus of study required for the exam, these case studies:


	•  use media terminology to examine the use of media language in the construction of media products and the way this creates meaning


	•  engage with representations and reflect on the ideas and values communicated by the product


	•  consider the importance of the target audience and discuss ideas related to audience behaviours and the effects of the media


	•  provide information about the industrial context and consider its significance


	•  discuss relevant contextual issues related to each CSP.




These case studies should not, however, be seen as definitive ways to think about these products, as your own engagement with the theoretical framework and with the products will allow you to make your own interpretations using your own examples. These case studies should be seen as examples and will provide you with support in developing your own studies on these products.

Each chapter offers the following features:


	•  Links to relevant chapters of the Student Book or useful websites.


	•  Apply it – prompts to encourage you to work with the ideas being discussed for yourself.


	•  Quick questions to help you extend your application of the ideas being discussed. (Suggested answers to quick questions are available at: www.hoddereducation.com/AQAMediaCSP.)








CSP 1 ‘Old Town Road’ – Lil Nas X with Billy Ray Cyrus




	◼  Platform: broadcast


	◼  Form: music video


	◼  Product: ‘Old Town Road’ official movie directed by Calmatic (Charles Kidd II)


	◼  Targeted elements of the theoretical framework: media language and representations


	◼  Assessment information: ‘Old Town Road’ may appear in Paper 1, Section A. You also need to study ‘Ghost Town’ by The Specials, and may be asked to compare ‘Old Town Road’ with an unseen product.






We will consider some of the theories from the theoretical area of media language (including genre and narrative) as well as some relevant contextual knowledge.

Economic and cultural context

‘Old Town Road’ is the debut single by American rapper Lil Nas X (real name Montero Lamar Hill), first released independently in December 2018 on SoundCloud. The single was re-released on 5 April 2019 by Columbia Records, featuring a remix with country singer Billy Ray Cyrus. Both versions were included on Lil Nas X’s second EP, entitled 7 (2019). The music video was directed by Calmatic and features cameo appearances from comedians Chris Rock and HaHa Davis, rappers Vince Staples and Rico Nasty, songwriter Jozzy, producer YoungKio and DJ Diplo. The song had sold 10 million copies in the US by October 2019, the fastest to reach this milestone. The remix featuring Billy Ray Cyrus was nominated for Record of the Year and won Best Pop Duo/Group Performance and Best Music Video at the 2020 Grammy Awards.


[image: ]
△ Lil Nas X and Billy Ray Cyrus


‘Old Town Road’ is an example of how the music industry has adapted to a digital era of music production and promotion. Before the internet, record companies (labels) operated with a top-down (structured hierarchical) approach and they were the gatekeepers (controllers) to an artist’s success. They would hire A & R (artist and repertoire) representatives to scout for new talent at shows, listen to demo tapes and monitor whether the artists were gaining in popularity; they would then sign them directly and develop their talent. Nowadays, A & R people tend to use social media to find out which artists have the largest following and who can make the most money for the record label.


[image: ]
△ Calmatic



Lil Nas X is an example of this approach. He had a very quick rise to stardom. His self-produced track ‘Old Town Road’ reached 15 on the Billboard Hot 100 and number 1 on its country chart, although Billboard later said the track was not ‘country enough’ and removed it. This caused controversy around how music genres are defined and gave the track and Lil Nas X extra publicity. This was prior to his deal with major record label Columbia. Furthermore, radio stations eager to capitalise on the track’s social media popularity played the track from YouTube because it was not available through the traditional channels.


Quick question

Discuss possible reasons why Billboard’s exclusion of ‘Old Town Road’ from the country charts caused controversy.



The track was not fully original, in that it sampled YoungKio’s (a Dutch record producer) ‘Future-type/Kodak Black-type Beat’, which in turn sampled from Nine Inch Nails’ Ghosts album. Lil Nas X bought the beat for just $30 and used it as a backing track. Strictly speaking the beat should never have been used for commercial purposes and Columbia could have run into copyright issues, but Trent Reznor from Nine Inch Nails happily approved the sample and he is now listed as a producer and songwriter on the track. The track’s original video was a montage of images from the video game Red Dead Redemption 2. This was an initially self-produced media product that had a grassroots feel to it (‘authentic’ and personal, without the typical record company input) and quickly went viral.


Apply it

Listen to the panel discussion ‘Are Streamers the Future Labels?’ from Midem 2019, youtube.com/watch?v=ObvPMWa9mQc.

Sponsored by rights management organisation Sound Exchange, this event discusses how streaming sites such as Apple and Amuse may be challenging the traditional music companies and how they have the capabilities to offer musicians advances and marketing budgets for their work, especially since terrestrial radio is playing less of a part in marketing music artists.

What are the potential advantages and disadvantages for music artists who decide to use these platforms?



In December 2018, Lil Nas X used Twitter (now X) to persuade Billy Ray Cyrus to join him on his version of ‘Old Town Road’. Later, Cyrus responded to Lil Nas being taken out of the country charts by remixing the track to feature him singing on it.

It took Lil Nas X just 16 months to become a global phenomenon with ‘Old Town Road’, and his knowledge of social media was a major factor in how this happened. First, he was a fan of Nicki Minaj and ran an anonymous Twitter account named @nasmaraj. Minaj is known for having a huge fan base of Stans (over-zealous fans on social media) nicknamed Barbz. Lil Nas only later admitted running the account, citing being outed as a gay rapper to explain why he originally denied ownership. By dealing in memes, viral threads, engagement bait and Nicki Minaj stanning, he was able to create a six-digit follower base on Twitter, a process known as tweetdecking (using a free Twitter tool that allows users to monitor multiple timelines on a single screen). Lil Nas was able to manipulate the algorithm to get his account seen more and this served as a springboard to release ‘Old Town Road’.


Apply it

Look through Lil Nas X’s social media posts on Twitter, Instagram and Tik Tok before and after ‘Old Town Road’. How have his interactions with his audience changed? What might this reveal about the impact of being a signed artist instead of self-produced?



Lil Nas X also listed the song on iTunes and SoundCloud as country not rap, referring to the track as ‘Country-Trap’ to exploit the space between the two genres, a concept known as genre-straddling. This manipulated the algorithm in favour of the track where it could avoid direct competition with the more popular genres, specifically rap, which is an already saturated market. By asking users on Reddit what he should call the song, Lil Nas also utilised SEO (search-engine optimisation), which kept his content visible and at the top of the algorithm search pattern, creating more views.


Quick question

What were the reasons for ‘Old Town Road’ going viral?



There was also a certain amount of luck involved in ‘Old Town Road’ going viral. The release of the original track coincided with a resurgence of interest in cowboy culture, known as the #Yeehaw Agenda. The proliferation of cowboy-style memes and the release of the western-themed game Red Dead Redemption 2 meant that audiences were already primed for content like this. The track really gained traction when it was shared on TikTok as the ‘Yeehaw Challenge’. Lil Nas X even attributes much of his success to the platform. After visiting TikTok’s offices in Los Angeles, he stated that TikTok helped him change his life and brought his song to several different audiences at once (newsroom.tiktok.com/en-us/lilnas-x-takes-the-old-town-road-from-tiktok-to-the-top-of-the-charts). 

Media language, narrative and genre

‘Old Town Road’ utilises the codes and conventions of western novels and films and reimagines them in music video form. These conventions have evolved over time and have become deeply ingrained in the genre, shaping the way the stories are told and perceived by audiences. Some conventions of westerns are:


	•  Settings – The American Old West of the 1800s, which includes vast prairies and mountains, often depicting the frontier land as an isolated and harsh wilderness to be explored, traversed or colonised.


	•  Characters – The main protagonist is typically a stoic gunslinger or cowboy who has strong moral values but is haunted by a troubled past. The antagonist is often portrayed as a ruthless outlaw or corrupt authority figure who challenges the hero’s principles. Other common character types include the wise old mentor, the femme fatale, the damsel in distress, the negative stereotype of the ‘savage’ indigenous American and various sidekicks or companions.


	•  Conflicts – These can be external or internal. External conflicts involve struggles for power between lawmen and outlaws, settlers and native Americans, or rival factions fighting for control over land and resources. Internal conflicts focus on the personal struggles faced by the characters.


	•  Visual style – Westerns have developed a distinct visual style, with sweeping landscapes often coloured with earthy tones and epic long shots to emphasise rugged mountains and dramatic sunsets. Iconic imagery is used, such as cowboy hats, horses, tumbleweed and saloons.




[image: ]
△ Poster for Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time in the West (1968)


Apply it

Watch ‘Old Town Road’ and identify when it uses western genre codes and conventions.

What are your initial thoughts on how the video is using them?



[image: ]
△ Shane (1953, directed by George Stevens) was an archetypal western narrative: the lone mysterious rider settles into town, escaping some unknown previous life, only to be called forth once more to save the town from conflict

■ Codes and conventions and intertextuality

The western tends to incorporate mythical elements that elevate the genre beyond a mere fictional representation of the past, often including the epic pursuit for personal identity, revenge or redemption. Furthermore, various elements within westerns have taken on symbolic meaning, for example horses as freedom, guns power and violence and the frontier as a place of adventure and individual possibility. Set in 1899, the ‘Old Town Road’ video is a quest narrative. Lil Nas X must escape the confines of the past to achieve fame and success, which he does with the supernatural aid of a magical horse that can accelerate at great speed and the appearance of an improbable deus ex machina (a person or thing that appears or is introduced into a situation suddenly and unexpectedly and provides an artificial or contrived solution to a problem), in the form of a wormhole to the new frontier land of Los Angeles. The earlier shots are coloured using sepia tone and echo the earthy feel of many westerns, which could create a more nostalgic view of America and would be familiar to audiences.

Established groups in westerns, such as families and small towns, were generally suspicious of outsiders. The video intertextualises this in the homestead scene, in which the father, protecting his daughter, takes aim at the duo. This is juxtaposed with the modern-day awe-struck reaction of the young boy who calls for his ‘momma’ after Lil Nas drops out of nowhere, signalling the change in attitudes towards strangers.

The slow tracking shot through the mise en scène of the suburban streets captures the incredulous faces: one person takes a photo of Lil Nas, another peeps from behind a door, some appear impassive, but all of them look and gaze at the anachronistic stranger riding into town. Typically in a western, the outsider would face some conflict, or a series of trials and complications (Todorov), but in ‘Old Town Road’, these are replaced with harmless interactions, for example comical dance-offs rather than gunslinger stand-offs, a car versus horse race in place of a shoot-out or wagon chase, a trip to the shopping mall and impromptu performance in a village hall instead of a trip to the saloon and its cabaret.

A montage of images reinforces the conspicuous consumption of material goods. The Maserati car, the dollar sign, diamonds, rhinestones, the Super Mall, flashy suits and high-end sunglasses connote the capitalist nature of the US. Furthermore, material riches can be seen as a mytheme – Vladimir Propp noted that the hero would often be given riches and wealth as a reward for his labours (he called this transfiguration). The signifiers of wealth, such as clutching a money bag with a dollar sign on it, construct the hyperreality of the American Dream, a cultural myth that claims everyone can pursue opportunities, especially when it comes to success and wealth.

[image: ]
△ Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969, directed by George Roy Hill) featured a duo of loveable-rogue outlaws similar to Lil Nas X and Billy Ray Cyrus

The resolution of the video has shots of Lil Nas X hugging a little bingo-playing, line-dancing, old white lady, subverting a negative stereotype of the threatening black man as well as suggesting that there is no need to fear outsiders. This culminates in a message that constructs themes of inclusivity and community above fear and violence. The humour and parody of the western is anchored by the close-up shot of Chris Rock saying ‘boogity-boogity’, a cultural reference that means ‘quickly’ and ends the video on a positive preferred reading for Lil Nas X as an inspiring individual.


Apply it

Choose three more examples from the video and analyse the connotations closely. Explore what they say about:


	◼  Lil Nas X as a new artist


	◼  America.






■ Thomas Schatz – genres of order and integration

Thomas Schatz argued that there are two genres: the genre of order and the genre of integration.

▽ Characteristics of genres of order and genres of integration








	
Order 
e.g. western, gangster, detective


	
Integration 
e.g. musical, screwball comedy, family melodrama







	
Individual (male dominant)


	
Couple/collective (female dominant)





	
Contested space (ideologically unstable)


	
Civilised space (ideologically stable)





	
Externalised – violent


	
Internalised – emotional





	
Extermination – death


	
Embrace – love





	
Mediation – redemption


	
Integration – domestication





	
Macho code


	
Maternal/familial code





	
Isolated self-reliance


	
Community cooperation





	
Utopia as a promise


	
Utopia as reality







Traditionally, westerns follow conventions of the genre of order, but ‘Old Town Road’ subverts these conventions. Instead of a dominant male is the duo of Lil Nas X and Billy Ray Cyrus, who are more reminiscent of the genre of integration. There is little contested ideological space either: both the past and the present in the video foreground the idea of capitalism and there are many signs in the video that give a positive preferred reading to having wealth – dollar signs, luxury brands, jewels and references to sports cars. There is no violence; any conflict is easily resolved – for example after the car and horse race, the loser (played by Vince Staples) just ‘flocks on up’ (hands over) the winnings. The next shot sees Lil Nas using the money for consumer goods. This could suggest that Los Angeles, and the US as a whole, is a place that offers the ‘utopia as promise’ element of the genre of order. Neither Lil Nas X nor Billy Ray Cyrus behaves in a particularly macho way – they do not fight the man and his daughter and they embrace love and community and cooperation, even if they are viewed with suspicion at first. These conventions seem to be a closer fit to the genre of integration.

Representations

■ Masculinity and the cowboy

Music companies need to represent their new stars effectively in music videos to establish their personas to an audience. Given the song’s lyrics and previous incarnations linked to cowboy iconography, the video capitalises on these ideas to introduce Lil Nas X to a mainstream audience.

The cowboy is an instantly recognisable, romanticised figure and has featured on radio, in comic books, games, films and television shows, has had music written about him and been featured in advertising. In the past, westerns featured Wasp (white Anglo Saxon protestant) protagonists who were often misfits but who also upheld a distinctly white Christian version of American masculinity. There were mainly two types of cowboy: the strong, silent, man-of-action, often played by actors like Gary Cooper and John Wayne; and the Buffalo Bill type, who was mostly depicted showing off tricks with a particular horse – the actor Tom Mix was the prototype for this version.

[image: ]
△ Tom Mix and his speedy horse in The Speed Maniac (1919, directed by Edward LeSaint). This cowboy figure is referenced in the ‘Old Town Road’ video with Lil Nas X going at impossible speeds on his horse

Furthermore, before 1964, in a segregated USA, westerns were made only for white audiences, and any films starring black actors – called ‘race films’ – were shown only to black audiences. White audiences, therefore, only saw films that glorified the oppression of people of colour, who were either represented as foils for the hero or as barbaric or noble ‘savages’. The idealised masculine figures that John Wayne portrayed are now seen as embodying a no holds-barred approach of policing and ‘civilising’ people of colour. This whitewashed the real history of cowboys, as many were in fact of Mexican and black ethnicities.

[image: ]
△ John Wayne in The Searchers (1956, directed by John Ford) 

The Marlboro Man is another stereotypical example of the cowboy representation in American culture. Harnessed by tobacco advertising campaigns for Marlboro cigarettes, it was first conceived by Leo Burnett and used from 1954 to 1999. Presented in picturesque wild terrain, the cowboy was a rugged, free-spirited individual. The advertisements were originally conceived as a way to popularise a particular brand of filtered cigarettes – which at
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