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1. INTRODUCTION: FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE?

In 2018, one of Queen Elizabeth II’s grandchildren married a so-called ‘commoner’ in
St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle. The guest list included foreign royalty, religious
figures, and high-ranking celebrities — singers, actors, supermodels. Witnessed by au-
diences on site and in front of TV sets at home, the couple exchanged rings, vowed
that they would take each other as husband and wife “to have and to hold from this day
forward; for better, for worse”, and kissed for the cameras. The ceremony was tele-
vised internationally and broadcast on the royal family’s YouTube channel and Face-
book page. The event had its own online discussion thread using a hashtag created for
people to join in the conversation about the wedding on social media. Crowds lined the
streets of Windsor to applaud the couple as they made their way to the wedding recep-
tion in a horse-drawn carriage. The event I am describing here refers to the most recent
marriage celebration in the British royal family, which took place on 12 October 2018:
the marriage of Princess Eugenie to Jack Brooksbank.

Yet this description could easily have applied to another event, Prince Harry’s
wedding to Meghan Markle, which had taken place earlier in the same year, on 19
May. But why are readers of the above more likely to think of Harry’s wedding instead
of Eugenie’s, and what does this reveal about the perception of royal weddings? My
tripartite answer is that Prince Harry had for a long time — until the birth of his brother
William’s first child, Prince George, in 2013 — been third in line to the British throne.
Hence, from his birth, the importance of his position was mirrored by the high degree
of media interest in him. Princess Eugenie, by contrast, has never been in the public
eye as much as her cousin, also because of her more remote position in the line of suc-
cession (being only sixth in line before the birth of Prince George).' The difference in
public awareness thus has to do with an individual’s status as heir to the throne. More-
over, the brief description of the wedding features reveals how much these events — no
matter how different in scale — are actually based on formulaic elements. The ritual
components pertain not only to the ceremony and liturgy, but also to their media repre-
sentations at large. The aforementioned comparison shows that the functions of royal
weddings extend beyond their relevance to the couple itself because these occasions
are staged and celebrated as media events and attract large audiences both on site and
at home.

The inferences drawn from this example allow me to further deduce some of the
premises of this study: royal reporting, meaning all news media reporting that focuses
on the royal family and royal events, constructs and perpetuates schematic reporting.
As the monarchy is thus placed under constant public scrutiny, it has to demonstrate
that it is neither redundant nor too out-of-step with contemporary society. The heirs to
the throne, in particular, play a decisive role in this context. On the one hand, they can

' In addition to that, the fact that Lady Diana Spencer was Harry’s mother greatly influ-

enced the public interest that surrounded him.



2 MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS OF BRITISH ROYAL WEDDINGS (2005-2011)

embody a changing understanding of modern monarchy and work to constantly keep it
up to date. On the other hand, they personify the very continuity of the institution. By
symbolically representing such stability, the monarchy holds an important position
within the (self-)conceptions of the British nation.

At first glance, it might seem that studying the British monarchy in our day and
age needs justification, as the powers of the crown are not relevant any longer because
they have become ceremonial. The royal prerogative guaranteed by the British consti-
tution, however, still factually renders the crown’s position a very political one. The
potential activation of the monarch’s executive powers provides endless ground for
speculation and makes the institution highly relevant in contemporary times. This be-
came clear, for example, when the queen’s 2018 Christmas broadcast on the theme of
compromise, respect, and mutual understanding was interpreted as a reference to
Brexit. The following January, an editorial in The Guardian warned against precari-
ously politicising the monarch’s position, because “[i]nevitably, when parliament
looks incapable of navigating through a crisis, the power vested in the crown becomes
relevant” (“The Guardian View on the Queen and Brexit” 2019: n. pag.). Notwith-
standing its controversial primacy in the British political system, the monarchy plays
an important role in times of crises, such as the looming break-up of what looks like an
increasingly (dis-)United Kingdom.” But it is not only through the conventional and
only hypothetically deployable political power that the monarchy maintains its rele-
vance. Rather, it is the widespread popularity and support for the institution as well as
people’s emotional engagement with royalty that render it culturally significant. The
royals’ public performances during ritual media events, such as the royal weddings,
are of interest to a large part of the British public (discourse). These royal media
events thus play a role for Britons’ self-perception of their monarchy and their nation —
they affect the cultural imaginary and national consciousness of Britain.

In the following, I use the phrase from the marriage liturgy ‘for better or for worse’ to
raise the three central sets of questions posed in this study. First, the couple’s promise
to stick together ‘for better, for worse’ figuratively becomes a dogma for royalty’s re-
lationship to the public. This is in line with the popular reasoning for the continued
existence of the monarchy, which holds that the ancient institution has endured turbu-
lence, weathered criticism, and continued to serve the people for better or for worse.
Moreover, the one marrying into the royal family makes this promise not only to his or
her spouse on a personal level, but also to the people on a public level. To join the
royal family nowadays means joining a globally successful brand and a working enter-

Political theorist Tom Nairn explains the monarchy’s unique role within British national-
ism. He writes that a “personalized and totemic symbolism was needed to maintain the
a-national nationalism of a multi-national (and for long imperial) entity; and ‘the Crown’
could effectively translate identity on to that ‘higher plane’ required by a country (heart-
land England) which has since the 17th century existed out of itself as much as in” (2011
[1988]: 11).



