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Abstract

In this article, I explore the reception of American “quality” serial television in Sweden
from 1999 to the mid-2010s. My analysis includes how cultural critics and journalists writ-
ing for Sweden’s leading newspapers conceptualised American serial television as “quality
TV” and as legitimate “art”, and it charts the ways in which these discourses relate to the
reconfiguration of Swedish television from public service monopoly to niche-oriented mul-
tichannel system. The analysis uncovers a process of cultural consecration that was based on
comparisons with already consecrated art forms, applications of authorship discourses that
promote certain individuals as genius television auteurs, and deployment of critical protocols
borrowed from literary criticism — all in service of pre-established cultural hierarchy and
“good taste”. This article also highlights the ubiquity of American quality serial television
across the Swedish television landscape, which suggests that such programmes represent both
a niche product and a mass phenomenon with extensive reach and multidimensional appeal.

Keywords: American serial television, quality TV, Swedish television culture, cultural jour-
nalism, cultural consecration

Introduction

American serial television has been a staple of Swedish broadcasting from the beginning
(Thorslund, 2018). But the wave of American “quality TV” that emerged around the turn
of the millennium has brought the excitement for this form of popular entertainment to
new heights. Cultural critics, television aficionados, and audiences have enthusiastically
embraced shows ranging from The Sopranos (HBO, 1999-2007) and Mad Men (AMC,
2007-2015) to Homeland (Showtime, 2011-) and House of Cards (Netflix, 2013-2018)
— to name just a few.

While some such shows have attracted sizable Swedish audiences and others mere
slices of the population, as an aggregated cultural phenomenon, they have had remark-
able impact. They have stimulated new viewing habits, ignited debates about television,
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and influenced discourses and practices within tourism, cooking, cocktails, fashion, and
interior design. American television has also become a favourite conversation piece.
Twenty years ago, Swedes who claimed to “never watch TV” were still counted among
the most highly cultivated citizens around; nowadays, lacking knowledgeability about
serial television can be a social stigma.

It also used to be the case, dating at least back to the days of silent cinema, that
the influx of American popular culture to Sweden was perceived as a dangerous man-
ifestation of Americanisation — a term associated with fears of cultural imperialism,
debasement, homogenisation, trivialisation, and vulgarisation (Lagerkvist, 2001). Not
so with prestige serial television.

Research questions, empirical focus, and methodological considerations

With this article, I seek to make scholarly sense of this multifaceted process of cultural
renegotiation. My gateway into the issue consists of journalistic and critical discourses in
Sweden’s leading newspapers. More specifically, I zoom in on two interrelated questions:
1) How have critics and cultural journalists writing for these papers framed American
television series as quality TV? 2) What language, tropes, strategies, and modes of criti-
cism have they relied on to conceptualise American television series as legitimate art?

Let us immediately acknowledge that journalistic discourses represent merely one
set of cultural intermediaries involved in the “national mediation” of global culture (see
Antoniazzi & Barra, 2020), so what follows is not an exhaustive account of the entire
process of localisation, but a more narrowly focused study. Neither is it an account
of the critical reception generally, but of institutionalised criticism specifically. This
choice might seem odd given the ongoing “de-professionalisation” and “participatory
turn” of cultural criticism — the proliferation of “amateur” criticism across the digital
mediascape and the concomitant diminishing of the authority and impact of professional
critics (regarding the Nordic region, see Gripsrud, 2017; Kristensen & Riegert, 2017).
The point is well taken, but as Purhonen and colleagues (2019) point out, even though
a variety of actors are involved in processes of cultural mediation, cultural journalists
are nevertheless significant cultural intermediaries. Indeed, in the time period I address,
the daily papers — especially their culture sections — still functioned as a clearinghouse
for the wider public conversation about television and was still endowed with consid-
erable authority in mediating a common-sensical, or hegemonic, understanding of what
television culture is. This is especially true for newspapers that circulate nationally or
cater primarily to readerships in Sweden’s three largest metropolitan areas — Stockholm,
Gothenburg, and Malmo — hence, I concentrate on these.

I culled the empirical material from the database Mediearkivet (owned by Retriever
Sverige AB) through a series of keyword searches that resulted in a total number of
4,673 unique articles and items. The search process can be described as partly strategic
(privileging drama series with an established “quality” reputation) and partly arbitrary,
and the resulting dataset is neither exhaustive nor representative. But the search process
produced the desired outcome, which was a collection of material large enough to offer an
overview of the discourse from which salient patterns could be inductively identified and
then made subject to a hermeneutical process aimed to produce new knowledge about the
specific case and context (see Appendix | for details about the search terms and process).
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Each keyword search yielded a number of hits that were exported to RTF and PDF
files. I first processed these files manually to remove irrelevant hits (ads for television
hardware marketed as “quality TV sets” were the typical case) and to identify keywords
and phrases that could then be connected to categories and themes. The latter were part-
ly openly induced from the material, partly pre-set by my interest in articulations of 1)
specific components of televisual “quality” and artistic excellence; and 2) connections
between quality TV and other cultural forms. To illustrate, a category such as “com-
parisons between serial TV and film” was pre-set, whereas a category such as “TV
criticism as fandom” was induced from the material. A broad category such as “quality
TV characteristics” was pre-set, whereas associated subcategories such as “authorship
discourses” or “conceptions of realism” emerged inductively.

I also merged the RTFs into one file including the entire corpus that could be used
for simple searches across the material, which further facilitated the mapping of tropes
and categories. The RTFs were also plugged into TextSTAT, a freeware application for
simple text analysis, to measure word frequency, but I found the results mostly unhelpful
both in terms of thematic and categorical pinpointing and further analysis.

The subsequent step involved hermeneutical movements between the empirical ma-
terial, relevant scholarship (mostly from the field of television studies), and the research
questions. One outcome was a gradual, deliberate, and necessary obscuration of much
of the plurality and polyphony of the material, as larger, salient discursive patterns came
into view. Two things stood out: first, there was extraordinary energy spent on framing
serial television as legitimate art; second, there was a gradual discursive shift after 2012,
at which point an aesthetic disposition toward serial television began to give way to a
discourse connecting serial television to wider discussions about commercial streaming
and online television. I address the post-2012 discursive shift elsewhere (Frykholm, in
press). Here, I keep the focus on the cultural ascendance of American serials in Sweden
and how this process relates to the transformation of Swedish television from public
service monopoly to multichannel system.

My presentation of the analysis does not adhere strictly to the conventions of the
standardised research article. For example, the dialogue with existing literature is inte-
grated into the analysis rather than presented in a separate review, and there is no clear-
cut division between “results” and “discussion”. With that said, the reader should have
no problems following the line of reasoning or assessing the strength of the argument.

The remainder of the introduction previews my main findings and explains their
significance in relation to existing research. Two analytical sections follow, one deal-
ing with quality discourses, the other with legitimation discourses. A brief discussion
about the distribution of American serial television in Sweden provides an additional
interpretative frame and leads up to the conclusion.

Basic findings and their significance in relation to previous research

I am not the first to connect journalistic discourses on American quality serial televi-
sion to a process of cultural consecration — similar analyses have been carried out from
American and British, as well as Nordic, horizons (Anderson, 2009; Kristensen et al.,
2019; Newman & Levine, 2012; Rixon, 2011). My findings agree particularly strongly
with Newman and Levine (2012). This includes the general conclusion that the legiti-
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mation of American serial television in Swedish newspapers has proceeded through
negation, where ordinary television programmes, conventional ways of watching tel-
evision, or, indeed, “‘television’ as it has long existed” (Newman & Levine, 2012: 2),
feature as the delegitimated, denigrated, rejected “other”. Many readers may also find
specific discursive tropes and strategies familiar, including comparisons with already
consecrated art forms, applications of authorship discourses that promote certain indi-
viduals as genius television auteurs, and widespread deployment of critical protocols
borrowed from literary criticism. These legitimation strategies, and their basis in what
I would describe as anti-televisual sentiment, have produced a restricted approach to
television — the discursive silence on issues that relate to the commercial foundations
of American quality TV is particularly noteworthy — and contributed to the perpetua-
tion of cultural hierarchies and dominant taste regimes, which is the exact opposite of
the progressive destabilisation of cultural categories to which critics themselves often
argued they were contributing.

The many points of accord between the Swedish case and what we already know from
previous scholarship indicate that Newman and Levine (2012) were on to something
when they hypothesised that legitimation discourses — much like the American televi-
sion series they talk about — circulate globally. However, we should expect a degree of
variation depending on the particular dynamics between local, national, and global that
pertain to different locations. With regard to Sweden, we must consider the breakdown
of the public service monopoly on television and the subsequent emergence of a multi-
channel system, a process that resonates with developments in other countries, but that
partly follows its own logic and forges a television culture that is locally specific. Hence,
contextual remarks are interwoven with the analysis of discourses, and the context is
further enlarged in the section bridging the analysis and conclusion.

Finally, a clarification concerning quality TV — why privilege this term? The main
reason is that Swedish critics habitually used this label, and that a certain type of Ameri-
can serial television hereby came to feature prominently in debates about quality TV
that offer a vivid illustration of Swedish television’s transition into a post-monopoly
landscape. Approaching the term in this manner — as simultaneously a discursive trope
and useful heuristics — I deliberately sidestep much of the polemics that has surrounded
its status in television studies. The term has been deployed in this academic branch at
least since the 1980s in studies of presumably extraordinary programmes, from Feuer and
colleagues’ (1984) study of MTM, via Thompson’s (1997) book — Television s Second
Golden Age: From Hill Street Blues to ER — to more recent investigations of quality
TV of the HBO premium cable ilk (see, e.g., McCabe & Akass, 2007).! For some — for
example, Newman and Levine (2012) — the problem with scholarship on quality TV
(whether or not by that name) is the risk of contributing to an uncritical celebration of
certain programmes at the expense of others, and at the expense of scholarly engagement
with television in a more comprehensive and inclusive sense. For others — for example,
Mittell (2015) — the problem with quality TV is its lacking use-value as an aesthetic con-
cept. Anti-legitimation arguments a la Newman and Levine, Mittell (2015: 215) argues,
tend to bracket off aesthetic issues altogether — hence his poetics of “complex TV” as
an alternative approach meant to avoid “the categorical sweep” of both sides. My point
is not to engage in these debates about the place of aesthetic analysis and evaluative
criticism in television studies (see also Dasgupta, 2012; Johnson, 2007; Logan, 2016),
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or in the scholarly conversation about serial television, genre, and gender (see, e.g.,
Kackman, 2008; Mittell, 2015), but to make clear that this article’s aim is to explore
quality TV not as an aesthetic category, but as a label of distinction to be deconstructed
and demystified — in this case, within the specific context of Swedish television culture.

Analysis of quality discourses

The discourse on quality and television contains multiple strands (see Brunsdon, 1990).
The long-dominant one in a Swedish context, judging by the material studied for this
article, postulated a privileged relationship between quality and public service. Many
critics tended to reserve the quality label for programmes stemming from public service
sources, and many perceived the BBC as a quality brand. Even more shared the belief that
the Swedish public service broadcasting company Sveriges Television (SVT) had a special
task of providing Swedes with quality TV (see, e.g., Hallert, 2000; Skawonius, 2000). The
exact parameters of this special task were up for debate, as the issue was inextricably linked
to a larger political struggle over the role of public service broadcasting. A bit simplified,
one cAMP endorsed a model of public service television as a provider of a wide range of
programming — from culture programmes for niche audiences to light entertainment for
the masses — offering the “best” in each category (see, e.g., Lindstedt, 2000). The other
camp argued that public service television should supply quality programmes that were
socially and culturally valuable, but unlikely to be produced in sufficient numbers within
the framework of commercial television (see, e.g., Expressen, 1999).

Neither side provided much room for American television fiction within the category
of quality TV. This began to change in 2001. The Sopranos premiered on SVT in Oc-
tober 2000 and quickly proved to be a hit with Swedish viewers and critics (Bjorkman,
2000; Expressen, 2001; Panas, 2000).? Critics embraced it as a great show, but initially
in spite of, rather than thanks to, its origins in the American television industry. Indeed,
some perceived the show to have more in common with a British quality tradition. More
typically, however, the cultural value of The Sopranos was not perceived to derive from
television, but from a resemblance to cinema. One critic, writing on the occasion of the
Swedish premiere of season two in January 2001, combined these two perspectives: “The
Sopranos is like a mix of Martin Scorsese’s genre masterpiece ‘Goodfellas’ and a British
quality TV series” (Peetre, 2001).? Later that year, pop culture critic Jan Gradvall (2001)
reversed the national hierarchy, arguing that British television had stagnated, whereas
American serial television was in the midst of a creative revival.

Writers around this time tended to tie up premium cable shows and network series
in the same quality-TV bundle, in spite of formal and other differences, but by 2003, a
discourse linking quality specifically to HBO products had surfaced in Sweden. Already
in this emergent phase, the company was often referred to as “the American quality TV
channel HBO” (Gentele, 2003) or as a brand that had become “synonymous with quality”
(Pressens Mediaservice, 2005). Around 2007, Swedish newspapers began to popularise
the idea of a golden age of serial television (see, e.g., Nordstrom, 2007; Virtanen, 2007).
HBO usually received the credit: “HBO started television’s so-called new golden age
[...] with series such as The Sopranos, Six Feet Under, and Sex and the City” (Fjellborg,
2008). Another journalist declared that “God’s gift to television is spelled with three
letters: HBO” (Larsson, 2009).
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Accordingly, the canon of quality serial television that emerged gravitated around
HBO productions, HBO showrunners, writers, and creators, and the HBO brand (for
further examples, see Bjornulfson, 2007; Claeson, 2010; Lindbom, 2011). Listing
“classic HBO series” became standard practice: Svenska Dagbladet published one
such list in August 2010 (Palm, 2010); Expressen presented a similar list a month
later (Larsson, 2010), as well as the guide “Classic series: How HBO Revolutionised
Your TV Set” later that same year (Brannstrom, 2010). Certain non-HBO productions,
too, came to be regarded as instant classics, especially the AMC series Mad Men and,
somewhat later, Breaking Bad (see, e.g., Hilton, 2009; Larsson, 2013; Oscarsson, 2014).

The discursive renegotiation of the concept of quality TV in Sweden, as sketched
here, was closely linked to the transformation of Swedish television in the same period.
Much of the process resembles what Lotz (2014) has framed as American television’s
transition into a “post-network” era — a confluence of industrial, technological, and
cultural transformations that includes a reconfiguration of the audience (from mass to
niches), new modes of distribution (from broadcasting to narrowcasting), new socio-
technological arrangements (from television sets in domestic settings to a variety of plat-
forms, screens, and viewing spaces), and a reshaping of viewing practices (from linear
to nonlinear; from appointment to on-demand), all of which interlock with a series of
challenges to industrial practices and the design of media infrastructures. In the Swedish
case, however, we must give a particularly strong emphasis to the role of government-
sponsored public service television. In the words of Swedish film and television scholar
Leif Furhammar (2006), “In the beginning was public service”. And for a long time,
there was really nothing else for television viewers in Sweden. Regular broadcasting
had started in 1956; a second channel was added in 1969. Some Swedes would even-
tually be able to set up their own satellite dish or sign up for cable television, but the
great majority only had access to the two public service channels. By the late 1980s,
however, technological developments exerted significant pressure on the monopoly. A
major challenge came with the launch of TV3 on New Year’s Eve 1987, broadcasting
via satellite from London, hereby circumventing Swedish broadcasting laws.

Around the same time, there were movements afoot to issue a concession for ter-
restrial broadcasting of commercial television. The political conditions of possibility
derived partly from a general push toward deregulation at this juncture, partly from the
fact that many politicians simply ceded to the technological untenability of maintaining
a monopoly on broadcasting. After some twists and turns, TV4 was granted the conces-
sion. TV4 was launched already in 1990, but emerged in 1992 as the main commercial
alternative to SVT.

Additional channels became available via basic cable in the years that followed.
At the time of writing, a default broadcasting schedule lists twelve Swedish channels,
including the two main public service channels SVT1 and SVT2, TV4, and nine basic
cable channels. Both SVT and TV4 also offer several niche channels. In addition, there
are Swedish premium cable channels as well as an enormous variety of international
channels available for anyone inclined to sign up via their local cable television pro-
vider. Cable television is often bundled up with broadband services, giving viewers
access to all kinds of online television “portals” (Lotz, 2017); the most commonly used
are commercial streaming services, including both local options and those that operate
transnationally, such as Netflix, HBO, Disney, and Apple.
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In an increasingly diverse and commercially oriented Swedish television landscape,
SVT still plays a central — yet significantly renegotiated — role, faced with ever-mounting
pressure to compete for audiences. SVT’s diminishing viewership in the post-monopoly
landscape reflects a broader reconfiguration of the television audience, most notably its
“fragmentation”. Edin (2006) describes how Swedish television has moved from a uni-
fied model, via a two-channel system allowing for some choice within the parameters
of public service, to a “centre-periphery” model that entails some forms of mainstream
viewing but also allows for commercial alternatives and hence greater opportunities for
customised viewing, and then, finally, gradually closer to a dispersal of the audience
across channels and platforms to the point of extreme fragmentation. There is still some
way to go to reach that point — television’s mass appeal has not vanished completely.
But Edin’s (2006: 64) suggestion that the Swedish television landscape is “increas-
ingly differentiated”, that the viewing experience is becoming “less social and more
individual”, and that “a segmentation of the audience [...] is taking place in response to
greater specialization of program output” held in 2006 and rings even more true today.
Statistics about channel availability and viewer distribution across different channels
shows that the trend Edin discussed continued in the years that followed (see Carlsson
& Facht, 2010, 2014; Facht, 2016; Facht & Olsson, 2019).

Edin’s analysis (see also Bjur, 2016) links “fragmentation” to “nichification”. In
Sweden as elsewhere (see, e.g., Lotz, 2014), television has largely transformed from a
broadcasting medium addressing a national mass audience to an arena for a variety of
agents catering to their respective niche. Indeed, following the collapse of the monopoly,
SVT, too, has increasingly conceptualised its audience in terms of niche groups, and
less and less as a national, social collective (Edin 2006), hereby potentially contributing
to the dissolution of television’s function as a “cultural forum” (Newcomb & Hirsch,
1983; Newcomb, 2007) geared toward the engendering of shared viewing experiences
and shared frames of reference for various public issues, debates, and concerns.

This reconfiguration of television into a niche medium creates the conditions of possi-
bility for the surge in increasingly “complex” serial narration (Mittell, 2015) at a certain
point in television history. And it allows American quality serial television, which does
not necessarily reach anything close to a mass audience, to nevertheless become the me-
dium’s gold standard and most highly prized content. In the Swedish context, the same
process also involved the emergence of American prestige series as a market solution
to the problem of what constitutes quality TV. Previously dominant quality discourses
had tended to either connect quality to the wider mission of a public service television to
provide a broad range of socially and culturally valuable programmes to a mass audience,
or to identify quality TV with narrower, special-interest items on SVT’s menu. In both
cases, quality TV was understood not as a market solution, but as compensation for a
market failure, and in both cases, quality was linked to one public service ideology or
another. Dislodging the notion of quality TV from the context of public service is not
unique to Sweden. Andrews (2014) notes that in the UK, quality is increasingly discussed
as an expected outcome of competition in a multichannel environment, not as a defence
of public, civic, and cultural values in the face of commercialism.

But how does a new, market-oriented conception of quality correspond to a specific
niche in the Swedish television landscape? If there is such a niche, much of it is appar-
ently occupied by a certain type of product — “complex” serial narratives — and a set
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of production companies that make up a restricted field of cultural production within
the television industry (see Akass & McCabe, 2018). In Sweden as elsewhere, HBO
has been the leading exponent of this subfield within television culture, a field which,
as Akass and McCabe (2018) note, is largely defined by a collective belief in the HBO
model of television seriality as legitimate art. In other words, the framing of American
serial television as quality TV is intertwined with a more far-reaching legitimation dis-
course that conceptualises serial television as a traditional art object and that nourishes
an “aesthetic disposition” (Bourdieu, 1984) toward these programmes. Indeed, this is
precisely the type of discourse that dominated writing about American serial television
in Sweden’s leading newspapers up to roughly 2012.

Analysis of legitimation discourses

What were the key components of the newspapers’ legitimation of American serial
television as art? In terms of relatively concrete discursive clusters, my list includes an
emphasis on, preference for, and valorisation of 1) high production values and profes-
sional standards, 2) strong writing, 3) individual authorship, 4) realism, and 5) “smart”
or “intelligent” programmes. Let us look at some representative examples.

First, there are the recurring characterisations of quality series — HBO productions
in particular — as “lavish” (see, e.g., Gelin, 2007; Lindén, 2008; Malmstrém, 2012) and
“well-made” (see, e.g., Larsson, 2003; Lewenhagen, 2012). The implied correlation
between budget and quality confirms the presence of a non-judgmental conception of
quality in the sense of “the highest fixed cost incurred by networks in pursuit of the
largest audience” (Caves et al., 2005: 19) that establishes a baseline for quality TV as
art — an oftentimes necessary, but hardly sufficient, condition.

Second, we have the widely shared idea that a properly artistic series must be “well
written”. This particular expression appears time again in the material, from early enco-
miums on The Sopranos (Pehrson, 2003) to later pieces in which journalists pondered
how carefully True Detective’s creator, writer, and showrunner Nic Pizzolatto must
have weighed every word to create such “powerful artwork™ (Fjellborg, 2014). Many
Swedish critics used specific examples of strong writing to make sweeping claims about
television as a “screenwriters medium” (Gradvall, 2001); the “cultural dominance” of
serial television as an effect of their “author- and script-driven” mode of production
(Sandstrom, 2013); or television series as the “quality novels of our times” (Thente,
2010; for responses, see Croneman, 2010; Domell6f-Wik, 2010; Persson, 2010).

Third, discourses on strong writing usually emphasised not the writers’ room (i.e., the
collective, collaborative basis for much scripted television), but the individual author-
ship of specific writers, creators, and showrunners. The discursive construction of the
television auteur along such lines is evident in ideas about shows such as The Sopranos
and The West Wing as “clearly the work of one, single creator” (Gradvall, 2001), and in
suggestions that “the strength and originality of ‘Six Feet Under’ or ‘The West Wing’ is
the individual narrative voice, exempt from compromise. Just like in a novel” (Grad-
vall, 2013). As elsewhere (see, e.g., Anderson, 2009), David Chase, the creator of The
Sopranos, provided a particularly useful model — Swedish critics habitually attributed
the artistic merits of The Sopranos to Chase, sometimes even implying that a new era
in television drama began when he “was allowed to make [7The Sopranos]” (Thunman
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Skold, cited in Spektra/TT, 2013), conjuring the stereotype of the artist struggling to
express his creative vision as the dark forces of commerce collude against him.

Fourth, there are indications of a strong preference for a kind of realism based on
features such as unconventionality, depth, complexity, and ambiguity, all of which are
assumed to distinguish artistic serial television from mainstream television. Along these
lines, critics have argued that American television series had “rewritten the rules of nar-
rative”, that shows like Mad Men had taught viewers never to trust the usual “dramatic
Pavlovian bells” (Hellsten, 2013), and that HBO productions tended to flout “audience-
pandering principles” (Peetre, 2001). The presumed effect of such inventiveness is
an experience of unusual complexity and depth, and a form of serial narration that is
somehow more true to life than normal television. One critic talked about a tendency in
television drama “to linger with ‘the complicated’”, which possibly made it the “most
important narrative form of our times” (Gezelius, 2013b). Others argued that shows
like The Sopranos and Six Feet Under were “filled to the brim with complex charac-
ters” (Hultman, 2007), or that characters in serial television of the 2000s came across
as “complex persons [...] with all the flaws and fallibilities that this entails” (Hellsten,
2009). For many, “complex characters” functioned as vehicles for a realism defined by
its plausible depiction of the minor events making up everyday life — artistically power-
ful representations of what “an ongoing life actually feels like” (Hellsten, 2013) and of
“all of the things that happen when you are waiting for life to begin” (Svensson, 2012).

Finally, there is the remarkably frequent characterisation of American quality TV as
“smart” and “intelligent” (Arvidsson, 2006; Gelin, 2007; Hellsten, 2009; Lewenhagen,
2012; Nordstrom, 2007; Peetre, 2001; Thente, 2010). Along similar lines, critics sug-
gested that television’s widely used nickname “dumburken” (equivalent to “the boob
tube” or “the idiot box”’) had become a misnomer (Haglund, 2003; Nordstrom, 2007;
Palm, 2010). Newspapers also filled up with articles allegedly proving that contemporary
television made viewers smarter by engaging them in advanced mental gymnastics (see,
e.g., Gelin, 2005; Svensson, 2006).

On a general level of discursive production, the most striking feature of these legiti-
mation discourses is the ways in which claims about serial television as legitimate art
are based on an appeal to the cultural prestige of already consecrated art forms, most
notably cinema and literature. With regard to the connections to cinema, the dominant
conception of realism ascribed to artistic serial television by Swedish critics is remark-
ably similar to Bordwell’s (1979: 57) description of how postwar art cinema “defines
itself as a realistic cinema”, evident in the display of “real” locations, “real” problems,
and, most importantly, the use of “‘realistic’ — that is, psychologically complex — char-
acters”. The critical emphasis on ambiguity and authorial expressivity also overlaps
with Bordwell’s definition of art cinema. However, Swedish critics treated “realism”,
“complexity”, “depth”, and so on, as universal artistic categories, not as importations
from art cinema. I point to an implied analogy, then, rather than an explicit discourse
on the relationship between serial television and cinema. The latter tended to consist
of undifferentiated concepts organised hierarchically (“TV is now just as respectable a
medium as cinema — or better”’) and vague allusions to quality serial TV as “cinematic”
(a common trope in other national contexts, too; see Andrews, 2014).

Implicitly or explicitly invoked, cinema provides a historical model of how a once-
derided form can ascend to cultural legitimacy. The distinction and cultural prestige of
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art cinema and quality serial television alike rests on their opposition to an assumed
mainstream (Bordwell, 1979; see also Thompson, 1997: 12, for definitions of an earlier
wave of quality TV as “better, more sophisticated, and more artistic than the usual net-
work fare”). The construction of the television auteur can also be seen as a replication of
the legitimation process cinema once underwent. As Newman and Levine (2012) note,
in both cases, claims for cultural legitimacy rely on the construction of auteurs in a col-
laborative mass medium previously held to lack individual genius artists. And both cases
support Bourdieu’s suggestion that the “‘charismatic ideology’ of authorship [...] ‘is
the ultimate basis of belief in the value of a work of art’” (cited in Anderson, 2009: 37).

Auteurist discourses also represent one of multiple appeals to the cultural clout of
the literary field in claims for the legitimacy of serial television. The pattern is familiar
from other national contexts — Rixon (2011) notes that British television critics who treat
serial television as art tend to operate in a “literary tradition” that places the emphasis
on the text and the pen behind it, effectively treating the programmes as if they were
“just like novels” (to paraphrase the afore-cited Gradvall, 2013).

Usually, the transfers of cultural prestige from the literary sphere to the field of tel-
evision tended to reaffirm the cultural supremacy of the former. As one critic put it, “It
would be a mistake to label these new, genuinely smart, TV series as literature. [...] But
they borrow the best attributes of classic literary fiction, this is precisely what makes
[them] so good” (Sandstrém, 2013). This particular critic holds a PhD in comparative lit-
erature from Lund University. The critic who talked about serial television as the “novel
of our times” studied at the same department. The writer who suggested that television
series were “just like novels”, on the other hand, has no formal education at all. This
indicates that the reproduction of cultural hierarchy — and more specifically the idea that
all cultural capital must ultimately stem from the pen — is multi-sited, and nourished by
critics of different stripes, employment situations, and educational backgrounds.

The literary field also provides ready-made models for television critics to conceive
of their own role. Similar to how literary criticism separates the wheat (critics) from the
chaff (ordinary readers), the framing of American serial television as unprecedently smart,
deep, complex, and so forth, implies that special skills are required to appreciate these pro-
grammes, and to properly excavate and explicate their cultural significance. And the tools
used for these excavations and explications — usually some combination of New Criticism
and auteurism — are roughly the same as the conventional literary critic might have used.
However, Swedish critics (at least obliquely) acknowledged a Bourdieuan twist, namely
that cultural value is not a purely textual or authorial quality, but also produced through
acts of distinction by those who have been afforded the authority to distinguish between
artworks and everyday objects. Most notably, they repeatedly marshalled as irrefutable
evidence of the elevated status of television that it had become a legitimate topic for
articles in the culture sections of leading newspapers (see, e.g., Francke, 2013; Hellsten,
2009; Spektra/TT, 2013). That processes of distinction involve elements of contestation
and power struggle was also (inadvertently) acknowledged through eruptions of turf war,
where lines were drawn either between seasoned television aficionados and film and liter-
ary critics who are newcomers to television (Haglund, as cited in Yifter-Svensson, 2013),
or between journalists and “Bourdieu wannabees” from the academy (Gradvall, 2013).

With respect to discourses on television’s changing cultural status, it is important to
note that many Swedish critics turned observations concerning a slice of programming
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into claims about the medium as a whole, eagerly arguing that “the television medium
has been culturally upgraded on all levels” (Haglund, cited in Hultman, 2007), that
“American television currently has higher status than American feature films” (Gelin,
2007), and that “TV has advanced on the cultural ladder” (Nordstrém, 2007). Even if
we disregard the categorical mistake, such assertions represent an extreme simplifica-
tion — or are simply not true. For one, anti-television sentiment clearly saturates the
legitimation discourse. This is evident in the discursive distancing of quality serial
television from standard televisual fare, to the point at which we were asked to think
of it not primarily as television, but as cinema or literature. Part of this pattern was the
strong tendency among Swedish critics to credit formal innovation and artistic merit
to the influences of these venerated forms, and rarely if ever to the strategies of serial
narrative developed specifically for television — a discursive repression (if not outright
denigration) of the daytime soap, the cop procedural, the sitcom, and so on — or, indeed,
of “television” as such. Here we see the equivalent of what Newman and Levine (2012:
30) noted in the American context: the legitimation of certain television programmes is
often predicated on a “long-standing delegitimation of television”, an “elevation of the
medium [that] nonetheless supports anti-television discourses as holding fundamental
truths” (for problematisation of “not-TV” discourses, see also Thorburn, 2009). Newman
and Levine (2012) regard the silence on the daytime soap as a particularly significant
omission, since this genre pioneered serialised narrative on television.* But the point
here is not to equate Breaking Bad with The Bold and the Beautiful — daytime soaps
and “complex” series are neither exactly the same nor totally unrelated (see Mittell,
2015) — it is the relatively restricted, even antipathic, approach to television in Swedish
newspapers that is significant. The same critique applies to the Swedish discourse on
serial television as smart and intelligent. We may turn yet again to Newman and Levine
(2012), who note that such tropes represent a self-similarity within a legitimation dis-
course that proceeds through negation, since brain-teasing programmes requiring highly
active modes of viewing only stand out as such if we accept that the rest of television is
precisely as dumb and passivising as implied in the derogatory terms (e.g., dumburken)
that critics say they want to purge from the television critical lexicon.

Aside from the anti-television slant, we could also argue that the critical legitimation
of serial television via auteurist discourses, intra-media comparison, and an insistence on
realism, ambiguity, depth, and complexity as markers of artistic quality is not evidence of
a challenge to cultural hierarchies, but — quite to the contrary — of the stronghold among
cultural critics of what one Bourdieu-inspired television scholar (Bury, 2008: 196) re-
fers to as “literary standards informed by bourgeois aesthetics”. From this perspective,
Swedish critics make up a cultural elite engaged in the ideological construction of their
own preferences as purportedly universal or natural good taste, with a reproduction of
taste, rather than its reevaluation, as the primary effect. As Bury (2008: 194) notes with
regard to television’s cultural status, “what has shifted is the positioning of texts on the
high/low binary; the binary itself remains intact but redeployed to distinguish ‘quality’
popular texts deserving of literary treatment from those that are not” (other scholars
have made essentially the same point — see, e.g., Akass & McCabe 2018).

It would be unfair, however, to suggest that television criticism in Swedish news-
papers has been completely co-opted by bourgeois aesthetics. Frequent invocations of
passion, pleasure, and emotional ties as key to the appreciation of serial television (see,
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e.g., Haglund, as cited in Yifter-Svensson, 2013; Gradvall, 2013) indicates that there
is room for fan reflections as well as traditional criticism. The construction of quality
serial television as simultaneously an object of fandom and an object that meets the
standards of bourgeois aesthetics does offer further evidence of a “considerable fluid-
ity between elite and mass culture” that goes back at least to the 1960s (Harrington &
Bielby, 2001). Alternatively, we could argue that American quality serial television
assumes a shape that is neither high nor low, but middlebrow, defined by its capacity to
combine an appeal to legitimate culture with mass accessibility — a “massified form of
high culture” (Guillory, 1995: 87), or a form that makes “high culture” accessible to a
wide public (Rubin, 1992).

First and foremost, however, we are dealing with a cultural product developed for the
purpose of maximising economic profit. As such, American quality serial television is a
locus of contradictory forces with respect to its cultural positioning. The profit motive
pushes toward a declassification of culture, in this case via products that are deliberately
designed to attract as many different types of audiences as possible — from couch pota-
toes to cultural critics. But the reconfiguration of the audience from an imagined mass
public to an assembly of niche audiences requires a reclassification of culture — hence
the culture industry’s campaign to make prestige serial television the cornerstone of an
aristocracy of television.

Such economic determinants of the cultural status of quality TV — and of television
in general — were usually obscured in the Swedish discourse, with some notable excep-
tions (see, e.g., Pehrson, 2003). Many critics pretended that HBO somehow escapes the
otherwise all-encompassing commercial character of contemporary television, allowing
customary celebrations of “creative freedom” to spill over into ill-founded, generalised
claims about HBO being “less commercial” than other television corporations (Larsson,
2013) and free-standing from the conglomerate industry structure of which HBO is in
fact an integrated part (Henriksson, 2003). Such misperceptions come as no surprise,
as the recontextualisation of quality TV — a relocation of the televisual urinal to the art
museum that removes it from the material world of its production — is part and parcel of
making it subject to a process of cultural sacralisation. But they do signal a problematic
adherence to an art—-commerce binary opposition and an uncritical acceptance of HBO’s
propaganda about itself as a space where television auteurs operate untrammelled by
commercial restrictions — especially since whatever creative autonomy afforded by HBO
is at least partly motivated by a commercial logic that requires premium subscription
services to provide uniquely distinct products, the kind that makes viewers willing to pay
a substantial monthly fee (see, e.g., McCabe, 2013). Quality TV, as co-constructed by
the television industry, critics, and audiences, is this product. Santo (2008: 20) suggests
that the programmes are but one element of a larger equation within the economy of
prestige: HBO sells cultural capital to its subscribers who are thus “elevated above the
riffraff that merely consume television, a medium long derided as base and feminizing
in an unabashed embrace of consumerism”.

The “quality niche” — enlarging the context

Notwithstanding the potential influence of cultural journalists on Swedish television
culture, their campaign to make serial television fit into the ready-made categories of
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already consecrated culture (to borrow a phrase from the late film critic Pauline Kael,
1969/1970) can only tell us so much about the location of American quality serial
television in the Swedish television landscape. Let us briefly consider the paths of dis-
tribution that significantly shape the ways in which Swedish audiences experience such
programmes. Here, we encounter an interesting dispersal across the television landscape.
Some of the signature shows of prestige television, including The Sopranos, The Wire,
and Six Feet Under, were initially broadcast by the public service broadcaster SVT. Its
then director of drama explained in 2006 that even though domestically produced tel-
evision drama was more popular, it was important for SVT to also offer shows such as
the ones mentioned above, due to their “high [artistic] level” and their “influence on a
lot of other [TV] drama” (cited in Collin, 2006). Meanwhile, two earlier HBO produc-
tions, Oz and Sex and the City — both relatively overlooked yet arguably still part of the
same quality paradigm as the aforementioned examples — appeared on the ad-funded,
entertainment-oriented TV3. Products offered by HBO’s premium cable competitor
Showtime have also been scattered across different types of channels: Homeland airing
on SVT, Weeds on TV3, Shameless on Kanal 9, and Californication on TV4 — to name a
few examples. TV4 — combining an ad-based revenue model with a degree of variety of
programming and wide appeal, allowing it to compete quite successfully with SVT — has
also been a main outlet for American network series considered special enough to earn a
complexity or quality label, in spite of their roots in “ordinary” television, among them
24, Lost, and Arrested Development. When it comes to AMC attractions, Mad Men’s
Swedish run was divided between Kanal 5 and Kanal 9. Kanal 5’s self-assigned mission
is to provide television that is “more fun than anyone has ever accomplished before”, a
strict diet of pure televisual “candy” served up primarily to the 15-44 age group (cited
in Grip, 2003: 49). Its sister channel Kanal 9 is currently branded as a channel that offers
“uncomplicated” entertainment for men (Helander, 2014). Another critical darling of
the AMC brand, Breaking Bad, was first broadcast in Sweden in 2008 on TV6, a sister
channel to TV3 that targets young male viewers, but was quickly moved to TV8, another
channel owned by the same corporation as TV3 and TV6 (Modern Times Group, which
was split into two companies in 2018, MTG and Nordic Entertainment Group — the latter
currently handles the TV business). TVS started out in 1997 as an outlet for financial
news and other “serious” content, but has since been revamped — most recently in 2015
— to focus almost exclusively on crime (true and fictional) (Rislund, 2015). By the end
of season 2, Breaking Bad was off the Swedish air, and did not return until 2013, when
Kanal 9 purchased the rights to broadcast the final eight-episode season (TT, 2013).
The reason Kanal 9 brought Breaking Bad back to the air was that there was an audi-
ence for it, made up of people who had accessed the show by means other than traditional
broadcast. The launch of a local version of Netflix in late 2012 made Breaking Bad read-
ily available for (legal) streaming in Sweden, which might have been particularly crucial
in this case, but long before this, another viewing technology — the DVD box set — had
helped popularise the consumption of complex American serial television in Sweden,
as well as fostering binge-viewing habits that were carried over into the streaming era.
More research is required to determine the relative importance of broadcasting, DVD
viewing, and streaming with respect to the circulation of American serial television in
Sweden, and whether it is possible to discern a distinct niche audience for such pro-
grammes in the declassified haze of a commodified mass culture once based on selling
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and renting DVDs, now streaming. When it comes to distribution through broadcasting,
we have seen that different forms of “quality” serial television were prized content for
a variety of agents in the Swedish television industry — perhaps we should talk, then,
about several distinct viewing formations and target groups rather than one singular
“quality” audience. Alternatively, some channels might have used quality TV series
to attract an audience that would otherwise not tune in. Here, we must admit that we
simply do not know very much, and that we should avoid generalised assertions about
the quality TV audience, including the relationship between class, taste, and aesthetics.
We should also entertain the notion that quality serial television represents not so much
a clearly defined niche as a more comprehensive phenomenon in television culture, a
point of crystallisation for the medium’s multifaceted transformation.

Conclusion

This article has detailed how cultural critics and journalists writing for the leading news-
papers in Sweden have worked to conceptualise American serial television as quality
TV and as a traditional art object. The quality discourses helped dislodge the notion of
quality TV from the context of public service, a process that reads as an index of Swedish
television’s shift from public service monopoly to multichannel system. Meanwhile, the
legitimation of serial television as art — to which the quality discourses are inextricably
linked — made “television” recede into the background — there was lots of “quality”, but
little “TV™. One root cause is the overinvestment in conventional cultural hierarchy:
comparisons to literature or cinema and appeals to the cultural prestige of these vener-
ated forms all too often resulted in a problematic disregard for the formal specificities
and distinctive stylistic and narrative traditions of serial television. Another indication
of the pledging of allegiance to well-established regimes of taste, and the reinforcement
rather than destabilisation of long-held distinctions between “high” and “low”, is the
borrowing of critical protocols from literary criticism as a key strategy in the cultural
consecration of serial television. At best, a discourse along these lines restricts the criti-
cal domain to a small range of sanctioned television programmes, viewers, and modes of
viewing, offering little in terms of a comprehensive approach to the medium. At worst,
it works to delegitimate much of what has long been, and still is, regarded as main
features of television, both in terms of programming and modes and habits of viewing.

This analysis (which strongly aligns with Newman and Levine’s account of legiti-
mation discourses in the US) takes the form of a negative critique meant to reveal the
long-dominant discourse on American quality serial television in Swedish newspapers
for what it was: overly celebratory and severely limited in its approach to television
culture, industry, and aesthetics. But I also want to stress the positive end points of my
analysis, especially the value of deconstructing these discourses in order to explore the
material realities of the television culture and industry in Sweden. Along these lines, the
analysis shows that the surge of American serial television in Sweden correlates with the
reconfiguring of television into an increasingly niche-oriented medium in the wake of
the breakdown of the public service monopoly in the late 1980s. The exact location of
American quality serial television in a niche-based television landscape, however, is not
entirely clear. While constructed in the newspaper press as television for a cultural elite
generally under the sway of bourgeois aesthetics, a look at the circulation of American
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quality TV series in Sweden indicates that this represents a niche within a niche, or one
facet of a more comprehensive and complex cultural phenomenon.

Arguably, part of the complexity relates to what Lotz (2014) has diagnosed as the
growing difficulty of studying television as a distinctly national experience. I am not refer-
ring to some wholesale makeover of Swedish television from national to global, or to a
one-directional process of globalisation or Americanisation (terms that are overly general
or otherwise problematic anyway) — or even to the more nuanced notion of “national me-
diation” (Antoniazzi & Barra, 2020) — but to the fluidity and flexibility of an assemblage
that in the case at hand is defined by the shifting relations between a nationally distinct
media system, US-based content producers, transnational distributors, and universalised
notions of art that seem to have reached a degree of global circulation, similar to the pres-
tige programmes to which they are attached in promotional as well as critical discourses.

In recent years, newspapers have widened the scope of their interrogations of the
location of American serial television in the Swedish television landscape. As I discuss
elsewhere (Frykholm, in press), a discursive shift occurred after 2012, when the fervour
to frame American serial television as extraordinary art began to diminish, and a process
of rematerialisation kicked off via discussions situating such shows at the core of an
emergent culture of commercial streaming and globalised, online television, on account
of their presumed capacity to drive the mass affixation of eyes to streaming services like
Netflix. Accordingly, the working assumption about the relevance of cultural journalists
that I brought into this project has only been partly vindicated — the research shows that
critical and journalistic discourses are just as reactive to the changing material realities
of television as they are constitutive of the general conceptualisation of this medium
and its products. In the long run, they are perhaps more effect than cause.
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Notes

1. These titles represent one strand of a much wider scholarly conversation about television and “quality”.
First, the term is not limited to American serial television, but also features as a broader concept in discus-
sions about European public service broadcasting. Second, there has been a mushrooming of scholarship
that takes notions of quality TV originally conceived to address American television and then re-applies
them to non-American contexts, so that we now have studies of Danish, Flemish, French, German, Israeli,
Italian, Mexican, and Spanish vernacular versions of quality TV — to name a few examples (Bauman,
2018; Harlap, 2017; Jost, 2020; KrauB3, 2018; Lavie & Dhoest, 2015; Redvall et al., 2016; Smith, 2016).
There is even a recent book that makes the case for a “renaissance” of European television fiction, akin
to, or inspired by, what the editors (Barra & Scaglioni, 2020: 2) call the “golden age” of American serial
television. Other scholars have cautioned against a scholarly overemphasis on a certain kind of American
series as the benchmark of quality due to the risk of “overshadowing the range of different conceptions
and traditions of quality that exist in different televisual cultures” (Buonanno, 2013: 175).

2. The pilot episode of The Sopranos aired on SVT 2 on Friday, 6 October 2000 at 21:00 and attracted
945,000 viewers. These were impressive figures, according to commentators at the time, especially con-
sidering that the premiere took place during what journalists referred to as Swedish television’s “super
weekend” and the start of a “war for the viewers”, involving season premieres of high-profile entertainment
programs on all major channels. The Sopranos was slotted against TV4’s Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?
and the latter gathered an audience of 2.2 million. By January 2001 The Sopranos had been moved to a
Sunday evening slot in SVT 1, and ratings had dropped to 735,000, still high for an American series, but
not in the vicinity of the most popular programs, nearly all of which were domestic productions.

3. Thave translated all quotations originally in Swedish into English.
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4. Debates about the relations between “quality” series and soaps tend to focus on gender issues, especially
the extent to which the infatuation with “complex” series reinscribes a gendered hierarchy that pits soaps/
feminine/bad against quality series/masculine/good. It is possible that some similar pattern informs
legitimation discourses in Swedish newspapers, but the question merits more attention than I can offer
here. But let me make two observations that might be relevant in this context: 1) A significant number
of articles in my material offer critical commentary on the gendered aspects of American quality TV,
some targeting the programmes — typically on account of concentrating too much on “difficult, brooding
men” — some targeting the critical discourse — typically on account of showing too much reverence for
shows about “difficult men” and too little interest in other types of quality series (for one representative
example of each, see Gezelius, 2013a; Hellsten, 2009); 2). Such gender critiques appear with greater
frequency in the early 2010s than in the initial phase of cultural consecration five—ten years earlier.
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Appendix 1

The Mediearkivet searches were carried out on two separate occasions: the first on 8
May 2014 (covering the date range 1 January 1999-30 April 2014) and the second on
21 January 2019 (covering the period 1 May 2014-31 December 2018). There were
two sets of search terms.

The first set was built around the main term “kvalitets-TV” [“quality TV”] and in-
cluded 7 search terms:

1. kvalitets-TV
kvalitetsteve

. “amerikansk kvalitets-TV”

2.
3
4. +amerikansk +tv-serie +kvalitet
5. +tv-serier +hbo +kvalitet
6. +tv-serie +hbo tkvalitet;
7. +amerikanska +tv-serier +hbo tkvalitet

Furthermore, the titles of nine American television series were used as main search
terms, in combination with modifying terms according to the following form: “title of
show” AND “name of network” OR tv-serie OR tv-serier OR kvalitet OR amerikansk.
The following television series were included:

* The Sopranos

e The Wire

e True Detective

* Game of Thrones
* Breaking Bad

* Mad Men

e The Walking Dead
e Dexter

* Homeland

For the “quality TV” searches, the sources included all Swedish printed press [svensk
tryckt press] whereas the series-specific searches were limited to two Stockholm-based
morning papers (Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet), two Stockholm-based evening
tabloids with national circulation (Aftonbladet and Expressen), one Gothenburg-based
morning paper (Goteborgs-Posten), one Malmo-based morning paper (Sydsvenskan), a
free daily newspaper distributed in Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmé (Metro), and
the leading national press and news agency, TT. After removing non-pertinent hits and
adjustments for overlap, the total number of unique articles and items came to 4,673.
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