
   [image: Cover: The Magic Box: Viewing Britain Through the Rectangular Window by Rob Young]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         iii

         
            THE

MAGIC

BOX

            Viewing Britain

Through the Rectangular Window

            Presented by

            Rob Young

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
v
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Epigraphs

                  	Introduction: The Test Card 

                  	1 Two Great Leaps Forward (1953 and 1963)  Village of the Damned, Children of the Damned, The Damned, This Sporting Life, Doctor Who, World in Action, Billy Liar, Tom Jones  

                  	AN ENGLISH DYSTOPIARY  

                  	2 The Creeping Menace  The Changes, The Quatermass Experiment, X the Unknown, Quatermass II, Daleks – Invasion Earth 2150 A.D., Quatermass and the Pit, The Machine Stops, The Year of the Sex Olympics, Quatermass  

                  	3 This Nation’s Undermind  Went the Day Well?, Nineteen Eighty-Four, It Happened Here, The Other Man, The Guardians, An Englishman’s Castle, 1990, Years and Years  

                  	4 The Bomb Will Keep Us Together  The Road, Threads, The Bed Sitting Room, The War Game, Day of the Triffids, The Old Men at the Zoo, 28 Days Later, Z for Zachariah, Doomwatch, Stronger Than the Sun, Edge of Darkness  

                  	THE THREE FATES OF FOLK HORROR  

                  	
5 Return to the Rural ‘Home Counties Horror’, Dead of Night, The Hound of the Baskervilles, The Drovingvi 


                  	6 Fate the First: Evil Heritage  Masque of the Red Death, The Black Torment, The Tomb of Ligeia, The Plague of the Zombies, The Reptile, Witchfinder General, Cry of the Banshee, The Bloody Judge, Twins of Evil, The Devils, The Shout, A Field in England  

                  	7 Fate the Second: The Ghouls Are Among Us Night of the Demon, Night of the Eagle, The Skull, The Blood on Satan’s Claw, Psychomania, ‘Baby’ 

                  	8 Fate the Third: Pagans Rule OK! The Witches, Eye of the Devil, The Owl Service, Robin Redbreast, Tam Lin, Doctor Who and the Daemons, The Wicker Man, Children of the Stones, ‘The Breakthrough’, ‘Murrain’, Kill List 

                  	CATHODE WRAITHS  

                  	9 Spooks and Stones The Innocents, The Haunting, Symptoms, ‘The Exorcism’, The Stone Tape, Tarry-Dan Tarry-Dan Scarey Old Spooky Man 

                  	10 Ghosts of Christmas Past Whistle and I’ll Come to You, The Stalls of Barchester, The Tractate Middoth, A Warning to the Curious, Lost Hearts, The Ice House, The Treasure of Abbot Thomas, The Ash Tree, The Signalman, Stigma, The Woman in Black, ‘The Devil of Christmas’ 

                  	
11 Imps in the Valves ‘A Woman Sobbing’, A Child’s Voice, ‘The Keeper’, Ghostwatch, ‘Dead Line’ vii


                  	THE VINTAGE LENS  

                  	12 Brush Off the Dust  Fingerbobs, Bagpuss, Dreamchild, Finding Neverland, Goodbye Christopher Robin, Mary Poppins Returns  

                  	13 Flickers in the Grate  Lancelot and Guinevere, The Mouse on the Moon, Culloden, Alfred the Great, Gone to Earth, Far from the Madding Crowd, Wessex Tales, Little Dorrit, The French Lieutenant’s Woman, Another Time, Another Place, Rainy Day Women, A Month in the Country  

                  	14 Bleak Houses  The Go-Between, Brideshead Revisited, The Shooting Party, The Remains of the Day, The Draughtsman’s Contract, Downton Abbey, Mansfield Park, Wuthering Heights, Jane Eyre, Sir Henry at Rawlinson End, Archipelago, The Garden  

                  	15 The Geography of Peace Jack Hargreaves, Fyfe Robertson, Fred Dibnah, Ian Nairn, Sir John Betjeman, British Transport Films, Humphrey Jennings, Patrick Keiller, Chris Petit 

                  	16 The Ragged Fringes  Gallivant, The Moon and the Sledgehammer, Requiem for a Village, Akenfield, Sleep Furiously, Way of the Morris, Two Years at Sea, Oss Oss Old Oss, Bait  

                  	DIVIDED KINGDOM  

                  	
17 Pageants and Pandæmonium Orlando, A Diary for Timothy, Family Portrait, 2012 Olympics Opening Ceremony, In the Forest, Jubilee, Philip Donnellan, For Memory, Living on the Edge, The Lie of the Land, The Levelling, The Stuart Hall Project, Arcadiaviii 


                  	18 Ill Fares the Land  The Luddites, Winstanley, Comrades, The Wind That Shakes the Barley, The Massacre of Glencoe, Peterloo  

                  	19 Private Dysfunctions  If …, O Lucky Man!, Unman, Wittering and Zigo, Scum, Kes, Scotch on the Rocks, Death Line, The Ruling Class, Pink Floyd: The Wall, Britannia Hospital  

                  	20 Tangled Up in Time  Sapphire and Steel, Corridor of Mirrors, The Time Machine, The Ploughman’s Lunch, Wetherby, The Line of Beauty, Close My Eyes  

                  	THE WEIRD OLD ALBION  

                  	21 English Magic A Canterbury Tale, Penda’s Fen, Robin of Sherwood: ‘The Swords of Wayland’, Stargazy on Zummerdown, Detectorists, Britannia, Worzel Gummidge 

                  	22 Closedown 

                  	Bibliography 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Picture Credits 

                  	Index 

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author  

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         ix

         
            I’ve dreamt in my life dreams that have stayed with me ever after, and changed my ideas; they’ve gone through and through me, like wine through water, and altered the colour of my mind.

            Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights

            When the waterholes were dry, people sought to drink at the mirage.

            Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited

            Sooner or later, everything turns into television.

            J. G. Ballard, The Day of Creationx
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            The eyeless screen of dawn. No cock is crowing. Instead, a clock’s serrated circle materialises on a blue sky.

            
               [image: ]

            

            Second by second, time counts down like berries plucked from a branch. The scale eats itself away; the circle dwindles to the last few seconds and vanishes. Valves heat up and burn off the night’s dust. Ghost ions float towards the inner surface of the glass.

            The watchers are out there, ready to receive.

            Fanfare.xii

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

            The Test Card

         

         Long ago, in the corner of Eileen and Joe’s living room, there stood a magic box.

         The magic box lived next to the fireplace with its decorative brass poker and tongs, symmetrically guarded by a pair of porcelain spaniels.

         Whenever it was time to look into the magic box, my grandparents would grasp the grooved Bakelite handles, carefully fold back the walnut doors, and reveal the dull, grey, convex window set into its brown veneer casing. The box awoke when a circular knob was twisted clockwise. Rolling its ridged surface between thumb and forefinger, you felt a mechanical thunk as you switched on. The window remained blank for several seconds, while a faint whine silvered the air. Then, painfully slowly, ghosts of movement materialised in the window.

         Turning a special dial would decompose the picture into a hissing void, a blizzard of whirring white dots. When the box had ‘warmed up’, this snowstorm would resolve precariously into recognisable images as you rotated the dial. Knock it ever so slightly, and the image – Andy Pandy, a long-nosed Edward Heath, a bearded lecturer droning on about trigonometry – would distend and wobble in the middle, like a trick mirror at a funfair. The sound would be replaced with a vicious hiss, swallowing up your own sibilants, signalling the end of the familiar language and moving off again into alien interference.

         
            *

         

         
            At home in my parents’ living room, I crawl to the box and place my face up close against the screen, feeling an invisible 2layer of fine fluff prickling against my nose and lips, sensing cobwebs forming a lump in my throat. Refocusing my eyes on the curvature of the glass screen, I see into and beyond the pictures; they magnify, dissolve, explode into a parade of dots in red, blue and green – the primary-colour trinity of the tube. A cowlick of static electricity tingles my eyebrows and lashes; my eyes feel like they want to cry, but the ducts are dry.

            Aged around three or four, I fantasise that my eyes contain tiny cameras, transmitting a non-stop live feed to some channel I could never tune into on my own TV. I hope it’s interesting for those remote viewers, wherever they are. If I blink really fast, I can put the world into slow-motion replay. That’s a fun thing to do when we’re out in the school playground, playing games inspired by things we’ve seen on TV – Doctor Who, The Six Million Dollar Man or Colditz.

            Our house has a separate room purely for the television set. The room is known as ‘the study’ and is on the ground floor, just inside the front door, with windows looking out onto the park opposite. The fireplace howls with the wind in autumn and contains a three-bar electric fire with fibreglass coals that glow orange if you flick the appropriate switch. In the summer, sunbeams pick out the dust specks in the air and fall blindingly across the glass TV screen, so we close the curtains against the light.

            There are three chairs for a family of four, so when we are all gathered to watch something like The Dick Emery Show, Planet of the Apes or The Two Ronnies, someone always has to sit on the floor. On larger family occasions, like Christmas, extra chairs are crammed in and the set is swivelled around to provide the optimum viewing angle for all in the room. Faces occasionally peer around the door, inquire ‘What’s this rubbish?’, watch for a few minutes, mutter something about ‘square eyes’, then depart.3

            During a redecoration, or just for a change, the TV – a British-made Bush CTV 1122 model – is rolled on its integrated wheels into the much larger living room with the sofas, upholstered armchairs and French windows. On a hot June afternoon, coming up the path on the way home from school, I hear the thwock of racquets at Wimbledon from the television’s single speaker, hear the clink of my mother’s cup of Earl Grey. This is summer.

         

         
            *

         

         
            
[image: ]‘Square eyes’: the author (left) and his baby brother, glued to the Bush CTV1122, 1974.

            

         

         Joe and Eileen never opened their magic box on weekday afternoons, but always made an effort to keep up with Coronation Street, The Generation Game and the weekly ‘Saturday Night at the Movies’ slot. This always felt like a treat and was heralded by a title sequence of animated neon film reels, sparkling cowboys and zooming aircraft. Invariably, it would be a blockbuster movie from the past couple 4of decades: a John Wayne western or a thriller such as The Satan Bug or Ice Station Zebra (never James Bond: those films were held back for Easter, Christmas or Bank Holidays). My grandpa Joe rarely brought himself to reminisce about his teenage years fighting in the trenches of Ypres and Passchendaele, but he would never miss one of the many Second World War movies screened on Saturdays, such as The Longest Day, The Bridge on the River Kwai or The Great Escape. Dad’s Army, another teatime favourite, occasionally drew out memories of his stint in the Home Guard. When I was a little older and occasionally stayed over at my grandparents’ house, I looked forward to an episode of Tales of the Unexpected, All Creatures Great and Small or Bergerac, while eating lamb chops from a tray.

         My grandparents’ magic box inside its wooden cabinet, I realise now, was the first television set I clapped eyes on in my life. In the beginning it seemed to be a monsters’ lair. The first screen memory I can dredge up dates back to when I was around three years old. For some reason, I must have been parked alone in front of the box for a few hours one Sunday afternoon, unable to take my eyes from the screen as spacemen brought a giant egg back from a distant planet. The egg hatched into a raptor-like baby dinosaur that quickly swelled into a giant monster, rampaging around a city. By the time it came to ‘The End’, I was terrified, but also strangely exhilarated.1

         Another movie I recall was in very grainy monochrome, perhaps even sepia, and seemed to be about nothing more than an interminable walking race. What sticks in the mind is the recurring image of a lone man breaking away from the pack and cheating by running along a dusty, deserted track, only to collapse in a ditch or be otherwise waylaid. Then, while he was distracted, the rest of the walkers would march en masse round a corner and stomp past him, a trudging chorus of conformity set against his heroic existential helplessness. This scenario, its Sisyphean futility, impressed itself strongly on my mind. My memory was that it was called The Walking Race, but 5I could not find a record of such a film anywhere. Eventually, a protracted googling session turned up a 1926 silent movie directed by Harry Edwards called Tramp, Tramp, Tramp. The synopsis explained that it was about a down-on-his-luck bum whose sweetheart encourages him to improve himself by entering a cross-country hiking contest – prize $25,000. That sounded like the one, and eventually I even managed to obtain a copy of the film. If I look back at the TV schedules, I can see exactly when Tramp, Tramp, Tramp was transmitted: Saturday 25 August 1973 at 5.45 p.m. I can pinpoint, then, exactly where I was and what I was doing at that distant moment in my childhood. Somehow, knowing this makes my vanished past that tiny bit more recoverable, reconnects me with the reality of that time. And perhaps it’s for that reason that I haven’t yet dared to rewatch Tramp, Tramp, Tramp as an adult. I don’t want the reality of the movie to wipe my long-ingrained memory of it – to squash the mythic hold it has over my imagination.

         There are many opportunities now to reconnect with these old moving images, courtesy of DVDs and Blu-ray discs, YouTube, commercial streaming services and a sluice of subterranean downloads. Watching television before the age of the video recorder – any time up to around the early 1980s – was a totally different experience. You had to tune your circadian rhythm to the broadcasters’ scheduling. You switched on, you sat back, and you watched. There were no pause or fast-forward buttons. If you needed to nip out, you hurried back to miss as little as possible. The screen was magnetic, and you paid it close attention because, most likely, you would never have the chance of seeing this sight again. Screens may have quadrupled in size since then, but viewing was still more immersive, so much less casual. Alarm bells are occasionally raised about children’s attention spans being diminished as a result of watching too much TV. In my experience, it was precisely the opposite.

         
            *

         

         
            6I was trained from an early age to watch the ticking of an analogue timepiece as it laboured on its revolution around the clock face, measuring the minutes before the children’s programmes would begin. I have spent hours of my childhood gawping at drizzling racecourses, Fanny Craddock’s kitchen, the interminable legal inquisitions of Crown Court and the twitching palette knife of ‘Paint Along with’ Nancy Kominsky. Like a rodent hypnotised by the cobra’s stare, I have sat immobilised by Trades Union debates and party conferences. I was undaunted by Open University lectures in all their flared-trousered, chunky-sweatered, formulae-on-chalkboard tedium, and can confirm the authenticity of Peter Serafinowicz’s series Look Around You (2002–5), which perfectly spoofed the eerie patrician ambience of the academic and science programming of the 1970s.

            There is no way to measure the length of my childhood exposure to one of the most enigmatic images in the history of human culture: the test card. In the days when daytime programming took an afternoon siesta, and when broadcasting shut down totally for the night, the test card and its accompanying musical wallpaper was a safety curtain that descended whenever there was a gap in the schedule.

            ‘Test Card F’ is a modern-day icon of British culture. If you walked into a television retail showroom in the 1970s, most of the sets would be displaying it simultaneously. I still find it hard to visually decode the image. A brunette girl hemmed in by her cuddly toys: a saggy clown and an odd, discomfiting green balloon head with no visible features. Around her is a thick frame of colours, lines, angles, moiré patterns. I now see, for the first time, that the green ‘head’ is actually the body of the clown, whose name was Bubbles, with two yellow buttons. The young lady, in real life Carole Hersee, as scrubbed and brushed as a birthday girl in a Ladybird book, 7wears a Mona Lisa smile as she chalks noughts and crosses on a blackboard. One of her ‘X’s marks the dead centre of the screen. She looks out past the camera lens – the photo was taken by her father George, an engineer at the BBC – into the distance. Into her future.

            There were other test cards and alternative ways of filling the void. The ITV test card was more minimalist: thick vertical bands of colour and a piercing whine. Sometimes the engineers would pick from a vast library of trade test transmissions – short information films from the archives of Shell, ICI, the British Travel Association and the Central Office of Information. These could be documentaries from the edges of Empire or tours of Britain, with names like Rural Areas, A Journey into the Weald of Kent, The Heart Is Highland, Machines on the Farm or Severn Westward.

         

         
            *

         

         I grew up during the 1970s, a period often nostalgically reminisced about as a time when kids still played with toys and spent time out of doors. Well, we did – but we still found time to watch an awful lot of television. Returning home from school on weekdays, the ninety-minute ‘children’s hour’ would just be starting on BBC1, an extension of an afternoon slot which my parents still referred to as ‘Watch with Mother’. In real-world usage, it was more like ‘Watch While Mother Does Grown-Up Stuff’. I was usually entertained by the TV, until the sequence came to an end with a typical short animation like The Wombles, Roobarb and Custard or The Magic Roundabout, after which, at around half past five, worry-lined newscasters started reporting on strikes and energy crises.

         It’s so easy to slip into this kind of rose-tinted nostalgic mode when recalling childhood TV experiences, and there is already a mini-genre of books dedicated to TV’s ‘golden age’.2 What interests me more, 8writing now in the middle of what is often referred to as another golden age of television (in the form of on-demand streaming series and box-set binge-watching), is what I have taken away from those hours and hours in front of the box, and how different was the experience of watching, and the nature of the content, compared to today. In every way TV has undergone a wholesale mutation. Simply taken as a physical object, the set my family and I watch today is more like a computer, with a flat digital liquid-crystal screen of the same kind of dimensions as a picture you could hang on your wall. It does not receive signals through the air via a roof-mounted aerial, nor is it even connected to a cable service. The images arrive via wi-fi, linking it to the internet, which arrives in the house through fibre-optic underground cables. Instead of clicking buttons, I choose what I want to watch by calling up various apps installed on the TV’s hard drive. That word ‘choose’ is crucial too: I almost never need to get myself in front of the screen at a prescribed time. I used to scour my parents’ newspapers for the TV listings; in the last twenty years I have never once looked at a TV page. Instead, I select what I want, when I want it, from the range available within various apps, or via the YouTube interface that can also appear on my television. I curate my own viewing, assemble my own schedule, and never idle away an evening channel-hopping or sitting through an insufferable chat show, flavourless cookery programme or exploitative documentary on some human perversion or deformity. Analogue TV screens bulged outwards with desire and potential. An LCD is a flat surface on which I project my own desire.

         The television I grew up with, as I’ve already said, was not flat, but a three-dimensional box. It took up space in the room, it wasn’t generally moved around, and you could arrange ornaments on top of it. But when someone asked, ‘What’s on the box?’ they didn’t mean, ‘What are those glass paperweights with brightly coloured corals encrusted inside?’ What they meant was, ‘What will appear in the box tonight?’ I can’t have been the only child of that era who 9asked their parents whether the people in the television could see me as I could see them. Every day, some external authority planted something new in the box that was activated every time you turned it on. It was a channel, a conduit, a wormhole through which certain entities seemed to wish to plant ideas and stories in my mind. Nowadays, people ‘watch’ YouTube, iPlayer or Netflix. Or they’ll watch a ‘box set’, meaning a series of digital episodes. In my youth, we watched television.

         There are two types of magic box in the story that follows. One is a box that sits inside your room. The other is a room that you sit inside.

         
            *

         

         
            ‘Have you got the time?’ The boy whispering into my ear from the cinema seat next to me looks to be around my age – eight or so – and appears to have come alone. My dad, sitting next to me on the other side, is the only one of us wearing a watch. ‘What’s the time?’ I murmur. Distracted from the film – it might have been Disney’s Robin Hood, or Dick Lester’s The Four Musketeers, or the latest Herbie – he makes a show of peeling back his shirt cuff and looking at his watch. I relay the time to the lone boy, who proceeds to ask the same question a couple more times, with my father becoming increasingly irritated. The third time I find myself dutifully passing on the injunction: ‘Time you went away.’

            A trip to the cinema was often the occasion for displays of irritation with ‘other people’s behaviour’. A vastly different code of conduct was expected in this public ritual that was utterly unlike the private, therefore unregulated, experience of watching the domestic TV. Whispering, rustling sweet packets and slurping with a straw during the main feature were all tutted at. These were Odeons, Gaumonts and 10ABC Regals, venues redolent of an earlier age of theatrical cinema, with lethal folding seats upholstered in red velvet and edged in wood. Before these grand halls were carved up into living-room-sized ‘studios’, there were stalls and a grand circle. Films came to life in spaces larger than reality. Inside the cinema doors, familiar items assumed unfamiliar form. Today’s surround sound is no doubt pinprick-clear, but my acoustic memory is indelibly marked by the sound space of those 1970s cinemas. Everything was hazed in reverberation, with a slight echo, drawing the seats into the lurid glow of the screen. Fruit Gums and Fruit Pastilles weren’t sold in their usual tubes but in specially designed boxes only available in the auditorium. Between features, usherettes with moulded white plastic trays slung round their necks appeared in the aisles dispensing ice cream in circular cartons, Jungle Fresh peanuts salty enough to flay your lips, and Kia-Ora, an acidic (agent) orange beverage served in square tubs, speared with a sharpened plastic straw through a hole in the centre of the lid. Blue smoke curled ceiling-wards from the ‘designated smoking area’ on the left-hand side of the stalls, which was announced in a crackly screen advertisement starring a fag – or rather, an ash cylinder attached to a filter – smouldering at forty-five degrees, as if held by some comatose uncle dozing in front of the wrestling.

         

         
            *

         

         In the years to come I would spend thousands of hours in cinemas all over the world, too. But it’s important to note that until I left home, the domestic television set, with its bowed, distorted 4:3 ratio, was also the cinema. Terrestrial broadcasting included many more feature films than it does in the early twenty-first century, and themed seasons were often curated with the assiduity of an independent arts 11cinema. From Friday-night Hammer horror films to Channel 4’s infamous ‘red triangle’ season of taboo-breaking movies in the mid-1980s, it’s surprising how much quality cinema was available at a flick of the ‘on’ button. By the time I had reached an age when I was starting to take an interest in cinema as an art form, you could still be exposed to stuff like Masaki Kobayashi’s tragic wartime trilogy The Human Condition, Robert Ellis Miller’s The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, or perhaps a season of Alain Resnais or Luis Buñuel. Many of these were watched on a bulbous fourteen-inch black-and-white portable up in my bedroom, after my parents had retreated to bed, with one hand constantly twisting the loop of aerial to stop the picture dissolving into a snowstorm, the other trying to keep a mono Bakelite earpiece from falling out. Maintaining a signal on this set was an existential battle with the void.

         But there was equally strange stuff coming from closer to home. Television drama threw up all kinds of scenarios, some funny, some serious, some downright baffling. On Boxing Day 1981 I sat through all three hours of Artemis 81 with my mother in our little TV room. Scripted by the playwright David Rudkin and starring Sting, the singer in my favourite band at the time, the Police, the piece remains largely incomprehensible many years later – a far more self-indulgent affair than the masterpiece Rudkin had written seven years before for the BBC, Penda’s Fen (1974). The Thatcher years brought many telling indictments of the political system and social inequalities to the small screen, from Alan Bleasdale’s Boys from the Blackstuff (1982) to a once-screened, never-forgotten Welsh TV drama, The Happy Alcoholic (1984), on S4C, whose transmissions we could pick up across the Bristol Channel.

         It was so easy to take the television for granted. The BBC, currently under the threat of deregulation and competition from various multinational entertainment corporations, and with a Conservative government making noises about defunding it, seemed like a cultural edifice, immovable and inexorable. Adverts on ‘the other side’ (ITV, 12or commercial television) brainwashed me with slogans and phrases I still can’t help but channel when I see or hear the names of certain products, decades later. Only in later years did I begin to think about the extraordinary nature of so much of the material that got caught in the dreamcatcher aerial bolted to the chimney pots, piped down into the house through the mud-brown cable and fed into the box in the corner. After I investigated the origins and meaning of folk in the British imagination in my book Electric Eden, I found myself thinking more and more about how, for the post-war generation, the television had replaced the village storyteller. In those far-off days of two or, at best, three channels, everyone had the same stories to discuss at work, at school; television contributed to the national conversation and collective memory.

         With this book I wanted to examine many of the programmes and films that seemed to be preoccupied with similar issues as much of the folk and folk-inspired music of the same period. The bulk of it covers a period from roughly the mid-1950s to the mid-1980s, but I have cross-cut to recent productions for the small screen and cinema in which these preoccupations are starting to be reprised – both thematically and stylistically. I wanted to zoom in, past all the traditional nostalgic television of yore – the Morecambe and Wise/Are You Being Served? angle – and gorge on a huge cross-genre feast of moving pictures that in different ways express something about the nature and character of Britain, its uncategorisable people and its buried histories. Among the salient features and persistent themes are tensions between the past and the present; fractures and injustices in society; magical and occult notions; and presences and buried memories released from the earth.

         That diversity ranges across the nation’s science fiction, horror, drama, period pieces, literary adaptations and even its comedy. What’s unique in Britain’s case, though, is the way these genres slip and smear into one another. Sci-fi is more often about the past returning to haunt us than about gleaming visions of the future. Horror 13frequently implicates itself tightly with the British landscape and its eerie, unsettling atmospheres. History invoked via period drama may be scattered with ghostly apparitions. Stories set in the realist present can acquire a mythological underlay. Britain’s self-image as a moated, ‘sceptred isle’ recurs time and again in fascist dystopias and speculative invasions. Class, social inequality and colonialism drive historical and period dramas, from genteel literary adaptations to muddy rural sagas. As I seek to ‘bruise a lane on the grass’ of all this untamed material, in Virginia Woolf’s exquisite phrase, my lens sweeps in a deliberately wide arc, seeking a telemetric folklore of the British Isles.

         The Magic Box is neither a complete, conventional nor an academic history of British film and television; rather, it’s a survey and recontextualisation of some perennial cult favourites, some obscure gems and some genuine oddities from several decades of British cinema and television. I can guarantee some readers will wonder why film X or series Y was left out, but I have tried to include a mix of ‘blockbusters’ and obscurities.

         
            *

         

         In July 2012 I was holidaying on the coastal waters near Norway’s southernmost tip. One night, on the television in the small seaside cabin where, in summer, the sun barely set, the screen showed the opening ceremony of the 2012 Olympic Games, live from London. A film-maker, Danny Boyle, had designed and produced it.

         Unlike the Millennium Dome, which felt more like a trade fair, Boyle’s ceremony (which was scripted by the writer Frank Cottrell-Boyce) at least had some vision, some historical perspective, attempted to communicate a national story. This was Britain in a nutshell, a potted kingdom’s tale. From Stonehenge to waves of occupation, to mistress of the seas and pioneer in trade and colonialism; later, reaping the consequences of that colonialism in an expansive and inclusive multiculturalism. The vibrant tableaux were indisputably 14show-stopping, from the metamorphosis of fields into factories in the Industrial Revolution to Queen Elizabeth II’s froideur-free cameo alongside Daniel Craig’s James Bond – a royal dropping-of-the-guard unthinkable even ten years before.

         The Olympic ceremony was one possible summation of many of the stories the British have been telling themselves about who they are for the past three hundred years. But how well do we know those stories? Have we really told them in full? That national timeline is rarely the one focused on in history lessons. The loss of access to the land, and to open space, after the enclosures of the late eighteenth century is not one of the core facts taught in schools. Britain’s figures of power, monarchs and victorious battles are well known; its domestic armies of the defeated and oppressed are spoken of more rarely. Tales of the dispossession of the land – enforced urbanisation and impoverishment – have emerged via less official channels: through folklore, music, post-Romantic literature and, in the period since the Second World War, its home-produced film and television output.

         The cross-section of films and televisual art in The Magic Box is part of the picture the nation has painted of itself, reaching into visions of Albion, Utopia, Camelot, Prospero’s island, New Jerusalem. It emerges from the nation’s subconscious via the technologies of the camera and the lens, and the artists and performers who write, direct or stand in front of them. Some of them are grand imaginings; others are nothing more than illusions – will-o’-the-wisps, tricking us into the marshes of self-delusion. Do we need to be diverted by these illusions any longer? Can these phantoms have any meaning for those who never glimpsed them in older times? I think they can. Like the tale pieced together in a dusty cathedral library of Barchester in the BBC’s Christmas ghost story of 1971, the hidden threads can be reconnected, the subliminal messages decoded, and the shards of the magic box can be pieced together on the digital screen.

         
            
467NOTES

            1 For years I never knew what this monster movie could be. Then one night at the very end of the 1990s, at a techno party in a Cologne warehouse, I saw the same film projected onto a bare concrete wall behind the DJs: a Ray Harryhausen stop-motion special called 20 Million Miles to Earth.

            2 To take three examples: Ruth Inglis, The Window in the Corner (London: Peter Owen, 2003); Stuart Jeffries, Mrs. Slocombe’s Pussy: Growing Up in Front of the Telly (London: Flamingo, 2008); Brian Viner, Nice to See It, to See It, Nice (London: Simon & Schuster, 2010).
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            1

            Two Great Leaps Forward (1953 and 1963)

            Village of the Damned, Children of the Damned, The Damned, This Sporting Life, Doctor Who, World in Action, Billy Liar, Tom Jones

         

         People often say the 1950s was a decade in black and white, while the 1960s exploded into colour. The reality was a great deal more nuanced than that. Take the coronation of Elizabeth II on 2 June 1953, a day when every stop on the royal pomp-organ was pulled out, the whole event being transmitted live on television. In fact, the coronation was considered not only a triumph for the BBC’s outside broadcasting division, but a significant driver for households to acquire their first TV set. Cameras were allowed into Westminster Abbey for the first time – at the Queen’s insistence, but against the wishes of most of the political establishment – but this was a nation in the wake of the Festival of Britain, with its popular democratisation of culture. The public must be allowed to feel they were participating, not just watching from afar. Thanks to its televisation, the coronation can be said to have had a unifying effect on the country, and could be visualised in a way that the conquest of Everest, which occurred almost simultaneously, could not (Sir Edmund Hillary ditched his expedition’s camera equipment before his final push to the summit).

         Nineteen fifty-three was not the first time a royal coronation had been televised. George VI’s investiture of 1937 was also filmed, or at least the parades leading up to it, by the BBC’s fledgling outside broadcast unit. But even if the public were not granted such an intimate seat at the ceremony itself, the fact that it was on television at 16all seems to have struck a chord. ‘When the state coach with the King and Queen appeared,’ wrote a contemporary newspaper, ‘the picture was so vivid that one felt that this magical television is going to be one of the greatest of all modern inventions.’1

         The event brought discussion of the options for media coverage into the purview of the Coronation Commission, chaired by the Duke of Edinburgh. Geoffrey Fisher, Archbishop of Canterbury, made the Canute-like pronouncement that ‘the world would have been a happier place if television had never been discovered’. Although Queen Elizabeth II’s investiture has been called ‘television’s Coronation’,2 television ownership was nevertheless already on the rise in the early 1950s. Just over two million licences were issued in 1953, up from the previous year’s 1.4 million. This was a steady curve rather than a spike, but the numbers were still impressive given that licensing had begun only six years earlier. Nineteen fifty-three saw a general boosting of resources and improved network coverage – new transmitters at Pontop Pike, in Durham, and Glencairn, overlooking Belfast – giving increased accessibility to previously ‘blacked-out’ regions. Special collective licences to watch the coronation were granted to large public gathering places, such as hospitals, churches, town halls, holiday camps, cinemas and theatres. Only 12 per cent of the British population, it has been claimed, did not watch the ceremony.3 ‘An epilogue sublime,’ intoned Sir Richard Dimbleby, surveying the darkened, emptied Abbey just before the nightly closedown, ‘touching and human as had been the great day itself.’ The next time the Abbey’s interior would be seen on the screen would be a few months later, in the final episode of the pioneering sci-fi horror series The Quatermass Experiment – about which more later.

         And yet, despite the success of the coronation’s colour pageantry, a decade later a significant amount of British films were still being released in monochrome. Nevertheless, as well as famously being the year of the Beatles’ superstar breakthrough, the Kennedy assassination and Harold Wilson’s ‘white heat of technology’ speech, 1963 appears 17to mark a sea change in the style and quality of British films and television productions – a clear progression from theatricality and kitchen-sink realism towards fantastical horror, sci-fi/speculative fictions and naturalistic representations of the past, with real outdoor location work taking over from studio sets.

         
            *

         

         There are four children in this painting. Behind them, in the distance, a marble sea meets an oil-grey sky. A ghastly tree, a semi-ruined building and a drystone wall delineate a garden where these youths stand, receding into the picture plane, in unnatural poses. The faces are broad, melon-slice crescents; their arms and hands throw awkward shapes, as if they have been ordered to freeze in position. Only one, a schoolboy in cap and blazer, with mismatched eyes and a hostile pout, holds the viewer’s gaze. His arms hang by his sides as if at attention. The children in John Minton’s painting Children by the Sea, made in 1945 and now in the Tate collection, are forever unknowable, but they clearly do not live in the halcyon childhood dreamworld celebrated in so much English children’s fiction. These are children prepared to turn feral in order to survive the future.

         Minton was one of the art world’s more colourful personalities during the Second World War and immediate post-war period, a contemporary of Francis Bacon, John Piper and Graham Sutherland. His life, involving illustrating book jackets for Elizabeth David’s cookery books and the Penguin edition of Alain-Fournier’s Le Grand Meaulnes, dancing like a madman to the jukebox in Soho’s bohemian bars and his suicide in the year of James Dean’s demise, right after painting a picture of the tragic film idol, is a story in itself. In the late 1950s Minton lived in a flat in the same Kensington building as the novelist John Wyndham, whose dystopian fictions of the late 1950s and early ’60s, including Day of the Triffids and The Kraken Wakes, provided rich fodder for science-fiction movies. The two-film 18franchise Village of the Damned (1960) and Children of the Damned (1963) took Wyndham’s novel The Midwich Cuckoos (1957) as its departure point. The novel describes a ‘Dayout’ in a tranquil English village in which the entire population falls into a mysterious sleep. Later, every woman in the village is found to be pregnant and around sixty children are born, with none of their parents’ genetic characteristics. They display supernormal powers and capabilities, little empathy and a form of psychic control or extrasensory perception. The story has resonances with the real-life baby-boomer generation. Although they could not know it yet, a significant fraction of children born just after the war would be responsible for the permissive society, the counter-culture, the embrace of rock’n’roll and feminism, for a liberalism unknown to their parents and a distaste for austerity. It’s surely an early vision of Midwich’s cold-eyed prodigies that we see in Minton’s Children by the Sea.

         The earlier film, Village of the Damned (Wolf Rilla, 1960), is a more faithful adaptation.4 Still in black and white, its early minutes shatter a tranquil country harmony. Adults fall mysteriously asleep and a comatose tractor driver sits athwart his Massey Ferguson as it goes round and round in a field, eventually crashing into a tree. The comfortable pastoral of post-war agricultural documentaries – even the opening music resembles the soundtrack of a GPO Public Information Film – is destroyed. The world stands still; normal service is interrupted. Steam irons singe clothes, untended taps gush water, a stuck record twitches and runs down on a gramophone. A clear line, horizontal and into the airspace, defines the zone of collapse. After a few hours the population awakes, sensing something strange has occurred but none the wiser. The army moves in with trucks, motorcycles and metal detectors.

         Every fertile woman in the village suddenly discovers she is pregnant. Joy is swiftly replaced with fear and mutual suspicion, perplexity. ‘I ’ope that none of ’em lives,’ utters one husband into his ale. Something is definitely awry here. As one couple celebrate the birth, 19a dog snarls and bares its teeth. As is gradually revealed, this is an alien invasion by covert impregnation.

         The children are quick developers, becoming instantly familiar with technology and complex objects, such as a Chinese box puzzle. Blond, healthy, and with intense, unblinking eyes, they assemble in their own clique in the village when they grow older. They can read minds and influence actions in others. Adults sense there’s something amiss, and that these children are impervious to ‘the brake of morals’. It emerges that other remote regions around the world are experiencing a similar phenomenon. Government and military advisers get nervous, suspect dangerous influence, demand the children be locked up. ‘Take a look at our world: have we made a good job of it? Who’s to say that these children are not the answer?’ asks Gordon Zellaby, the film’s hero and ‘Quatermass’ figure – the rational, dependable moral centre – whose wife has had one of the children.

         
            *

         

         Was I – am I – one of these youngsters, born among a strange race of alien beings, where doctors smoke cigarettes, wives fawn adoringly on the arms of condescending husbands, men spend evenings together in pubs while their womenfolk stay indoors behind net curtains? A new being in a world of new opportunity, looking forward to one imaginary future while those who gave birth to me have never quite got over winning a war and are content to allow successive governments to impose the self-handicap of austerity in the name of sovereignty and self-determination? Are my eyes brightened and blanked out by the white-hot glinting of machines and screens? In 1979 I was an eleven-year-old schoolboy in a uniform. Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ was constantly on the radio, a powerfully nihilistic rock hit for the times. Accompanied by cartoonist Gerald Scarfe’s gruelling animations of a deranged professor churning kids through the education system’s meat-grinder, a wall of white bricks 20springs up and marches across the English countryside. In the full-length feature Pink Floyd: The Wall (Alan Parker, 1982), the wall is the psychological state implanted by post-war Britain on the mind of one individual, ‘Pink’ (Bob Geldof), based on the memories of the group’s Roger Waters. The unconscious roots of this image are visible at the close of Village of the Damned, as Zellaby visualises a brick wall as a psychic shield against the blond nippers’ mind-controlling abilities. The wall, superimposed on his face, strains and crumbles under their combined onslaught, but holds out long enough for a suicide bomb to be detonated. Winged eyes appear to fly from the burning house over the final frame.

         Hyper-intelligent, possessing ESP, and with the power to influence material objects and dominate puny humans, it was hardly the kids who could be called ‘the damned’ in this scenario. Nevertheless, three years later the googly eyes took human form once more, in a sequel directed by Anton M. Leader and scripted by the American John Briley.5 The title of the follow-up, Children of the Damned, makes no sense at all, as the premise is that the youngsters are somehow a freak genetic mutation showing what the human race will evolve into in around a million years’ time. Perhaps the most trenchant point in the whole film, though, is that the children themselves, when asked who they are and what is their purpose, merely reply, ‘We don’t know.’ This is definitely not the covert intrusion of some alien race, as in Village of the Damned; instead, the ‘children of the damned’ are a warning from the future, demonstrating the innate destructiveness of 1963-vintage humanity. Both films end with the explosive destruction of the children; the later film triggers it via a butter-fingered human error. In that sense it is the present day that’s damned – a trenchant warning in the year of the Cuban missile crisis, the ongoing Vietnam War and the assassination of President Kennedy. (A similar fear was expressed in the 1963 Stanley Kubrick movie Dr Strangelove.)

         In the sequel it’s the children who represent a cosmic altruism in the face of a diminished human race, and yet they sacrifice 21themselves for the good of mankind in a quasi-Christian denouement. While not as successful as its creepy predecessor, Children of the Damned nevertheless feels prophetic in its celebration of youth/alienation as the intellectual and moral centre rather than the adult/conventional. Within five years that high ground would indeed be occupied by altruistic hippie hordes, self-righteous pop stars and outsider artists – the ‘children of the revolution’, as one glam hit of the early 1970s put it.

         In Children of the Damned the youths encroach with pupils dilated, eyeballs glittering. It’s the hollow glare of the ruthlessly driven, but it’s also the absent stare attributed to the square-eyed consumption of television. This should have acted as a warning that the children’s projected future would not offer the comforts implied by official children’s television programming. On the contrary: if you were selective enough in your viewing, you could be mistaken for thinking that children were being perceived as threats, singled out as enemies of the people or dangerous emissaries of some foreign or alien power.

         In both Midwich Cuckoos spin-offs, the children are segregated and confined, either at the behest of the local authorities or on their own initiative. Another film from 1963, simply and somewhat exploitatively called The Damned (occasionally These Are the Damned), also featured a small group of children with highly developed intellects who are sequestered away from an outside world that is rapidly heading towards self-destruction. Directed by Joseph Losey, an expat American living in exile in Britain since 1954, it was one of the strangest films Hammer had released up to that point. Hammer Films’ background will be explored more fully later; suffice to say that by 1963, the company had become a byword for macabre horror movies that drew on a legacy of English Gothic: vampires, werewolves, Frankenstein’s monster, murders and terrors from the tomb. They were rarely set in the present day, which makes The Damned all the more anomalous. It begins as a biker/youth gang movie set 22in the Dorset resort of Weymouth, with Oliver Reed as King, the leather-jacketed leader of a bunch of local toughs whose girlfriend Joan becomes involved with a visiting American, Simon Wells. At the same time as showing an increasingly common phenomenon in Britain – disenfranchised youth gangs, tearing up the peace of rural communities with loud motorbikes, mob violence and rock’n’roll – the film’s second half introduces a disconcerting sci-fi element involving children reared in a subterranean cavern as insurance for the human race against an impending global holocaust.

         
            
[image: ]The Damned (1963), an unprecedented hybrid of biker gangs, approaching apocalypse and avant-garde sculpture.

            

         

         Like the demon seed supra-geniuses in Children of the Damned, the pre-pubescent children in The Damned are barely characterised, and they act almost like automata. Raised to show utter obedience, academic excellence and a distinctly chipper private-school demeanour, one wonders what a future, post-apocalyptic world would have been like had these youngsters ever been unleashed from their cave-ark to 23repopulate the human race. The rugged coastline and the sculptures of Elizabeth Frink are deployed to good effect in this black-and-white cross-genre suspense piece, which deals with the British desire for the preservation of values, at the same time as graphically illustrating the breakdown of the ambience of local life through the impact of transatlantic pop culture. American influence, it’s implied, is the real threat, with the lives of the children sacrificed to preserve an age-old decorum that’s shown here to be lacking in compassion and acting on pure survivalist expediency. Yes, the pampered kids down in the cavern had never had it so good. But then again, they knew nothing else.

         
            *

         

         
            Kids in white T-shirts, sitting around in what looked like a giant wooden cabin or treehouse, just doing whatever grabs them at any given moment. Making stuff out of odds and ends, telling jokes with hand puppets made out of socks, playing tricks, singing songs, playing games, making snacks, generally dicking around as kids do. There are no visible adults on the set of the early-morning programme Why Don’t You Just Switch Off Your Television Set and Go and Do Something Less Boring Instead? – usually shortened to Why Don’t You …? – although presumably the grown-ups are not far away, telling them which marks to stand on, operating the cameras, manipulating the lighting, feeding them the script and supplying timely snacks.

            Why Don’t You …? fills the mornings of the school holidays, always on, apparently, apart from other kiddie fixtures, such as Rainbow and Mr Benn. The contradictory premise of this youth programme, enhanced by the fact that it seems to last for hours at a time, is to create a utopian atmosphere in which children seem to be dictating the terms of their own entertainment, in a kind of rarefied space of creativity and 24free play. But, of course, the more diverting the activities they propose are, the longer you want to keep watching.

         

         
            *

         

         Two 1963 movies in particular signalled a great turning point in the nation’s film industry. Their respective settings were two centuries apart, but they handled remarkably similar themes. Both featured a charismatic misfit/orphan as hero; both dealt with growing permissiveness and blatant sexual advances by women on male characters; both dealt with marital commitment (or lack of it); both featured a backdrop of vested male power, which held the youthful main characters’ fortunes in check. One film represented the end of an era; the other – paradoxically, set in the mid-eighteenth century – announced the imminent arrival of the permissive society. They were This Sporting Life and Tom Jones.

         Lindsay Anderson’s This Sporting Life can be seen as the culmination of the ‘kitchen sink’ tendency of the previous few years – a new wave of social-realist films dealing with the tribulations of the British working class that included Room at the Top (1959), Look Back in Anger (1959), Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1960), A Taste of Honey (1961) and The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner (1962). Anderson himself had been closely associated with the ‘Free Cinema’ movement of the early 1950s, which had picked up the mantle of the 1930s John Grierson-generation documentarists and applied its realist aesthetic and low-budget approach to a variety of subjects, from housing to the emerging youth culture of the 1950s.

         Anderson’s film titles hint at an ironic stance: that he was not just chronicling specific places and people, but that they are standing in as symbols of a wider malaise in the nation. O Dreamland (1953) is a barrage of imagery shot at a Margate funfair, Hogarthian in its depiction of sordidness and abjection, while Every Day Except Christmas (1957) is a thirty-seven-minute observation of London’s 25Covent Garden market, from its small-hours awakening to the full-stretch bustle of a typical day. Here Anderson came closest to the film-making of Humphrey Jennings and the socialist interwar documentary movement in managing to chronicle real lives and elevate them to something poetic and emblematic.

         With that in mind, it’s difficult not to read Anderson’s first fiction feature, This Sporting Life (adapted from a novel by playwright and author David Storey), in the same light. Central to the narrative is the game of rugby, a sport which had trickled down from the playing fields of Eton, Harrow and (of all places) Rugby to the working classes. Wakefield, the city in the film, prides itself on its rugby team, with its board of directors made up of some of the richest businessmen and factory owners in the area. The weekly match acts as a lightning rod for the fortunes of the town and its inhabitants, providing a social and civic focus and a sense of loyalty and respect among the young males. However, Anderson portrays the game itself as an atavistic ritual, a malodorous mud bath in which rules are made to be broken and the most violent team wins. The hero, Frank Machin (a pugnacious Richard Harris), spends much of the film in a coma after being sedated following a nasty punch thrown by an opponent, and the film evolves in delirious flashbacks. Even in these he’s often seen nursing injuries and bandaged-up. The binding element of civic life is founded in brute force.

         The black-and-white This Sporting Life came in the wake of other films set in the north of England that showed an anything but cosy image of Britain, barely ten years after the end of the Second World War. In Room at the Top (Jack Clayton, 1959), the confused, James Dean-like Joe Lampton (Laurence Harvey) is forced to choose between exciting, alluring, older femme fatale Alice (Simone Signoret) and the jolly-hockey-sticks innocence of his boss’s daughter, Susan Brown (Heather Sears). In a film that went further than most in the 1950s in showing sexual activity, Joe beds them both, but after finding happiness with Alice, learns that Susan is pregnant. 26His father-in-law-to-be, the local tycoon, first tries to banish him by posting him elsewhere, but changes his mind when he hears of the pregnancy. The conclusion sees Joe cut up with guilt about Alice’s apparent suicide and – with some cynicism – about to accept his social elevation.

         The definitive kitchen sink drama was Look Back in Anger, John Osborne’s angry young man play of 1956. Remarkably, the writer who redrafted Osborne’s script for the big screen (in the 1959 version directed by Tony Richardson), and who even won a BAFTA for best British screenplay of that year, was the man most responsible for moving Britain’s television and cinematic output away from realism and towards an uncanny cauldron of science fiction, superstition and ghostly presences, interrogating and shaking up the nation’s deepest-seated sources of unease for at least the next two decades. His name was Nigel Kneale, and we will be hearing much more of him throughout this book.

         But back to 1963, and already the winds of change were howling down the corridors of Broadcasting House, headquarters of the BBC. ‘No more plays about kitchen sinks,’ warned an internal memo distributed by Sydney Newman, a Canadian producer who had left his senior role at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation to come to Britain in 1958. After introducing Armchair Theatre and The Avengers during his four-year stint working for ABC (the Associated British Corporation, which eventually became Thames Television) in Manchester, Newman took up a new post as head of BBC drama, and revealed himself as a visionary who flew the flag for a more creative and challenging drama strand on the small screen. Sympathetic to new developments in science fiction and horror – he had commissioned a series of sci-fi shorts called Out of This World in 1962 – Newman immediately hired producer Verity Lambert and set about developing a new series that would augment fanciful and otherworldly plotlines with believable, rounded characters rather than wooden stereotypes or archetypes. Bug-eyed monsters were right out. 27‘Human beings in general’, declared the commissioning document, summing up his view of the role of contemporary sci-fi, ‘are incapable of controlling the forces they set free.’ The intended ‘fastmoving, shocking episodes’ would address moral dilemmas and raise ethical questions; at the same time, they demanded strong roles for women.

         The result, transmitted at 5.15 p.m. on 23 November 1963 (the day after Kennedy’s assassination), was a twenty-five-minute opening episode entitled ‘The Unearthly Child’, the first of a four-part series starring William Hartnell as the time-travelling magus Doctor Who. Nearly six decades later, the Doctor Who franchise had run to eight hundred and sixty-one episodes over twenty-six seasons and (since 2005) twelve series, plus spin-off specials, feature films, novelisations, fan conventions, merchandise, computer games and innumerable cultural references to hiding behind sofas. The Doctor – a shape-shifting folk hero in an age of space travel, quantum physics and imaginary numbers – underwent thirteen regenerations, sailing through the oceans of time and space in the TARDIS, a deceptively small police box that was a ‘cross between Wells’s Time Machine and a space-age Old Curiosity Shop’, as one contemporary audience feedback report described it.6 As originally conceived, the appearance of this mobile headquarters would exhibit perfectly the conflicted nature of British science fiction: that it should look like ‘a small lab fitted with way out equipment, including some wondrous things acquired in previous investigations’, but at the same time ‘homely, fusty, comfortable, dustily elegant: it would not have been out of place in Holmes’s Baker Street’.7

         The TARDIS was conceived by Sydney Newman himself. ‘I love [science fiction stories]’, he once said, ‘because they’re a marvellous way – and a safe way, I might add – of saying nasty things about our own society.’8 But Newman’s brief ranged far wider than Daleks and Cybermen. In 1963 he instigated the BBC’s regular ‘First Night’ slot, which marked the beginning of a commitment to new and innovative television drama that would remain a keystone of the 28corporation’s scheduling until at least the mid-1980s. ‘Nowadays, to satisfy grown women, Father-Figures are introduced into loyalty programmes at such a rate that TV begins to look like an Old People’s Home,’ complained BBC script consultant Cecil Webber in 1963.9 Under Newman’s steerage, TV drama was hauled into a modern and more inclusive age. ‘First Night’ soon became ‘The Wednesday Play’ and eventually ‘Play for Today’, exposing a broad spectrum of viewers to a host of new ideas and scenarios featuring the young, the working class, the underprivileged and the compromised, as well as the elderly and the educated. These plays made few concessions to populism, acted as a hothouse for emerging auteur directors and covered a bewildering range of subjects, from nuclear attack (The War Game, Peter Watkins, 1966 – banned until the 1980s) to social realism (Cathy Come Home, Ken Loach, 1969), wyrd English mythos (Penda’s Fen, Alan Clarke, 1974) and Borstal brutalism (Scum, Clarke, 1977).

         Nineteen sixty-three also saw other long-running television staples being broadcast for the first time, including Granada Television’s World in Action, an investigative current affairs documentary series that went further than the Fourth Estate had ever managed before in exposing corruption, campaigned on issues of the day and held government and institutions to account. Hand-held cameras, innovations in recording and eavesdropping technology and a crew whose job was to make trouble added up to television with a conscience. Ready Steady Go!, launched on Friday 9 August 1963 (‘The weekend starts here!’), paraded the new global pop phenomenon in its true colours. The show presented artists miming chart hits, marrying glamour and functionality. The cramped studios in Kingsway, London, made it impossible to hide the cameras, so the studio technology became part of the spectacle. Even children’s television was given something new in 1963: overlapping with Doctor Who was Emerald Soup, a little-seen adventure series, now apparently wiped from the library, involving an intriguing-sounding rural setting in 29which thieves attempt to steal the formula for a radioactive isotope distilled from seaweed, and filmed largely among seaside coves and caves. As we’ll see, the conflation of countryside settings – traditionally the locus of innocent children’s play – and the horrors of science went on to underpin some of the most enduring and weird junior television masterpieces.

         Time travel, pop ecstasy, governmental accountability, sexual liberation – were all of these glimpses of Ambrosia, the faraway land ruled by the over-imaginative Billy Fisher (Tom Courtenay) in Billy Liar (John Schlesinger, 1963)? In the gap between Billy’s utopian visions of a new tomorrow and the grimier realities and social obligations of lower-middle-class Sheffield lie the contradictions of modern Britain, a nation looking to restore old certainties after the ruptures of war, while caught in the headlong rush towards an uncertain future. Billy’s Sheffield is a city heaving with reconstruction; bombed-out houses are collapsing even as he passes by. Modern, clean lines are replacing older traditional decor – even in the funeral industry. He may live an internalised fantasy life, in which social mobility is an imaginative construct, but actually taking a confident step in reality is a wholly other, inconceivable action. Courtenay’s co-star Julie Christie – the tigress to his fawn – mirrored her character Liz’s escape to London, where Schlesinger cast her in Darling (1965), a movie that epitomised the permissive society and the louche morality of a newly swinging London. Schlesinger’s 1967 adaptation of Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd, also starring Christie, was a Mod-stained Dorset pastoral. There had been surprisingly few adaptations of classic English literature in British cinema of the 1960s, with one key exception earlier in the decade (1963, to be precise): Tom Jones. As Tony Richardson’s rule-breaking film would demonstrate, mental liberation in Britain could occur only by renegotiating the relationship with history.

         
            *

         

         30Tom Jones, produced by Richardson’s Woodfall Films, is not only an unusual production from the team involved, it is also one of the most unconventional historical dramas in the British canon. Everything from the production design to the mise en scène, from its experimental filming techniques and occasional breaking of the fourth wall to its layers of metatext (it includes both intertitles and a narrator), went against the grain of literary adaptation thus far. With direction by Tony Richardson and a screenplay by John Osborne, all the hallmarks were in place for another realist drama. But, being an adaptation of Henry Fielding’s 1749 novel The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling, it actually stepped back in time from the kitchen sink to the water-pitcher and basin.

         The famous sequence where Tom and Mrs Waters, a woman he has just saved from being raped, sit in an inn devouring each other sexually over a fetishistic supper applied to the state of British culture too. After years of austerity and self-denial, it was now at last ready for an awakening, to gobble up all that the 1960s had to offer. Viewed back-to-back with This Sporting Life, the pictures of Britain on show could not have been more dramatically different. This Sporting Life appears almost catatonically bleak, with its central characters locked into cycles of self-denial and self-inflicted misery, with the only pressure valve a rugby bloodbath that takes on the appearance of a mini-Somme. Tom Jones, on the other hand, fizzes with vitality and insatiable appetites, for sex, food and romantic love. At the same time, it castigates the Methodist puritanism of Blifil, Tom’s half-brother, and lambasts the hypocrisy of the teacher Thwackum, whose stern morals are undermined by the revelation of his own womanising.

         The film also looked different from any costume drama made before 1963, and completely revitalised the genre. Hitherto, period films of the time tended to feel like stage plays observed by cameras, acted out on airless studio sets. In Tom Jones, history was brought several degrees closer, thanks to Richardson’s decision to shoot the film outdoors and in colour.31

         Many years later, the director wrote in his autobiography that black and white ‘seems to draw some life off the screen’ and declared that he would have preferred to have made all his films in colour. ‘We had determined to make the English countryside look as if it was unchanged from the eighteenth century and the people as real as today,’ he wrote.10

         Not only did it appear in colour, but Richardson’s cinematographer Walter Lassally liked to rub wax on the lenses of his Arriflex camera or drape them with thin veils of gauze, which added extra nostalgic, aquarelle softness to the images. The newly released Eastmancolor film stock brought out the best of the West Country’s natural light. Very little of the film was shot in the studio; instead, Richardson and his crew shuttled around a succession of real villages, towns and stately homes in Somerset and Dorset, including the medieval manor house at Cerne Abbas. Up on the fern-covered Quantock Hills there was barely a trace of modernity in the villages glimpsed down below (even London was represented by a strip of terraced seventeenth-century houses in Bridgwater). Richardson recalled the strange, forgotten worlds and bizarre eccentrics that location shoots unveiled: ‘a vast overgrown seventeenth century manor house, with windows rotting and ceilings falling, inhabited by an old crone whom I met one day gathering twigs for her stove, dressed in a witch’s hat and cloak, a straight-line descendant of the Plantagenets’.11 At one point he and the crew were billeted in ‘a sad eighteenth-century pile in Wiltshire, with a dining-room hung with rotting military banners and at one end a lectern with a family Bible full of the deaths of unnamed infants, perishing from whooping-cough or fever from the 1780s to the 1810s. Portraits on the walls showed tortured-looking eighteenth-century children whose groans and cries seemed forever recorded in the creaks and sighs of the wainscoting at night so that, for the first and only time in my life, I believed completely in a place being haunted.’12

         Such encounters may partly explain the peculiar force of the film’s immersion in the past. Lassally’s hand-held camera captured the 32intoxicating, steamy energies of the hunt, while no one had shot such scenes from a bumping vehicle or overhead helicopter before. This was the past viewed from astonishing and revelatory angles. All the more remarkable, as in Richardson’s own account the making of the movie was beset with difficulties – hostile weather, a constrained budget, hot-tempered actors and plenty of overcooking in post-production. While he was dissatisfied with the natural conditions – occasionally the weather noticeably changes from sunlight to overcast from shot to shot, especially in the prolonged hunting sequence – the environmental slippages actually contribute to the film’s faint air of detachment and unreality. It is a curious movie, with its subject and characters held at arm’s length, as if studied as part of a seething colony of historical microbes.
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         Around 1958–9 the British film industry had been in dire straits, with studios closing (television was much to blame for the loss of revenue). With a budget of £350,000, Tom Jones somehow reaped the third-biggest box-office take of 1963 (up against the likes of From 33Russia with Love, Cleopatra and The Great Escape) and plucked Academy Awards for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Music Score and Best Adapted Screenplay. The sheer audacity and energy of Richardson’s formula had found a way to break the English historical picture out of its formerly parochial frame. But beyond these achievements – or perhaps explaining them – Tom Jones’s ribald sexual antics were in the process of filtering into society at large. In the week the film went on release, at the end of June 1963, the Beatles’ Please Please Me LP was enjoying its seventh week at number one; the night before it opened, John Lennon and Paul McCartney composed ‘She Loves You’. Several weeks earlier, Tory MP John Profumo had resigned under a cloud of scandal, admitting to ‘misleading the House’ about his inappropriate relationship with the model Christine Keeler. Three years earlier, a court had pronounced the uncensored Lady Chatterley’s Lover, with its class-transgressive raciness, fit for public consumption. Notions of decency, and the boundaries of the permissible, were becoming far more fluid than at any time since Queen Victoria ascended the throne. The dining-room scene with Mrs Waters suggested a comic lasciviousness that had rarely been seen on British screens before, and yet it worked so well precisely because it was not set in the present day but was licensed by its eighteenth-century setting.

         The only option thereafter was to tip the sequence in a comical direction. Bloated with oysters (which gave the actors a dose of off-set food poisoning) and other rich foodstuffs, the couple jauntily creep to the bedroom, accompanied by the kind of sprightly, saucy music you’d soon be hearing in the Carry On films. Tom Jones might have had an invigorating, almost aphrodisiac effect upon the flaccid UK film industry of 1963, but its antic hay-making also unconsciously signalled a slump on the horizon, for it contained the seeds of Benny Hill and the tawdry chauvinism of the Confessions of a Window Cleaner series. The erotic charge of history would dissipate its energies into crude displays of cocksmanship and tabloid-style voyeurism – sex as slapstick farce.34

         The literary prism, of course, was only one way to refract history. The years spent coming to terms with the outcome of the Second World War were full of fictions and dystopias speculating on what might have been, or what might yet be to come, for a nation not quite as self-assured as it would like to project itself.

         
            NOTES

            1 Daily Mail review of the 1937 coronation day coverage, quoted in Bruce Norman, Here’s Looking at You: The Story of British Television 1908–39 (London: BBC Books, 1984), p. 194.

            2 Philip Hope-Wallace, quoted in Asa Briggs, The BBC: The First Fifty Years (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 275.

            3 Briggs, p. 275.

            4 The American director John Carpenter made a later adaptation in 1995.

            5 A brief scene in the Indian embassy, with a portrait of Mahatma Gandhi hanging on the wall, is prophetic: Briley would later win an Oscar for his screenplay for Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi (1982).

            6 http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/doctorwho/6406.shtml.

            7 Cecil Webber, BBC internal memo to Donald Wilson, 29 March 1963. Found at http://www.doctorwhonews.net/2013/03/unearthly-series-origins-tv-legend-8-260313040017.html.
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            The Creeping Menace

            The Changes, The Quatermass Experiment, X the Unknown, Quatermass II, Daleks – Invasion Earth 2150 A.D., Quatermass and the Pit, The Machine Stops, The Year of the Sex Olympics, Quatermass

         

         
            I am seven years old, and I know how civilisation will end. There will come a day when the heat will grow sticky, sultry and unbearable. A high-pitched whine will materialise out of the air, and my mother will grasp her Kenwood Chefette and her Tandberg radio, rip them out of the wall and dash them to the ground. My father will smash the Bush 1122 colour TV with the Hoover, hurl the Flymo against the garden wall and, with the aid of our good neighbours, overturn his Triumph 2000, before returning the favour to their own parked vehicles. Our street will soon be overrun with rioting, panicking citizens demanding the destruction of all machinery, and I will become permanently separated from my parents in the lemming-like rush. I will become a vagrant, a nomad in my own land, slipping furtively from farmstead to barn, sleeping among the rusting hulks of dilapidated tractors, as the rest of society reverts to a pre-industrial agrarian society.

            I know this because I saw it happen on TV, just after coming home from school, munching a crumpet. I even recognised the street where it all happened: Alma Road in Clifton, a district of Bristol where my mum often takes me shopping. The Changes, on BBC1 in the afternoons, between Jackanory and The Magic Roundabout, seemed like a documentary to me. My own youthful memories of this series are woven together with 38the power cuts and candlelit evenings of the Heath era and the government-sponsored TV ads rubber-stamping the slogan ‘SAVE IT!’ (electricity, gas, etc.) onto the screen.

         

         
            *

         

         From the end times narratives of the English Civil War to the science fiction that mushroomed during the Cold War, fearful fantasies of the world being turned upside down, the nation being invaded and conquered, infiltrated by alien colonists or usurped by totalitarian regimes, have run riot in the British imagination. In literature, pulp fiction, TV and cinema, science fiction escalated dramatically as a genre immediately after the Second World War, making its presence felt even in works for children. In the British take on sci-fi, a very thin membrane often separates future from past. As a result of some catastrophe, the country is plunged backwards and forced to adjust to conditions more redolent of the pre-industrial age – The Changes being the perfect example.

         Adapted from a trilogy of dystopian young adult novels by Peter Dickinson published at the end of the 1960s, The Changes was apparently broadcast only once on the BBC, and few of my peers shared my recall of it at all. In more recent years, though, its themes of paranoid techno-fear, violent return to pre-industrial bucolia, and supernatural forces, not to mention its modish Radiophonic Workshop soundtrack, have made it something of a grail to aficionados of the large intersection of cultish interests that includes evocations of ‘weird Albion’ in television, speculative fiction and music of a certain vintage. Even though Dickinson’s novels were published a few years before the energy crisis of the early 1970s, the TV adaptation was made while memories of winter 1973–4 were still fresh, when Britons experienced power cuts, blackouts and candlelit, oil-heated nights. The national chaos that resulted from a global slump in oil prices revealed the precariousness of a modern economy so reliant on fossil fuels and 39electricity, which in turn fanned the dwindling embers of the idealistic, Ruritanian dreams of getting back to the pre-industrial garden.

         British television studios are blessed with rustic names like Shepherd’s Bush, Pebble Mill, Maida Vale, Lime Grove. Out of this secret geography of pastoral Arcadia, children’s TV in the 1970s brimmed with rustics with ‘z’s in their names (Worzel Gummidge, Kizzy, Lizzie Dripping, or time-travelling Catweazle with his suspicion of ‘electrickery’) and uncanny fusions of geomancy, mythology and science fiction (The Owl Service, Children of the Stones, Sky). The Changes combined all these elements, but Anna Home’s adaptation presented it in a convincing realist style.

         Episode one is as good as anything the BBC Children’s department ever produced. A brief opening credit sequence features a bustling soundtrack by Paddy Kingsland, including an early example of Roland TR-808 ‘acid’ squidge, and stock footage of factory production lines, traffic streaming over the old Severn Bridge and InterCity diesels hurtling out of tunnels. The music is interrupted by dissonant clangs over explosions and earth upheavals. The opening minutes are nightmarish. A roaring electroacoustic shiver sweeps over an indolent urban household, and the TV fizzles. The parents of Nicky Gore are convulsed with a rage against the machine, mindlessly smashing the television, lamps and household appliances. Outside in the streets, rioters are overturning cars, trashing bikes and dumping electrical goods. Nicky gets separated from her parents in the panic. With food supplies running out and the water cut off, she is forced to go it alone.

         Her journey through the hinterlands of rural England begins when an old man in a doorway warns her of approaching disease. ‘It’s like when I was a kid, nicer really, more peaceful,’ he observes of the empty city, but fleeing with a band of roving Sikhs, Nicky encounters an England pitched back into a new dark age of agrarian subsistence and gullible superstition, where brute force and racist xenophobia hold sway and women are relegated to domestic roles. As she comments, ‘We’re going back to a time we don’t belong in.’40

         The early sequences of society breaking down gradually give way to environmental meltdown and ‘necromancer’s weather’, and it becomes clear the Changes are being directed by some mysterious entity. To an extent the mystery is preserved even to the end, but the Arthurian tinge to the finale, deep in an underground chamber, and the fact that only indigenous Anglo-Saxons are affected by the Noise, confirms that The Changes is an essay on the condition of England, warning of the dangers of isolationism and the tarnished dream of pre-industrial Arcadia, washed down with a draught of Gaianism. The countryside is full of dangers and pitfalls, while its inhabitants are submissive Little Englanders held hostage to brutal leaders and brigands. In episode five, ‘Witchcraft’, Nicky travels on a horse-drawn cart through Cotswolds trackways where farmhands toil impotently with bent pitchforks.

         The footage shows its age, with the sandiness typical of archive mid-1970s news reports. But the roughness feels right, as if it’s a documentary made on equipment furtively salvaged from the wreckage of civilisation. Factors alien to the CBeebies age include long passages of unsubtitled Hindu dialogue, pathetic swordfights, accents seesawing between Somerset and Glamorgan, and characters unashamedly enjoying a beer during teatime scheduling. But such anachronisms are all part of the entertainment in revisiting such an old series. Apart from the Luddite machine-breaking, what stands out today is the overt treatment of racism and the suggestion of the thin line between civilisation and barbarity. This was strong meat to place before a teatime audience, but Anna Home was committed to creating a canon of youth television to compare with the great works of children’s literature, and The Changes deserves that comparison.

         Moreover, its portrayal of everyday normality breaking down and re-forming as something new and yet old, enticing yet dogmatic, liberating but tyrannical, has been played out in many other films and programmes, which this section of the book will explore. This English Dystopiary catalogues the recurrence of alternative histories 41and paranoid fantasies that have hit the screen since the late 1940s. The current chapter examines how these ideas were knitted to the emergence of a British-flavoured science fiction. The two chapters that follow will look at various alternative histories, involving fears of invasion, imaginary fascist takeovers, societal breakdowns, environmental threats and that dreaded 1980s genre, the nuclear holocaust drama.

         
            *

         

         The insidious influence of foreign or alien powers was a recurring theme in the screenplays written by one of the most significant personalities in British television history: Nigel Kneale. Born in 1922, Kneale was raised on the Isle of Man, an anomalous body of land even within Britain, a partly self-determining society with its own government (dating back to Viking times) and currency. Over five decades, Kneale’s screenwriting – which variously embraced alternative history, the supernatural and the near-future of science fiction – betrays an anxiety about what the present has to say about things to come; how memories persist to take control of the present; how the past refuses to be forgotten. At a deeper level his work is about overt and covert systems of power and control; who gets to control information, and thereby society; how such systems are open for abuse; and to what extent power is steered by historic events. In this way he is one of the great prophetic writers of twentieth-century Britain, somewhere between Orwell, Huxley and Ballard.

         The ‘yesternow’ of Kneale’s fictions is frequently associated with events that have taken place aeons earlier in time. Corpses walled into ancient brickwork, or sounds inscribed into stone foundations, have become embedded in the physical fabric of reality, doomed to repeat themselves for ever. In the case of his 1963 TV drama The Road, now apparently wiped from the BBC archives, premonition works in reverse: eighteenth-century travellers receive an intimation of the screams of humanity in a future holocaust, anguished voices 42simply drifting in the atmosphere of a particular geographic location in England.

         Kneale never saw a television set while he was growing up on the Isle of Man, but he discovered a natural affinity for writing teleplays. Although he began as a staff screenwriter at the BBC in 1951, Kneale did not confine himself to science fiction, and even in those early days his relationship with the BBC was tarnished by what he perceived as a lack of financial commitment. He earned much of his keep in the 1960s and ’70s adapting all manner of items for film, from Look Back in Anger (1959) to The First Men in the Moon (1964), and even Halloween III (1982) and The Woman in Black (ITV, 1989). He was also involved in the adaptation of his own Quatermass series for Hammer’s big screen trilogy, culminating in the universally acclaimed best of them, Quatermass and the Pit (1967).

         Between 1953 and 1979 the altruistic scientist Professor Bernard Quatermass appeared in four separate television series scripted by Kneale (as well as three cinema remakes). Even though he is indubitably human, it could be argued that Quatermass was the model for the popular and enduring Time Lord Doctor Who. Kneale himself described his Quatermass stories as trying to imagine ‘life-threatening encounters with alien life forms’ – the recurring phobia of conservative Britons trying to protect their sovereign shores, from the Second World War to the era of Brexit. Quatermass’s unusual surname, lifted from the London phone book (an East End fruit-merchant family), sounds exotically futuristic but dates from William the Conqueror’s day, a millennium ago (it denotes a hereditary division of land, like the more common name Middlemass). The choice encapsulates Kneale’s ability to install a lightning rod between deep past and uncanny present in his fictions. His childhood in Douglas brought him into contact with a semi-autonomous region, both of and apart from the British Isles. As in Iceland, the island mentality has bred enduring belief in fairies and folklore; superstition pervades the everyday. Celtic lore, for instance, speaks of the Isle of Man 43once being ruled and defended by a wizard who could summon a defence force of eighty warriors. Kneale’s young imagination was fed and watered by such vivid mythologies, and he translated tales of folkloric survival into the language of apocalyptic post-war science fiction. From Domesday to Doomsday in a single dramatic swoop.

         At the time of the Festival of Britain in 1951 Kneale was still a floating script editor, adapting literary classics and B-film short stories in a bomb-damaged BBC shack, but soaking up the zeitgeist presented at the South Bank, where visions of the coming English brutalism and Albion space programme mingled with folksy fabrics and graphic patterns. By the time of the coronation in 1953 he was as much of a fixture as anyone could be on successive three-month contracts, volunteering to plug a six-week hole in the summer Saturday-evening slot, which had been overlooked by the scheduling committee. Bring Something Back! was the working title, a jokey reference to the serious business at hand: three astronauts out, only one back, with strange growths and mutations and a distracted manner to boot. Kneale soon retitled it The Quatermass Experiment. The England which gained global power in the first Elizabethan age, when it faced a seaborne invasion, now braced itself against more insidious hidden invaders as the reign of the second Elizabeth got under way. Kneale’s early scripts are deeply infused with this creeping menace; science fiction provided the metaphoric language to express it, while the TV screen acted as the frame.

         The BBC productions of The Quatermass Experiment (1953), Quatermass II (1955) and Quatermass and the Pit (1958) might be seen as early precursors of Doctor Who, but the series had its own identity. The surviving tapes underwhelm the pixels of twenty-first-century LCD screens, restoring the granules and snowstorms of the early black-and-white tube in a way that only adds to the confused state of national emergency taking shape over the six half-hour episodes. Hammer Films shadowed the television versions with their own adaptations, as well as a Quatermass-inspired X the Unknown 44(1956, jointly directed by Leslie Norman and ‘Joe Walton’, a pseudonym for Joseph Losey). This proved to be the franchise that lifted Hammer, formerly a minor and failing player in the production of historical drama and low-budget thrillers, into a league of its own making, both stylistically and economically. Tapping into the anxieties of the age – the films appeared in the midst of the Suez crisis, H-bomb tests and a stepping-up of Cold War tensions – the enigmas unravelled by Professor Quatermass involve the gradual discovery of various forms of secret invasion, whether from without, as in the alien takeover of the British Parliament in Quatermass II, or from below, in the case of the extraterrestrial spacecraft buried for five million years underneath a London Tube station in Quatermass and the Pit.

         
            *

         

         Something wicked this way comes. Is it a doodlebug? Is it a jet? Is it the Skylon, cut loose from its moorings at the Festival of Britain? Or is it the noise of the future approaching? A courting couple, about to enjoy a tumble in the hay, are surprised by a sudden roar from the heavens and make a mad dash for the nearest farmhouse. ‘Get inside!’ screams the farmer, waving them into a parlour where pewter plates are stacked neatly on a mahogany sideboard, teatime white bread, ketchup and marmalade standing ready on the kitchen table. The rushing reaches eardrum-rupture levels, the floral curtains billow and the ceiling crumples. In the future, these opening seconds of Hammer’s The Quatermass Xperiment (1955) declare, your cosy English tourist board imagery will no longer be safe. The horrors have arrived, and they are tipped with nuclear warheads. A slim, arrow-like rocket spiked in the earth of Oakley Green – heartland of the nation.

         Compared to the surviving lo-fi, black-and-white, studio-bound episodes of the BBC original, Hammer’s version is a hi-def miracle, with more emphasis on action. The fire engine is a handbell-ringing 45jalopy straight outta Trumpton. These narrow streets actually belong to the village of Bray in Berkshire, with the Hind’s Head Hotel and Bray Garage Ltd clearly visible in the scenes of panic. Here the police car gently urges the townspeople to return to their homes, in the soothing tones of a Light Programme announcer.

         Right after this unexplained crash, Professor Quatermass and his crew rock up in a Ministry of Defence Volkswagen camper van. The unfolding film recalls and anticipates future horror and sci-fi tropes in numerous ways. Kubrick’s zero-gravity walk in the opening of 2001: A Space Odyssey had its first try-out here, seen in the footage retrieved from the rocket’s black box recorder. The surviving astronaut, Victor Carroon (actor Richard Wordsworth, great-great-grandson of the Romantic poet), soon to succumb to reptilian mutations, sits unblinking in the laboratory, a test-tubed precursor to the scientific dungeons Hammer would soon be building for Peter Cushing’s Baron Victor Frankenstein. Is Carroon’s first name a coincidence? There’s also a replay of the famous Frankenstein scene as monster meets innocence, next to the Thames at Deptford. Jane Asher is the young girl with a doll, eight years before she would become the girlfriend of Paul McCartney and appear in films such as Corman’s Masque of the Red Death.

         Carroon’s deformity worsens, while his pursuit becomes more desperate. He takes refuge in the clerestory of Westminster Abbey, where a TV presenter is discussing the medieval murals, direct to camera: ‘Hidden under layers of paint, and aged by the dust of time …’ Beneath the surface of this deceptively offhand commentary, Kneale speaks of the direction of travel of British science fiction. Unable to coherently imagine a future, it’s dragged relentlessly, remorselessly back to things older than memory. In real life, just a few months earlier the Abbey had been the site of the biggest televisual event in British history – the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. The Royal Peculiar, this most precious heritage building, site of the crownings of every monarch since William the Conqueror, was now the spawning 46ground for a gargoyle from deep space. This oozing mass of writhing tentacles and bulging eyes is caught by the TV cameras high up on a scaffolding gantry and is destroyed by the application of a massive electric jolt, the entire output of Battersea Power Station discharged into the creature’s metal perch. The nation’s jewels are saved, but a stoical Quatermass marches out, announcing that as for his rocket programme, he’s going to keep on keeping on.

         The double-bill release with historical horror film The Black Sleep made The Quatermass Xperiment that year’s joint highest-grossing film. Released in the US the following year as The Creeping Unknown, it gained a Guinness Book of Records entry as the only horror film ever to have an audience member die during a screening.

         ‘MAN MASTERS SPACE’, screams the Daily Mail – or, at least, the generic tabloid front page mocked up by the Hammer props department for a brief newsflash shot during The Quatermass Xperiment. It’s the day after the rocket crashes into the Berkshire countryside, and the newspapers have made it front-page news. Freeze the frames and a couple of interesting continuity details emerge. For a start, while both papers refer to the incident happening the previous night, the ‘News Chronicle’ is dated ‘Saturday October 23 1954’, while the ‘Daily Mail’ is headed ‘Friday November 12 1954’. In both examples, only the opening lines of the reports are linked to the fictional story; the rest of the column inches are clipped from real newspapers. But if you look even further down the column in the ‘Daily Mail’ front page, someone has included an anti-censor joke. A section of another story has been stripped in, calling for the BBFC (the British Board of Film Classification) to revise its ‘X’ (over eighteen) classification. It refers to the practice of submitting a script in advance of shooting, only for the censor’s initial verdict of an ‘X’ rating to hamper production. This is the practice Hammer adopted and used repeatedly during the 1950s and ’60s, and changing the original spelling to The Quatermass Xperiment clearly sought titillation value among hardened horror audiences. Hammer wanted to 47deliberately go after an ‘X’ rating with this movie – of all of them the one that convinced the company to prioritise horror after a couple of decades cranking out mediocre B-movies. The cross-head for the story reads ‘British daring’. It’s impressive that they bothered to hide such a tiny detail in a sequence lasting barely more than two seconds. They may have been able to envision space travel and alien contact, but the film-makers never foresaw the age of the digital freeze-frame.

         
            *

         

         With its Jimmy Sangster screenplay, pulpy Hammer treatment, mystery space invaders and scientist saviour figure, X the Unknown was a Quatermass picture in all but name. Its opening shot, a featureless wasteland, churned mud and iced puddles under the credits, could have been a First World War no-man’s-land. From behind the cameraman’s left shoulder steps a muddied boot: an army sapper brandishing a gurgling Geiger counter. Out of the mud comes a featureless metal cylinder. It’s only an exercise – until it’s not. A rookie in the squad takes another scan, which reveals a stronger presence than the dummy lump elsewhere, and he nearly falls down the crack that opens up in the earth.

         In American invasion fantasies, danger generally comes from the skies. In Britain, by contrast, the intrusion is frequently buried under the earth and is either unleashed accidentally or erupts of its own volition. The mud of the nation is both the soil in which its hardy oaks are rooted and a carapace concealing latent horrors and ancient dark secrets. It’s a trope that occurs across the generic board, from sci-fi to folk horror to comedy, from Quatermass and the Pit to The Blood on Satan’s Claw to Detectorists.

         At the research centre, we’re still in a garden-shed test zone. Miniature radars herky-jerk on Meccano frames. It’s a short step from here, the heart of British weapons research, to Bruce Lacey’s steam-engine delivery of breakfast tea, eggs and bacon in Chitty Chitty Bang 48Bang. Here ‘security’ equals ‘Safe to come in, sir?’ Meanwhile, there’s an ‘awfy creepy’ presence in the ruined Gothic tower in the woods. Dr Royston, an American, theorises that the energy compressed into the Earth’s core at the dawn of time might have developed an intelligent life of its own, having existed far longer than humankind. ‘Their world is being slowly compressed out of existence, therefore survival must be uppermost in their thoughts.’ It’s the essence of Cold War geopolitics: dormant forces are now feeding more voraciously off the increased radiation emitted on the Earth’s surface.

         Bodies melt and smoke as a doughball of irradiated mud oozes around the Scottish landscape. The next time we would see such grim, charred corpses would be in nuclear holocaust shows like Threads. The ‘Unknown’ – an abstraction registered largely via actors’ reaction shots – is less of a drain on movie budgets. This abstract horror stood in for all the existential threats believed to be building up out of sight behind the Iron Curtain, such as the Soviet Union’s nuclear stockpiles and the rising tide of communism in South-East Asia.

         The local phone lines become riddled with Geiger counter crackling and communication is interrupted. The church is people’s last sanctuary. As they ‘pile in where it’s nice and warm inside’, we see a brief view of a tumbled cemetery, with a Celtic cross prominent. The scene cuts to a mountain-scape of two electricity pylons, the lines flaring and severing under the sludgy onslaught. The mud then surges down the village high street. A toddler, abandoned outside the church, stands and watches as a drystone wall is toppled. Deepest Britain, swamped by irradiated goo. The final fightback is played out in a nocturnal, almost lunar landscape, with a horizon of blackest-ever black. The mulch that emerges from the fissure now glows with radiation and, filling the screen, resembles photos of atomic bomb tests at the instant of detonation. Although the thing seems to be blown up, the ending – Royston tentatively advancing towards the smoking pit – leaves it unclear as to whether the threat has been finally resolved.49

         
            *

         

         In Quatermass 2, whose 1957 Hammer version, directed by Val Guest, is among the best of the studio’s output in that decade, with its dismal northern landscapes, creeping dread and tensely cranked-up music by James Bernard, we glimpse a police state in operation on English soil, in league with unseen extraterrestrial colonists. It’s subversive stuff, especially when you remember this alien body-snatching invasion is being envisioned just a few years into the new Elizabethan age. Much of it is shot as day-for-night, lending tenebrous menace to the outdoor scenes, including the dramatic car accident that opens the film.

         Guest’s film dispenses with several crucial and evocative details found in the original BBC version. The corporation’s more politicised Quatermass tale amplified the decline of the rural. Poking about among the wreckage of Winnerden Flats, a village that’s been evacuated and wiped off the map to make way for an alien food production plant and a new town for its human slave labourers (filmed in the real-life satellite town of Hemel Hempstead), Quatermass picks out a hand-painted sign reading ‘Ivy Cottage’. It’s a fleeting remnant, crunched between the silver domes and pipework of the rapidly encroaching hi-tech ‘synthetic food’ processing plant on one side and the newbuild, prefab housing estate on the other: both exaggerated but telling symbols of the new Britain erasing the old under Anthony Eden’s Conservative government.

         Information about Porton Down, the secret military research centre used for testing poison gases on human and animal subjects in the 1950s, and Imber, the village on Salisbury Plain that was evacuated during the war and retained as a ghost town for Cold War military exercises, occasionally filtered out to the public in the 1950s but was often a mystery even to Members of Parliament. The notion of a classified experimental plant, privately policed and operating independently of government, recurs in science fiction and even makes 50an appearance in Lindsay Anderson’s O Lucky Man! (1973), where, as in Quatermass II, a rough track fizzles out at a perimeter and brutal guards are called out to deal with intruders. At Winnerden Flats the industrial installation is a Trojan horse for an alien invasion which has infiltrated the highest level of government and secured the local population’s silence with propaganda and threats.

         
            
[image: ]Nigel Kneale’s Quatermass series heralded a new era of British science fiction. Here, Quatermass (Brian Donlevy) is strong-armed by the state in Quatermass 2 (1957).

            

         

         Episode one of the BBC production features a farmer described as a ‘ploughman’ unearthing a strange object in a field: one of the aliens’ ‘overshots’, capsules containing the spawn of their breed which pop open to infect human finders with a ‘satanic’ mark. Quatermass calls the process a ‘mental sting’ – a complete takeover of the human nervous system. A ‘funny smell – like old stables’ is emitted when these pods explode. The last ageing survivor in the annihilated village, hanging on like a future extra in Richard Lester’s post-holocaust black comedy The Bed Sitting Room (1969), is a Catweazle type 51who warns Quatermass of the ‘newbuild’ town that is springing up to house the aliens’ zombie workforce – a plot element that links Quatermass II to soon-to-come horrors such as The Plague of the Zombies, another narrative of villagers whose minds and bodies are coerced into slave labour. In the local pub, where there’s still some salt-of-the-earth resistance to progress, they talk of the illness from the pods as ‘country superstitions’ and complain that the government only ‘despoil and destroy’ with bulldozers. Twenty years later, a similar mix of imagery and hostility would inform David Gladwell’s essay film Requiem for a Village, with its bulldozers, village traditions usurped by estate housing, and zombie uprising of history’s departed souls. The countryside at Winnerden Flats is in constant peril, with none of the reassurance it typically supplies in English fiction. It is the beginning of a long tradition of the usurped landscape, the rural turned strange and forbidding.

         This organism is an arch-coloniser. But aren’t the humans guilty of exactly the same ambitions? Quatermass is struck – and Hammer’s film makes this explicit in the opening minutes – by the similarity of the Winnerden Flats complex (filmed at the real-life Shell refinery in Shell Haven, Essex, on the Thames estuary) to his own blueprint for a moon base (the latest jewel in the crown of the British Empire?). Quatermass 2 is reduced in this reading to a simple struggle for survival between rival imperiums. But it’s also one of Kneale’s most politicised works, with Orwellian overtones of secret government and workers colluding with leaders in a conspiracy of silence. Not surprising, perhaps, since (as we’ll see in the next chapter) Kneale had adapted George Orwell’s most famous novel, Nineteen Eighty-Four, for the BBC in 1954.

         
            *

         

         X the Unknown, The Quatermass Experiment and Quatermass II: these storylines, all filmed over a space of three years, featured insidious 52ideologies and unseen enemies taking over the nest. There were others too – many of them wiped, lost or stored in the bottomless archive – like The Big Pull (invisible extraterrestrials taking over humans one pair at a time, dir. Terence Dudley, BBC, 1962) and Dimensions of Fear (beings from the fourth dimension attack research station in remote English village, dir. Don Leaver, ABC/ITV, 1963). Kneale’s third outing for Professor Bernard Quatermass, Quatermass and the Pit (BBC, 1958–9; Roy Ward Baker, 1967), physically digs into the soil of England, the loamy excavations unleashing primeval knowledge of humankind’s origins, as well as the destruction of large areas of London. Quatermass and the Pit is rife with folk memories of the Blitz nightmare (especially emphasised in the black-and-white BBC series) and the pervasive presence of unexploded German bombs occasionally turning up in cellars and building sites.

         In the late-1960s Hammer Films version directed by Roy Ward Baker, the opening shot could be a scene from wartime London. The streets are deserted save for a police constable strolling across the cobbles into a cul-de-sac, the fictional ‘Hobbs Lane’. How effective the law and its officers will be when faced with extraterrestrial forces is one of the film’s central questions. Meanwhile, just three shots in and the camera’s lens is probing the mud. Drilling deep in the shut-down Underground station at Hobbs End, workmen strike a seam that contains deformed humanoid skulls, then a smooth metallic surface that seems impervious to blows or steel cutting equipment. The first half of the film’s drama comes from the gradual uncovering of all the pieces of this gigantic puzzle as they are slowly regurgitated from the earth and the dawning of the idea that they are connected, in a five-million-year-old narrative of colonisation and inter-species exploitation by former Martians.

         Immigration and racial purging were very much on Kneale’s mind, reinforced by experiences within his own family circle. His wife, the children’s book author Judith Kerr (creator of The Tiger Who Came to Tea, the Mog stories and more), was the daughter of 53German Jews who grew up in Hitler’s Germany and fled to live as naturalised exiles in Britain. The Quatermass and the Pit script was partly a response to her experiences, as well as to attitudes to rising immigration – the Notting Hill Carnival of August 1958 had ended in racially motivated riots. It also smartly combines science fiction with a connection to the prehistoric past, as well as adding in supernatural and ghostly elements around the slow-building revelation of the truth. One of the finest sequences happens in a derelict terraced house near the building site. These dwellings were abandoned before the war, and strange marks clawed into the walls reveal the reason why: the place was haunted by disconcerting noises. Researching local history, the investigators discover reports – dating as far back as the 1700s – that every ‘disturbance of the ground’ in the area has coincided with sightings of imps and demons. Police Sergeant Ellis’s clammy breakdown in the haunted house – he acts as the lightning rod between the community and the authorities – is one of the film’s best performances, embodying the threat to law and order from these lingering presences. Quatermass remains typically calm during the process of uncovering the full contents of the buried chamber, but he is still excited and horrified by its implications.

         Why, Kneale was forced to ask, does human nature appear to harbour so much latent violence and fear/hatred of the Other? How did aggression and warlike instincts become so ingrained? For much of the film’s duration, conflicts occur between human investigators who are supposed to be on the same side: the rationalists and scientists working for positive and altruistic reasons, such as palaeontologist Dr Roney and Quatermass himself, versus defensive, suspicious military men like Colonel Breen; their eagerness to fight is a trait directly inherited from the barbaric Martian insectoids, who are eventually uncovered in a sealed crystal pod inside the spacecraft. Then there is a third type, represented by Roney’s assistant Barbara Judd, who takes on mediumistic attributes – someone who, in a sense, has outgrown the Martian progenitor. It’s she who becomes aware of the 54significance of the name ‘Hobbs Lane’ and reminds Quatermass that ‘Hob’ is an ancient name for the devil. It’s her brain which can be tapped, in a kind of electronic séance, for its primordial racial memories, which reveal to the investigators the full story of what happened. Despite Hammer’s cheaply animated special effects, the imagery of massed Martian hordes on the march is clearly intended to be read as an extraterrestrial Triumph of the Will. Quatermass’s interpretation – not entirely trusted by the politicians, who are more concerned with quelling public panic – is that the Martians wanted to transfer their brutal control methods genetically to humans (‘their substitutes on Earth’) and perpetuate their regime, and that technologies concealed in the crashed ship may reanimate this dormant violence. Kneale’s conclusion, in lines spoken by Barbara, is: ‘We are the Martians now.’ Violence and division have been hard-wired into the human genome for five million years.

         The spaceship starts its organo-technological pulsation, veins glowing against the hull, and it emits waves that drive nearby humans to embark on a riotous killing spree. Even Quatermass is briefly affected; knocked back to sense by Roney in the haven of a pub, he describes having had his mental faculties blocked so that ‘you can’t see this world any more’. It’s the kind of mass hypnosis that occurred among Hitler’s supporters in Nazi Germany, and Quatermass’s sobering-up illustrates the mastering of the warlike impulse, as he remembers his humanity and rationality. The achievement of Quatermass and the Pit is the way it aligns this recent popular experience of war with the warning that no nation is immune from the fascist impulse. Its sombre final shot – Quatermass and Barbara, exhausted, in a burning street – graphically depicts the sacrifices that must be made. With the sound of sirens in the distance, the authority shown in the film’s opening shots can be heard being restored.

         
            *

         

         
            55Look, through the rectangular window, to where the actors’ feet tread. In the television studio, especially in the dramas of the 1960s and ’70s, you can often see the same flooring, like no natural interior. The black vinyl membrane dully reflects the studio lighting, streaked by myriad shoe-scuffs, dragged cables, shunted prop furniture and scenery flats. Sometimes, as in the Blue Peter studio, it is a wintry white, apparently pristine, except when a rogue baby elephant guest evacuates its bowels over it. At times like this, or when a marching band muscles in off the streets of Shepherd’s Bush, the Oz-curtain of Television Centre’s Emerald City is lifted. The cameras turn on themselves and the mechanics of television production are unveiled, in all its mess of coaxial cabling, sun-starred lighting, assistant directors with clipboards and giant headsets, electricians and stagehands, lighting technicians and boom operators.

            The cameras. You catch a glimpse of them in the darkness at the start of TV quizzes or late-night chat shows, gliding silently across those mopped floors, with operators bobbing on hydraulic perches. You wouldn’t want one rolling over your foot. These are heavy, heavy beasts with Triassic faculties. They don’t zoom in and out; their single eye has a rotating plate of lenses that can be dialled through a range of wide-angle, normal and telephoto focal lengths. At the BBC, trainee directors are introduced to studio plan templates, with plastic triangles representing each lens’s field of vision. The biggest issue is the cables, which are plugged into fixed power points on the studio walls. They are too thick for the wheels to pass over, and it takes three technicians to lift a cable up and over a tracking camera on the move. So the cameras must be choreographed, martialled like a general with his infantry and cavalry divisions (folks in the trade call them ‘schools’, as in groups of fish). Their spatial relationships are controlled 56to avoid tangling, while keeping to unwritten rules of film-making, such as reverse cuts, and at the same time, responding to the director’s desire to invent new visual languages.

            Unlike film, the television studio is not usually a place for creative cameramen or cinematographers. He or she is a mere operator receiving instructions from the control-room brain. Video technology in the 1960s comes with Doctor Who-like names such as ‘orthicon’ and ‘vidicon’. After all, nothing is more like a television camera than a Dalek. Neither can negotiate a flight of stairs; both take their commands from a hive mind. In certain Doctor Who episodes the camera’s point of view defers to what the Dalek can see through its head-mounted scope, whose movements seem cripplingly limited to up–down, left–right. Daleks trundle across smooth floors, admittedly liberated from coaxial chaos, but with limbs of limited function that resemble a bathroom plunger and an egg whisk. The form of the Daleks follows the function of television cameras, reflecting them back, darkly. Extermination versus illumination.

         

         
            *

         

         As in Philip K. Dick’s novel from 1962, The Man in the High Castle (televised by Netflix in 2015), which also imagined a German victory in Europe, alternative history has often found science fiction to be a useful host for carrying its speculations. From the 1960s onwards the stand-ins for stormtroopers and SS Oberleutnants have been those lovable tinpot despots of the Doctor Who franchise, the Daleks, who appeared in two British Lion-produced feature-length films, both directed by Gordon Flemyng1 and starring Peter Cushing as the Doctor. Hard on the heels of Doctor Who and the Daleks (1965) came Daleks – Invasion Earth 2150 A.D. (1966), in which London finds itself overrun by fascistic beings bent on extermination, blindly 57carrying out a master plan for global domination and in thrall to a terrorising leader. Admittedly, the leader in Daleks – Invasion Earth 2150 A.D. is fabricated from aluminium and finds it impossible to go up and down staircases, but in all other respects this is an act of speculative fiction clearly driven by the same impulses as those behind It Happened Here (which will be covered in the next chapter). Instead of the latter’s German staff cars on London’s thoroughfares, we have a painted Dalek flying saucer and rubber-suited human agents acting as law enforcers for their mechanical masters. Once more the bombed capital acts as a backdrop. Whether in the past or the future, the Blitz seemed to have become ingrained in the mental landscape.

         ‘It’s all different!’ gasps Bernard Cribbins’s hapless police constable, transported two centuries into the future against his will. All different, that is, aside from the poster advertising Sugar Puffs, the breakfast cereal that sponsored the movie in exchange for some inappropriate product placement all over the post-apocalyptic set.

         Imprisoned within their metallic casings, the Daleks have embraced technology, but in the process they have become somewhat vulnerable to being pushed around and manhandled. Thus, they harness electronics to brainwash humans into unquestioning obedience. When the guards advance in lockstep – a squad of four extras was all that the budget could stretch to – the gas emissions from the Daleks’ exterminators provoked all-too-recent memories of Panzer tanks and stormtroopers with flame-throwers.

         With its hep jazz soundtrack, painted theatrical backdrops and pound-stretcher budget proudly on display, this Doctor Who offering ranks at the more preposterous end of the invasion-paranoia movies. That two of its heroes were future stars of children’s TV, Bernard Cribbins and Ray Brooks (who voiced the time-travelling, shape-shifting Mr Benn), hardly helps later generations to take it seriously. But it did present, in the popular domain, the notion of hidden manipulations by self-appointed authorities, and when it is revealed that the Daleks’ ulterior motive is to extract the Earth’s 58magnetic core so that they can pilot the planet – a kind of evil reverse of Buckminster Fuller’s Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth utopianism – and occupy it completely, the analogy with the Third Reich/global takeover strategy is complete. (In case you didn’t get the message, a control panel operated by one of the Daleks reads, ‘TOTAL POWER’.)

         The capacity to destroy them is right beneath our feet – Mother Earth’s magnetic field. Or perhaps that was just Mother Britannia. ‘There’s always an answer to be found, if you only dig deep enough,’ says the Doctor.

         
            *

         

         In the home-grown British variant of science fiction, there is an alternative vision of the future, the counterpoint to Orwell’s ‘boot stamping on a human face – forever’. That is when societies are portrayed as having voluntarily capitulated to control, their resistance weakened by narcotising mass entertainment. In the second half of the 1960s this was strapped to a raft of growing intergenerational concerns about youth delinquency, pop culture and the rise of the permissive society. With the emergence of the teenager as a distinct demographic category came a contradictory mix of student protest and dropout indolence, drug use and ‘free love’. Hippies and gender-ambiguous folk with long hair were viewed in Establishment circles, and frequently by their own parents, as lacking physical and moral backbone. For many kids in the 1960s, emulating their conformist parents was no longer the cool option. Meanwhile, the real-life equivalents of Huxley’s pacifying soma narcotic were affecting both sides of the generation gap: the elders with their mainstream television, valium and consumer durables; their offspring via marijuana and LSD. Which side of this generational divide was the more susceptible to dumbing down, apathy and cultish obeisance to higher powers?59

         This ‘soft fascism’ of leisure and pornography, a concept found in the writings of Aldous Huxley, J. G. Ballard and others, has found its place in film and television too. The original prophet of this version of mankind’s future was, of all people, the novelist E. M. Forster. His short story of 1909, The Machine Stops, was a rare venture into science fiction by Forster, who was responding perhaps to the writing of his contemporary H. G. Wells, a fellow mover in socialist cultural circles at the time. In the film milieu, Forster is most strongly associated with literary adaptions by Merchant–Ivory (A Room with a View, Maurice, Howards End) and David Lean (A Passage to India), films that have become bywords for sumptuous costume drama and oodles of English reserve. When the thirty-year-old Forster was dipping his nib in his inkstand in 1909, the age of flight had barely got off the ground. The brittle TV adaptation of The Machine Stops from 1966, part of BBC2’s ‘Out of the Unknown’ strand, was conceived in the age of space travel.

         In the future leisure-based society of The Machine Stops, humans spend so much time in their personal pods, lounging in chairs or sleeping on beds that automatically fold out from the wall, absorbing information through screens, that they have practically lost the strength and motor skills to actually walk upright. This is also a technologically advanced society that is largely based in underground metropolises. It takes a mere two hours to travel from Australia to Devon.

         Actress Yvonne Mitchell (Julia in Nigel Kneale’s 1954 version of Nineteen Eighty-Four) is here metamorphosed into Vashti, hairless mother of the young Kuno (Michael Gothard). Vashti lives a life purely of the mind, shuddering with disgust at the idea of ‘direct experience’. Kuno, meanwhile, is rebelling, in his own sweet way: he’s thinking of what lies outside, though his depleted physical condition makes it devilishly difficult to walk more than a few steps. Normally a respirator and an ‘egression permit’ is required to exit the city, but even these privileges are now being withdrawn by the nameless, invisible authorities. After much staggering, he rips open 60the fabric of the plastic city and wriggles out to find himself in the ‘hills of Wessex’, a ridged semi-circular valley that appears to be shot in Uffington Vale. ‘Happy the man, or happy the woman, that wakes the hills of Wessex,’ he declares. The soundtrack swells with canned birdsong, the camera tracks low to the ground through waving wildflowers and long grasses, and Kuno squints against the unfamiliar sun. A girl is glimpsed through the foliage, before gangling mechanoid snakes clutch at him from the exit valve and he is dragged kicking and screaming back inside.

         This version of the story bears no trace of its pre-First World War source. It’s shot on what looks like an abandoned Doctor Who set, incorporating disorientating quick-cut montages straight out of Bergman’s Persona and electronic music by the Radiophonic Workshop’s Brian Hodgson. Forster, who lived until 1970, was still alive to see it.

         
            *

         

         Nigel Kneale’s project of 1968 took a giant step further, going from depicting Orwell’s Big Brother to predicting the reality television of Big Brother. The controlling function of the two-way ‘telescreen’ in Orwell’s novel – described as ‘an oblong metal plaque like a dulled mirror which formed part of the surface of the … wall’ – appears to have lingered in Kneale’s imagination. Broadcast on BBC Two’s ‘Theatre 625’ strand in 1968, and repeated only once, as a ‘Wednesday Play’ in 1970, The Year of the Sex Olympics (Michael Elliott) is one of the great lost classics of British dystopian television. Its speculations about where permissiveness and the sexualisation of mass entertainment might end up appeared just as the 1960s counter-culture was peaking. In the ‘sooner than you think’ future depicted in The Year of the Sex Olympics, mass entertainment has merged competitive sports with sexual prowess. Grinning couples compete against each other on circular beds in a debauched travesty of Strictly Come Dancing 61or The Great British Bake Off. In a crude foreshadowing of X-Factor-style public voting, or the bellwether of social media ‘likes’, real-time audience feedback is monitored in the ‘production pod’, under the guidance of a team led by Ugo Priest – a brilliantly cynical performance by Leonard Rossiter – a member of the educated elite conscious of the populist processes at work even as he espouses the TV station’s ‘cool the audience, cool the world’ philosophy.

         By now, Kneale’s long experience of working within the television industry had clearly made him dubious about the power of the medium and aware of its steadily degrading quality. Written in a climate of increased explicitness in controversial stage musicals like Hair and Oh! Calcutta, and coinciding with the globally televised 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico, Sex Olympics reflected an insider’s distrust of the mass entertainment industry, as well as being an early example of the culture of television exhibiting a growing self-awareness.

         In addition to the Orwellian echoes, Kneale synthesised Aldous Huxley’s soma-tranquillised future with the more contemporary speculations of J. G. Ballard in depicting an enervated society whose desires and rebellious instincts are held in check (‘apathy control’) by a surfeit of sensationalist entertainment. The character played by Brian Cox (who half a century later would take a major role in HBO’s Succession, a series that also deals with the deadened souls running a multimedia conglomerate) is named Lasar Opie. This rising studio hotshot gets off on zapping opium to the people via the cathode-ray tube.

         As in Orwell’s vision of Airstrip One, societal fault lines in Sex Olympics are appearing between proles and the educated elite, labelled as ‘low-drives’ and ‘high-drives’. In this world – sanitised, dumbed-down and insulated from the outdoors (as in The Machine Stops) – the greatest distaste is reserved for the concept of ‘tension’, a word that stands in for memories of war. Anticipating the early twenty-first century’s obsession with ‘safe spaces’ and the banning of 62‘triggers’ in public life, here anything suggestive of upset or trauma – and even horrific images such as expressionist paintings of contorted human screams – ignite wailing and a gnashing of teeth in the closely monitored audiences.

         The only surviving tapes are in black and white, but Sex Olympics was originally one of the BBC’s first forays into colour. The actors playing the high-drives had their skin painted gold and their costumes were Carnaby Street on steroids – psychedelic swirls of purple, red and green. The extrovert Misch, with her mirrored hair extensions, is the epitome of this gaudy decadence, but Vickery Turner’s performance harbours hidden reserves of melancholy. None of Kneale’s characters fall into easy stereotypes or caricature. Liberated from the aggression of former generations, they come across as adult children playing power games with their fellow humans’ impulse control. Kneale’s fear of a trivialised and infantilised culture had already found expression in an unfilmed script, ‘The Big, Big Giggle’, from 1965, about youthful suicide cults. In The Year of the Sex Olympics, he planted seeds of dissatisfaction among the proponents of the cult of television. Square-jawed Nat Mender, whom Kneale summed up as a ‘decahedral peg in a nonahedral hole’, is beginning to believe the medium should be used to educate, rather than sedate, the masses.
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