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PREFACE

You
can never go home again. It could be the case that Russell T Davies
should have heeded that quote before he agreed to make a surprise
return to Doctor Who. Davies was the person who resurrected the show in
2005 and - against all odds - made it a huge mainstream success. Take
that Michael Grade! But nothing ever lasts. It was in the Capaldi era
(long after Davies had gone) that the viewing figures for Doctor Who
began to seriously dip on a consistent basis. Though many (including
myself) think Capaldi was a great Doctor the show was plainly no longer
as popular as it used to be. The peak audience years, with Russell T
Davies and David Tennant, were now in the rear view mirror. NuWho was
entering the start of a lean period when it came to interest in the
show and save for a few blips (The Woman Who Fell to Earth and 60th
anniversary specials) this would only get worse. The Chris Chibnall
years which followed - with the first female Doctor - began with huge
viewing figures thanks to a natural curiosity spike. A lot of people
tuned in for a piece of television history - the first episode to have
a woman playing the Doctor. But when viewers took a good look at the
show Chibnall had produced not an awful lot of them were inclined to
return. Life is too short to willingly sit through tedious dreck like
Arachnids in the UK and The Tsuranga Conundrum. 

By the time of
the penultimate Thirteenth Doctor special (the atrocious Legend of the
Sea Devils) the live audience figures in Britain had slumped to just
over two million. Though it has its fans, the Chris Chibnall era of
Doctor Who is generally seen as one of the weakest eras in the show's
history, perhaps even THE weakest. Some believe the Chibnall era did
lasting damage to the franchise and Russell T Davies was handed the
showrunning equivalent of a hospital pass when he returned in 2023.
Russell made plenty of unforced errors of his own though. He did not
manage to refloat the Doctor Who ship in the grand and popular way we
had hoped. We had assumed (wrongly as it turned out) that the return of
Russell T Davies would bring some welcome stability back to the show in
terms of mainstream popularity and consistent quality but sadly this
never quite transpired. 

Some felt that 2024's series fourteen
with Russell T Davies back at the helm was so underwhelming it actually
made the Chibnall era seem better in retrospect! I too indulged in some
Chibnall reassessment while watching RTD 2. Series fourteen under
Russell made me retrospectively appreciate the music score and look of
the Chibnall era much more than I did at the time of its transmission.
The Chris Chibnall era, though sometimes disappointing and hobbled by
bad writing, was at least trying to be science fiction (as opposed to
the camp fantasy show too often served up by RTD 2). For all of its
flaws, the Chibnall years generally had more Doctor Who essence and
spirit than the second Davies era. Sadly, the return of Russell T
Davies, once the 60th anniversary specials had passed, did not halt the
long term decline in viewing figures. The audience numbers in the
second Russell T Davies era, alas, continued to plummet. 

Just
1.5 million viewers watched episodes like Lux live on BBC 1. Yes, there
are other ways to watch Doctor Who now and live television figures are
not the be all and end all but there is no plausible way to spin the
RTD 2 era as a success when it comes to attracting new viewers or even
retaining all the existing fans. We are simply deluding ourselves if we
pretend RTD 2 with the Fifteenth Doctor is a popular era. After a
decent curiosity spike for the anniversary specials with David Tennant,
series fourteen and fifteen with Ncuti Gatwa produced an escalating
number of the least watched Doctor Who episodes of all time. Rather
than reinvigorate the show as a pop culture giant the new era was met
with not more than a tired shrug of apathy. RTD 2 hasn't all been bad
(episodes like The Well, 73 Yards and The Legend of Ruby Sunday stand
comparison with Russell's original work on the show) but, all the same,
Russell's new version of Doctor Who just didn't seem to connect to the
general audience in the way that the show could in the past. 

One
of the intentions with this book is to examine what exactly Russell was
going for with this second run on the show and why it didn't reverse
the long term decline in Doctor Who's popularity. Who was Russell
making this show for? What was his strategy? You can argue (and it's a
fair point) there is a natural fatigue at play when it comes to
audiences and Doctor Who. The (new) show has been running since 2005
and maybe people are simply a bit bored with it now. Some might argue
that Doctor Who could do with a rest or maybe should be completely
rebooted sans the headache inducing lore and crazy retcons. I'd
personally just argue that the show needs to be better and this would
require a rethink and new blood at the top. It is hard to get too
excited about new episodes of Doctor Who these days still being written
by Russell T Davies and Steven Moffat. It may be time for Davies and
Moffat to relinquish the toybox and let someone new have a bash. 

If
you make a great television show you generate positive online word of
mouth and that's a much more powerful marketing tool than any number of
trailers, media puff piece previews or social media posts by Russell T
Davies. That's been one of the problems with Doctor Who of late. The
show hasn't been consistently good enough to generate any online buzz
or glowing word of mouth. Sure, there are people in the hardcore
fanbase who enjoyed RTD 2 just fine but when it comes to casual
audiences it is rather doubtful that anyone is going to come away from
things like Space Babies, The Devil's Chord or Rogue raving about this
amazing new show they've discovered and demanding that everyone drop
what they are doing and watch it immediately. Many of the episodes in
the Fifteenth Doctor era are simply not that good. They aren't
memorable enough to hook in viewers and attract new fans. Too many of
them are middling and middling is not good enough when you only have
eight episodes in a season. 

The Chibnall era was divisive in
fandom for two principle reasons. He cast a female Doctor and also
retconned the Doctor's history with the Timeless Child arc. Though some
others might feel different (and that's fine) I didn't quite understand
all the fuss over a female Doctor. It was bound to happen sooner or
later and might potentially have been good. I had no major problem with
the concept myself but I did have problems with the way it turned out.
The main problem is that Chris Chibnall probably miscast the Thirteenth
Doctor and so we ended up with a weakish lead actor for the show -
which was the first time this had happened since the series returned in
2005. Look, I like Jodie Whittaker and have some affection for her
Doctor but she's not exactly Diana Rigg is she? Chibnall could easily
have found a stronger female lead if he'd looked a bit harder. We have
brilliant charismatic female actors coming out of our ears in this
country. 

Jodie Whittaker is very good in all the other things
I've seen her in and certainly likeable but she didn't quite seem to
have the gravitas and charisma needed to play the Doctor. Jodi was just
not an especially commanding or charismatic lead actor for the show and
felt more like a companion than the Doctor. She never quite took
control of the show in the way that past Doctors did. To be fair to
Jodi a lot of this was obviously Chris Chibnall's fault. If the
Thirteenth Doctor had been written in a different way and had better
scripts then perhaps Jodi would have been great. As for Chris
Chibnall's other big creative change - the Timeless Child arc - I am
way less inclined to give Chibnall a pass. This was a needlessly
divisive retconning of the Doctor's history and resulted in a dismal
series twelve finale. In my previous book (The Thirteenth Doctor - The
Doctor Who Episodes of Jodie Whittaker) I tried to make sense of the
Chris Chibnall years and isolate what went wrong. But I also tried to
find things to like in that era and in the end I did find episodes and
moments I enjoyed. This book will essentially do the same - only with
the Fifteenth Doctor. We'll try to work out what went right and what
went wrong with RTD 2 and try to isolate some of the mistakes that were
made. 

The Chibnall run was largely a disappointing era (nine
of the ten lowest rated episodes of NuWho on IMDB come from the
Chibnall era) but an interesting one all the same with some creative
decisions (female Doctor, no returning monsters or arc in series
eleven) which could have worked but sadly didn't. So, anyway, when it
was announced that Russell T Davies was returning to the show I was
happy. Thank heavens, I thought, I no longer have to worry about Doctor
Who. I no longer have to worry about rubbish episodes and low viewing
figures and fans arguing among themselves and a miscast Doctor. Russell
will sort it all out. This is the man who gave us the peak years of
NuWho. There is no way that Russell is going to bugger this up. So I
presumed I would never be writing another book about a Doctor Who era
as a cathartic sort of way to get my quibbles and complaints and
general thoughts out of my system. There'll be nothing much to write
about when it comes to RTD 2, I thought. The episodes will be good, the
show will be popular and there'll be no background drama when it comes
to fandom and the future of the show. 

Russell will also, I
presumed, give us a proper and awesome old school Doctor. This is the
man who cast Christopher Eccleston and David Tennant. Russell knows his
onions when it comes to casting so he'll get that right for a start.
Well, in the end I turned out to be wrong about almost everything when
it comes to RTD 2. The viewing figures were even deeper in the toilet,
the writing was dreadful (Russell couldn't even seem to write good
companions this time time around), some of the episodes were utterly
abysmal (Space Babies anyone? Wish World?), fandom was STILL arguing
(debates over viewing figures and the political and social messaging in
the show seemed to fuel most of these online scuffles), and the new
campy and juvenile tone occasionally threatened to make Chris Chibnall
look like Terry Nation. And to cap it all Russell cast a lead actor of
questionable range and had him play the Doctor like some camp
stereotype from a 1970s sitcom. Russell's masterplan was to give us the
first hipster Doctor. Suffice to say, the masterplan didn't work. 

Chibnall
wrote the Thirteenth Doctor as if she was a flustered primary school
teacher shepherding some small children on a field trip while Russell
has the Fifteenth Doctor crying, singing, doing high-kicks, calling
everyone 'babes', wearing hideous hipster fashions and dancing in
nightclubs. Poor old Ncuti doesn't even get a costume or his own
distinctive TARDIS interior. What chance did Jodi and Ncuti have with
the writing for Thirteen and Fifteen? Ncuti's thinly sketched
underdeveloped Doctor is barely even a character. The Thirteenth and
Fifteenth Doctor both feel like ordinary human beings from contemporary
Earth. But is this the fault of the writing or the actor? Jodi and
Ncuti can obviously only play what they are given to play. 

So,
while the approaches are different, the Chibnall era and RTD 2 actually
have a lot in common. Both eras are hobbled by a lead actor who appears
to be either miscast or badly written. Both eras don't even seem to
know how to write for the person they've cast as the Doctor. Chibnall
plainly didn't have a clue how to write a female Doctor so he just made
Thirteen generic and androgynous. Russell's characterisation of Fifteen
basically amounts to 'buff hipster who enjoys fashion'. 

Both
the Chibnall and RTD 2 eras take some big swings but are hobbled by
mediocre writing. Both eras are also hamstrung by having to exist at a
time when Doctor Who is largely met by apathy and (outside of the
hardcore fanbase) experiencing a general lack of interest in the show.
One of the problems Doctor Who faces today is that the endless amount
of content available means it is getting squeezed from all sides. If
you want all ages popcorn sci-fi horror you have Stranger Things. If
you want quirky offbeat sci-fi you have Fallout. If you want weird dark
sci-fi you have Severance. If you want pure sci-fi you have The
Expanse. If you want slow burn sci-fi you have Silo. If you want
Twilight Zone style sci-fi you have Black Mirror. And so on. The
frustrating thing about this though is that no show has occupied the
space which Classic Who - at its best - used to place itself. Hammer
style horror and British folk horror with science fiction trappings.
I'm not entirely sure what space RTD 2 sought to occupy. Fantasy
sci-fi? Camp sci-fi? One of the worst things about the second RTD era,
once we got into series fourteen, was the sinking realisation that
Russell seemed largely bereft of ideas and had resorted to ransacking
both his own back catalogue and Classic Who. 

The return of
Russell T Davies as showrunner saw a new distribution deal between the
BBC and Disney to help fund the show. One might argue though that
increased funding for the show hasn't been blindingly obvious onscreen
as the show doesn't look any better than it did in the Chibnall era.
The participation of Disney in the second RTD era has sadly been a red
flag to a bull for a small grim gaggle of right-wing YouTube grifters -
who now spend much of their time making clickbait videos trashing the
show. Doctor Who is not a Disney production. The show is made by Bad
Wolf and the BBC. These grifters though act as if IT is a Disney show
and that everything wrong with Doctor Who is now partly Disney's fault.
So the partnership with Disney was something of a mixed blessing. The
extra Disney money did not make the show appreciably better and was
only evident occasionally in some bombastic and cartoonish CGI
sequences. Doctor Who does not need as astronomical budget to be good.
It was never supposed to be Star Wars. 

One of the
disappointing things about this era of Doctor Who is that we thought we
were getting a new improved version of Russell T Davies. We thought we
were getting the wise seasoned version of Russell who had written
brilliant dramas like It's a Sin. We also presumed that he many new
ideas and stories up his sleeve. But he didn't. There was some
noticeable recycling in the second Davies era and - depressingly - he
seemed to be inspired by Marvel and the new Star Wars films more than
anything. This made the new era feel as if it was latching onto
something that was already old hat and out of date. Russell T Davies
said he become a big Star Trek fan since his return to the show. Well,
ok. Fine. I like some of Star Trek too. He added that what make him a
Star Trek fans was Star Trek: Discovery. What? Not DS9 or The Next
Generation or the original series? Star Trek: Discovery! This was a
small but worrying red flag. Perhaps the biggest warning signs about
the new era though came in the Children in Need special where we got
our first look at the returning David Tennant as Fourteen. 

Davros
is usually depicted as being in a high tech wheelchair. When the
character appeared in the 2023 Children in Need Doctor Who special
though he was walking around and didn't have his usual scarred face.
Russell T Davies said he made the change because he wasn't comfortable
with having a disabled villain. Some fans thought this was a bit silly.
No one is going to think all disabled people are evil just because
Doctor Who has a villain on Dalek wheels! Davros was only the tip of
the iceberg. Russell would go on to ruin Sutekh and Omega in his second
run on the show. As much as I'd like to avoid the subject, this book
does occasionally discuss the political and social messaging of modern
Doctor Who as it pertains to specific episodes. Messaging has always
been a part of Doctor Who. This is nothing new. But preaching to the
audience in a pompous superficial way as if they are stupid is a
relatively new phenomenon in Doctor Who. It was really the Chibnall era
where this started to become wearing. Having a message in a good Doctor
Who story is fine. But having a telegraphed message in a poor episode
of Doctor Who is simply annoying. 

The book that follows,
though it might seem like it at times, is (honestly) not a sustained
whinge about RTD 2 and its many problems. There are episodes in this
era I liked and I'll tell you why I liked them. By the way, it goes
without saying that what follows is merely my own opinion. You may
disagree with some of my thoughts and that's fine. So, without further
ado, let's take a big deep dive into the high and lows of the Fifteenth
Doctor era...


THE GIGGLE 

(Director - Chanya Button, Writer - Russell T Davies)

This
is not strictly a Fifteenth Doctor episode but it does mark the first
appearance of Ncuti Gatwa so it is where we'll begin this book. 

The
Giggle is the last of the 60th anniversary specials featuring David
Tennant as the Fourteenth Doctor and Catherine Tate as Donna Noble. The
Giggle marks the return of the Toymaker. The Toymaker was, as you know,
originally played by Michael Gough. The American actor Neil Patrick
Harris (Doogie Howser, M.D. himself) took over the part when the
character returned for this 2023 special. Neil Patrick Harris is also a
magician and got to show off some of his magic skills in The Giggle.
The specials anticipate the Pantheon of Discord theme of the second
Russell T Davies era. This theme worked well enough in The Giggle but
soon became tiresome when we got into series fourteen. The problem with
leaning into magic and fantasy is nothing needs to be explained - which
can be frustrating for the audience. Russell's swerve into fantasy
turned out to be a creative dead end in this era and all culminated in
a jaw-droppingly disastrous series fifteen finale based around the
paper thin plot MacGuffin of a magic baby. But let's not get ahead of
ourselves. We have a lot of stuff to get through first. 

This
last 60th anniversary special also marks the return of Bonnie Langford
as Mel Bush for the first time since Dragonfire. Bonnie got a lot of
pelters for her acting performances as Mel in the last embers of 1980s
Doctor Who but when she returned many years later she was praised for
her improved acting. Many felt that Bonnie gave the best performance in
the (groan) 2024 finale Empire of Death. Russell T Davies said he
considered having Peter Purves make an appearance in The Giggle but
this obviously never happened in the end. When we got the 60th
anniversary specials with Russell T Davies they were largely fine (if
far from perfect) but the one disappointing thing is that they didn't
really feel like anniversary specials or celebrations of Doctor Who.
They just felt like some extra bonus episodes with Tennant and
Catherine Tate - which was nice but we probably anticipated more
call-backs and Easter eggs than we actually got. 

I can
distinctly recall, for example, a lot of rumours about Matt Smith and
Peter Capaldi appearing in Wild Blue Yonder but this obviously didn't
transpire. One could actually argue that The Power of the Doctor - the
last Chibnall episode and one I seem to like more than many other fans
- felt more like a Who special and celebration than than these 60th
anniversary episodes. The Power of the Doctor featured David Bradley
(as the First Doctor obviously), Peter Davison, Paul McGann, Sylvester
McCoy, Colin Baker, Sophie Aldred, Janet Fielding, Bonnie Langford,
Katy Manning, and William Russell. You also got David Tennant at the
end too. 

The Giggle, for the most part, is generally
entertaining and decent enough for what it is. It's a bit goofy and
camp in places but you don't mind this approach so much in a big
special. Goofy and camp is ok in small doses but soon becomes wearing
if this is your most consistent tone. I suspect that the return of
David Tennant and Catherine Tate masked some of the flaws of these
three specials as they both slip back into their old roles with ease
and still have great chemistry together. 

In hindsight,
bringing Tennant and Tate back for three specials before relaunching
the series with Ncuti Gatwa was probably a mistake because thereafter
we saw a marked drop off in viewers and interest in the show. The first
anniversary special with David Tennant in 2023 had live overnight
viewing figures of over five million. The (heavily promoted) series
which followed next summer with Ncuti Gatwa as the lead saw overnights
fall to just over two million. While there are some extenuating
circumstances (most saliently the episodes streaming on Disney the
night before the BBC transmission) the show plainly lost a good chunk
of viewers after Tennant's second departure. Once Tennant and Tate were
gone (again), the new RTD era with Ncuti Gatwa just didn't quite seem
to click or register with casual audiences. The Fifteenth Doctor era
could never quite seem to gain any traction and carve out a
consistently strong audience base. It wasn't just casual audiences
because series fourteen plainly didn't click with a number of Doctor
Who fans either. I can't believe there are too many Doctor Who fans out
there who would heartily recommended mediocre episodes like Space
Babies, The Devil's Chord, Rogue and Empire of Death.

After the
divisive Chibnall years with its (shock horror!) female Doctor and
(groan) lore shattering retcons we had naively assumed that Russell T
Davies would bring the fandom together again and make Doctor Who not
only more popular but consistently good again. This hoped for stability
proved elusive and the second Davies era too often came across as a
strange polarising misfire rather than a familiar return to form. A lot
of television today is fuelled not by promotion or hype but by word of
mouth. If something is really good people then will talk about it
online and recommend others watch it and the positive reputation of the
show will ripple - leading to an uptick in viewership. We saw this
happen with Shōgun in 2024. Take the case too of Stranger Things back
in 2016. That show had little hype or promotion and there wasn't much
in the media about it before the release. However, the reviews and
gushing online word of mouth - despite the lack of promotion - made it
the biggest show on Netflix in no time at all. 

Sadly, away
from Doctor Who fan forums and groups I saw little to no online chatter
about the Ncuti Gatwa era. Series fourteen was heavily promoted but it
failed to generate much in the way of buzz or word of mouth. There were
no sane people out there (besides the producers and a few broadsheet
journalists with puff pieces) pretending this was some new golden era
for Doctor Who because it plainly wasn't. While it is true that
conventional television seems to be struggling and there are different
viewing options these days (I tend to watch Doctor Who on the BBC
iPlayer at a time of my own choosing) no one can surely pretend that
the live viewing figures for this new era were at times anything other
than worrying and depressing. It wasn't that long ago that Jodi got ten
million viewers for her first episode. While it would be unrealistic to
expect that figure in 2025, something has clearly gone wrong when a
hyped new era of Doctor Who boosted by Disney cash finds itself in a
life or death struggle with Blankety Blank in the ratings. 

Anyway,
let's discuss this last anniversary special. The Giggle gets a lot of
its juice from the enjoyably campy performance of Neil Patrick Harris
as the Toymaker. His scenes with David Tennant in the topsy turvy
toyshop are very good. The Toymaker dancing to The Spice Girls in The
Giggle was perhaps inspired by the Master and the Rasputin song in The
Power of the Doctor. Russell T Davies had shown a fondness for musical
scenes before though with John Simm's Master. Having an over the top
camp villain is fine as a one-off but it isn't a card you want to play
too often for fear of repetition. Russell will though play the camp
over the top villain card again in series fourteen with diminishing
returns. This last anniversary special is as daft as a brush and a
trifle too goofy for its own good but you have a fun time for most of
it and David Tennant and Catherine Tate remain a strong acting duo as
the two leads. 

One thing I don't care for much in modern Who
is UNIT being an Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. type organisation based in a
futuristic skyscraper. I just find this silly and generic. I would much
prefer UNIT to be based in some rural stately home. Jemma Redgrave as
Kate Lethbridge-Stewart is also starting to get a bit boring in this
show if truth be told. 

You do get the unavoidable sense at
times that Jemma is phoning it in. Anyway, we build up to a climx atop
the UNIT skyscraper. The Toymaker has defeated UNIT and seems
unstoppable. The Doctor implores him to leave Earth in peace and
explore the stars with him (Russell T Davies, not for the first time in
his second era, does some recycling here - the Doctor said a similar
thing to John Simm's Master). The Toymaker decides he wants to play his
next game game with the Fifteenth Doctor so he shoots Fourteen with the
graviton beam cannon he has commandeered to trigger a regeneration. 

Here
we go again. Tennant is going to turn into Ncuti Gatwa. Only he
doesn't. We now have a 'bi-generation'. Fifteen emerges from Fourteen
and the two Doctors can now take on the Toymaker together. We've seen
no shortage of daft ideas in Doctor Who of late (Chris Chibnall's
Timeless Child arc is probably up there at the top of the stupid tree
for many) and, sadly, the bi-generation must be up there with the worst
of them. Not only does this bi-generation immediately undercut the
Fifteenth Doctor in that he is an 'offshoot' who doesn't even get his
own distinctive TARDIS interior it also means that whenever Fifteen
faces an Earth shattering threat we can't help but wonder why he
doesn't simply contact Fourteen - who is sitting in Donna's garden
eating cakes and sipping tea with his own functioning TARDIS. Like a
great many things in this second RTD era, you can't help thinking that
Russell just didn't think this all through properly before he
incorporated it into the show. Nothing makes any sense. 

One of
the first preview clips released of Ncuti Gatwa as the Doctor had him
angrily declaring 'what the hell is happening here?' and it is in his
initial appearance near the end of The Giggle this was taken from. This
clip is assuredly what you might describe as false advertising because
it promises a tough no nonsense serious Doctor who doesn't suffer fools
gladly. That's definitely not what we get from the Fifteenth Doctor -
as we'll find out in the episode reviews which follow. Whatever the
polar opposite of a tough no nonsense Doctor is, well, that's what we
got with Fifteen. The climax to this episode is rather disappointing as
the Toymaker is defeated when he loses a game of catch - which is a
lame resolution. You'd like to think that Russell could have come up
with something a bit more clever wouldn't you? One of the best
suggestions I saw was that Fourteen could have confused the Toymaker by
throwing a satsuma into the game - which would have been a neat
throwback to The Christmas Invasion. 

Ncuti Gatwa is generally
fine in his initial introduction on top of the UNIT tower. Alarm bells
start to ring though when he refers to the Fourteenth Doctor as 'honey'
before whacking that TARDIS with a magic hammer to create a second
duplicate TARDIS. Has he created a duplicate Sutekh? Well, let's not
get ahead of ourselves. Magic hammers, the new Doctor calling people
'honey'. What is going on? There's another weird tangent next which
only becomes weird in hindsight. Fifteen tells Fourteen that he
(Fifteen that is) is fine because Fourteen enjoyed some rest and
recuperation after all those years of time travel and danger and stress
roaming the stars fighting monsters. Fifteen is therefore the
post-therapy Doctor. This is contradicted though by the episodes which
follow - where Fifteen is a blubbering wreck who bursts into tears at
the drop of a hat. If he lost his digestive biscuit in a cup of tea
after some overenthusiastic dunking Fifteen would probably start
crying. In a series fifteen episode the Fifteenth Doctor will also
gleefully torture a genocide survivor - which is hardly the conduct of
a chilled post-therapy Doctor. 

There is an obvious problem
with having this new Doctor blub on a regular basis. If you have him
cry once in a single episode after an especially powerful or traumatic
event then that can be very effective. If you have him crying in every
single bloomin' episode then this loses all its currency and just
becomes annoying. There are a few jarring moments in The Giggle which
irked me near the end. Mel asking the new Doctor if he comes in a range
of colours. Eh? There is also a bewildering moment near the end where
we are told that Wilf is shooting moles. What? Is this supposed to be a
Wombles reference? I have no idea. Sadly, Bernard Cribbins passed away
after shooting a scene for Wild Blue Yonder so couldn't appear in The
Giggle. I for one am thankful though that Russell T Davies kept Wilf
alive in the Who universe at the end of these specials. That would have
been an incredibly depressing end to The Giggle if Wilf's death was
referenced. 

There probably isn't quite enough of Ncuti Gatwa
yet in The Giggle to get a firm gauge on what his Doctor will be like
but he manages to hold his own with Tennant in the TARDIS scene where
Fifteen has to deliver a lot of exposition. Our judgment is therefore
reserved until his first solo spotlight. I can't say I'm a fan of
Fifteen's tache though. I presume this was done to distinguish Ncuti's
Doctor from his character in Sex Education? There is a blast the jaunty
theme for Fifteen by Murray Gold at the end of The Giggle. It isn't as
memorable as themes for past Doctors. Murray Gold's work on this second
Davies era would soon become a weakness rather than a strength. His
bombastic overblown music became so irritating in the end you were half
tempted to mute the sound and watch the episodes with subtitles. If you
didn't know any better you would half suspect that Murray was
deliberately trolling and sabotaging RTD 2 with his preposterous
scores. This second Davies era actually made me really miss the
Chibnall era composer Segun Akinola. 

Sadly, as we mentioned,
duplicating the new TARDIS interior means that Fourteen doesn't get his
own distinct TARDIS nor a traditional TARDIS reveal. When he takes Ruby
in the TARDIS for the first time in the next episode we just shrug
because we've already seen this TARDIS interior in the previous three
episodes. That's a magical moment when Fourteen explores his new TARDIS
for the first time in The Star Beast but Fifteen is robbed of a similar
scene. The swanky new TARDIS interior introduced in The Star Beast is
certainly the largest and most spectacular interior we've seen.
However, critics of this interior think it seems very empty and sterile
and dull. Oddly, I think Thirteen's TARDIS in the Chibnall era would
have suited Fifteen more. There is literally nowhere to sit down in the
TARDIS used by the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Doctor so you just have the
characters awkwardly standing around. The Giggle is a passable
conclusion to the specials. It becomes silly near the end and I don't
like the bi-generation concept but for the most part I had a decent
time with this episode. As far as the Fifteenth Doctor goes, The Giggle
was merely the appetiser. Let's move on then and begin the main course.



2023 CHRISTMAS SPECIAL


THE CHURCH ON RUBY ROAD 

(Directed by Mark Tonderai, Written by Russell T Davies)

Goblins!
Singing! Davina McCall! Will grandma ever get a cup of tea? Welcome to
the thrilling first episode proper for the Fifteenth Doctor. Come back
Chris Chibnall. All is forgiven. The Church on Ruby Road was the 2023
Christmas special and the first proper solo episode for the Fifteenth
Doctor. This is a tedious nothing burger of an episode which feels like
a right old slog to sit through after all the mayhem of The Giggle. The
2024 series of Doctor Who is slightly confusing in that Russell T
Davies billed it as season one (as if it was a fresh slate) and yet it
was usually dubbed season fourteen in the media and press. Let's, for
the sake of clarity, just refer to it as series fourteen. When a
showrunner begins a new era of Doctor Who they tend to proclaim it as
the perfect jumping on point for new fans. Chibnall did this when he
took over. Honestly, they'll say, you don't need to know anything about
Doctor Who. Just jump on in with us and you'll be fine. It doesn't
matter if you've never watched the show. 

Russell did this old
wheeze too (the past doesn't matter, it's fresh, it's new, it's for
YOU! - he should get a job selling shampoo or something) for the
Fifteenth Doctor but then wheeled out Sutekh, the Rani, Susan and
Omega. To make any sense of the Fifteenth Doctor era or get the most
out of the big revelations you therefore had to be reasonably well
versed in Classic Who and know who these old characters were supposed
to be. But an unquantifiable number of old fans (who knew Classic Who
like the back of their hand) abandoned ship when they a got a taste of
this latest RTD 2 iteration of Doctor Who. Thanks but no thanks was
their verdict. The new fans (of which there were sadly not too many)
hadn't a clue who Sutekh, the Rani, Susan and Omega were. So you have
this slightly confusing backdrop to the second Davies era where you
genuinely have no idea who exactly Russell is making this show for
anymore. What exactly is the masterplan? Is there even a plan at all? 

The
Church on Ruby Road introduces us to Millie Gibson as Ruby Sunday. Ruby
will become the new companion. I'd never heard of Millie Gibson before
Doctor Who and while her character feels somewhat generic and inspired
by Rose Tyler one can have no complaints about Millie's performances in
series fourteen. In fact, I would say Millie Gibson is the best thing
about the series - which makes it odd that she was more or less
jettisoned for series fifteen. Why she was pushed out I don't know.
There were rumours that she got the boot because she didn't like night
shoots and being away from home but I don't know if these are true or
not. They brought her back for some episodes in series fifteen so it
isn't as if she left on bad terms or anything. It could simply be the
case that Russell T Davies wanted a one and done companion. Anyway, the
mystery of Ruby Sunday is the big theme of series fourteen. I'm sure
that's going to pay off handsomely down the line. Groan. 

Ruby
is an orphan who lives with her adoptive mother Carla (Michelle
Greenidge) and grandmother Cherry (Angela Wynter). Ruby is desperate to
find out who her real parents are and is appearing on a Davina McCall
television show which tracks down relatives. Carla has fostered a baby
but the baby is kidnapped by goblins. This leads Ruby to give chase -
whereupon she meets the Doctor. The domestic soap opera scenes of
Ruby's home life are absolutely tedious in this episode and soon begin
to stretch the patience of the viewer (or this viewer at any rate).
Russell T Davies seemed to do this sort of stuff much better back in
2005 when the show came back. The Church on Ruby Road has entire scenes
where it feels more like watching EastEnders than Doctor Who. I'm bored
with this sort of stuff in Doctor Who. Having the companion always be
from modern day Earth has become tiresome and a drag. If you look at
the first episodes for past Doctors you'd have to say that The Church
on Ruby Road is abysmal compared to The Eleventh Hour and Deep Breath.
Even the debut episode (The Woman Who Fell to Earth) for Jodi in the
much derided Chibnall era is stronger and more interesting than The
Church on Ruby Road. 

There is often something oddly slapdash
and off about this second Davies era once we get to the Fifteenth
Doctor. It feels as if the characters are under fleshed and the scripts
need a couple more drafts. We assumed that Russell would be returning
to the show as an even more accomplished writer than he was in his
first stint on Doctor Who but this second RTD era is frequently plagued
by wonky scripts and baffling creative decisions. Back in the day,
Robert Holmes was famous for doing extensive rewrites of the Doctor Who
scripts. This irritated a lot of the writers because no writer likes to
see their work altered - even if it might be for the better. Some fans
of Classic Who might argue - not unreasonably either - that if Robert
Holmes was the script editor in the modern era then Chris Chibnall and
Russell T Davies would have been lucky to see 20% of their scripts
survive into the finished draft. One can't imagine Holmes would be too
impressed by rubbish like Orphan 55 and Space Babies. 

The
second Davies era takes a sharp turn into fantasy. This is a decision
that wasn't to all tastes. So we have Gods and magic and, er, singing
goblins. The problem with this approach is there are no rules so
nothing seems to have much weight or relevance. You can just make it up
as you go along and never explain anything. Take, by way of example,
the fourth wall breaks scattered throughout the Fifteenth Doctor's era.
Russell never explains any of this. Fans even had a theory that this
was going to lead to a revelation that the Doctor was trapped in a
television show or an alternate reality but none of this transpires. It
appears then that Russell just did this to amuse himself with no
intention of explaining it. He does the same thing with 'gravity'
becoming 'mavity'. This fresh iteration of the show also too often
feels campy, cartoonish and lightweight and therefore loses some of its
core DNA. The Fifteenth Doctor era feels like the product of someone
who is bored of Doctor Who and wants to prod at the format and the
character of the Doctor. 

Russell's Fifteenth Doctor feels like
a misguided attempt to make the character hip and cool for a younger
audience but hip and cool are not adjectives we associate with the
Doctor (the Doctor is wise, ancient, mysterious and eccentric NOT hip
or cool) and if you really want a brand new younger audience and new
ideas you probably shouldn't be hiring a 62 year-old showrunner trapped
in the past in the first place. The identity of Ruby's biological
mother, a mysterious French Lieutenant's Woman style shawled character
who has a strange hobby of cryptically pointing off into the distance
at street signs while standing in the street, is another cog in the
mystery box of series fourteen. This specific cog in the mystery box is
downright comical and preposterous in hindsight once you know how it is
all explained. Russell's mystery box puzzles in series fourteen go
nowhere fast before disappearing up his own metaphorical black hole.
This episode introduces us to Ruby's chatty neighbour Mrs Flood. Mrs
Flood is played by none other than Angie Watts - otherwise known as
Anita Dobson. Anita Dobson is always good value for money and makes the
most of this recurring cameo part. Mrs Flood breaks the fourth wall in
this episode by talking directly to us. She also seems to know what a
TARDIS is. Don't worry though. I'm sure we'll get swift answers to this
Mrs Flood mystery. Russell won't tediously drag this out for too long.
Groan (again). 

Look fast by the way for an uncredited
appearance by Susan Twist as a heckler in this episode. Susan Twist is
yet another recurring mystery laced within series fourteen. This is yet
another mystery thread which goes nowhere in particular. The Doctor is
introduced in this episode twirling around on a nightclub dancefloor
wearing a kilt and vest. A slow motion shot lingers on his chest waxed
torso. Right away we have a big problem with this version of the
Doctor. The problem is that he's too human. The Doctor is an alien.
He's not some cool nightclubbing teenager from Queer as Folk or Skins.
When the Eleventh Doctor danced at the wedding it was played for laughs
because he's an ALIEN who can't dance. Lest we forget the Fourth Doctor
in Pyramids Of Mars. "The Earth isn't my home. I'm not a human being. I
walk in eternity." It feels like Ncuti Gatwa is just playing a
variation of himself in the show. I have no idea what Ncuti is like in
real life but in his interviews he sometimes just comes across as
basically the same person he is as the Doctor. There is no depth to the
Fifteenth Doctor (this is obviously more the fault of the writer rather
than Ncuti) and Ncuti's voice narration in this episode is weak and
lacks gravitas. So I already have a sinking feeling about the casting
of the Fifteenth Doctor. 

My sinking feeling with Jodi's
casting arrived in The Ghost Monument when she was delivering her lines
on the spaceship at the start as if she was reading them from cue
cards. The sinking feeling with Ncuti arrives in both his weak
narration (which has no heft or gravitas) and the nightclub sequence -
which more or less tells you all you need to know about how Russell has
written Fifteen. The nightclub scene is misguided because the new
Doctor comes across as a preening narcissist berk you'd happily cross
the road to avoid. The Doctor is not supposed to be cool or some
fashionista poser with more outfits than Alexis Carrington. The joke
with Matt Smith's Doctor was that he desperately wanted to be cool but
was a bit nerdy and naff. He was authentically quirky though and could
beautifully convey the concept of a wise ancient soul trapped in a
youthful body. This all made him quintessentially the Doctor. You sadly
get none of this with Ncuti Gatwa's Doctor. The dancing and 'coolness'
with Fifteen is not being played for laughs. It is on the level.
Russell wants this Doctor to be cool and modern in order to win over a
new legion of young hipster fans who wouldn't usually watch Doctor Who.
Russell thinks that some pillock whirling around in a kilt and vest in
a nightclub is the height of coolness. So that's what he wants the new
Doctor to be like. 

Ncuti struts around like a fashion model in
The Church on Ruby Road and seems to have no handle at all on the
character of the Doctor. One episode in and I already have a pang of
deju vu. I am taken right back to the last era and the debate over
whether Jodi's underwhelming Doctor was a consequence of being miscast
or the fault of Chris Chibnall. Or maybe both? One valid fan complaint
about Ncuti's Fifteenth Doctor is that he doesn't seem to have a
costume and wears completely different clothes from week to week. This
is obviously a deliberate choice by Russell T Davies but it does make
the character feel more generic when you just put him in a leather
jacket one week and an orange jumper the next and then a disco dancing
outfit the week after and so on. I have read that Ncuti wanted a
distinctive costume and had something in mind but Russell T Davies
vetoed this and wanted the Doctor in a different outfit each week. It
seems then that Russell is to blame for this stupid decision. 

Russell
said the lack of a costume for Fifteen was because he wanted it to be
easier for fans to cosplay as the Doctor. I have no idea what that
means. Russell was probably just trolling us by that point. Whoever
came up with the clothes Ncuti wears during his tenure as the Fifteenth
Doctor should be arrested and forced to watch Orphan 55 on a constant
loop for two weeks as punishment. They've made the Fifteenth Doctor
look like some fashion victim hipster idiot from present day Earth.
Though some fans (but obviously not all) were hoping Chris Chibnall's
Timeless Child backstory would be overturned or simply ignored by the
next showrunner this was unrealistic because Russell T Davies is a
friend of Chris Chibnall and he was not going to brush Chibnall's big
concept under the carpet and pretend it never happened. So we get a
moment in this episode where the Doctor refers to himself as an orphan.
Ugh. The Doctor also cries in this episode. Get used to the waterworks
in this era of Doctor Who. The Fifteenth Doctor cries more often than a
grumpy toddler. I believe he cries in all but one of his episodes or
something. I haven't done the precise calculation but he does cry a lot
in RTD 2. 

To explain the crying, Russell T Davies said he
wanted a modern Doctor more in touch with his emotions or something.
Anyway, the problem is that this does Ncuti no favours whatsoever
because when people look back on Fifteen they'll probably say something
like 'the one who wore a skirt and was always crying?' Ncuti blubbing
in every episode quickly became something that was mocked and laughed
at - which surely wasn't what Russell was expecting. You may have
noticed by now that I haven't talked much about the plot of The Church
on Ruby Road. There's a good reason for this. There is no plot in The
Church on Ruby Road! There is literally no story whatsoever. ChatGPT
could write a better episode of Doctor Who than this nonsense. You can
see that a lot of effort went into the goblin musical number in The
Church on Ruby Road. It feels rather like being plunged into an episode
of Fraggle Rock though and doesn't feel much like Doctor Who to me. The
Chibnall era felt more like Doctor Who to me than RTD 2. Sure, much of
the Chibnall was not good Doctor Who but at least it was trying to be
Doctor Who and give us science fiction stories. 

I don't like
the bit in The Church on Ruby Road where the Doctor and Ruby have to
sing. You get the impression that Russell T Davies loves this stuff and
would happily do a musical episode. I don't like this stuff and find it
grating. Keep it out of Doctor Who thank you very much. I also dislike
the King Goblin being impaled on the steeple by the Doctor. That
doesn't feel like something the Doctor would do and Russell T Davies
should know better. As we alluded to in the previous review, the TARDIS
reveal at the end with Ruby falls as flat as a pancake because we've
already seen this interior in the three previous episodes! So this
reveal at the end betrays - already - a tired and derivative feel in
RTD 2. The Church on Ruby Road is as dull as dishwater and a
disappointing first solo episode for Fifteen. It becomes a slog to get
through long before the running time is up. Fingers crossed though that
the next episode will be better. Let's be optimistic. I'm sure the next
episode will fantastic. Groan (yet again). 


SERIES FOURTEEN


SPACE BABIES 

(Directed by Julie Anne Robinson, Written by Russell T Davies)

Space
Babies. Babies in space. Talking babies in space. What in the name of
Davros possessed Russell to have Space Babies as the launch episode for
series fourteen? This is basically the worst episode he has ever
produced (a dismal 5.1 on IMDB as we speak) so choosing it as the first
single off the album is certifiable. Imagine if the Chibnall era had
launched with Orphan 55 or The Tsuranga Conundrum. No one would have
come back for episode two would they? The entire audience would have
packed their bags and left. That doomsday scenario actually happens in
series fourteen. Are you quite sure about this Russell? You want the
first episode to be about talking babies and a monster made out of snot
in a spaceship powered by farting? Well, ok I suppose. You brought the
show back in 2005 so I'm sure you must know what you are doing. The
critic score for this episode on Rotten Tomatoes is 93%. Seriously? Did
any of those critics actually watch the episode? Come on critics. Be a
bit more honest. 

I don't think the Chris Chibnall era ever
quite managed to recover from the early back to back double disaster of
Arachnids in the UK and The Tsuranga Conundrum - two of the worst
episodes of Doctor Who ever made. One could argue that the second
Davies era made a similar sort of mistake and was badly hobbled by the
drop of Space Babies and The Devil's Chord on the same day. I think an
unquantifiable number of fans watched Space Babies and The Devil's
Chord and thought, nah, not my cup of tea. Life is too short. I'll just
watch Genesis of the Daleks again and pretend this new version of the
show was all a cheese induced fever dream. As for casual audiences, the
day after Space Babies aired, I was perusing the British TV reddit (I
think it was that) and someone on there posted something along the
lines of - 'I watched the new Doctor Who last night and it was
unbelievably terrible. Is this a new thing or has Doctor Who always
been this bad?' NO, I shouted at the screen like a raving lunatic, it
hasn't always been this bad. Honestly. A lot of it - both Classic and
Nu - is great. 

For fans who want the show to thrive and do
well this is all incredibly frustrating. It's like supporting a
football team who keep losing in matches they are supposed to win.
There are just eight episodes in series fourteen (I don't know why TV
shows always seem to have eight episodes in a season these days -
Stranger Things seemed to kickstart this approach) so you have to hit
the ground running. There is no reason why all eight episodes shouldn't
be good. In an eight episode season with a lot riding on it (like a
Disney renewal contract for starters) you can't begin with two crap
episodes. You just can't. The first episodes are supposed to be the
ones which hook in viewers - not drive them away and make them turn the
telly over. The short episode count and short running time of these
episodes also leads to an obvious problem in RTD 2. Nothing seems to
have enough room to be developed or fleshed out - including the
characters. Even by the end of this entire era I still felt as if I
barely knew the Fifteenth Doctor, Ruby or Belinda. This meant I was not
fully invested in them - which is deadly from a storytelling point of
view because how can you be invested in a drama when you feel as if you
don't know or care about the characters? 

The start of Space
Babies is full of tedious exposition dumps. The Doctor explains to Ruby
where he's from (he's an orphan - groan), what the TARDIS is, what a
police box is etc. This is basically Russell T Davies giving a quick
crash course to the millions of new viewers he assumed his hip fresh
all spangled Disney bankrolled version of Doctor Who would surely
attract. Good luck with that one Russell. By the time series fifteen
rolled around the live audience figures were down to about thirty-eight
hardy souls on Gallifrey Base. The Doctor tells Ruby in Space Babies he
is the last of the Time Lords. I have to be honest, I have no idea what
the situation regarding Gallifrey and Time Lords is when it comes to
current Doctor Who. I'm not sure that the writers of this show do
either. The Doctor's new sonic looks like a television remote control.
Russell said he did this because he thought the old sonic looked like a
gun - which it definitely didn't. It looked like a bloomin'
screwdriver! But then Russell contradicts himself later (much later) by
having the Rani equipped with a normal sonic and the Doctor shooting
Omega with a Vindicator turned laser assault rifle. Nothing that
Russell says in interviews makes any sense in this new era. Absolutely
nothing. 

To prove he has a time machine, the Doctor takes Ruby
back to the age of dinosaurs. Here is a brief glimpse of that Disney
money in the form of some cartoony CGI. This scene doesn't amount to an
awful lot (save perhaps to reference A Sound of Thunder by Ray
Bradbury) though and seems purely designed to put in the trailer and
make series fourteen look more exciting and lavish than it actually
turns to be in reality. Despite all the talk of the Disney money I
can't say I personally noticed a huge difference in production values
in this era compared to the Chibnall era. The Chibnall era was
frequently let down by poor writing and dull stories but it often
looked terrific and there was plenty of far flung location shooting.
That beautiful shot in The Ghost Monument of Jodi running to the TARDIS
on the mountain is more magical and cinematic than anything in series
fourteen. You don't need a huge budget to make good Doctor Who. It's
not a Marvel film. There's a cartoony feel to this new era of Doctor
Who. It looks too bright and clean. This is encapsulated by the huge
gleaming futuristic TARDIS interior - which is an impressive piece of
design but boring to look at. 

Another element in the much
derided Chibnall era which I prefer to RTD 2 is the score by Segun
Akinola. Murray Gold is unbearable in this second Davies era. Vast
swathes of dialogue are drowned out by the bombastic overblown score.
Gold's music seeks to dictate how we should feel at each turn - 
as if the audience are imbeciles. The melodramatic strains implore us
to cry. The jaunty cues instruct us to laugh. LAUGH everyone! This is a
funny bit. Can't you tell? Put a sock in it Murray Gold. There is some
terrible acting by Ncuti Gatwa in the early part of this episode. He's
wearing a figure hugging tank top cardigan thing to show off his
sculpted chest and has some medallions. He refers to Rugby as 'babes'.
I don't know. It feels like Russell thought, hey, wouldn't it be great
if the Doctor was a handsome young gay man who was really cool and
danced in nightclubs and wore figure hugging outfits and called
everyone 'babes'? That'll get the viewers in. At what point though does
this character stop being the Doctor? At what point does he even start
being the Doctor? 

It's painful watching Ncuti trying to be
eccentric and quirky in the early part of Space Babies. He keeps
emphasising random words for no reason and spins around at the console
at one point. It's like watching an irritating children's television
presenter. You can plainly see that Ncuti and Millie Gibson have no
idea what this episode is about or what they are supposed to be doing.
They just have to react to babies with the dialogue and (groan) CGI
mouths added later. Ncuti and Millie were probably like, why have I
spent all day in the studio today reacting to babies? I thought this
was Doctor Who. Where are the Daleks? I actually feel rather sorry for
the two lead actors in Space Babies. You can sense them mentally
drafting a stern email to their agent to ask if any scripts were
perused before they were signed up to this nonsense. The Doctor wants
to show Rugby they are on a space station so he places emphasis on
saying 'push the button' to reveal the space vista. You get the strong
impression that Russell had a blast of the Sugarbabes song in mind when
he wrote this line but no such blast occurs. Perhaps it was too
expensive to get the rights. 

The Doctor explains that the TARDIS
translates languages so everyone can understand each other. More crash
course stuff for newbies. The Doctor then tinkers with Ruby's mobile
phone so she can ring her mother. This is Russell recycling from The
End of the World. That's one of the disappointing things about RTD 2.
There don't seem to be too many new ideas. Ncuti Gatwa is better in
scenes where he has to tone it down although he doesn't have the crisp
diction and acting range of some other Doctors. When he's trying to be
whacky and twirling around and grinning constantly his Doctor is what
you could describe as an acquired taste. One problem in series fourteen
is that the character development is almost non-existent. We just have
to accept that the Doctor and Ruby are best mates - despite the fact we
barely know them. Having shorter episodes and an eight episode season
doesn't do the show any favours when it comes to character development
and plot. Nothing has any room to breathe. Russell T Davies, rather
than adapt to these constraints, merely compounds the problem by
writing overstuffed scripts festooned with plot threads that go
nowhere. Series fourteen is basically a firestorm of odd creative
decisions which don't make much sense. 

It transpires that the
Doctor and Ruby are on a baby farm run by highly intelligent babies.
These babies can talk. The CGI to depict the mouths of the babies
talking looks absolutely terrible and not a little weird too. The
jaunty music by Murray Gold acts as a sonic sledgehammer to remind us
this is all, um, jaunty and amusing. Captain Poppy (who, for reasons
best known to Russell T Davies, will later drive the plot of the series
fifteen finales!) seems to be the head baby. "When's the last time you
had a hug?" says the Doctor. The Doctor tells Poppy he knows what it is
like to have mummy and daddy abandon you because he's an orphan who was
found floating in space. Ugh. Pass the vomit bag. 

I have to
say, if this was not called Doctor Who I would have tapped out of Space
Babies after fifteen minutes. If this series was not Doctor Who and
just some new sci-fi show I would not be returning for episode two. If
this was not called Doctor Who and just some random new sci-fi show it
would not get renewed for a season two. 

Years from now on some
nostalgia forum, someone would have said - does anyone remember that
weird campy short lived science fiction show with the talking babies
and the drag queen panto villain who jumped out of pianos? And everyone
would go, no, I don't remember that. And then that person would have
moved onto other (more serious) matters and asked if anyone remembered
the halcyon days when you could buy cheese flavour hula-hoops and mint
club biscuits. What they should have done is put a stronger and more
serious episode like Boom or 73 Yards as episode one and then perhaps
Space Babies might have been slightly more tolerable as a light fluffy
mid-season episode. Space Babies still would have been crap but at
least series fourteen wouldn't have started so badly and might have
held onto a few more viewers and got slightly better word of mouth than
someone on reddit asking if Doctor Who has always been this rubbish.
The strategy of Russell T Davies is baffling. Surely he must have
realised that launching a new series with Space Babies was not a great
idea? Did he think this was a good episode? 

Space Babies
doesn't do Millie Gibson too many favours because Ruby is often reduced
to just constantly asking questions so that the Doctor can explain the
almost non-existent plot to the audience. The Doctor experiences a
flashback in Space Babies to the previous (Ruby Road) episode - where
he went back in time and caught a glimpse of Ruby's mother. A
mysterious hooded figure pointing ominously. It begins to snow on the
space station. Ruby mentioned snowflakes and now it is snowing. What an
intriguing collection of mysteries Russell has laced into series
fourteen. I wonder how he'll explain all of this? Don't worry. I'm sure
he'll come up with something good. We get a bunch of Star Trek
uniformed characters on screens. This is the former crew of the space
station. They include Susan Twist as Comms Officer Gina Scalzi. This is
her second blink and you'll miss it cameo in the show. Susan Twist is
like the Bad Wolf of series fourteen. A little detail for people to
notice and dwell upon. It transpires that the only person on the
station besides the babies is a caretaker named Jocelyn Sancerre (Golda
Rosheuvel). Jocelyn says the rest of the staff left because of budget
cuts.

The planet below has left the babies on the station and
abandoned them. The station will soon run out of food and air. This is
a pesky problem. Another pesky problem is the monster roaming the
corridors. The monster is ok although rather demystified by the
explanation of its origins. The scenes in this episode of the Doctor
and Ruby running up and down a tiny Red Dwarf style corridor hardly
indicate a show with a Disney budget. We are two episodes into
Fifteen's run and Ncuti Gatwa's habit of raising his voice and jabbing
his arm as if he's karate chopping a sandwich whenever he has a line to
deliver with emphasis is already starting to become annoying. It is
series fourteen's version of Jodi being all out of breath whenever
Thirteen had a speech. Anyway, the baby named Eric was told by Ruby
there is no such thing as the bogeyman so he decides he is going to
trundle off in his pushchair and tell that naughty bogeyman to bog off.
Ruby is mortified when she realises what Eric has done so heads off to
save Eric with the Doctor in hot pursuit. I love the way Ncuti Gatwa is
at pains not to run too fast here because otherwise he'll run out of
corridor! 

The episode here riffs a bit on Alien when Captain
Dallas was in the vents and they were trying to work out where the
alien was. Not that I'm comparing Space Babies with Alien. Eric is
found safe and sound. Poppy arrives and has a flamethrower in her
pushchair. The Doctor keeps declaring 'space baby!' or 'space babies!'
in a surprised way (is he not aware yet that he's on a space station
full of babies?) and Murray Gold's music is making me want to stuff bog
roll in my ears. Well, suffice to say, the Doctor saves the day. He
deduces that the monster is made out of snot. The space station is
propelled to the home planet of the babies by farting. At the very
least the Doctor does save the monster rather than let it be blown out
of an airlock. The end of the episode has the Doctor doing some sort of
secret scan on Ruby. She seems to have mystifying mystical powers.
Imagine the speculation on fan forums at the time. Who could Ruby
possibly be? At this stage it does feel rather like the Impossible Girl
trope being dusted down and wheeled out but let's not judge anything
until we get some answers. Groan. 

Space Babies is 46 minutes
of my life I will never get back. It is one of the worst episodes of
Doctor Who ever made. In my book the Fifteenth Doctor is now two nil
down after two episodes. We've had two boring clunkers on the bounce.
Bringing Russell T Davies (who was presumed to be a safe pair of hands)
back is suddenly starting to look like a bad idea. Let's see if the
next episode can stop the rot. As Yazz & The Plastic Population
were so fond of saying, the only way, after the insufferable yawn fest
of The Church on Ruby Road and Space Babies, is up. Fingers crossed the
next episode will be a wonderful return to form.
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