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Preface to Cathy Come Home






Cathy Come Home: ‘Essential Television’



Cathy Come Home is possibly the most important British television play ever written. In 1971, five years after its first broadcast on BBC1, television critic Edward Lucie-Smith commented, ‘If you want to defend the medium to its detractors, mention Cathy Come Home.’1 More recently, John Corner noted how widely it had been accepted as ‘a piece of “essential television”’.2 The edition you are now reading is part-evidence of the importance of Jeremy Sandford’s play. Because television is often considered an ephemeral medium, it is rare for a television play to be published, let alone reprinted over four decades. It is unusual for a television play even to be repeated, and Cathy Come Home was shown four times on terrestrial channels between 1966 and 1993.


To transcend its historical period is remarkable enough, but it has achieved even more. Its story of a family’s downward spiral into poverty and homelessness has become emblematic, with the figure of Cathy herself a potent symbol. Newspaper leader writers and television commentators can still refer to the ‘Cathys’ in society when they want to draw attention to the continuing problem of the homeless. The charity ‘Shelter’ (whose very foundation in the 1960s was enhanced by the play) used stills from the film, confident that the public would know both Cathy and what she represented. They have also screened the film frequently in consciousness-raising campaigns over the years. Cathy Come Home occasioned active contemporary debate about the post-war housing problem, and it has continued to be a focus for this subject. That it did not trigger major long-term change (as Jeremy Sandford himself ruefully acknowledged when the play was first published in 1976) is hardly the fault of its writer and creative team.


The reasons for Cathy Come Home’s success are several. In the mid-1960s a new radical spirit in society was causing people to take a hard look at the achievements and failures of the ‘Welfare State’ created in the UK after the Second World War. Television had become important enough to be involved in this questioning. The film and its contemporary reception show that television as a medium had become a major factor in the way society analyzed itself. The people who made the film were part of this wave of radical ideas. The kernel of the team comprised the writer himself, Jeremy Sandford, the director Ken Loach and the producer Tony Garnett. Behind them stood the influential figure of Sydney Newman, executive producer of the programme strand (‘The Wednesday Play’) within which Cathy Come Home was first aired. Nor should one forget two talented principal actors, Carol White and Ray Brooks. All of them went on to carve out successful careers. The rest of the cast was made up by ‘found actors’ on location and by highly able British ‘character actors’ of the period. Some of the latter became famous: Gabrielle Hamilton, the Welfare Officer who sends Grandad (Wally Patch) to the old people’s home, was the Neighbours character Mrs Mangel in the 1980s, and Geoffrey Palmer (the Property Agent who educates Cathy and Reg about mortgages) gained fame opposite Judi Dench in the BBC sitcom As Time Goes By (1992–2002). Finally, the gifted camera operator Tony Imie contrived that look of raw authenticity upon which the film’s documentary claim depended.



Television and Society in the 1960s



After the Second World War television did not become a truly mass medium immediately. Improvements in the technologies of production, transmission and reception, and increased competition, began to change things, especially following the arrival of commercial television (ITV) in 1955. By 1966 British television had reached a key point in its development. Although there was no colour until 1970, the television service now had reach (with the whole of the UK covered by transmitters); grasp (in terms of the audience numbers possible for individual programmes); and the beginnings of choice (from 1964 – when BBC2 began transmission – there were three channels). Huge audiences had become the norm, particularly for BBC1 and ITV peak-time transmissions. On the days following important programmes, the nation would engage in active discussion about the previous evening’s viewing. Newspapers, more influential then than now, would pick up on controversy and fuel discussion further. Television had become a major opinion-former in society; serious television drama could broach important subjects and initiate wider social debate. It did this more often then than it can do now that multi-channel choice has fragmented the audience.


Sydney Newman introduced a policy he called ‘agitational contemporaneity’ for his flagship ‘Wednesday Play’ series (1964–69). He wanted television drama to be less theatrical and more socially relevant; he wanted plays that stirred things up and provoked debate. Through people like him, television drama in the 1960s caught up with that revolution in theatre, film and literature that is often dated from the 1956 production of John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger at London’s Royal Court Theatre. The most controversial of the plays for which Newman was responsible broke out of the stilted methods of the multi-camera studio, where television drama had flourished in the 1950s. His teams began to film on location, aiming for more realism, and they tackled more and more ‘difficult’ subjects. They were influenced by documentary styles based on new camera and microphone technologies which provided an alternative to the cumbersome electronic cameras of the studio. The sharper images of the film cameras contrasted with the rather smeary images of the TV studio and produced a more life-like effect suitable for the new subject matter.


Lightweight, hand-held, synch-sound 16mm film equipment had become available in the early 1960s, offering unprecedented levels of immediacy. An increasingly sophisticated audience (among them the first generation to grow up with television) were increasingly able to feel they could be at the heart of the action (whether that action was actual – as in news and documentary – or rehearsed – as in drama). Loach and Garnett particularly seized the opportunity to import into their fictions the raw edge of reality so much a part of the documentary films of contemporary Americans like Richard Leacock and Frederick Wiseman. The wish to take film cameras where they had never gone before (into areas of life ‘on the edge’ socially) was the thrust of some very important drama as well as documentary. It gave rise to a new form, ‘documentary drama’, which was linked to the radical politics attacking the old British class system and which became very controversial.



The Creative Team



The three key members of the Cathy Come Home production team made their reputations through this film, and Loach and Garnett in particular continue to be influential figures. Loach has become an international film director with a deserved reputation for films that break the boundaries between fact and fiction. Like his early television documentary dramas, all his subsequent work bears trademark features: radical social criticism, focused through ‘underdog’ protagonists; filming techniques that place a premium on immediacy; and underplayed acting styles that seem improvised. His overall aim (shared by Sandford and Garnett) was to give a voice to those who are often denied it because of their lowly social position. Tony Garnett continues to produce challenging (and popular) TV drama like BBC2’s This Life series (1996–98). Jeremy Sandford went on to write another award-winning and much-repeated documentary drama, Edna the Inebriate Woman (1971; also published by Marion Boyars).


In 1966, Garnett saw his job very simply: it was to make sure that plays he knew to be controversial (because critical of the status quo) made it on to the screen. The worry was that the BBC’s innate conservatism would cause interference. If executives thought programmes would offend audiences (with the grounds of ‘taste’ and ‘balance’ often the excuse for decisions that were actually political) they would alter or even withdraw them. Up the Junction (written by Sandford’s then-wife Nell Dunn) had already caused problems for Loach and Garnett in 1965, but their biggest fear was an outright ban. This had happened to Peter Watkins’ anti-nuclear film The War Game in 1965 (it was twenty years before the BBC eventually screened it). Garnett and Sandford agreed that senior executives would initially be told that Cathy Come Home was a ‘love story’ (which, in a sense, it is). Garnett then tried to protect Loach from interference during filming, making sure that rushes were unavailable, and generally thwarting pre-transmission enquiries. Once the play was scheduled and advertised in the Radio Times, it was very difficult to withdraw. Cathy was made and seen, all agree, despite not because of the BBC hierarchy.3 As Garnett acknowledges today, Newman himself (in a far more exposed position within the BBC) was sympathetic to the point of collusion.


The first screening of Cathy Come Home provoked massive newspaper coverage, and fierce parliamentary debate. Garnett even had to arrange for a special Westminster screening in December 1966 for the then Housing Minister and his senior civil servants (in those pre-video-recording days they had missed the transmission). He noted to his bosses at the BBC that the watching government officials did not dispute the facts as presented in Cathy Come Home.4 That they did not do so was a tribute to Jeremy Sandford. As a campaigning journalist, writer and broadcaster, he had acquired a reputation for hard-hitting research. He often lived amongst the people who were the subjects of his articles, and he was committed to bettering their lot. Ted Kotcheff, director of Edna the Inebriate Woman, compared him to the nineteenth-century writer and campaigner Henry Mayhew, whose London Labour and the London Poor had made an earlier generation more aware of the poverty in their midst. There were, of course, many in the contemporary audience who wanted to dispute the facts as presented in Cathy Come Home; there was none, however, able to make any charge of inaccuracy stick either then or now.5



The Dramatic Structure of the Play



One contemporary charge was that Cathy as a character was unbelievable. She was too ‘attractive’, some claimed, for an individual so mired in poverty. She also had so much bad luck – no one could possibly have so many unfortunate blows from fate, it was argued. The first charge probably says more about those making it (though it should be noted that Carol White did have a very contemporary ‘look’). As to the second charge, Sandford has never denied that Cathy was a composite character, based on several women whom he had met. She was specifically designed to represent quintessential features of personality and situation (several of his real life models are pictured in his novelization of Cathy Come Home, published by Pan Books in 1967). Critics also alleged that her partner Reg (Ray Brooks) was unbelievably feckless, conveniently ignoring similar arguments about the compositing of characters. Such accusations hardly negate the issues Cathy and Reg’s story raises. Furthermore, they ignore the essential properties of the film as drama. Some exaggeration (for the purpose of concentration) is exactly what the job of a drama is. Drama aims to intensify and encourage the empathy without which emotional understanding cannot take place.


Today, Sandford observes wryly that his play does not conform to received wisdom about TV drama. This says that narratives should have defined conflicts, and that there should be ‘story arcs’ to carry these conflicts. Viewers should be able to trace the trajectories of characters over (for example) a one-hour slot via the tried-and-tested model of a three-act structure. Such a structure fits conveniently with advertising breaks (and can be reduced or extended according to the length of the ‘slot’ filled by the programme). Characters should ‘develop’ within and around this structure, even if the ending of the piece is open rather than closed. British TV has ‘story editors’ for its dramas, who are there to help dramatists achieve these ends, and Sandford believes his play would be rejected today (in its own time it took some while before anyone had the courage to produce it).


Cathy does not ‘develop’ as a character in conventional dramatic terms – nor is her story one of ‘arcs’. She stays more or less the same, and if there were a graph for her progress it would always go downwards. She has no single, identifiable antagonist either. The nearest she comes to this is a generalized ‘Official’ who could be made up from those she encounters on her journey. These are the ‘faceless men’ Reg draws attention to when they are evicted from the slum house (p. 68). Such a vague antagonist Cathy is never able to understand, let alone deal with, so the ‘conflict’ is always somehow unequal and unfair. Cathy Come Home is not complimentary to officialdom: public servants are mostly seen as unsympathetic in the face of human misery (and this group was understandably very hostile to the play in 1966).


But Cathy’s lack of development has its positive aspects. She tries always to make the best of what her life brings, being (for example) sunnily optimistic on the question of children. ‘Funny how a baby makes a place quite different,’ she says in voiceover at one point. ‘Well, there’s goodbye to freedom. I don’t mind though’ (p. 44). She responds mildly to the implied criticism that she should not have had so many children. ‘Some would say it was wrong to have another kiddy when you’re overcrowded as it is,’ she remarks, ‘but I don’t think so. I think kiddies are God’s gift…’ (p. 52). In the same speech she makes the statement of belief that is most central to her view of the world and which she defends most stubbornly. ‘Love,’ she says (pp. 52–3), ‘is more important to a child than what they call nice surroundings. I know cos I lived in what they call a respectable home and I didn’t have it.’ It is Cathy’s tragedy that this naïve belief in the power of love cannot save her or her children from the consequences of the family’s inexorable descent into poverty.


Cathy and Reg descend first through the layers of the ‘housing market’, then through the ‘options’ of alternative housing, lastly through a system ironically designed as a Welfare State safety net. At each step they encounter progressively worse levels of existence. Finally, the little family that has been her life and her dream is fragmented totally, and she is left alone on a bench on a London station platform while closing captions remind us of some salient social facts behind her personal story. The closeness of this invented story to a definable social knowledge (about people and systems) is what makes Cathy Come Home a documentary drama. The audience is constantly reminded (through images, locations, ‘wildtrack’ voiceover) of the social realities underpinning the dramatic situation. ‘Documentary fragments on the soundtrack,’ as John Caughie remarks, ‘interrupt the emotional pull of the dramatic narrative.’6 Cathy Come Home is simultaneously story and report7; Cathy is both main dramatic protagonist and principal documentary interviewee, her story is at once personal and general. Contrasting conceptual elements – story and report, documentary and drama – provide a sharp cutting edge in terms of social criticism. It is this quality which ensures that Cathy Come Home will be debated for as long as mixtures of drama and factual material are found problematical. What it emphatically possesses, even seen thirty years after its first transmission, is what Tony Garnett calls ‘life in the frame’: a level of authenticity conferred by a style of fiction film-making which appears to be documentary, but which taps into the emotions of drama.


Sandford claims that dramatically the structure of Cathy Come Home is deliberately similar to the sixteenth-century morality play Everyman. In this play the character Everyman stands (as the name suggests) for every human being at the moment of their death. The play rehearsed orthodox contemporary religious doctrine in order to ‘teach’ its audience about this profound subject. From the opening of the play, Everyman cannot go back to better times, cannot resist Death, can only go downwards to his grave. Sandford wanted Cathy to be similarly representative: an ‘Everywoman’ for her times – at least, an Everywoman with the ordinary ambitions his character expresses for love and family. Cathy is a character designed to be realistic in a particular sense, that of illustrating some of the more unfortunate social realities of the times. The inexorable logic of society decreed that the housing market was only for the economically-abled, and that society’s failsafe systems were doomed to fail the economically-disabled. It could be argued that this is no less true today. Cathy’s descent in Sandford’s play has the inevitability of tragedy; it cannot stop until she has ‘died’ socially. It is in that state that we see her finally.



Cathy and the ‘Golden Age’ of Television



Some commentators take the nostalgic view that in the 1960s television was the best it has ever been. This is wishful thinking,8 but it is certainly true that Cathy Come Home was a film whose time was right. It gave due prominence to a social problem, attacked the public conscience very effectively and was part of a select but proud roster of important television dramas. It registered at the time, and continues to register, on both the documentary and the drama scales. Modern students are ready enough to transpose the supposedly dated factual material into their own times, for there is still a housing problem in the UK. A modern audience still responds to Cathy’s human dilemma on the level of the representative ‘Everywoman’ example she provides. This is why, after all, the film continued to be useful to ‘Shelter’ long after the particular facts within it became out of date.


The creative interdependence Cathy Come Home achieves between the two elements of documentary and drama is probably no longer possible. The concentration of public attention the film achieved over a significant period is also probably no longer possible. In a view shared by both Ken Loach and Tony Garnett, Jeremy Sandford believes it was not so much part of Television’s ‘Golden Age’ as part of an unrecoverable ‘Age of Innocence’ – where there was more faith in facts, in television, and in politics.




 





Derek Paget, 2003
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