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Introduction


It’s Time to Put on Make-Up, It’s Time to Light the Lights …





What is the point of television, let alone a book about it?


Well, there is none, clearly. Glad we got that out of the way.


I’m not going to pretend that this book is for everyone. For a lot of people watching telly is a guilty indulgence they won’t admit to, like Pot Noodles or masturbation (although if you can masturbate while eating a Pot Noodle I suspect that your pride in such manual dexterity would overcome any thoughts of shame). But they’re not as bad as the people who think not having a television makes them Bono. This book isn’t for them either.


It’s for people who genuinely love watching TV: fans of long-running soaps, sitcoms, and dramas; people who follow the careers of quiz-show hosts, daytime presenters and celebrity chefs. From obsessives who hold grudges when favourite programmes are buggered about with, or can remember Penelope Keith’s exact inflection in The Good Life when she says ‘it’s not good old Barbara, it is silly, silly Barbara’, to the more casual viewer who enjoys stumbling across reruns of The Apprentice on Dave but couldn’t give a toss about the story arc in Buffy. People with strong opinions about Fern Britton or Scott Bakula, Lark Rise to Candleford or Blankety Blank.


TV is a place where high and low culture mix. For that reason Proust would have made a great TV reviewer. He had three key attributes: firstly, he didn’t get out much; secondly, he had a fondness for nostalgia; and, thirdly, an appreciation for how the trivial and the profound are inexorably linked. He might have done a list of Madeleine Moments, based around the rush he’d got from catching a glimpse of the rag doll from Bagpuss. A good TV review can throw a whole new light on what you’ve seen or articulate something you couldn’t quite put your finger on. And that’s what the contributors in this book aim to do. Shouting at the Telly might sound like a negative reaction to the TV, but I just like to think of it as people joining in, having a conversation with the programmes, expressing outrage or delight, rather than simply nodding off in the middle of Heartbeat and waking up with a bumpy and slightly sticky face where they’ve nuzzled and drooled on the remote.


There’s no attempt here to be completist, balanced or objective: far from it, the contributors have written about whatever aspect of TV they liked, and as a result the pieces are hugely varied in tone as well as subject. But, my guess is, if you are a proper telly fan there will be more than a few sparks of recognition and the odd snort of indignation as you make your way through this book. I certainly won’t ever think of Howards’ Way, Cash in the Attic or Goodnight Sweetheart in the same way again. Behemoths like EastEnders and Doctor Who feel virginal, shiny and new as though they’ve been touched for the very first time. And some stuff even a grizzled old nerd like me had never heard of, but thank God for YouTube (I’m thinking specifically of Kevin Eldon’s piece on Supercar here).


Ready for a bit of telly shouting? Thought so.
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‘You Bitch!’ ‘You Slag!’: The Sensitive World of Soap







In which Albert Square is demolished, specs fail to disguise sex, the Oil Baron’s Ball causes a hoo-ha, Alan Dale takes over the world and Juhneen practises her evil hug face.





Ken Barlow is the most outrageous thing on television. William Roache has been playing Ken since the first episode of Coronation Street was broadcast in December 1960. How old were you then? I hadn’t been born, wouldn’t be for another ten years. A man has been constantly pretending to be another man to the entire country for ten years longer than I have been alive. I find this almost impossible to comprehend. Yes, people play characters in films and plays and TV series all the time who are supposed to be older than me. But on the whole they’ve been playing these characters for what, six months? A few years if it’s a successful series. Not in real time for their entire lives. And they’d more than likely crop up in other things, playing other characters with different accents, hair or jobs, or find themselves recast mid-series or in some pointless ‘re-imagining’. Come Christmas 2009 William Roache will have been pretending to be the same made-up person continuously for forty-nine years. That’s just not normal. Can there be anything of William Roache left inside there, cowering beneath the façade? And what if I die before Ken Barlow dies? Would that make Ken more real than I ever was? Are we all a figment of Ken Barlow’s imagination? Is he in fact watching us, in some strange corduroy inversion of The Truman Show?


Deirdre is watching us, of that we can all be sure. Those glasses have to have some extra purpose. Okay, so she’s lately traded her famous Hubble Space Telescopes in for some Sarah Palins, but I bet Blanche lets her have a lend of her mighty resin frames between takes, just so that Anne Kirkbride can stare deep into our souls and find us wanting. I could watch the three of them as a micro-soap all by themselves: Ken all concern and bluster; Deirdre ever cynical and salacious; Blanche increasingly crazed and merciless. The period after Tracy was banged up for murder was electrifying, with Ken and Deirdre caught in a spiral of recriminations and anger, and Blanche goading them on like some lugubrious imp. How disappointing to cut away to squeaky Ashley and moon-faced Claire when we could be watching three of the best actors on TV throwing their familiar old characters around in the acting equivalent of banger racing.


Coronation Street’s strength has always been its ability to retain its cast. Sure, it messes up occasionally, losing an Anne Reid here or a Thelma Barlow there, but compared to the revolving door between Albert Square and whatever doomed musical is on in the West End that week, Corrie has maintained a core of long-running characters for decades: Ken and Deirdre Barlow. Jack Duckworth. Gail Platt. Blanche Hunt. Norris Cole. Audrey Roberts. Sally and Kevin Webster. Rita Sullivan. Betty Turpin. Emily Bishop. Given their stranglehold, it’s almost impossible for new characters to make a mark, so it’s brilliant seeing new people succeed. Becky Grainger, wonderfully played by Katherine Kelly, was such a slow burn that she was still to be seen in a former life in the ad breaks promoting cheese as her character slowly matured. Similarly, young David Platt has breathed new life into the rather moribund Gail and Audrey with a performance that sits somewhere between the Arctic Monkeys and Davros (Chavros, if you will).


If I find the idea of a fictional character walking around for longer than I’ve been alive a little odd (which it is, frankly; I’m not letting that one go), imagine moving into a soap set. Last autumn Brookside Close was sold at auction: the thirteen houses bought by Mersey Television in 1982 to house Phil Redmond’s vision of suburban hell had been empty since the show’s demise in 2003. Fancy moving into Brookside. Would you choose number five, blown up by a religious cult? Number seven, home of the siege? Number nine, scene of Laura’s fatal electrocution? Number ten, with that patio. You’d feel like the new pre-packed soap family we’ve all seen arrive, misfire and leave without even a decent affair or a hastily introduced secret life. If it was down to me Brookside Close would be covered in an Eden Project-type dome and kept as a museum of the eighties, where everyone’s either a lesbian, a murderer or a drug addict. But why stop there? The rent in Albion Market is more than reasonable, I hear. A ranch-style house in Knots Landing is the perfect location for anyone wishing to make glossy poolside pornos. And a timeshare in Los Barcos is probably a bargain. I bet Marcooth’s villa is a snip, if a little lacking in atmosphere.








The Bitter End – Jim Shelley


How do I hate EE, let me count the ways. Answer: 8.7 million (approximately) – one for every viewer that watches it, making EastEnders (still) the most popular programme on British TV. Let’s start, appropriately, with the most common – the ones that make me scream. Some of EastEnders’ flaws are glaring, so embedded in the fabric of the show, they are well-known. Not that this makes them any better. In many ways, it makes them worse. No one on the show seems to be interested in addressing them.


The ethnic mix of characters in EastEnders is shocking. Always has been, always will presumably. Albert Square is so white, so patriotic and parochial, it’s like watching a Party Political Broadcast by the British National Party.


Each year, the residents doggedly celebrate St George’s Day. They set up a five-a-side team in memory of the ’66 World Cup (which duly disappears after a week). They gather round the piano to re-create the spirit of the blackouts (not the kind Phil Mitchell has when he hits the vodka, the ones during the Blitz). Characters like Peggy Mitchell, Charlie Slater and Ian Beale are forever reminiscing about ‘The Old Days’ – when you could leave your back door open and the local bobby knew everyone’s names (not surprising given that half the people in Albert Square are a bit dodgy, a bit moody, or as the rest of us call it, criminals). Chinese, Asian, or Caribbean families are still regarded as exotic (i.e. foreign), and come along as often as an eclipse. As for the idea of characters from as far away as Africa or the Middle East (or France), they are unimaginable. It’s only London after all; the multi-cultural kaleidoscope that is the East End.


When they are allowed in, ethnic minorities have to stick rigidly to their stereotypes. Patrick Trueman is forever drinking rum and dancing round his living room to reggae, greeting everyone with the ostentatious cry of ‘Yeh, mon!’ The Masood family ran the Post Office and then moved on to selling curry from a market stall. Their children were (obviously) smart, decent and studious – unlike all the white, English residents who are, almost without exception, loud-mouthed, vulgar and thick. Anyone not born and bred in Albert Square or London is treated with extreme suspicion, especially if they’re from the North. Jason Dyer was a hard-line football hooligan, a professional, violent thief, and a thug. Bianca’s jailbird boyfriend Whispering Tony King is a paedophile. Even these are at a premium. Over twenty-three years, characters from Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland have been virtually non-existent. Like I said, it’s only London.


The notion of Walford’s residents travelling to cities in Britain like Liverpool, Bristol, or Edinburgh would be on a par with them paddling up the Amazon. In Coronation Street, even über-chavs Les and Cilla Battersby have made it to South Africa. The consternation with which Ricky Butcher reacted to the news his dad was moving to Manchester (‘Manchester!?!’) was recently repeated when Lucas told Chelsea he was going to Leeds (‘Leeds?!?!’) – as if he was re-locating to Mars. But then in EastEnders, even the rest of London is never mentioned. Suggesting the residents might go to any of its famous parks, museums or landmarks would, obviously, be madness, but they don’t even know anyone who lives in another part of town (or Britain). Middle-aged women like Ronnie Mitchell, Suzy or Tanya Branning don’t have any friends who don’t live on the square. The first two don’t have any who do.


Virtually everyone except Max works in the market or on the Square – and what Max does for a living has never really been made clear beyond the fact that it allows him to splash his cash around and generally act flash. It’s no wonder even the young characters treat going ‘up West’ as an act of extraordinary daring and decadence.


The producers still make great claims for the show’s realism, not least when they crow-bar in storylines about issues such as bullying, knife crime or grooming. But whilst life in EastEnders is certainly humdrum (i.e., tedious), the outside world is a mystery. Barack Obama may bring peace to the Middle East before he gets a mention at the Slaters’ kitchen table. They talk more about Bobby Moore than they do about Ronaldo in the Vic. They don’t even watch The X-Factor or Coronation Street. Perhaps it’s not surprising. Far from being your everyday, average group of families as they’re supposed to be, the EastEnders are a peculiar bunch. Most of them haven’t got a washing machine – forcing them to do all their dirty laundry (figuratively and literally) at Dot’s launderette. When they want a cup of tea or coffee, they pay for it in Ian’s grotty caff when they could just have one at home.


It’s the minor gripes like these that make EastEnders so infuriating: Why, when anyone storms off or does a runner, do they always end up at the swings? Why do the local hard men (from Dirty Den to Mad Max) walk around at home in suits and shoes as if they were the Krays, declaring their villainy by drinking scotch? In what way were we meant to believe that Stacey, the most savvy girl on the Square, would even go out with Bradley let alone marry him, let alone have a long, miserable affair with his father, Max? How do they afford these huge houses? Relatives, young and old alike, all live together in these Tardis-like houses as if serving a life sentence. Phil, for example, a man who despite being thick as shit owns several businesses, until recently lived with his mum in the pub – hardly ideal for an alcoholic.


Even when characters like Bradley and Stacey or Roxy and Sean get married, they hardly ever move out and when they do it’s usually to somewhere that magically becomes available on the Square. The only thing that ever happens is the arrival of a long-lost relative turning up at the door – invariably someone who’s never mentioned before. And we’re not talking granddaughters or cousins, it’s usually bruvvers, muvvers, wives. Conversely, as soon as someone leaves, they are hardly ever referred to (or telephoned by) their remaining friends or family again.


These relatives will always be bad news – for a while. If they stay (like Jay, Jane Beale’s brother Christian or Chelsea’s father Lucas), they will eventually undergo total character transformation and be re-invented as All Right. But then character in EastEnders is a relative concept and fleeting. Petty criminals are harmless while the hardened variety (Phil Mitchell, Max Branning, Jason Dyer) are not really Bad at all – even when they’re wielding shooters, doing dodgy deals, or beating people up with snooker cues. They have hearts of gold and they love their kids.


It’s so laughable, it should be funny – not that you’ll see anyone smile. One thing that has never changed about Walford. It’s the most miserable place on TV.








Plain Jane Superbrain: When You’re Hot, You’re Not – James Donaghy


Slap bang in the golden age of Neighbours, a contemporary of Jason and Kylie, Des Clarke and Mike the mechanic, was Jane Harris, the most beautiful girl on television. Only no one told her she was the most beautiful girl on television because, well, that just wasn’t what Neighbours had planned for her. For she was the ugly duckling who wasn’t, the beauty that dare not speak her name and victim of the world’s most redundant makeover.


Shipped off to grandmother Nell Mangel by her glamorous but cruel mother, Jane arrived at Erinsborough High with the unmistakable look of a lifelong victim. ‘Do you know how many nicknames I’ve got?’ she wailed. ‘Heaps.’ Damn straight. And none of them were flattering. Because Jane was Plain Jane Superbrain: the daggy, dorky, walking embodiment of how not to get down.


Neighbours needed to turn the nineteen-year-old goddess Annie Jones into an unattractive sixteen-year-old schoolgirl and the unique production values on which the show made its name were brought to bear on the project. Employing a bold minimalist approach they tied her hair back, stuck in some awkwardly placed hair grips and put her in large glasses.


Unfortunately, this just had the effect of making her even hotter than before. A thousand male fantasies were born as the palpably stunning Jones walked among schoolchildren looking like a fancy dress secretary. So we had the bizarre spectacle of every boy in the school dismissing the supermodel in their presence as the dowdy geek queen of frump. ‘Plain Jane Superbrain?? Don’t make me SPEW! She’s such a dag, mate! Who would want to pash with that?’ Who indeed.


But the night of Plain Jane’s unveiling was fast approaching. It was Prom night at Erinsborough High and Jane had managed to spawn a date with long-time crush Mike Young (Guy Pearce). Mike really saw Jane as more of a friend what with her not being sexually attractive (this bears repeating) so it was time for those two magicians of makeover Helen Daniels and Daphne the Stripper to go to town on the hideous Superbrain freak that was Jane Harris. As Helen Daniels presented the tarted-up prom queen in the Robinsons’ living room, a slack-jawed Mike drooled like a retard at the vision of loveliness he had never fully noticed.


After that there was no stopping the no-longer-Plain Jane. She proceeded to date Mike for the next two years before he cheated on her and became Felicia Jollygoodfellow in Priscilla: Queen of the Desert, leaving Jane broken-hearted but wiser for the experience. There came further affirmation of her beauty when she was asked to become the first ‘Lassiter’s Girl’, a modelling assignment where she would be the face of Erinsborough’s weird faceless hotel complex that seemed to employ everyone at some point or other.


There was a strange coda to the Plain Jane saga. Her glamorous mother Amanda returned to Erinsborough and was so appalled that the daughter she raised as Plain Jane was now even hotter than her she immediately stripped her of her make-up, tied her hair back and forced those secretary glasses back on her. Don’t call it a comeback but Plain Jane was back in effect. And yes, she was even sexier than before.


Jane’s mum torment was not to last though as Amanda revealed she was on the run from the Feds on an insurance fraud rap and was just using Erinsborough as a hideout. The reverse makeover was all part of an elaborate cover story. Disgusted, Jane put her make-up back on and guess what? She was still hot. That’s what happens with sexually attractive women. They are pretty much always hot.


Jane would finally find true love with Des Clarke. But being Neighbours, it could never last. Their engagement ended when Jane decided that nursing Nell Mangel back to health after a heart attack in England was a better bet than spending the rest of her life with the three-time loser Des. It was with a heavy heart that we bade farewell to Jane Harris. Her three years foxing around Erinsborough looking like Greta Scacchi will not be forgotten. Through her, we learnt the perils of gilding the lily, just how cruel schoolchildren can be and exactly how far detached from reality Neighbours liked to operate. We wouldn’t have it any other way.








Ten Reasons to Love Dallas – Adrian Riches


The 1980s gave rise to a swathe of hit US prime-time soap operas that followed the lives of wealthy families and the big business that had helped make them rich. Amongst the most successful of these soaps were the high-camp Dynasty starring Joan Collins as super-bitch Alexis, Falcon Crest, which swapped oil for grapes, and Knots Landing, which followed the lives of four married couples in a Californian cul-de-sac. Dynasty may have given us that famous catfight between Alexis and Krystle and spawned insane spin-off series The Colbys with its incredible UFO storyline, but it’s the less glamorous Dallas with the homely Miss Ellie and Southfork’s kidney-shaped swimming pool that wins my vote. Here are ten reasons why …


The Opening Titles


With a title sequence that owed more to cinema than television, viewers were treated to panoramic views of downtown Dallas before the cast was revealed in alphabetical order via a sequence of cheesy montage triptychs. From the moment I first heard the big brass sound of the theme tune I was hooked. Comparing these impressive opening credits with those from the UK’s biggest soap at the time that featured the rooftops of a dreary Manchester suburb followed by a quick glimpse of a rain-soaked cat, it’s no wonder that TV audiences stared on agog at the overwhelming glamour. This title sequence had it all – it had cattle, it had oil, it had a shirtless Patrick Duffy and oh, a combine harvester thingy.





Sue Ellen Ewing


Played by Linda Gray and married twice to the series bad guy, the unscrupulous J. R. Ewing, former beauty queen Sue Ellen was a drunk and an unfit mother. Frequently packed off to the Fort Worth sanitarium, Sue Ellen would emerge, glass of bourbon in hand, with another plot to get back at the scheming J. R. When not drunk, under sedation or nipping down the shops to buy a baby she managed a string of affairs, but sadly none lasted longer than a bottle of cooking sherry for poor old Sue Ellen. Texas is a big state, which is just as well as no other soap could have provided enough room for her shoulder pads, never mind her hair. Inspiration for drag queens the world over, Sue Ellen was more Southend than Southfork, but at least she managed to make driving whilst drunk look glamorous.


Dodgy M & A Activity


There were no drawn-out negotiations or endless meetings with investment bankers for the oil tycoons of Dallas. Complex mergers and acquisitions were conducted in a single episode with companies changing hands quicker than a grubby fiver at the fairground. This is best demonstrated in episode 109, Aftermath, when Rebecca buys an oil company for character Cliff Barnes with the ease with which one would buy a toaster from Argos. Papers were drawn up (usually containing some dubious clause in the small print), signed by all parties and by midday it would be possible to take control of 51 per cent of Ewing Oil only to have sold it back to Westar by teatime.





Sly Lovegren


There was something more than a bit naughty about Sly. Definitely popular with dads that watched the show, she became the best known of J. R.’s secretaries. Not happy with forty wpm, a Pret sandwich and some note-taking, Sly was a trusted confidante of J. R., at least when she wasn’t spying on him for his bitter rival Cliff Barnes. She once temporarily headed up Ewing Oil before spending remaining episodes seated outside J. R.’s office wrestling with a typewriter cover. Her only respite was provided by attempts to fend off the occasional unwelcome visitor by shouting ‘You can’t go in there’ whilst running for J. R.’s office door in five-inch patent heels. Sly also managed to get her boss locked up in the loony bin, which is probably not the best way to guarantee your Christmas bonus.


The Oil Barons’ Ball


Providing us mere mortals with a glimpse into another more glamorous world, albeit one with oil rig-shaped ice sculptures, no episode of Dallas was complete without at least one mention of the Oil Barons’ Ball. The main event in the soap’s calendar except maybe for the Southfork barbeque, the ball provided the backdrop for some of the show’s biggest dramas. The best being a huge fistfight between the Barnes and Ewing families in which J. R. throws a plate of food over Cliff Barnes who then bites J. R. The scene later provided a classic piece of dialogue when back at the ranch Sue Ellen asks J. R. ‘How did he bite you?’ to which J. R. replies, ‘With his teeth.’





Pam Gets a Shock in the Shower


In one of the most mind-boggling storylines of all time Bobby Ewing played by Patrick Duffy returned to Dallas after being killed off at the end of the seventh season. Pam awakes on the morning after her wedding to some bloke called Mark only to find that he has disappeared. Pam wanders into the bathroom and a naked Bobby Ewing greets her as she reaches into the shower for the Head & Shoulders. Viewers were left wondering if Bobby Ewing had returned from the dead or if Duffy had reprised his role as The Man from Atlantis and stumbled into the shower whilst presumably looking for the sea. The whole mystery is solved (sort of) when it’s revealed that Pam has simply woken up and it was all a dream. However, the question that most viewers were asking at the end of this implausible season-long dream sequence was why did Pam go to sleep with short hair and wake up with really long hair?


Lucy Ewing


Blonde, rich and with nothing better to do, Lucy (played by Charlene Tilton) charged about our screens in her silver Porsche earning herself the nickname ‘The Poison Dwarf’. Ridden more times than a prize bull at the county rodeo and not exactly lucky in love, she managed to shag a chap who turns out to be her uncle before embarking on flings with the only gay man in Texas and numerous two-timing con men. Lucy’s subsequent kidnap, rape, abortion and divorce pale into insignificance when compared to the true horror that was her big taffeta party frocks. A character so annoying that even her fiancée avoided her – preferring instead to remain in a coma.





The Krebbs


Despite being wealthy, Ray and Donna Krebbs lived in a house they’d built themselves at the bottom of J. R.’s garden. Somewhat reminiscent of a favourite auntie and uncle – you could be forgiven for thinking these characters had accidentally wound up in the wrong soap altogether. Donna always had more than a whiff of the Cheryl Baker about her, but despite never quite fitting in, she and her doting husband, dumb ole cowboy Ray, showed us a gentler side to Dallas life. At least that is until Ray pulled the plug on Mickey’s life support and Donna’s career success drove a wedge between the soap’s nicest couple.


Who’s Playing Miss Ellie This Week?


Lovable matriarch Eleanor ‘Miss Ellie’ Ewing was originally played by Hollywood star Barbara Bel Geddes, but in March 1983, Bel Geddes underwent a heart operation and missed filming for part of the season. Miss Ellie was temporarily written out and the next year, Bel Geddes stepped down from the role, but, bizarrely, rather than kill off the character, the soap’s producers replaced Bel Geddes with actress Donna Reed. Later, with the show’s ratings in steady decline, the producers reached an agreement with Bel Geddes and brought her back for the 1985–86 season leaving everybody confused, not least of all Bel Geddes, who appeared as though she’d wandered on to the set from a neighbouring old people’s home.


Who Shot J. R.?


It was the cliffhanger that would go on to become the biggest water-cooler moment of the 1980s and guarantee huge worldwide audiences for the next season of the soap. It seemed as though just about everybody was speculating about who pulled the trigger and the storyline even made television news in the UK. Sue Ellen was framed for the attempted murder but it turned out that she couldn’t have done it as she was probably in the sanitarium and eventually J. R.’s would-be assassin was revealed to be Kristen Shepard, his sister-in-law and mistress. With TV’s biggest whodunit now solved audiences were once again able to get on with their lives and wonder what to do with their ‘I shot J. R.’ T-shirts.








Get Me Jim-From-Neighbours’ Agent! – Alex Young


The Neighbours cast has produced many noteworthy cultural icons. Where would pop be without Minogue, Donovan, Imbruglia, Vallance, McLachlan and, erm, Dennis? On the acting front, even the male least likely to graduate to the multiplex (no, not Bouncer, I’m talking Guy Pearce) has gone on to respected international film fame. But there is one ex-Neighbours star who’s beaten them all, nearing the legendary ‘six degrees’ status of Kevin Bacon.


Yes, I speak of Jim-from-Neighbours. Actor Alan Dale has somehow contrived to be in nearly all of the water-cooler telly series of the past decade. Before we run down The Top Ten of Jim-from-Neighbours there are two questions to be asked: 1) Who exactly is his agent? Any of the current casts of EastEnders, Emmerdale and Corrie should get them on the phone and beg to be represented by them. And 2) Is it wrong that every time I see Alan Dale in anything, I still think, Ooh, hasn’t Jim-from-Neighbours done well? Anyway, as Davina would say, Jim-from-Neighbours, here are your best bits:


Neighbours


A show stalwart for eight years; the nation mourned when Jim keeled over and had a fatal heart attack.


Lost


Jim appeared as powerful businessman Charles Widmore who decided penniless ex-monk Desmond really wasn’t good enough to marry his daughter, leading to an ill-advised  solo round-the-world trip by Desmond to try and prove his worth and much demented button-pressing on the mysterious Lost island.


24


Jim snagged a prestigious role as VP Jim Prescott, who in a major play for power votes to remove the President (David Palmer – the man whom Barack Obama has totally based his career on) ‘temporarily’ using the Twenty-fifth Amendment, whatever that is.


Ugly Betty


Jim portrayed another powerful businessman, Bradford Meade. You may be noticing a pattern emerging here, but then Jim does rock a suit and has a voice that drips gravitas. Bradford is quite the ladies’ man, and gets lured into marrying gold-digging überbitch Wilhelmina Slater. Perhaps realising his potential error, he keels over and has a heart attack in the middle of the ceremony. This is becoming another signature Jim-from-Neighbours move.


The West Wing


Still in the Cabinet, but showing his versatility this time as Secretary of Commerce Mitch Bryce, Jim gets to ably support another heroically idealised liberal US President, Jed Bartlet.


The OC


This could be the ultimate Jim-from-Neighbours role, as grumpy business-and-ladies’ man Caleb Nichol. In the noughties version of Beverly Hills 90210 – or, at least it was until they resurrected the original – Jim again demonstrates that a) he’s not good at choosing a decent, unselfish, totally-doesn’t-care-about-the-money wife and b) he can do a dicky ticker. Narrowly escaping being poisoned by his cash-craving spouse Jim thwarts her and makes his exit courtesy of a fatal heart attack instead. It’s going to be ironic if poor Alan ends up hit by a bus one of these days.


The X-Files


In a shock change from playing businessmen with grasping wives, Jim gets a three-episode gig as FBI agent ‘Toothpick Man’ in the final series. I’m not entirely convinced his character’s nickname is as natty as the iconic Cigarette Smoking Man that he was created to replace. It lacks a certain ‘hanging around in dark corners looking mysterious’ élan. Despite, or for you conspiracy theorists out there, because of the fact that he was actually an alien, Toothpick Man managed to get access to the President (seen in a deleted scene), but it remains unclear what cabinet position Jim was aiming for at the time.


Torchwood


Jim once again displays his facility for being not-all-he-seems-at-first-sight as Professor Aaron Copley, Director of ‘medical centre’ The Pharm. Surely any institution that appears to be a trendy-sounding abbreviation of Damien Hirst’s deeply awful nineties restaurant The Pharmacy must be engaged in nefarious deeds? Sure enough, the Prof is indeed up to no good, and ends up shot in the head by Captain Jack. But not before taking out the supernaturally pale and waxen-looking Owen.





Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull


A rare big screen outing for Jim. Manfully attired in uniform rather than his customary suits, Jim defends Indiana Jones against two FBI agents – those guys again, they just can’t be trusted – as General Ross. Poor Indy has enough on his plate, having been nuked and blasted halfway across the desert in a fridge. Get the Feds off his case, Jim!


Heroes


Jim is revealed to be the CEO of the dastardly Company, who’ve been hell-bent on trapping, imprisoning and experimenting on the chosen few while also providing many foreign work jollies for horn-rimmed hunk Noah Bennet. After revealing his own power – he can mend hearts – Jim suddenly keels over, felled by the only heart he cannot heal: his own. The irony! Well, okay, I’ve made this one up, but as Jim’s clearly somewhat of a cult legend, I’m holding this spot until Tim Kring decides he needs a superhuman of a certain age to add to his cast. God knows, with America’s chronic obesity levels, Jim’s would be the most potentially useful power any of them have exhibited thus far …








The Evil Hug Face – Mark Connorton


There are many skills necessary to be a good soap opera actor: you have to be able to pull a melodramatic face and then hold it for slightly too long while you wait for the closing theme music to kick in; you have to be able to cry and act drunk without making people want to point and laugh at you (though this is apparently optional for some people – I’m looking at you, Phil of EastEnders); and you have to be prepared for your character’s personality to change radically in an instant, when you’re required to suddenly turn gay for plot purposes, or to have a week-long booze-’n’-drugs downwards-shame-spiral. Most important of all, you have to master the Evil Hug Face.


Everyone knows what the Evil Hug Face is – it’s when a no-good cheatin’ spouse tells the cheatee that they love them and will always be there for them. They affectionately embrace, but then – gasp! – the cheatin’ spouse makes a spiteful face over the oblivious spouse’s shoulder, just in case anyone forgot what happened five minutes ago and needs to be reminded they are Up To No Good. It’s slightly more subtle than the actor mouthing ‘I’m lying, LOL!!!’ and winking to the camera, but only just.


My favourite practitioner of the Evil Hug Face has to be Janine ‘Juhneen’ Butcher, EastEnders’ most awesome bitch. Juhneen had a troubled and difficult childhood: she was brought up by such leathery horrors as Mike Reid, Babs Windsor and Pam St Clement; she kept disappearing for years on end for no good reason; and once she even mysteriously transformed into a swarthy Greek girl. When she returned as an adult (played by Charlie Brookes) she had some fantastic plotlines (including the bit where she became hooked on coke, went on the game, and had to endure punter Ian Beale ‘calling the shots’ in some grisly bedroom scenario), but her height of awesomeness was when she seduced sad sack Barry Evans by holding a carton of curry up to his letter box and wafting vindaloo fumes into his hall.


For the next year or so, as Juhneen milked love-struck fool Barry for everything he owned, it was a non-stop cavalcade of Evil Hug Faces (combined with slight variations, such as the ‘Ambivalent Hug Face’ and the ‘Actually I Feel A Bit Guilty Hug Face’). Whatever crucial plot point Juhneen had to convey through the medium of hugging and gurning, she nailed it; right up to the point when Barry tripped and fell down a hillside and Juhneen sat and watched him die while filing her nails (‘If only he’d worn slip-on shoes,’ she later cooed, upon returning from her honeymoon with the groom in a small urn). By the time she left the show, Charlie Brookes was so entranced by Juhneen’s evilness that she ended every scene or garnished every hug with a random devious expression, whether or not the plot demanded it.


Other ’Enders bad girls haven’t really made the grade in the EHF stakes: Ian’s Midwich Cuckoo daughter Lucy rarely bothers to hide her loathing and contempt for the pathetic earthlings she is trapped with, and sour-faced puffa jacket enthusiast Stacey has disappointingly turned out to have a heart of gold. Even when she was knobbing her fiancé’s dad, she seemed to be more depressed than evil (which isn’t surprising, as most of the knobbing took place in the gents’ toilets in the Queen Vic). These days, if you want to see quality EHF action, you have to turn to cartoonish US drama series like Desperate Housewives or Ugly Betty, where camp old dames like Vanessa Williams and Nicolette Sheridan seem to spend half their screen time pouting smoulderingly over their co-stars’ shoulders.


In the olden days, playwrights would give each main character a dull sidekick to discuss the plot with, or would have characters poncing round delivering soliloquies about what they were really thinking, but no one has time for that now (unless EastEnders is trying to be especially daring and has Dot Cotton delivering a thirty-minute Beckettian monologue about the absence of God over a nice cup of tea). These days, TV writers usually have to assume that viewers are kind of thick, so they can only get across a character’s emotional states through the medium of really unsubtle acting.


Although it is incredibly cheesy, there is something pleasurable about spotting an EHF, just as there is with spotting other well-worn clichés – the fruit cart knocked over in a car chase, or the patient in a medical drama whose problems uncannily reflect the lives of the staff treating her. Despite its corniness and overuse, the EHF can sometimes work in a non-laughable fashion given the right actor and script. Don Draper, the studly protagonist of sixties-set advertising drama Mad Men, has been known to pull the odd EHF while embracing his Grace-Kelly-ish wife (and he has a lot to pull faces about, what with his two mistresses, fake identity and the fifteen tons of hair pomade plastered to his scalp), but Jon Hamm is such a subtle and restrained actor that it’s more like a slight tightening of the eyebrows than a full-on EHF. It seems that as long as TV characters continue to lie to their loved ones, the EHF will be with us, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. Embrace this proud dramatic tradition – and be sure to make a malicious face while you’re doing it.
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