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Praise for A.A. Gill


‘Gill is a delightful, funny polemicist. His prose floats like a butterfly and stings like a bee and, just when you least expect it, lands a deft and lethal blow beneath the belt’


Sunday Times


‘What sets Gill apart from the upper middle­class politically incorrect pontificators is that he’s interested in people (even if he doesn’t always like them) and writes in a clear, economical, puissant style’


The List


‘At his best, Gill shows how real insight into a culture can be gleaned from the manner in which its food is produced, distri­buted, prepared and consumed’


New Statesman


‘Certainly a book that whets the appetite and an ideal Christ­mas present for the foodie in your life’


Dublin Evening Herald


‘His reporting, within the space of a few sentences, can be honest, romantic, awestruck, damning, hilarious but, import­antly, never sentimental or patronising’


Time Out


‘He entertains like a vicious game show’


Glasgow Herald


‘It annoys,arouses feelings and forces one to confront received opinions. Whether one sides with it or not, one can admire the zest of the writing and applaud its splendid lack of politi­cal correctness’ Beryl Bainbridge,


Mail on Sunday
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Introduction


I’m writing this from a hospital bed. It’s the first time since I was born that I’ve been a patient in a hospital. I’m going to have a small operation of convenience. I’m not nervous. I’m rather excited. I’ve been lying here for a bit wondering why I’m not more frightened. I’m not in pain and my life is not remotely threatened, but still, I have to undergo a general anaesthetic, sharp invasive tools will be plunged into my innards; it’s not wholly without risk. But in truth, I have this keen sense of anticipation. I don’t want to miss anything, and I know why. It’s nothing to do with medicine, it’s because of the telly. I’ve never been in a hospital bed before but I know loads about hospital beds. I know how to behave, I know what’s expected of me, because I’ve seen it on television.


This is a hospital room. It is also a set. The nurses and porters and doctors all fit neatly into my personal narrative. They have also seen a lot of hospital on television and have learned their lines. We all do little scenes from Emergency-Ward 10, Dr Finlay, Grey’s Anatomy and Carry On Matron. I know my role as a patient because I’ve seen so many patients. Nothing since the discovery of antisepsis and the two-tone siren has done so much for the practice of medicine as the television has. In fact, there is a television in the room with me now. It’s an essential bit of hospital kit. Actually, there are two televisions; one has Casualty on, the other one has me. I’m attached to it; it’s broadcasting my heartbeat. I’m a television station – not very interesting in itself, a bit of a plot cliché, the screw of dramatic tension. We all know what to expect from the disembodied line hiccuping across the screen. How often has this TV been used on the other TV as a denouement to tie up loose plot? I’ve always thought there should be an award for animating objects on TV, the familiar character props of drama…And the nominations are…the bedside alarm clock, the missed phone, the rearview mirror. So, here I am, watching my heartbeat on television, confident that I’m in the hands of people who are all word perfect, who have been cast to fulfil their stereotypical callings. And most importantly – there must be pathos in hospital dramas – I know that statistically I’m unlikely to have the sheet pulled over my head, mainly because I don’t have a backstory and no one in here loves me. Hospitals on television are the homes of happy endings and that is one of television’s greatest gifts. To give the audience a constant stream of happy-ever-afters. In fact, that may be the greatest gift of all civilisation. Fade to black.


It’s not just hospitals and policemen that television has manipulated. It’s everything. No piece of human exchange, no corner of the possible world, hasn’t passed through the periscope in the parlour. It never ceases to amaze me how many people still come up to me and say, ‘I don’t know how you manage it. I don’t know how you do that for a living. Staring at that godawful box. There’s absolutely nothing on.’ I could have called this collection A Life with Nothing On. A sneering out-of-hand dismissal of television is the one cultural prejudice that can still be delivered without inverted commas. The intellectual orthodoxy that forbids the watching of TV has remained remarkable consistent since it was black and white and 405 lines. It states that by its very nature television is stupid, vain, coarse, small-minded and embarrassing. It diminishes the great and elevates the negligible. It makes the clever look fools and fools appear clever. It leaves nothing of value behind it, only a general sense of thwarted aspiration and fearful insecurity. At best, it’s a stickily sentimental pacifier for the masses, and at its worst the adulterator of art, the bad culture that drives out good and poisons the springs of originality and inspiration, reducing everything to grinning, shrieking gratification. It’ll also ruin your eyes, posture and table manners. This is the embroidered homily, the embossed litany and brailled health warning of the middle-browed, the badge of belonging and the catechism of the hardback intellectual. That includes a great many of the people who make, commission and appear on television, and like most tenets that are universally held by people who should know better, it’s arrant and utter cretinism, a fearful cry from those who think there’s already quite enough civilisation to be going on with, and couldn’t we please have a moratorium or at least a breather while the slowest children catch up?


If it’s any consolation, this is precisely what they said about the novel. It’s the medium they dislike. They hated printing, and oil paint, and pianos, and opera, and atonality and recording on wax cylinders and on iPods, and organs in church. They waved their hands in horror at photography, cinema, colour, folk, skiffle, jazz, rock, pop and rap. And now, of course, at computer games. We know only two things with absolute certainty about the rise and fall of civilisations. First, that they can only move one way, and second that the people who claim to be their staunchest defenders always want to stop them in their tracks. Saying there’s nothing worth watching on television is like saying there’s nothing worth watching on Western civilisation.


I am the same age as television. Mass broadcasting kicked off with the Coronation in 1953. It was the first television event that stimulated the purchase of television sets. It nearly didn’t happen (not the Coronation, sadly, the broadcast). The prelates were against it. This was a church service. Men might watch it in pubs. Possibly with their ‘clorth ceps’ on. But the BBC made some tasteful promises and as Elizabeth was crowned, so was the telly. In the same year 68 per cent of Americans watched Lucille Ball give birth to a fictional son on I Love Lucy whilst on the same day she had a real son, Desi Arnaz Jr. A weird premonition of reality TV. The BBC produced the first station identity symbol, called the bat’s wings. It’s a spookily authoritarian graphic. In 1954 ITV arrived, and so did I. The BBC began the world’s first regular news broadcast and my father joined the corporation. He went there to do the new course for directors and producers and went on to work for Schools and Arts Programmes which he did for the rest of his life. He’d been in the RAF during the war and he’d been part of the Occupying Forces in Germany. The evisceration of Europe and the inability of the great old Überculture to prevent it posed the most pressing intellectual question for the post-war century. He didn’t take up his place at Guy’s to study medicine; instead, he went to Edinburgh to read philosophy and psychology. For him broadcasting was more than a new medium, it was a new start, a new way of making things better, a vision that was so compelling and accessible and watchable, unencumbered by tradition or heritage, that it would mean that no one would ever again be able to say, ‘I didn’t know, I was never told.’


Television was the way and the means to show everyone to everyone. My dad never lost his belief that the only salvation for humanity would be through culture, or that TV was the defining culture of his age. It’s often said that the BBC was a construct of Lord Reith: traditional, imperialist, with the Victorian attitudes of rectitude and improvement. Reith laid down the BBC’s relationship with the government and its position in the Establishment, and the tone of the wireless. But television, its demeanour, its inquisitiveness, its philosophy and its defining unwritten manifesto was made up by young men like my father, most of whom had been junior officers in the war, most of whom were university educated in the arts which they never ceased to revere, most of whom were Socialist and most of whom fervently believed that whatever we’d been doing before the atomic bomb hadn’t worked, and wouldn’t work again. There had to be a new way to describe the world and what it felt to be part of it, and first go they came up with a medium that had a language which would be effortlessly welcomed and accommodated around the world. It was broad and flexible enough to fit a bewildering variety of forms, formats, genres and conventions that had no hierarchy and no snobbery. I am the first television generation. Everything I know I learned from the box. Every opinion I have is informed by it. I passed no exams, I have no degrees, and when the Sunday Times asked me if I’d like to do the television column, I grabbed it with both hands. Everything that is anything happens on television. If you’re not watching, you’re not part of it. I’ve switched on the box pretty much every day for fifty years and each time I’m impatient with anticipation. There is a twinge of excitement.










FICTIONS










Cops


Prime Suspect


When I got this job, they said, what do you think you need to be a good, insightful, even-handed, tough but fair television critic? Oh, passion, I said. Passion and commitment, insight and love, and a lively interest in popular culture. A working knowledge of the history of the medium, a pretty shabby social life and a sofa.


If they asked me now, I would say the first requirement was a bottomless bucket of facile things to say about policemen. Review television and you will meet more policemen than the Krays. By the time you get to your thousandth bending the rules, trouble at home, sex in the office, prematurely balding, cynical but sentimental, go-go-go merchant, you really start earning your wages. What else is there to say about policemen? ‘Hold on, Alpha Alpha Garbo, I am just checking. The answer is negative, over.’ There is nothing. Not a single original amusing thing left to add to the long march of coppers, and that is because there is not a single amusing, new or original thing being made about them on television.


We’ve done comedy cops, realistic cops, social philosophy cops, parody cops; we’ve done parody of parody cops. But policemen stopped being individual in about 1982. Since then, it has been like watching classical kabuki. The sets are the same, the costumes are the same, the dialogue is the same, and there are only three plots. It is comparing like with like and giving marks for handbrake turns. There is only one thing left that can deal with policemen: allegory. I am going to finish this once and for all, in a metaphorical sense of course. No more Mr Simile Guy.


Prime Suspect (ITV) last week was the fifth Prime Suspect. Five. They’ve done this story five times. The cast changes, the crime varies slightly, but the story is just the same. Allegorically, Prime Suspect is not about a leathery senior policewoman fighting misogyny, her own sexuality and obsessive tunnel-visioned ambition. It is really about a leathery prime minister fighting misogyny, her own sexuality and excessive tunnel-visioned ambition. It is the biography of Margaret Thatcher. Helen Mirren is Margaret Thatcher. Prime suspect, prime minister, geddit?


The first Prime Suspect was so successful because we were living in the middle of the Thatcher years. Nobody had ever made a drama that explained why we both loathed but were entranced by this dictatorial, barmy, sexually radiant woman. All the political satirists went head-to-head with her, threw cartoon ridicule, hurled insults at her and went down like plastic Belgranos in her wake. The name-calling and mud-slinging made her more mysterious and enigmatic, added to the sense of Thatcher as unstoppable force of nature. Only a silver ballot would do it.


Prime Suspect used the allegory of a police station – what better for the Thatcher Cabinet? And a Britain populated with child abusers, prostitutes and deviants – how very much like Thatcher’s view of us. Mirren got closer to explaining what Thatcherism really was than a decade of Newsnights and Spitting Images. And when she got her kit off, there was that same creepy-crawly horror that you would feel if Hello! printed photographs of Margaret having her toes sucked by David Mellor.


Now, five series and one-and-a-half administrations later, the Thatcher years have an uncomfortable poignancy. Prime Suspect has followed the Iron Lady into a peripheral dark limbo – for the sake of allegory, appropriately called Manchester. Mirren, like Thatcher, has lost it. She is a shadow of her former self, she has gone off like a Catherine wheel that spun off its nail. It was a sad end to the longest-serving policewoman this century. Next week, class, we are doing Pets Win Prizes, the allegorical dissection of John Major and which giant centipede will make it over the obstacles to join the ERM.


James Nesbitt is wonderfully watchable: a sort of potato-faced, balding George Clooney. But not in a million years do I believe in him as an Al Pacino-style undercover detective with a borderline psychosis and a merry wit. Indeed, we were told he had had to choose to have his little daughter executed by the IRA, and we said: ‘Get away.’ We might swallow that sort of monstrous Wagnerian background for Edward Woodward, or even John Thaw, but not cuddly little James. He can’t do haunted and he can’t do tough. And, sadly, every policeman has to get tough at some point. Nesbitt manages to look like he’s threatening a fridge for letting the milk go off. If he touches a gun, it instantly becomes a water pistol. If he ever has to handcuff anyone, it’ll look like chaining a bike to the railings, and probably a bike with stabilisers.


Poirot


Like Fisherman’s Friend, there ought to be a cough lozenge called the Detective’s Friend. It would be sweet with a bitter aftertaste. It should salve, but it would never de-solve. The Detective’s Friend always leaves you with a lump in the throat. There is a no more emotionally crippled bunch in all of fiction than the detective’s sidekick – from Watson to Morse’s Sergeant Lewis, from Batman’s Robin to Secret Squirrel’s Mole. The whole point is they never got the point. They’re the last to know.


He has to sit in railway carriages and promenade tearooms and say: ‘Remarkable, but whose was the footprint in the herbaceous border?’ The Detective’s Friend lives a sad tweedy life being patronised from a great height. And, of course, he has to carry the revolver; the detective is never going to risk the nightmare of having to kill someone. There ought to be a support group therapy session for Detective’s Friends. A psychiatrist should say: ‘After breakfast I want you all to meet me in the saloon and sit in a circle and I’ll tell you what’s wrong with you.’ ‘Remarkable, how on earth did you work that out?’ they’d all say in psycho-frantic unison.


The Identikit for the classic Detective’s Friend is that he should be a bachelor of about the same age as his mentor but a slightly lower social standing. And while a detective is light and air, intuition and imagination, the sidekick should be earthbound and stoical. You don’t need to be doing a redbrick deconstruction thesis to work out that the detective and his friend are Yin and Yang, male and female. They actually go together to make up one person. The detective gets all the court cards of character, the friend all the rest in spades and hearts. One of the reasons detective fiction seems populated with cardboard men is because they are all cut in half, and it’s why they have such a strong sense of homosexuality about them. ‘Holmes, there is an evil sense of homoerotica lurking here.’ ‘Yes, Watson, it’s because we’re both in love with the same person: me.’


The saddest of them all is Hastings, Poirot’s better half – his very name redolent of south-coast loneliness, solid white cliffs and English tragedy. David Suchet and Hugh Fraser are both utterly splendid in the television incarnations. Together they make up a complex character that manages to rise above the obsessive period production values. Hastings is such a painfully inept, emotionally vulnerable chap I could hardly bear to watch him in Murder on the Links (ITV). The subplot had him falling in love with a stock femme fatale. It left me gasping in desperate embarrassment. Hastings is out of his depth in a teacup of liquid lust. In the last shot of the film, Poirot pimps the devious girl for his desolate friend and the credits roll on the two proto-lovers kissing on the prom. It was more than I could stand. You just know that Hastings is bound to be a really dreadful kisser. And when you imagine him in bed…I’m afraid I had to put my fingers in my ears and hum tunelessly. So there’s Hastings schoolboyishly snogging, waves crashing, orchestra bowing their strings with vibrato. And we get a cutaway shot of Hercule watching them wistfully with a touch of sadness, and we know who Hastings should really be clasping in his manly arms. The crime that dare not speak his name. The one mystery Poirot will never uncover. ‘’Astings, I want you to come to my bedroom. I will reveal all.’


The plot was the usual convoluted, belief-stretching dross. Sensibly, the production didn’t dwell on it and concentrated instead on the look of the thing. The direction does master a David Lean-style swank. Every passing extra was weighed down with immaculate detail. Every distant tennis racket and bicycle clip was just so. This is a very dangerous route for a series with a weak plot to take, because all too easily the whole thing can drown in a swamp of spats and the right type of golf ball. But the combined characters of Suchet and Fraser save it with elegant, believable, surefooted performances.


The whole thing is so terribly gay. They are the Colefax and Fowler of television detectives. And finally, if Poirot is so good at clearing things up, why on earth hasn’t he had his piles seen to? That walk, really.


Into the Blue (ITV) wasn’t so much full of red herrings as written by red herrings. It was shot on Rhodes, cleverly disguised to look like the Isle of Wight, and staggered along with all the elegant, subtle grace of a muddy tractor.


Cop Shows


Spooks and now The Ghost Squad. Are they trying to tell us something about modern policing? They most surely are. Cop eras on the box have always been bellwethers, if not for the state of society, then for the way society views its state. Voltaire, or someone impersonating a French philosopher, said that you judge a country not by its palaces, but by its jails. And you can judge the collective concerns and fears of the sofa-bound nation not by the quality of prizes and guests on game shows, but by the crimes and punishment on its police shows.


This is familiar territory for media studies in Midlands universities. We start off with Dixon of Dock Green, avuncular simplicity and the happy 1950s. Actually, we should start with Dick Barton and the Edwardian, Hannay-rip-off gentleman detectives at the beginning of broadcasting. Following Dixon, there was Z Cars, Softly Softly and The Sweeney. And then all those American imports, such as Kojak and The Rockford Files. Then there was The Bill, and Lynda La Plante, and Cracker. Then American imports that swapped chummy homoeroticism and violence for forensics. Now we’ve got Spooks, which has just finished a successful run, and The Ghost Squad (C4), which is just hitting its stride. Both series are about guardians of our safety who aren’t there, who aren’t there for us, whom we can’t see, can’t call, who won’t do anything to help, don’t walk the streets and don’t pick up the phone.


The assumption that we have the best police force in the world underwrote all British police series. Well, it doesn’t any more, because I don’t get the feeling any of us assume we do any more. And the new police dramas have unerringly understood this. The Ghost Squad is about the useless crookedness of the regular police, but unlike its predecessors, it is morally ambivalent. There appears to be precious little difference between the poachers and the gamekeepers. Or, as George Orwell (who started off as a policeman) might have said, there is no difference between pig and man.


The Ghost Squad, which has upped the gritty reality in terms of swearing and behaviour, but is still a long way behind The Sweeney in terms of overt violence – and is really not much worse than Little Britain – owes its success to a pithy script and juicy characterisation. Last week’s episode had a particularly vile and explosive gang of feral girls, who were marvellously like a chorus from The Bacchae. Gangs of kids are now much more chav-some and current than the stocking-headed, broken-nosed blaggers and lags of The Sweeney and Softly Softly.


Television cop shows have stopped being about the public at all. It’s a sign of how we see the police in real life, and if I were Home Secretary and adept at reading the social semiotics, I’d be very, very concerned. Then again, who am I kidding? The Home Secretary is Charles Clarke, and he probably thinks a semiotic is a type of Czech submachine gun.


Blue Murder (ITV), the latest detective show, was exhausted before it began. Caroline Quentin is the detective trying to juggle single mumdom with murder. If I tell you that the most exciting bit was her making breakfast for the kids, you may get some inkling of the extruded torpor that was this programme. Dull is too short a word, boring too hectic. Sitting through this made a coffee enema seem an attractive alternative; indeed, if you find yourself watching future episodes with someone who says they’re just going to put the kettle on, for Christ’s sake don’t say you fancy a cup. Quentin is a good actress: she does harassed normality really well, indeed so well it’s like watching the woman over the road do the housework – and why would you want to do that if you have a telly?










Doctors


‘What is sin?’ inquired the delirious man with third-degree make-up as if he really wanted to know. ‘Well, I’d say sin is a moral evil in a religious sense,’ Raymond Massey replied, with his comfortable Mount Rushmore gravitas, in that voice that always sounds as if it should have an echo. St Peter is probably Massey’s understudy even as we speak.


This is a deathless (literally) extract from Dr Kildare. Doctors and patients don’t have conversations like that on Casualty. The one irretrievably moribund victim of the electric hospital has been God. Television medics have striven for years, worked inhuman hours to overcome and eradicate the curse of the divine from mankind, and now, finally, they’ve succeeded. God is seen only occasionally, huddled in the waiting room, as a secondary symptom of some more important sickness. Religion rears it ugly buboes as Christian Scientists refusing blood transfusions for their children, or as tired, sad, deluded Catholics who struggle with abortion. Faith has been cured by antibiotics, mystery seen through by scans, prayer vanquished by cosy corridor homilies, morality replaced with ethics. If a patient came round demanding to know what sin was in any of the current medical soaps, he’d be told quick as an ECG that sin was National Health cuts, opted-out hospitals or an acronym for some piece of equipment.


Docs on the Box, BBC2’s Sunday evening of old doctor programmes, showed quite what a radical theodectomy our humanity has sustained. Dr Kildare, the Genesis of medical dramas, looked truly bizarre. It could have been Jacobean. The sets were utterly stark; there was none of that whirligig and roistering we associate with TV doctors. The show had hardly any medicine in it. It was all about morality: doctors were not so much medicinal as priestly. In fact, if they had turned their collars round, the whole thing could have been set in church. And, oh, there was that truly weird Richard Chamberlain, one of the creepiest creatures to appear on the box outside of Star Trek. He just oozed sticky campness, camperama, camperamissima, campola. To post-modernise, with the innocent veil of the 1950s ripped aside, it was obvious he was desperate to leap from the medical closet dressed as matron and take Massey’s temperature the Carry On way.


Compare Dr Kildare with MASH, the longest-running US show in the history of the universe. Somewhere in the world, every hour of the day, Radar is monotonously repeating: ‘incoming, incoming.’ MASH famously has the highest quotient of gags per medical procedure, and the longest unbroken Groucho Marx impersonation ever undertaken, by Alan Alda. That it was a watershed show for the modern medical genre is a given. It put the opera into operations. All that joking around the table, the banter. These were the first doctors to start their sentences with ‘Hey’. Other ‘stand-back’ dramas may have stolen the mask and badinage (nurse, will you badinage that ankle) but, for the viewer, the real innovation was that it did away with the patient. The wounded became merely anonymous bags of blood. It was the doctors we sympathised with, not the injured. They didn’t even have names, most of them didn’t have faces. So when Hawkeye performed some life-or-death procedure that went wrong, it was his angst with which we sympathised.


The medical drama has changed from a chapel, with doctors the interpreters of divine fate, to a pit-stop, with doctors playing mechanics on bits of broken machinery. And so it has remained. The patients in almost all medical dramas speak only to give tongue to symptoms. Their embarrassment and distress, their pain and loss, are there to give the doctors drama. When a surgeon breaks the news: ‘I’m terribly sorry, but we did everything we could,’ it is the man in the white coat we feel for. The camera lingers on huddled misery for an embarrassed, decent moment, but then it’s out of there. Incoming, stand back.


This alters the viewer’s perception: it changes us from being a patient in God’s hands to being the doctor playing Rubik’s cube with ethics, time, money and a tatty love life. And it is rather disturbing, unpleasant, belittling and dehumanising. As Z-Cars and Softly Softly and the go, go, go dramas that followed changed the behaviour of cops, and probably robbers, nature following art, so I’m told, the medical show has influenced a generation of doctors, made them jokier, cooler, harder. But, more importantly, it has changed patients and changed us. We now go to the doctor’s full of diagnosis and jargon, expecting the gofer behind the desk to fill in the prescription we saw last night because, of course, we want to be the curer, not the cured. Just listen to yourself next time. You’ll use all that spurious call-a-cut-an-abrasion, a-skin-an-epidermis speak. You’ll play out the corridor consulting scene. The language of medical drama has a religious parallel. In Dr Kildare, the dialogue was momentous, but English. It was a Presbyterian sermon. Now, it’s that shouted plainsong of expertise, a tongue spoken only by the initiated. It’s like listening to a Latin mass: comforting rhythms but unintelligible, the modern religions of chemicals and technology.


The third ancient medical show to be brought out of cryonic suspension was Dr Finlay’s Casebook. I have a soft spot for the old doctor here, no, a bit higher, oh yes, just there. My mother was in dozens of them. I remember watching her when I was twelve at school. She played a gypsy having a baby. It must have been the first time anyone gave birth on the BBC before their watershed, and it was the most embarrassing moment of my life. Dr Finlay’s Casebook wasn’t so much a blood-and-guts series as a medical whodunnit. You had to piece together the symptoms and make a correct diagnosis before Dr Cameron got there.


I’d sussed this one within five minutes. ‘Ergot poisoning!’ I shouted at the screen. From wet rye – caused mass death and madness in medieval Germany. ‘You’re severely weird,’ said my outreach voluntary carer on the other end of the sofa. ‘How on earth do you know about ergot?’ From the telly, of course. If anyone ever asks you what the greatest advance in medicine has been this century, have no doubts: the answer is that box in the corner.










Children


Teletubbies


Last week there was an episode of Teletubbies (BBC2) called Naughty Lady, Yellow Cow, which sounds like a Russ Meyer film. I’m assuming you won’t have seen Teletubbies, and trying to make its truly spooky weirdness live for you is difficult. But here goes. The Teletubbies are small dancers dressed up as coloured fluffy aliens with blank, deeply frightening plastic faces that blink. They live in hyper-reality, a grassy landscape that vaguely resembles pit-village land reclamation, with real rabbits and plastic flowers. They meow and giggle, with candy-floss voices. Oh, and they have a television in their tummies which is switched on by a big windmill.


The Teletubbies live in a bunker underground, with a metal rott-weiler Hoover and a crematorium-sized toaster. The naughty lady was real-ish – she appeared on the gut-television, speaking to a group of ethnically correct children: ‘I’m going to be naughty, now.’ She then apparently suffered a short epileptic fit before telling a story about a naughty yellow cow which was her favourite friend. It was a story only in the loosest sense, as it was bereft of beginning, middle or end, and utterly plotless. The cow was yanked off on a piece of fishing gut and reappeared in a hideously badly made prop teapot.


This is only scratching the surface of this truly bizarre programme. Overall, it was, well, like…Imagine not sleeping for three days and then taking acid in a Japanese toy shop with Virginia Bottomley. Who knows what children make of it – but they don’t pay the licence fee or whine to the Daily Mail. What is truly awe-inspiring about Teletubbies is that it was made not just by people who are apparently drug-free but who have done research, questioned study groups, actually thought about it. The question we should be asking isn’t what effect does children’s television have on our children, but what effect does it have on the people who produce it?


At last week’s international convention on children’s television, a Scandinavian kiddies TV producer laid into the Teletubbies’ deconsonanted, monosyllabic muttering for impeding children’s language development. Oh, righto. But what I want to know is: in Norwegian, how could they possibly tell? It begged the question: what has Scandinavia ever done for children’s television? Sorry, my mistake, there was Noggin the Nog. And it raised the blissful image of the Teletubbies made by Ingmar Bergman.


TINKY WINKY: The sun is smiling. It mocks me.


LAA-LAA: Have toast.


TINKY WINKY: How can I eat? It is sad.


LAA-LAA: Where’s Po?


TINKY WINKY: Black death.


LAA-LAA (wailing): The rabbits, the rabbits have black death!


TINKY WINKY: Now I have to play chess with the vacuum cleaner for my soul.


DIPSY (comes in covered in snow and sacking bandages): Teletubbies say there is no God. Life is a meaningless treadmill of misery and hugs.


Closing shot: Teletubbies silhouetted against blasted skyline, dancing with a man carrying a scythe to tune of ‘Have You Seen the Muffin Man’?


An American producer defended the Tubbies by calling the Scanda broad ‘an ignorant slut’. He then went on to explain that slut didn’t mean the same in America as it does here. (Ignorant is presumably pretty international.) All of which rather proves the point that being brought up on a televisual diet of Blue Peter and Sesame Street doesn’t necessarily mean you’re a well-rounded human being who can talk peace and love to the rest of the world, although you can probably make a slut out of an old loo roll and sticky-back plastic.


Overall, the international convention on children’s television has been gloriously bad-tempered and intemperate when compared with, say, the international sales conference of pornography producers, which is a vicars’ tea party – often quite literally. And it proved a point that can’t be stated too often: it is not television’s job to turn children into wholesome adults, and getting educated doesn’t necessarily make you a nice person. Just because you knew what was through the round window when you were four doesn’t mean you won’t break into someone else’s when you’re fourteen. Watching television doesn’t necessarily make you anything.


The new Jackanory offered us John Sessions telling a story with all the usual Mummy-pleasing boredom that comes with danger-free adventure, non-violent conflict, lovable baddies, victors without victims and judgement-free denouements. Sessions is a man whose constant gurning runs the emotional gamut from gay surprise to camp shock. He does accents like someone flicking through the options on a car navigation system.


Puppets


Television has made stars out of some pretty weird, talentless and undeserving people and things – look at Carol Vorderman – but possibly none so strange as puppets. You would think that in a rational, normal and sensible world, one of the purposes of television would be to put an end to puppets, like eradicating polio or the plague. But, by some hideous mutation, puppets jumped mediums: the box actually gave them an extra lease of what passes for life if you’ve got somebody’s fingers up your back passage.


As a last farewell to the silly season, Channel 4 offered us Zippy and George’s Puppet Legends. I am slightly too old for this camp pink hippo and the acid-yellow bondage-head to have been part of my formative years, thank God, so I can regard them with dispassionate shudders of disgust. All puppets are the stuff of nightmares. In this programme, the ones of my infancy were bundled together in a single black-and-white category that looked as ancient and bizarre as Edwardian newsreel and as terrifying as Nosferatu.


How can even a two-year-old coming out of rationing have been entertained by Muffin the Mule? It was so badly made, painted with a toothbrush and apparently manipulated by arthritic members of the British Limbless Ex-Servicemen’s Association. And who thought up the Woodentops, who were half naked all the time and did nothing but fall over? Or Pinky and Perky, who actually played the Palladium live, for Christ’s sake, and put out umpteen albums in those speeded-up harpies’ voices? Then there was the utterly incomprehensible Bill and Ben, like something nihilistic and bipolar in the nursery written by Beckett, Endgame for the under-fives; and all the variations on stick-your-hand-up-a-sock – Sooty, who didn’t even have to speak, Roland Rat, Basil Brush and some gopher-chipmunk thing from kids’ Saturday TV. Sadly, they didn’t manage to find a space for Lamb Chop, who really was a sock with Shari Lewis’s fist up it.


Collectively, puppets come on as creepy child-molester familiars. They have a malevolent power. It goes back to our cultural Dark Ages; they are homunculi and voodoo dolls. They are innately evil, receptacles for ill will, jealousy, revenge and psychopathy. Animated dolls given life and voices are playing with our basic fears from the very edge of civilisation. Letting them loose on children is smiling cruelty. Worst of all are the ventriloquists. Zippy and George offered us the desperate Emu and that green bird in a nappy. From which locked-ward-therapy session did that thing spring? We weren’t shown Archie Andrews or Lord Whatsit, or Spit the Dog, which was a small mercy. Number one of the top ten was Kermit, a puppet so benign, he barely had a character at all, the Alec Guinness of puppets, a Method sock.


This programme was dingily produced and written with all the wit and pizzazz you can extract from a thing with a fly for a gob. And I realise that what we really wanted was to see a programme about the bottom ten men to devote their lives to puppets, from Harry H. Corbett to the serial sidekicks of Basil Brush. It’s a life that must strip away any sense of self-worth and leave the practitioners with an empty loathing for children and the fundamental fear that your right hand might actually find out what your left hand’s been doing.


In a parallel universe, exactly the same programme as George and Zippy’s Puppet Legends was put on earlier in the week by Channel 4. It called this one The Death of Celebrity, and put Piers Morgan in charge of it. It barely managed to keep a straight face as it described itself as a documentary about the slurry of vacuous, no-hope celebrity that is invading the media, although it didn’t mention Morgan by name.


Really, this was just another exploitation of human glove puppets, those feckless kids with overdeveloped egos and no embarrassment gland who discover that if they mess about in public the way they used to do in bus shelters, then lots and lots of leery old men will come out and take pictures of them, and pay them money to do it. The show followed the hackneyed Fleet Street path of wallowing in muck while pretending to condemn it. It used all the trappings and conventions of the reality shows it claimed to be decrying – a top ten, talent auditions and surprise guest judges. And, of course, it has the traditional reality presenter, a fading star looking to clutch at a new career. Just as Ulrika Jonsson takes up tabloid journalism, so Piers Morgan turns up as a light-entertainment presenter. It’s a fair swap.


This is the Morgan who made a grubby living first as a relentless gossip columnist, then as a star-struck, cloth-eared tabloid editor. He took a swing at the people he had invested his career in chasing, paying and bullying. As a format, this is beyond irony. There is no qualitative or cultural difference between Morgan and the kids he seemed to take such lurid pleasure in kicking, except, of course, that they had the excuse of youth, and he doesn’t. Though, in fairness, it must be said that Morgan has sharpened up his light-entertainment persona, being alternatively cravenly sycophantic and Tourettishly rude, bellowing with pre-emptive laughter at his own jokes. It became obvious that Piers Morgan has become Basil Brush, with his own hand up his behind.


Cartoons


There’s a continuing debate over the domination of children’s television by cartoons. On one side, it goes: cartoons are a passive stream of noise and movement that make little or no demands on children. At best they’re bland, at worst they’re violently nihilistic. They teach kids fantastically annoying catch-phrases, funny voices and that if they cut someone’s head off, it will grow back. On the other hand, the argument goes: ‘Wah, wah, goo-goo, bang-bang, aaarrrggghhhh!!!! Lighten up!’


If you have ever been left in charge of small children for any length of time – and any time is lengthy – you will know that toddlers live in hamster days. For them twenty-four hours is the equivalent of an adult month. And you will also have discovered that cartoons are the single greatest invention of the twentieth century. I don’t think there’s been any research into how long a child will remain utterly static in front of the television, but my guess is that it could well be into their thirties.


Because of their odd history and the even odder people who draw them, cartoons have evolved a peculiarly lawless and amoral narrative language. Originally they weren’t made for children at all. So although cartoons are now, almost without exception, aimed at an audience that can’t wipe its own bottom, there still lurks the adult wish-fulfilment and surreally violent dreamscape. This means that they can so often be seen on two levels – as slapstick and as theatre-of-the-absurd metaphor.


Which brings us to the BBC’s new Walking with Dinosaurs (BBC1). A brontosaurus of a series that has a heavyweight, glossy, marketing look that can be sold around the world, as if the continental drift had never happened. But when all is said and done, and an awful lot has been said and done, this is just a cartoon. It may have been constructed with state-of-the-art modern technology and state-of-the-art prehistoric palaeontology, but it’s still Krazy Kat with knobs on and no jokes.


The first question it posed was: ‘Who is this for?’ Dinosaurs are the enduring obsession of children, and the series was prefaced with a screening of Jurassic Park – which seems to imply they expect a young audience – but the narrative is straightforwardly Bristol-nature-documentary of the anaemic Discovery Channel type. Perhaps it is aimed at the Cro-Magnon market: children in adult bodies or, as they are technically known in television marketing parlance, Americans. The reconstruction of big defunct lizards is fantastic. I watched with my two children. They were rapt, if not rapturous. One of the technical things that makes it all very impressive is the depth of feel. In cartoons, everything is equally in focus. These computer-generated images have a sharpness in the foreground and the background softens, as with a real camera. But the excitement of seeing dinosaurs walk rather like photorealist paintings lasts about five minutes. After that you need a story. Here, I am with the creationists. What God created in Genesis was the story: ‘In the beginning’ begs a middle and an end. The plot of dinosaurs is: big scaly bugger comes and eats other scaly bugger, then evolves. This may be EastEnders meets The Taming of the Shrew to your palaeontologist, but it won’t sustain the rest of us.


My children grabbed at a peculiarly unprepossessing badger thing as their hero. It suckled its young and mated for life. (How do they know? They found fossils with wedding rings? Do the males have particularly bent ears and garden sheds?) The line between science and Disney is tricky, and they have settled on the side of worthy and educational. But there are universally acknowledged truisms about dinosaurs that are pure dinomorphism. Carnivorous ones are all cunning psychopaths, and herbivorous ones all passive and dull. Experience tells us that it’s not necessarily so. Would you rather face a bull or a poodle?


Although Walking with Dinosaurs was long on death, it was peculiarly squeamish about birth. The badgers may have mated for life, but the big lizard didn’t seem to mate at all. And how did a stegosaurus do it? How did a female brontosaurus put up with four excited tons on her back, getting down to the short strokes? Has anyone considered that dinosaurs might have become extinct because the female had the longest headache in prehistory?


I indulged in a spot of regression last week and had another look at Blue Peter (BBC1). Weird. It was like The Twilight Zone, or Miss Havisham’s drawing room. Nothing’s changed at all. It’s exactly as I left it twenty years ago. They’re still collecting bottle tops, and India ought to be knee deep in water with all the wells Blue Peter has dug over the years. Watching it reminded me of why it is so important that children see as much television as possible. When you grow up and the conversation flags, you can just say, ‘Oh, remember John Noakes?’ and everybody is suddenly talking at once. ‘Remember Shep and the Blue Peter garden that got vandalised and the mug holder that broke?’ You see, if you didn’t have a television you’re not part of it, you’re out of the loop. Children’s television is cultural bonding. We are all sticky-back-bonded by Peter Purves. The presenters have changed. Well, they would. Peter, John and Val were definitely uncles and aunts to the nation. This new lot are brothers and sisters, or boyfriend and girlfriend. The two perky lads were prime toy boy. I have no idea whether Blue Peter attracts the same audience it used to. Maybe it’s just watched by grannies in old folks’ homes and the unemployed reliving happier days. But it’s very comforting to know that when a troupe of Moravian boy scout kazoo players comes to visit, there’s somewhere for them to go.


Just William


I’ve got a little list. Like Ko-Ko in The Mikado, I’ve got a little list, and none of them would be missed. It’s a bit more than a little list, actually, it’s a blueprint for a cultural spring-cleaning. When I’m director-general I’m going to organise a surprise picnic for the most loathed and loathsome TV funsters. The charabanc will jaunt into the country. Brucie will organise the singalong, dozens of great communicators in horrible blazers will sway to ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon’. Gaggles of alternative comedians will keep everybody’s ribs tickled until we reach the field. Out they’ll scamper, gamboling and communicating happily.


From the edge of the wood, there will come the faint jingling of harnesses. From the shadows, a ragged line of light cavalry will appear. They’ll start at the trot, the horses’ breath pluming, the tips of the men’s sabres catching the light. The ghastly fleshy denizens of the box will look up, startled, meat-paste sandwiches hanging from expensive dental work. The terrible truth will dawn. And as the cavalry breaks into a canter, they’ll start running. Esther will be cut down under the steel-shod hoofs, Danny Baker will kneel and beg, Tony Slattery will pretend to be somebody else. But my orders are absolute, no mercy. There will be no survivors. The whole epic will be witnessed by families whom I force to stand and watch. These are the most appalling parents, the ones you meet at PTA meetings, the ones who leave dinner parties early, the ones who pay with book tokens in W. H. Smith. They’re the parents who don’t have a television for the sake of their children. After the massacre, their kiddies will be forcibly removed and sold into slavery as light-entertainment studio audiences.


Not having a television for the sake of your children is the ultimate brutal smug philistine snobbery. ‘We think it’s important they should read books.’ ‘We think it’s important they use their own imaginations.’ ‘We think it’s non-participatory and sedentary.’ I think the argument for not allowing your children to join in the culture of their contemporaries ought to be grounds for fostering. The sort of parents who forbid their children to watch television are the type who insist on speaking French at table, offer carrots as treats and make boys play with tea sets. It is arrant elitism to suggest that books are better or more culturally important than television. Or that ten minutes being imaginative with a cardboard box, a felt-tip pen and a stick is of more use than Deputy Dawg. Ninety per cent of everything I ever learned that was of any interest or use I got from television. The children who spend their evenings reading might have vocabularies that impress aunts, but they can’t speak the language of their friends.


Generally, I shy from reviewing children’s TV because it wasn’t made for me, and if I like it, almost by definition it has missed its mark. All those weekend pop and slapstick magazine shows leave me aching with boredom. But then they should. I don’t want to read Paddington Bear for pleasure either, or eat fish fingers for dinner at 5.30 p.m. I can, though, still tell the dread hand of ‘worthy children’s television’, just as I could when I was six. These are the programmes that grown-ups thought I ought to like, the ones that were improving. In my day, they were usually historical adaptations of Edwardian books or they involved kindly gentlemen on barges who knew about badgers. I think that pederasty and appalling acting have sunk most of them.


One hardy perennial of the we-think-this-is-good-for-you children’s television re-emerged last week. William is back. As the last two Williams inflicted Dennis Waterman and Adrian Dannatt on us, you’d have thought they would have put a stake through the little scamp’s blazer and buried him at a crossroads, but no. I watched in amazement as naughty ancient William went through the frogs, mud-on-the-carpet, vicars, toffs-in-toppers, stinky-girls and soppy-old-tongue-sarnies routine yet again. Who is Just William (BBC1) made for? Who is supposed to be watching? Real kids have just plugged into The Bill and MTV, so what are they supposed to make of pre-decimal pocket money? ‘I’ve just bought a tub of Ecstasy for half a crown.’ ‘What’s half a crown?’ I imagine that a lot of people at the BBC are very pleased with William. It’s quality television. Yet Richmal Crompton was a second-rate, patronising, humourless writer fifty years ago; all the television adaptations of her oeuvre have been well up to that standard.


The line between what is, and is not, children’s television is far vaguer than it was when I settled in front of Picture Book and Twizzle. The most popular children’s programme now is Neighbours; I would imagine that within twenty years there will be no children’s television aimed specifically at kids between five and eleven. They will go straight from cartoons to soaps (and barely notice the difference). The big should-we-let-them-watch-it? programme at the moment is an American import called Mighty Morphin Power Rangers (Sky One; ITV). Flora Gill, aged three (well, very nearly four), adores it. I watched an episode last week. I’d love to be able to tell you what happened, but translating cuneiform would be easier. There were these kids who miraculously turned into superheroes, yet were also somehow dinosaurs and sometimes one large robot. They had powers that sometimes worked and there was a bit of a love story and some comedy and some singing. I know this sounds unlikely, but the villain was called Oyster Man. How do you make a villain out of an oyster? Well, you give him two large nipples that squirt plastic acid. And that’s as much as I could glean. There obviously was a plot, but the programme is cut so fast and so much is assumed to be known that it was way over my head. I’m not being ingenuous. I really couldn’t follow it. But it made perfect sense to Flora, so I asked her to do the review: ‘It’s really good because they fight the baddies who want to break the world and they always win.’ Then she karate-chopped me. Well, as a parent, that’s a comforting moral message. Far better than William, which is all about bribery, burglary and lying. Being able to karate-chop is quite an achievement at three, nearly four.










Costume Drama


Middlemarch


It is a well-known fact that a woman in possession of a good job is searching for classic romance once a week, and, if it’s really good, she might like it repeated on Mondays. There’s something about a man with a really stiff collar.


Middlemarch (BBC2) has really hit the prime-time G-spot of the middlebrow. They’re just gagging for it. Hampstead living area/ dining rooms are all a-twitter with the sheer gorgeousness of it all. Ladies with professions toy with mixed-leaf salads as their bosoms flush and heave and they try to outdo each other in euphoric recall. The only argument now is whether or not it is just brilliant or simply superb. Middlemarch, to these professional women, is what the Chippendales are to their secretaries.


Dutifully I have been sitting and watching it and, dear reader, let me tell you I have never been so bored in my life. No, I tell a lie: I once spent a night in the cells at Earl’s Court police station that was more boring, but only just. I watched and tried really hard to see what it was about costume drama on the BBC that, to use a phrase on everyone’s lips, made the licence fee worth it. Why does the collective critical ability disappear when some girl in a crinoline sits down at a harpsichord and sings the nineteenth-century version of Chas and Dave? What is it about a shot of a National Trust house with a horse on the gravel that makes the whole semi-detached country reach for its Bafta?


I sat and tried to imagine if anyone would have spent all of Wales’s licence fee contribution making this series if Tristram Major-Drama had come into the Television Centre production meeting and said: ‘That George Eliot needs a little kick in the gusset. Why don’t we make the whole story contemporary and set it in a Liverpool cul-de-sac and get rid of the horses and hats and have cars and shell suits instead? And then it will be relevant. It’ll be about National Health Service hospitals and council housing. A sort of cross between Brookside and Casualty.’


The answer is, of course, they wouldn’t dream of any such thing. What would costume drama be without costume? Just drama, just another story and a pretty thin story at that. No, Tristram would have been sent back to EastEnders before you could say Trollope. The fact is, dear reader, that’s exactly what Middlemarch is: a cross between Casualty and Brookside, with production values. And it’s played at half-speed. The whole thing crawls along in first. This is a prerequisite of costume drama. It’s got to be very slow. The participants have to deliver arch, unbelievable bits of dialogue and then there has to be a long pause while we take in the wonder of it all, as if we were suddenly special-needs children who had to be given time to catch up. Most of us manage to follow Noel’s House Party, which is four times as complicated and moves at tabloid speed, with one eye shut. But when the BBC makes costume drama they seem to forget that some of us have seen television before, and what’s more, most of the ecstatic viewers gripped on the sofa have read the book so they know how it ends. Can you believe it, they actually know who gets the girl. Although, why anyone would want the sanctimonious old trout is beyond me.


And there’s the clue to why costume classics are such a hit with the corduroy-and-hardback set. Nineteenth-century classics, particularly the ones written by women, are an adolescent illness. They afflict almost everyone who stays on at school after the age of sixteen. Very, very few of you ever pick up a Penguin Classic after the age of twenty-three. But while you’re in the grip, they’re completely debilitating.


Girls get classics badly. Serial classic reading happens when young things are particularly vulnerable. Jane Austen and the Brontës et al. invade the cerebral cortex at about the same time as loss of virginity, chronically painful crushes on English teachers, and membership of Greenpeace. This heady cocktail, combined with a first really disastrous haircut and getting sick for the first time on Bailey’s Irish Cream, causes lasting romantic damage. Most people grow out of it, and bury Mr Rochester and the rest, deep in their subconsciousness, under mounds of Martin Amis, Graham Greene and unfinished Booker Prize-winners. On the face of it, they lead normal lives but, like malaria, the nineteenth-century novel lurks, a dormant bacillus. These poor creatures will always be prone to bouts of classics and the BBC knows it.


Costume drama reinfects grown-ups with adolescent classics. They relive the most emotionally taut decade of their lives. It’s a sort of fever. The excitement, the heartbreak, the intensity. The BBC brings the costumes, the audience brings the drama, and all critical facility is lost. Just the sight of a Royal Shakespeare actor in pince-nez renders them pimply putty again.


Now, gentle reader, you may be wondering how it is that I and one or two others, like characters in Invasion of the Body Snatchers, managed to avoid being infected with classics (I should say here that the BBC classics start in 1740 and finish in 1914: Gilgamesh and Gawain don’t have the same effect). Well, it was just good luck really. When we were at our most susceptible, our most prone to classic contagion, our hands dawdled over Middlemarch and we saw the portrait of George Eliot and thought: ‘Don’t fancy her much.’ So we picked up George Orwell instead.


And George Orwell is a lifelong inoculation against all the romantic costume drama the BBC cares to throw up.


Set in a grim Nottinghamshire mining town, Sons and Lovers (ITV) is the story of a thwarted, battered Methodist wife and her stony-grim ambition for her sons. In great part it’s D. H. Lawrence’s autobiography, a remorselessly unsentimental and disparaging view of a working community. In this production, though, they’ve done their best to brighten the loathing by adding a dollop of sentimentality and making it by far and away the cleanest, neatest, dearest little pit village you’ve ever seen. There’s no soot, no grime and apparently they were too poor even to afford rubbish, though their china’s very nice. Outside it’s all rural bliss, just perfect for moping, fornicating and getting consumption in.



Georgians


Three hundred years after the sack of the Roman Empire, when Europe was well into its dark age, people who lived near Roman ruins imagined that they had been built by an extinct race of giants, superhumans. I know how they felt. I feel the same way about the Georgians. I mean, how did they make all that furniture, all those tables and chairs and sideboards and stuff ? When they were bored with ordinary furniture, they made gear that had no known or conceivable use – davenports, pembrokes, break-fronted side cabinets, secretaires, folding commodes, reading stands with concealed card tables, and whatnots. ‘What you making, Jude?’ ‘Dunno, it’s just a sort of whatnot.’ They ran out of names before they ran out of furniture.


Where the ancient Egyptians are remembered as being a civilisation obsessed with death – 60 per cent of the population were employed in sarcophagus- and pyramid-selling – the Georgians were a people with a furniture fetish. When they weren’t turning out linen presses, they were dancing – stupid, insipid, childish hop, skip and jump dancing – or they sat on the chairs they’d just varnished, boring each other rigid. I know all this because I’ve seen it on television.


This is how the Georgians will be remembered: as tedious, skipping joiners, and Jane Austen’s Emma (ITV) was the most trippingly tedious Georgian of the lot. Her raison d’être was social woodwork. She was a nuptial joiner, and I desperately – more desperately than I’ve ever felt anything for a long time – wanted to screw her into a mahogany coffin with scrolled finials, fluted pilasters, bas-relief acanthus and a fold-out bureau plas. And bury her. In all the fiery, clamorous, pounding, ferrous Industrial Revolution that finally drove a steel spike through the marquetry heart of the awful Georgians there is not a single engine powerful enough to dig a pit deep enough to bury bloody Emma in, for still she stalks the earth. She is horrible. The television film was utter purgatory, like watching a dramatisation of the Antiques Roadshow written by Hugh Scully. If you want to know what the Georgians were really like, just watch the furniture experts on the Roadshow, those spraunced and pinched plonkers with marbled hair and patinated jowls pulling ancient drawers off old widows’ ball-and-claw feet and getting all arch about their lovely dovetails. That’s the true voice of Georgiana.


Back to Emma. The production was as predictable as a church service: the Christmas-card carriages, the lingering establishing shots, the fifteen reaction cutaways for every one bit of twee declamatory reception-room wit, the reverential editing and more dolly track than Intercity for the obligatory walk in the gardens. Here were all the careful National Trust accoutrements and clutter. You could imagine the museum handlers waiting just out of shot to rush in and rescue hairbrushes and cake stands.


The story of Emma is, of course, vomitously dire, a moral husk of a tale larded with empty snobbery and vain civility. Emma is a role model for girls as Oliver Reed is for boys. The original It girl whose crass attempts at genetic engineering fall apart when everybody settles happily into their allotted social strata, a result that is pitifully obvious even before the opening credits have faded into a swoon of Barbara Cartland watery silk. I managed to stay through to the bitter saccharine end only by imagining complicated and explicit humiliations for each member of the cast.


All my life I thought it was a good thing that we won the Napoleonic Wars. Now, I have doubts. In fact, I’m beginning to wish that the Mongol hordes hadn’t been stopped at the gates of Vienna and had rushed on across Europe to ravage and lay waste Bath, Cirencester and Swindon for five hundred years.


The main attraction of Wives and Daughters (BBC1) is some bint called Molly, whose ups and downs, ins and outs, we are supposed to follow with lachrymose rapt attention. Personally, I wanted to punch her lights out. She made Pollyanna look like Rosa Klebb. Is there no end to the low-fat little madam’s goodness? I screamed. Molly trips hither and yon to comfort dying people, until just the sight of her on the threshold makes you think you’ve got an incurable illness.



Trollope


There used to be an annoying bit of coquetry that single girls would simper at prospective mates. ‘I could never love anyone,’ they’d sigh, ‘who didn’t love …’ There would then follow: Leonard Cohen; Now, Voyager; Gerard Manley Hopkins; the Grampians; or toasted marshmallows. I remember one miserable night sitting on the end of a rapidly cooling lustful bed, one sock on and one sock off, professing my undying admiration for Pooh, Piglet and all their work, like a star pupil in some Cambodian re-education camp. Generally, when girls started with the ‘I could never love anyone who didn’t …’ bit, you knew, 3–1, it was going to be Sylvia Plath. That bloody Bell Jar must have been responsible for more coitus neverstartus than every happy-clappy abstinence evangelist in the country. This is a completely female thing. No man would ever say: ‘I couldn’t love anyone who didn’t love Tintin, Bravo Two Zero, Grand Theft Auto, Millwall, midweek lock-ins or lesbians.’
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