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    And by the happie blisfull way


  




  More peacefull Pilgrims I shall see,




  That haue shooke off their gownes of clay,




  And goe appareld fresh like mee.




  Ile bring them first




  To slake their thirst,




  And then to taste those Nectar suckets




  At the cleare wells




  Where sweetnes dwells,




  Drawne up by Saints in Christall buckets.
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Introduction





  This book continues the story which I started to tell in Visions Before Midnight, a volume selected from my Observer television column between the years 1972

  and 1976. In this second instalment I try to cover the years 1976–1979, but once again the story is patchy. There is no hope of telling it all, or even of outlining all the reasons why this should

  be so. Enough to say that British television remains too various to be fully observed by one mind, even when that mind is well accustomed to being bombarded by patterns of light and sound for the

  better part of every day. All politico-sociological or sociologico-political surveys of British television can safely be dismissed as moonshine. In America there might be some chance of summing up

  what the networks crank out, but in Britain your only chance to draw fully abreast of what the BBC has on offer is when ITV goes on strike, and vice versa. Far from being a conspiracy to manipulate

  the public, the British television is an expanding labyrinth which Daedalus has long since forgotten he ever designed.




  Most of the blandness which experts presume to detect in television is really just the thinness of overtaxed inspiration, as programme makers desperately try to come up with something original

  once or thirteen times too often. The production of television programmes is governed by considerations which have little to do with any supposed calculation of the effect on the punters. It is a

  mark of how times have changed that I can advance this proposition without sounding even mildly paradoxical. Only ten years ago it was regarded as unquestionable that the basic attitude of

  television executives was cynicism. (‘Basic’ was as basic a word then as ‘situation’ is now.) With regard to the ITV companies the cynicism was presumed to be commercially

  determined. With regard to the BBC the Establishment was presumed to be manipulating the collective mind of the working class in the interests of a reactionary consensus.

  You couldn’t switch on a television set without being brought face to face with some humourless pundit telling you how television was a repressive mechanism.




  Talk of decades is essentially trivial but triviality has its place. Many people were thrilled by the 1960s and disappointed by the 1970s. For wiser heads, however, it was the other way around.

  The 1960s were a binge and the 1970s were the hangover. But unlike a real hangover it had no element of remorse. The headache was barely half dissipated before everybody had forgotten just how

  ridiculous his or her behaviour had previously been. Forgetfulness is not good but it is better than thoughtlessness, especially when the thoughtlessness is dignified with the name of ideology. The

  1960 radical critique of the Capitalist Media had scarcely a thought in its head. Whether teaching in Cambridge or contributing to Time Out, people who could barely compose a readable

  sentence laid down the law about how television was part of a vast conspiracy to stifle the inventiveness of the people. Inspiration, it was assumed, lay thick on the ground, waiting to be picked

  up. Enlightenment was in the air. Would the television organizations respond to this challenge, or would they have to be dismantled? Something called the Free Communications Group proposed the

  breaking up of the BBC – a move guaranteed, it was confidently asserted, to increase freedom, especially in communications.




  Such was the intensity of 1960s euphoria that people whose biggest achievement had been to write some shoestring polemical article felt as creative as the Beatles. In the 1970s most of these no

  longer young hopefuls graduated into a fretful quiescence. The best of them achieved a kind of tentative wisdom, but not even they could help being disappointed with the new decade. It seemed so

  complacent. Reformed drunks who don’t realize that sobriety isn’t supposed to be exciting are usually doomed to become drunks again, but the rise in the price of oil finally

  put any relapse into fashionable radicalism out of the question. Meanwhile television continued to be roughly what it had been before – i.e. a curate’s

  cornucopia. To criticize it properly, you had to watch it. The more you watched, the less likely you were to make wide-ranging statements.




  One generalization you could safely make was that things were still being achieved. The BBC, in particular, kept coming up with prodigies. In certain aspects Auntie showed signs of

  becoming a bit dégringolade, but this was not surprising. Cultural organizations of any type are more fun to build than they are to run: their sense of identity will always fray

  eventually. Once, BBC television had echoed BBC radio in being a haven for standard English pronunciation. Then regional accents came in: a democratic plus. Then slipshod usage came in: an

  egalitarian minus. By now slovenly grammar is even more rife on the BBC channels than on ITV. In this regard a decline can be clearly charted.




  But over the same period the BBC’s knack for the blockbuster co-production attained the status of collective genius. The Voyage of Charles Darwin was a startling achievement from

  the logistic angle as well as every other: just getting it set up must have been like planning the airborne invasion of Arnhem, with the difference that this time it worked. As for David

  Attenborough’s Life On Earth, it was obvious from the first episode that thousands of new zoologists would all be conceived at once, like a population bulge. I watched enthralled,

  distracted only by envy of my own children, for whom knowledge was being brought alive in a way that never happened for my generation or indeed for any previous generation in all of history.




  One area in which both the BBC and ITV have never ceased to be unforthcoming is in the question of Northern Ireland. My own view is that both organizations would do better to let the documentary

  makers have their heads on this subject, but I can see how to an executive it might seem otherwise. Each channel has provided a complete historical analysis of the Ulster situation (for once the

  word is appropriate) at least once. They could do that every week and not change matters. Nor would they necessarily change anybody’s mind. Television, I suspect, can do little in the short

  term to ameliorate a political crisis, although there can be no doubt that it can do much to exacerbate it. But leaving that vexed point aside, it is still notable that in

  the area of political journalism ITV has been at least as active as the BBC.




  Beyond the IBA’s relatively modest requirements on the holders of a franchise, there is no reason why the ITV companies should do as much as they do to appear serious. They do so, it seems

  to me, for honour’s sake, and because even in the counting house there are many mansions. The ITV companies have undoubtedly done more than their share to promote mind-rot among the populace.

  Their imported game-show formats give an unnervingly pungent whiff of what American television is like from daylight to dusk. But there the resemblance stops. Not even the less discriminating of

  the commercial companies are entirely without pride. It is not always just their money that attracts restless BBC personnel, it is often the opportunity they provide to do something original. While

  this book was in production, Dennis Potter and several other subversive talents were engaged in making programmes for a commercial television company, LWT. But the trail was already blazed. It was

  ITV, not the BBC, which made and screened Bill Brand, a decidedly radical series in which the hot-eyed hero poured scorn over piecemeal solutions and resolutely refused to be tamed.

  The Naked Civil Servant, Jack Gold’s brilliant programme about Quentin Crisp, was turned down by the BBC and triumphed as an ITV offering. Neither of these ventures could be

  seriously thought of as demonstrating even the slightest trace of commercial cynicism. The worst you could say was that ITV had begun to usurp the BBC’s function. As if to endorse this

  analysis, BBC executives started showing a strange inclination to cancel potentially awkward programmes after they had actually been made, or – as in the case of Law And Order

  – to fight shy of them after they had been screened. But that was a question of personality. It had little to do with the analyst’s favourite word, structure.




  British television is simply not to be compared with the American networks, of which the film Network gave such a precisely inverted picture. On American

  television little untoward is allowed to happen. On British television the untoward happens all the time. It is a matter of how things are organized. Even the most money-minded of the ITV companies

  can’t function without programme makers, and the programme makers have been brought up in a tradition of pride in work. This is just the kind of tradition which radical criticism is least

  equipped to understand. It is, if you like, part of the superstructure.




  Inevitably the schedules eke out their surprisingly high proportion of good things with an even higher proportion of junk. Even then, such is the pressure of continuous programming that much of

  the junk has to be imported. Not all of these interloping programmes are entirely to be despised. A general opinion about American private eye series, for example, is not worth hearing if it does

  not leave room to remark that The Rockford Files is consistently engaging and often very sharply written. Even Charlie’s Angels has some sort of virtue, if only as an

  indication of the true depth to which feminism has penetrated the American networks. After the Angels had completed their first series an Oxford English don wrote an article declaring that they

  were the only thing worth watching on television, whose serious programmes were beneath the contempt of such demanding intellects as himself, but whose lapses into abject trash might accidentally

  stimulate his creative imagination. In his case the Angels certainly seem to have done the trick. Next time I saw him in the flesh he was wearing an ear-ring. Perhaps Dallas will do the

  same for me. I came to mock Dallas but I stayed to pray. In how many directions could Sue Ellen move her mouth? Which of the four leading ladies would be wearing the bra this week? Would

  Jock’s love for Miss Ellie survive her mastectomy? Perhaps Miss Ellie’s missing breast would be invited to star in a series of its own – a spin-off.




  Sometimes the imported product was better than ours, especially in the field of documentary drama. From The Missiles of October down through Washington Behind Closed Doors to

  the magnificently acted Blind Ambition, the Americans showed us how to make television drama out of domestic politics. The British companies could work something

  like the same trick when the subject was royalty – Edward and Mrs Simpson was the outstanding achievement in that line, if you don’t mind the almost total distortion of the

  leading characters – but when it came to Downing Street coyness supervened. The fact of closed government leads to conjectural fiction. In America, where everything is out in the open, the

  framework of a screenplay is already there in the congressional record. The naive candour of open government survives into the fictional treatment, giving it the freshness of an adventure

  story.




  That same naivety carried all the way through to Holocaust, which I did not find at all contemptible, despite being told to by a chorus of knowing voices. It is wishful thinking to

  suppose that an historical memory can be transmitted without being simplified. The memory is already simplified before people decide that it needs to be transmitted. All you can hope for, in this

  most extreme of all cases, is for a sense of outraged decency to be embodied in a way that will touch the feelings of the uninformed. People who thought they knew a lot about the death camps might

  have been unmoved by Holocaust, but people who knew little were often moved to tears. To scorn the series was easy. The Jews looked more Aryan than the Nazis. But calling the series a

  melodrama could not cancel the fact that there was real drama mixed into it. What more could you ask in the portrayal of helpless anguish, how much more could the heart take, than Meryl Streep

  provided in her role as the wife driven to distraction by the sight of her tortured husband? The budget would have had to be a lot lower, the minor roles much more caricatured than they were,

  before such a performance lost its emotional impact. Meryl Streep is a greatly gifted artist who will spend her life doing famous things, but I doubt that she will ever do anything more

  important.




  Yet even by saying that much I can hear myself trying to make you remember, whereas life would be choked by thought if we did not forget. Most television is bound for oblivion and rightly so. In

  ways that blessedly cannot be quantified, the programmes to which gifted people have devoted months and sometimes years of their lives make fleeting marks behind our eyes

  and slip away. Nobody can be sure about what television does to the viewer. One opinion holds that television programmes can subjugate whole populations and turn children into murderers. Another

  opinion holds that television is too trivial a cultural event to be considered. A surprising number of experts have subscribed to both these opinions in close succession or even simultaneously. I

  never cease to be stunned at the assurance with which moralists pronounce about the precise manner in which large numbers of people are affected by sounds and images transmitted invisibly through

  space. I have enough trouble answering for myself.




  In a given year of viewing I am regaled with as much dramatic fiction as Aristotle faced up to in a lifetime; more great music than the most passionate nineteenth-century music lover would have

  heard if he had lived to be a hundred; more facts and figures than I care, or dare, to think of. The head would come off its hinges if it were asked to remember what happened last year as well. So

  the mind protects itself, with the coarse filter of forgetting. The insubstantial pageant fades. We hope it leaves a wrack behind, but can’t be sure what the wrack is. As we wait for

  introspection to provide the answer, the parade inexorably continues, like the triumphal march from Aida, like the Panathenaean procession, like those interminable allegorical displays in

  the Middle Ages. Why should so many talented people put so much effort into what will be forgotten? And most of it will be forgotten, no matter how dedicated the efforts to preserve it.

  The frightful blunder by which the BBC wiped the tapes of plays by Pinter, Owen, Gray and other leading playwrights was merely a prematurely terminal instance of what would have happened anyway in

  the course of time. I like the idea of a channel for important repeats but residual payments would make it difficult to organize. And if a channel won’t organize it then the individual viewer

  is unlikely to either, even if all the past material were available from an instantaneous and inexpensive form of data retrieval. There is barely time to view the present.

  To view the past as well would take all the time in the world. So ephemerality is likely to go on being the condition of life for everyone who works in television.




  But it never seems that way at the time. Whether as a viewer or as a participant, I have never been able to feel above the battle. Unfortunately MacNeice’s lines in ‘The Sunlight on

  the Garden’ come truer every day. Our freedom as free lances/ Advances towards its end. Year by year it gets harder to be a solo act. The fourth channel and the new technology might

  combine to safeguard the future of the independent contributor but I’m not counting on it. Soon work will be rationed, nobody will be allowed to have two jobs, and anyone who wants to appear

  on television will have to sign on with a company.




  On that day there will be a clear conflict of interests and I will be through as a television critic. But I hope I am left with the choice. A project I once put up to a television company was

  turned down on the grounds that I had not yet decided which side I was on. I believe that there is only one side and no war. There is just television, of which the criticism of television forms an

  integral part. Everybody is a television critic. I have never met anybody who wasn’t. The only difference is that a few of us write it down.




  





  
Hitler’s faults





  Albert Speer has a new book out and turned up on Newsday (BBC2) to plug it. As usual, his air of bewildered humility served him well, despite some fairly close

  questioning from Ludovic Kennedy.




  As we already knew from previous appearances, Speer is willing to be contrite about Nazi atrocities, but only on the understanding that he knew very little about them. Undermining Speer’s

  position on this point is the fact that as Hitler’s armaments minister he was necessarily one of the best-informed men in Germany. Nevertheless his puzzled frown has remained firmly in place,

  throughout his stretch in Spandau and on into sweet liberty. Time goes by, people forget, but Speer is too canny ever to forgive himself out loud. By now he probably sincerely believes that he

  didn’t know quite what was happening to the Jews. It all came as a huge disappointment to him.




  But when Ludo pressed that very point, Speer dropped eine kleine clanger. ‘I can’t say I didn’t know it had happened,’ he conceded. A civilized moment of

  hesitation, and he continued: ‘I was only astonished by how it had happened . . . the way it was done.’ If this meant anything, it meant that Speer knew the Jews were being

  wiped out, but thought that they were being wiped out in some acceptable way. Ludo was content to leave Speer’s utterance hanging in the air, having rightly judged it to require no

  comment. If Speer couldn’t see that he had been self-revealing, there was no point in telling him.




  In Spandau, Speer had had ‘quite a good connection with Rudolf Hess’. Another moment of hesitation, and then once again the delicious qualifier: ‘Despite all the

  differences we had in the political field.’ According to Speer, there were two parties among the incarcerated hierarchs. One party saw Hitler as having been without ‘faults’.

  The other party could see that Hitler had had ‘faults’. Speer quietly aligned himself with the second party. One almost found oneself nodding understandingly.




  Yes, Speer would have us believe, he had known a thing or two. He hadn’t been that easy to fool. On the other hand, he would also have us believe, he hadn’t

  known a thing or three. He hadn’t been that difficult to fool. After all, how else had Hitler swung that business about the Jews except by exploiting the natural, human gullibility

  of men like Speer?




  That, at any rate, was the impression Speer strove to conjure up, speaking very slowly, not so much because his English is rudimentary as because his mouth was full of butter, which was not

  melting. He came over – he has always come over – as a charming, even nice, bloke. Though his quarrels with Hitler probably sprang more from impatience at counterproductive imbecility

  than from outrage at moral squalor, there is no reason to think that Speer was devoid of a sense of right and wrong. He just didn’t have much of a sense of right and wrong. But to

  judge him even to that extent is to evince dangerous confidence, unless we are very sure that we would have behaved better ourselves.




  14 March, 1976




  
Mutiny in the Furnace Room





  ‘Welcome, mighty potentate,’ said Vultan of Sky City to his Imperial Majesty Ming the Merciless of Mongo, Emperor of the Universe. ‘If we had been informed of

  your coming, a banquet would have been served!’




  The high point of the Bicentennial celebrations on television, last weekend’s compilation of all the episodes from the forty-year-old Flash Gordon serial (BBC1), was full of such

  classic lines. ‘Mutiny in the Furnace Room!’ cried one of Vultan’s winged lieutenants as Flash, played with incomparable awkwardness by Buster Crabbe, battled his way out of

  durance vile, only to be recaptured and forced to combat the unspeakable Mighty Beast of Mongo for the chill hand of Dale Arden, while oddly continuing to reject the blandishments of Ming’s

  hotcha daughter, Princess Aura. Ming in his turn was keen on Dale. Sweating it out under the mangy fur, the actor inside the Mighty Beast costume was the legendary Ray

  ‘Crash’ Corrigan. Flash, Crash, Mongo, Ming. It worries me that I possess this information.




  But nothing defines an historical period like its vision of the future, and Flash Gordon, with its thick hero, mad villains, cheap props and clumsy innocence, remains a useful pointer

  to how simple the world must have seemed in 1936. Switch on Dr Who (BBC1) and you can’t tell the heroes from the heavies, it’s all so sophisticated. ‘You’ve reached

  the point where your tissues are so massively hybridized that the next metabolic change could be the final one,’ Dr Who tells his friend. Imagine getting Buster Crabbe to deliver a line like

  that. It would have taken a week.




  Similarly the technology has made giant strides towards authenticity. When Flash’s pal Dr Zarkov talked nonsense, it sounded like nonsense. When Dr Who talks nonsense, it sounds like

  science. ‘He’s been infected with antimatter. His brain cells have been destroyed. He’ll descend to the level of a brute!’ Dr Zarkov wouldn’t have known antimatter

  from his elbow: he just concentrated on running up a ‘new ray’ out of old torch batteries so that Flash could blast the Lion Men’s Gyro-ship out of the sky and rescue Dale.




  11 July, 1976




  
The Weld this Week





  It was cool-blowing time for David Dimbleby on Panorama (BBC1). Drained of strength by a succession of all-night election specials, David was in no condition to make a

  smooth job of covering technical cock-ups.




  Obeying Finagle’s First Law of Engineering (which states that if anything can go wrong, it will) the cock-ups promptly occurred. David did a brief linking spiel into a film on Rhodesia.

  The film on Rhodesia rolled without sound. He tried again. This time the film on Rhodesia failed to roll at all. Temporarily abandoning the film on Rhodesia, David did a

  brief linking spiel into the other billed item, a film on the IMF. The film on the IMF failed to roll. The screen was occupied with nothing but David.




  Here was his opportunity to tell us the story of his life. Here, at any rate, was his chance to do better than Sheridan Morley did when the same thing happened to him. (Sherry addressed the

  camera for ten solid minutes, saying nothing except ‘The film . . . has . . . broken down. We . . . are waiting.’) David’s phone rang. It said something to him that he

  didn’t want to hear. ‘Does that mean,’ he asked incredulously, ‘that you don’t have film of either the IMF or Rhodesia?’ He put the phone down and

  turned to the lens. The Panorama audience was at the other end of it, begging for a sign.




  What could he say? Punch-drunk from days and nights of pretending to be interested in Miss Lillian and Walsall North, he was bereft of inspiration. His heart ached, and a drowsy numbness pained

  his sense. Eventually he began to speak, his sentences cast in some spacious epic measure, with heavy sighs marking the caesuras. ‘We sit in silence. Hmm. Hope you stick with BBC1. Aangh.

  While we sort this out.’ As if the sirens were singing in his earpiece, his tongue grew thick and ceased to move. Telephone. ‘Hello? OK.’




  David wheeled back to the camera and said, ‘I’m sorry,’ but already his voice and image were fading. It was the Rhodesia film, returning as capriciously as it had departed. It

  was a good film, too, reminding us with some force that the white Rhodesians consider they have more than just material reasons for protecting their way of life.




  But despite the Rhodesia film’s sinister message, the thing that stayed in the mind was the spectacle of little David and his struggle against the machines. Usually it is only when they go

  wrong that machines remind you how powerful they are, how much they can do. One of the reasons people want to spend their lives in television is the beauty of the technology, the thrill of walking

  into the production gallery and seeing all the heaped jewellery of big and little lights, with the sound and vision engineers sitting in a row like the crew of an airliner a

  mile long.




  Just the colours are enchanting: there is one kind of wave-form display, expressing the picture information as a curve of light, which is the delicious green of emerald juice. The whole deal is

  a treat for the eyes: Science Fiction City! And before long you are armed with all kinds of jargon (‘Give me a buzz when you’re up to speed’) and have persuaded yourself that you

  know what’s going on. But you don’t know what’s going on. Only about two people in the entire building can really understand how the toys are put together. And the

  subject of Brian Gibson’s marvellous Horizon programme Billion Dollar Bubble (BBC2) was what happens when those two people turn crooked.




  Their field of operations, of course, was not television but computers. The story really happened, in America: a giant insurance company manufactured thousands of phoney policies in its computer

  and raised money on them – tangible assets whose tangibility was an illusion. The fraud was possible at all only through the compliance of a couple of young experts who knew how the policies

  could be made to hide inside the computer’s memory so that the auditors wouldn’t notice.




  Gibson and his writer, Tom Clarke, did wonders in getting the actors to speak and act authentic Watergate. Senior executives talked of the company’s need to ‘generate some

  cash’ in order to get over a ‘temporary difficulty’. Nobody ever mentioned theft. In fact the mogul at the top of the heap echoed Nixon in being apparently unable to realize that

  anything wrong was going on at all. Meanwhile Art, the uptight young computer whiz, had allowed his loyalty to the company to overwhelm his regard for the law of the land. You couldn’t help

  being reminded of the young lawyers who thought Nixon outranked the constitution.




  The deal came unstuck for two reasons. The first was Art’s pal Al, the hang-loose young computer whiz. Unlike the responsibly irresponsible Art, Al, zonked on the dreaded weed, was

  irresponsibly irresponsible. Goofing off and fouling up, he blew security. But the second reason was built in: the fraud had to keep growing in order to stay intact, until

  finally the number of phoney people in the computer would have to outnumber the entire population of the United States. ‘The bigger it gets the bigger it has to get to keep paying for itself

  each year.’ It was wildly funny, intensely gripping viewing to watch the bubble swell. When it burst, all you could see were sad faces covered with soapy spray. The geniuses had assumed that

  since the people inside the computer didn’t exist, nobody could get hurt. They had assumed wrong. They got hurt. Just because the caper was hygienic didn’t make it clean.




  Here corruption had been made funny without being trivialized. Probably it is only in free countries, however, that a humorous regard for corruption is possible. In the totalitarian countries,

  corrupt from top to bottom, nobody is laughing because nothing is laughable. There is no difference between what things are and what things ought to be, since what things ought to be no longer

  exists even as a standard. Hence the dreadful gloom attendant on The Memory of Justice (BBC2), a Marcel Ophuls blockbuster dedicated to preserving the memory of the Third Reich in all its

  moral significance. Ophuls’s passion is admirable but his chances of success are small: it is all too hideous to be imagined by succeeding generations and one doubts that the capacity to

  imagine it would be much of a safeguard against its repetition.




  Mad old Nazis were to be heard deploring modern decadence. ‘The difference is, we weren’t obsessed with smut,’ said one comfortable retired SS man, all unaware of being up to

  his neck in blood and pus. Speer was once again in evidence, by now word-perfect in his role as the puzzled artist.




  In I, Claudius (BBC2) Caligula ate Drusilla’s baby. For those with stronger stomachs, however, Noele Gordon was on Stars on Sunday (Yorkshire), persuading us, in a

  heart-wrenching tremolo, of the necessity to keep striving, ‘whatever differences there might be between the various races in this weld’. But another religious programme showed that the

  holy spirit retains at least a flicker of life: the Anno Domini report on Paraguay (BBC1) was eloquent about the horrors going on there and the bravery of those who

  resist.




  14 November, 1976




  
The truly strong man





  As a climax to the salutary dust-up caused by his book on Unity Mitford, David Pryce-Jones was on Tonight (BBC1), face to face with Sir Oswald Mosley. Referee: Melvyn

  Bragg.




  As always, the streamlined head of Sir Oswald looked simultaneously ageless and out of date, like some Art Deco metal sculpture recently discovered in its original wrappings. Nor have his vocal

  cords lost anything of their tensile strength during the decades of enforced inactivity. Devoid of any capacity for self-criticism, Sir Oswald is never nonplussed when caught out: he simply rattles

  on with undiminished brio.




  So vivacious a revenant was a difficult opponent for Pryce-Jones, looking about eight years old, to deal with. He didn’t do so badly. There were about a hundred times he might have used

  his erudition to point out that Sir Oswald was talking grotesque malarkey, but that would have entailed finding some legally acceptable method of getting Sir Oswald to shut up. As it was, our brave

  young author did the next best thing. Apart from providing some useful quotations from Sir Oswald’s pre-war speeches, he just sat back and let his interlocutor’s much-touted political

  savvy reveal itself for what it actually is.




  Sir Oswald was bent on establishing that Unity’s life was ‘a simple, tragic story of a gel who was what we called stage-struck in those days’ and that Pryce-Jones, in writing a

  book about such of her little quirks as anti-Semitism and blind adoration of Hitler, had done nothing but stir up trouble. Married to one of the Mitford sisters, Sir Oswald was outraged on behalf

  of the family. In addition, he took exception to being described as anti-Semitic himself. Unity might have been anti-Semitic, but that was madness. Hitler might have been

  anti-Semitic, but that was Nazism. He, Sir Oswald, had never been anti-Semitic. Nor had his movement, the British Union of Fascists – which, to hear Sir Oswald tell it, must have

  been some kind of philanthropic organization.




  Already slightly exophthalmic even in repose, Pryce-Jones was bug-eyed at the magnitude of Sir Oswald’s gall. To know that the shameless old spell-binder had been peddling these whoppers

  for years is one thing. To have him produce them right there in front of you is another. Purporting to counter Pryce-Jones’s allegation that he had sent a thank-you note after being

  congratulated on the impeccability of his sentiments by Julius Streicher, Sir Oswald defined Streicher as ‘a man I had absolutely nothing to do with’. The thank-you note had been a

  stock answer, nothing personal.




  Pryce-Jones tried quoting chapter and verse to show that the message in question had been from the heart, but there was no way for the viewer to judge. With the details so far in the past, it

  was Pryce-Jones’s word against Mosley’s. What Pryce-Jones forgot to mention, for the benefit of those in the audience who don’t realize what Sir Oswald’s word on these

  subjects is worth, was the fact that Julius Streicher was a murderous, raving anti-Semite whose pornographic fantasies were already official Nazi policy by the time Sir Oswald sent his note.

  Any kind of thank you to Streicher was a clearly recognizable anti-Semitic act.




  But you will never catch Sir Oswald admitting to anti-Semitism. All he does is embody it. He talked of ‘the use of Jewish money power to promote a world war’. Taxed on this point, he

  disclaimed anti-Semitism by saying that he meant ‘not all Jews, but some Jews’. That’s as far as he will ever reduce his estimate. The truth, of course, is that the real number of

  Jews responsible for World War II was zero. Pryce-Jones tried to say something along those lines, but Sir Oswald shifted ground, saying that he himself had made anti-Jewish speeches only after the

  Jews started ‘attacking our people on the streets’. Like Hitler, Sir Oswald obviously regarded any resistance on the part of an innocent victim as provocation.




  ‘I object to this issue being raised now,’ Sir Oswald hammered on, oblivious to the fact that this issue has never gone away. As if to prove that it

  hasn’t, he had the hide to claim that the Jews would have been as safe as houses in Germany if they had not been so foolish as to promote the war. Before the war, apparently, Dachau had been like Butlin’s. If the Jews had really been in peril, then ‘why did they not leave Germany?’. Here Pryce-Jones, or Bragg for him, should really have told this terrifically silly man not

  to blaspheme.




  Mosley contends that to rake these things up can only injure national unity. ‘The quarrel,’ he announced brazenly, ‘has been over for forty years.’ Plainly he foresees a

  national government, with himself at the head of it. That is what he has been hoping for through all these years of exile. He loves Britain and has been waiting for its call – all unawares

  that the best reason for loving Britain has always been its reluctance to call him, or anybody like him. If it had done nothing else but encourage Sir Oswald to expose himself, Pryce-Jones’s

  book about Unity Mitford (‘a sweet gel, an honest gel’) would have performed a service.




  In I, Claudius (BBC2) Caligula finally got his. John Hurt had a marvellous time in the role, poncing lethally about with lines like ‘And now I must away to shed more light’.

  Perhaps inspired by Hurt’s furiously camping presence, the scenes of dissipation, which earlier in the series tended to recall the Windmill, rose to approximate the standard set by

  Raymond’s RevueBar. Which is probably what the originals were like, when you come to think about it. The famous horse made an appearance. ‘His life has really opened up since I made him

  a senator.’ It was clear that Caligula must have posed the same problem then that Idi Amin poses now: how to knock the mad bastard off. A question less ethical than practical. The contract

  having at last been filled, Claudius rose to power. A wonderful series, like a sexed-up version of The Brothers (BBC1), in which the big question now is whether April will get off with the

  Dutchman.




  On Miss World (BBC1) Patrick Lichfield and Sacha Distel helped herd the beef. Even further down-market, The Royal Variety Performance (BBC1) was hosted by Max Bygraves,

  who tried the time-honoured gimmick of singing the finale at the start. ‘And if you doan like our finish/You doan have to stay for the show.’ Thanks. Click.




  21 November, 1976




  
Patrick’s invisible lute





  Fresh back from a tour of the outer planets, Patrick Moore was on Face the Music (BBC2). Resident host was Joseph Cooper, he of the silent piano. As always when

  Patrick and Joseph are in conjunction, the results were spectacular.




  The screen was ablaze with inexplicable phenomena. For example, Patrick was unable to recognize a portrait of the Queen. Admittedly the portrait was by Annigoni, but it did look

  something like her. It made you wonder about all those times on The Sky at Night when Patrick confidently assures you that the minuscule smudge in the bottom left-hand corner of

  the photograph is a quasar at the edge of the universe.




  But the high point came when Patrick got into trouble over another question and Joseph tried to give him a hint. Giving a hint to Patrick isn’t easy. The question involved identifying some

  musical instrument: a lute, if I remember rightly. Anyway, Joseph decided to mime that he was playing one of these.




  Patrick, with his head in the Magellanic Clouds, did not catch on. Joseph increased his efforts, strumming frantically at the empty air. After the silent piano, the invisible lute! Patrick

  looked stumped. His face was a study – I mean on top of the study it is normally. Ask him about the period luminosity relation in cepheid variables and he knows where he is, but he is no good

  on invisible lutes. Joseph mugged and plucked. Patrick groaned and writhed. The viewer goggled in disbelief. Two great clowns were locked in combat. It was a needle-match for nutters, a Brands

  Hatch for buffoons, a demolition derby for dingbats.




  Also on the panel, the new model Robin Ray remained calm. Calm was something the old model Robin Ray could never remain for a minute, but the years bring tranquillity

  even to the hysterical. The week before, on the same programme, Robin had failed to remember that the K-number of Mozart’s ‘Coronation’ piano concerto is 537. There was a day when

  such a lapse would have sent him into paroxysms of defensive laughter. But this time he just sat there, silently smiling: a fatalist. Robin Ray has acquired gravitas, a presence befitting

  his new role as frontman for the programmes being put out under the catch-all title The Lively Arts (BBC2). Humphrey Burton’s biggest project since he moved back to the Beeb, this

  series has already established itself, in my view, as a success.




  And fronting most of its programmes is the new model Robin Ray. Only once has he fallen back on his erstwhile habits. After introducing a production, starring Teresa Berganza, of The Barber

  of Seville, he reappeared during the interval to help commemorate the composer by eating, with the help of his wife, some Tournedos Rossini prepared in the studio by the chef from the Savoy,

  or it could have been the Ritz. The chef from the Ritz, or it could have been the Savoy, explained the recipe step by step, for those of us in the audience who had a spare truffle within reach and

  were keen to have a go.




  Robin clucked appreciatively between, and often during, mouthfuls. All this was numbingly trivial and had the sole merit of echoing with exactitude the merits of the opera itself – Mozart

  minus the brains. But apart from this one slovenly attempt to link high art with rich living (not only is there no connection, there’s an active antagonism), The Lively Arts has kept

  a high average in which Robin and Humphrey could be excused for taking some pride.




  28 November, 1976




  
Over the tarp





  With Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Granada’s blockbusting series entitled ‘The best Play of 19—’ really got under way. The previous week’s

  Pinter piece had been but a curtain-raiser. Here was the main action, with a meaty part for Olivier as a southern fried patriarch.




  Southern frard patriarch. The accent gets into your head. Whether the play itself does any more than get on your nerves is another question. I can remember being young enough, long

  enough ago, to believe that in Tennessee Williams the giant themes of Greek tragedy had returned, all hung about with magnolias. Ignorance of Greek tragedy helped in this view. This was the 1950s,

  when a lot of intentions were being taken for deeds.




  Later on the illusions crumbled. The American theatrical revival was widely seen for what it was. But even when it became generally accepted that most of the Broadway post-war classics were, by

  thoughtful standards, clap-trap, it was still contended that they worked. You heard a lot about Tennessee Williams’s plays working. And indeed it could still be contended

  that Cat on a Hot Tin Roof works, in the sense that it coheres and resolves instead of just falling apart.




  But at what a cost. Principally to the listener’s eardrums. Even in this television production the actors had to shout as loudly as they would have had to do on stage, since if they lapsed

  even briefly into normal tones it would become apparent that every character in the play is doing all the time what normal human beings do only in rare moments of passion – i.e. say exactly

  what’s on their minds. The convention of raw frankness can only be sustained if all concerned are in a permanent wax. So the actors rant. Rant on stage can look like powerful acting to the

  uninitiated, but on TV it looks like tat even to a dunce.




  In these circumstances, Olivier’s Big Daddy must be counted a triumph. He brought nobility to a role which hasn’t really got any. Tennessee might have thought it did when he wrote

  it, but what he was counting on, even if he didn’t realize it, was that you would remember broken kings in plays by other hands. His own broken king possesses no

  qualifications except a zillion acres of cotton to justify him in lashing out with his personality. But Olivier gave the role overtones of Oedipus, Coriolanus, Lear – almost enough overtones

  to cover up its undertones.
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