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  Preface




  This book is the incidental result of my first four years as the Observer’s television critic. I say ‘incidental’ because when I began writing the

  column I had only fleeting notions of preserving any of it for posterity. Before coming to the Observer I had been one of a quartet of writers who did the occasional stint – each of us

  contributing one piece per month, turn and turn about – for the Listener, whose then editor, Karl Miller, was gratifyingly insistent that literary journalism ought to be written from

  deep personal commitment and to the highest standards of cogency the writer could attain. Quite apart from the eternal debt I owe him for allowing me to review television after having failed so

  conspicuously to become interested in reviewing radio, I shall always be grateful that his belief in the importance of what we were all up to took the tangible form of a severe discipline when it

  came to editing copy – which he preferred to do with the author present, so that obscurities could be explained to him by their perpetrators. The obscurities usually turned out to be

  solecisms.




  Having your thousand words scrutinised by Karl Miller could be an experience either hilarious or scarifying, but it was rarely anything in between. I once came into the office to find him

  sitting behind his desk with an umbrella up, ‘to ward off my troubles’. When he was in the mood to scorn the follies of the day, his invective would have me aching with laughter, and

  the morning flew. But when he was in the mood to be bloody, I found it intolerable to stay in the same building, and I flew instead. If I had got him carpeted before the BBC hierarchs by attacking

  some politician or academic for striking attitudes on the box, Miller would defend me without even telling me about it; his Calvinistic moral strength needed no bolstering from approval. On the

  other hand, if he suspected me of professional dereliction, however minor, his wrath shook the walls. Since I suffer from an unduly thin skin, my days with the Listener were consequently

  numbered from the beginning, but I will always look back on them with fondness. It was Karl Miller who gave me the courage of my apparent lack of convictions – or, to put it less

  sententiously, who let me write a column which eschewed solemnity so thoroughly that it courted the frivolous. ‘And I suppose,’ he would say, holding his blue pencil like a blunt

  hypodermic about to be thrown into my upper arm, ‘you’ve done another cabaret turn.’ But like Lichtenberg he appreciated the kind of joke that unveils a problem: if your

  gags had a serious reason for being there, they stayed in. On the other hand any platitude, no matter how gravely expressed, was ruthlessly extirpated. It meant a lot to me to be able to make him

  laugh, because he never laughed at anybody who was merely trying to be funny.




  Unfortunately as a television critic for the Listener I could hope to net only about £7 a week. As the television critic for the Observer I would do a bit better than that,

  with four times as many chances per month to instruct the world. There was my family to feed, not to mention my ambition. So there could be no doubt about whether or not to take up the

  Observer’s offer when it came, even though the editor of the Listener – more Calvinistic than ever when it came to matters of loyalty – would undoubtedly never

  forgive me for betraying his trust. Under a cloud was the only way anyone ever left him. When I turned up on jelly legs to inform him of my decision, the news had already reached him on the

  tom-toms. He tried to fire me as I walked through the door, but my letter of resignation was in my pocket. I left it with his secretary and high-tailed it out of the blast area. We have never

  spoken since, but if this book has any virtues they owe a lot to his influence.




  And so my career as a weekly television columnist began. It felt straight away, and still feels now, almost illegal to be paid for having such a good time. As happens so often when your life

  takes a serendipitous course, the reasons arrive after the event. In retrospect it might seem as if you thought everything out but if you remember a bit harder you can usually recollect being

  impelled by nothing more exalted than a vague feeling of ‘why not?’. There were (there still are) plenty of wiser heads to tell me I should avoid lavishing my attention on lowly

  ephemera, but I couldn’t see why I shouldn’t, if I felt like it. It wasn’t that I didn’t rate my attention that high – just that I didn’t rate the ephemera that

  low. Television was a natural part of my life. I loved watching it and I loved being on it. The second passion has since somewhat faded, but the first remains strong, and was very powerful at the

  time. I watched just about everything, including the junk, which was often as edifying as the quality material and sometimes more so. The screen teemed with unsummable activity. It was full of

  visions, legends, myths, fables. And the most fabulous characters of all were those fictional ones who thought that they were factual.




  Around and beyond its drama programmes, television itself was one huge drama with a cast of millions, a feature list of thousands, and starring (in no order, not even alphabetical) hundreds upon

  hundreds of people whose regular prominence conferred on their every peculiarity and mannerism an almost numinous ontological definition. Nobody, not even Dickens, could invent a character like

  Joseph Cooper and his silent piano. Patrick Moore! Esther Rantzen putting the emphasis on every second word! Bob McKenzie and his psensational psephological machines!

  And somehow the cast was never diminished, only augmented. Out of the Women’s Lib upheaval came the BBC’s token lady newsreader, Angela Rippon, for ever afterwards to be cherished as

  Angie Cool. Out of a nightmare by Bram Stoker came the incredible Magnus Pyke, coiling and uncoiling around the studio like one of those wire toys that walk down stairs.




  On top of all the stuff on television that it was my duty to talk about – plays, documentaries, series, variety shows, news – there was all this other stuff begging to be talked

  about as well. Raymond Williams, the most responsible of television critics, objected to what he called the ‘flow’ of television: the way its different component parts allegedly became

  stylistically homogenised into a stream of uniform unmeaning. To me, perhaps because I was an irresponsible critic, it didn’t look like that. Television, in Britain at any rate, was scarcely

  something you could feel superior to. It was too various.




  If I thought at all about my aims, it was the variety of television – the multiplicity of ways in which it engaged your interest – that I was concerned to reflect. What I had to

  offer was negative capability, a capacity for submission to the medium. True, other critics before me had submitted themselves to Coronation Street and found it instructive. But I was the

  first to submit myself to Alastair Burnet and find him fascinating. No critic before me had ever regarded David Vine as a reason for switching the set on.




  Not much of a claim to individuality perhaps, but there it is. And anyway, a lot of readers seemed to feel the same. No sooner had I reviewed the performance of the BBC sports commentators at

  the Munich Olympics than letters started arriving to prove that David Coleman aroused the same kind of perturbed reverence in other people as he did in me. Television columnists get bigger

  mail-bags than other critics for the simple reason that nearly everybody watches television and has opinions about it. Whatever kind of aesthetic event television might be, it was certainly a

  universal one. That, at any rate, was my defence when called upon to justify my activities – which I frequently was, and never more searchingly than by Kenneth Tynan.




  The scene switches to the Garrick Club. Not long after Princess Anne’s wedding the Observer’s editor, David Astor, threw a reception there for his journalists and critics. I

  remember the occasion for two main reasons. The first was sartorial. Benny Green and I, raffish dressers both, turned up in an electric blue pullover and a Hawaiian shirt respectively. Faced with

  the spectacle we presented, a quiet voice in the lobby said, ‘Mmm. Unusual.’ If the voice had belonged to a venerable member I would soon have forgotten my embarrassment. But it

  belonged to a cleaner. The second reason was weightier. After David Astor and I had exchanged mutually indecipherable pleasantries (his shyness taking the form of pregnant pauses and mine of hollow

  volubility), I found myself talking to Tynan, resplendent in a leaf-green shantung Dr No jacket and full of encouragement for my efforts. When, he asked, would I be turning my critical gaze away

  from television and towards its proper object, the theatre? Never, was my reply. (I wish it had been firmly expressed, but I was in some awe of Tynan and tended to produce a stammer that matched

  his.) Tynan was thunderstruck: surely I didn’t pretend that television could equal the theatre for immediacy, the feeling of occasion, the tang of life lived? ‘I still get a thrill

  every time the curtain goes up,’ he said. ‘I get a thrill every time it goes down,’ I replied. Those were our exact words. If the two speeches had not been separated by five

  minutes of random conversation they might have counted as epigrammatic dialogue. As it was, though, our different viewpoints were clearly enough expressed. I thought very highly of Tynan’s

  theatre criticism, especially his earlier work: He That Plays the King I had always regarded as a magic book. But I couldn’t stand the theatre. Conversely Tynan thought little of

  television, but was generous enough to be interested in what I had to say about it. He said he hoped that I would be publishing a selection of my pieces when the time came.




  From then on the idea was in my mind. But I never let it affect the way I wrote the column, which after four years amounted to something like a quarter of a million words. Trimming such a heap

  of verbiage down to publishable length has entailed leaving out a good number of would-be substantial pieces along with nearly all the trivia. In some ways it is the trivia which I most regret

  having to sacrifice, since it was through them that I came nearest to celebrating the multifariousness of what was permanently on offer for the price of a licence fee. Here and there through the

  book I have left a column intact, complete with its tail-end one-liners about Harry Hawkins opening and closing doors, or what the Pakenham clan got up to that week. But on the whole I have had to

  accept that a book which contained all my favourite paragraphs would make no sense.




  For a while I toyed with the notion of transferring what I fancied to be golden phrases from columns marked for the chop to columns I proposed to keep, but to do too much of that would have been

  cheating. That bit about the Osmond fans using the tops of Minis as trampolines to bounce over the riot-fences into Television Centre and run wild through the corridors covering everything with

  regurgitated Farex – couldn’t I get that bit in somewhere? But no: out it went. And bigger things went out along with it, for different reasons. There is not much left in about Ireland

  or Vietnam or the Middle East – not because television seldom treated them, or because I seldom wrote about the resulting programmes, but because I seldom managed to say anything particularly

  illuminating. It isn’t enough for criticism to prove itself concerned. I admired the Jack Gold production Of Arturo Ui and wrote a whole column about it, but now I see that I was too

  eager to grind an axe about Brecht: to preserve the piece I would have to rewrite it. The same applies to a rave review of Long Day’s Journey Into Night, produced by Michael Blakemore

  and starring Laurence Olivier. If I cut out the superlatives, there would be nothing left: I had been so eager to transmit my enthusiasm that I never got down to brass tacks.




  But if some of the big themes are gone, others remain. I have conferred a specious neatness to the book’s outer boundaries by beginning with the Olympic Games at Munich and ending with

  them again at Montreal, so that the ineffable BBC sports commentators are there at the finish as well as at the start. Through the period of the Olympiad bulk some grand events, real and imagined:

  War and Peace, the Royal Wedding, Nixon’s fall, the General Election, Margaret Thatcher’s rise, The Glittering Prizes, Solzhenitsyn’s expulsion. Since the book

  can’t pretend to contain the whole of its parent column, and since the column can’t pretend to contain the whole of television, and since television can’t pretend to contain the

  whole of life, there is no question of chronicling everything that has happened in the world over the last four years. Nor, however, does one forgo all claims to pertinence.




  Most of the blockbuster programmes get a mention, even if only a short mention. Sometimes a short mention was all they deserved. As for current events, it all depended where you looked. In

  twenty minutes of being interviewed by Robin Day, General Haig told you all you needed to know about the Nixon administration, simply by the havoc he wreaked on the English language. For that

  matter, a cameo appearance by Pierre Salinger told you most of what you needed to know about the Kennedy era. Every viewer is an amateur television critic and can judge how well he is being told

  something directly. What a professional television critic ought to be able to contribute is the ability to assess what he is being told indirectly. He ought to know when a blurred message about

  something is really a clear message about something else. Television can never give you a programme on, say, Israel which would be a tenth as informative as Saul Bellow’s magnificent New

  Yorker articles on the same subject. It hasn’t the time and probably it hasn’t the brains: only a copiously reflective mind wielding a scrupulous prose style can take so profound a

  view. But television will give you a programme like QB VII, which in its very mediocrity tells you exactly what happens when a historical tragedy is popularised. Reviewing QB

  VII seemed to me just as worthwhile a critical task as reviewing Thames Television’s special two-part programme on the Final Solution, and a considerably more difficult one.




  Only once in the four years did I get around to pronouncing on the television critic’s Function. The piece is included here under the title ‘What is a television critic?’. It

  includes most of the points I am able to make explicitly about that subject. Other and more important points are, I hope, made implicitly in all the other columns, but it is perhaps worthwhile to

  say one or two additional things here, although the risk of sounding pompous is great. One of the chief Functions of a television critic is to stay at home and watch the programmes on an ordinary

  domestic receiver, just as his readers do. If he goes to official previews, he will meet producers and directors, start understanding their problems, and find himself paying the inevitable price

  for free sandwiches. A critic who does not keep well clear of the World of the Media will soon lose his sting. He might also begin harbouring delusions about his capacity to modify official policy.

  In reality, even the most trenchant critic can hope to have very little effect at executive level. On the other hand, even the mildest critic is likely to have more effect than he realises at the

  level of programme-making, where the creative personnel are inordinately dependent on written evidence of intelligent appreciation. If you say that there ought to be more programmes like such and

  such, you will rarely change the mind of a senior executive who has already decided that there ought to be fewer. But you might help give the people who made the programme the courage to persist in

  their course.




  The critic should never imagine that he is powerful, but it would be culpable of him not to realise that he is bound to be influential. There is no reason, however, to be crushed flat by the

  responsibility of the job. It is, after all, a wonderfully enjoyable one, even at its most onerous. The onerousness, incidentally, springs more from the fatigue of trying to respond intelligently

  than from the necessary curtailment of one’s night-life. Any television critic soon gets used to being asked about how he supports the loss of all those dinner parties. Doesn’t he pine

  for intelligent conversation? The real answers to such questions are usually too rude to give, unless the interrogator is a friend. Formal dinner parties are an overrated pastime, barely serving

  their nominal function of introducing people to one another, and nearly always lamentably devoid of the intelligent conversation they are supposed to promote. Most people severely overestimate

  their powers as conversationalists, while even the few genuinely gifted chatterers tend not to flourish when hemmed about by bad listeners. The talk on the little screen is nearly always better

  than the talk around a dinner table. For my own part, I hear all the good conversation I need when lunching with drunken literary acquaintances in scruffy restaurants. In London, the early

  afternoon is the time for wit’s free play. At night, it chokes in its collar.




  What I miss in the evenings is not dinner parties but the opera house. When I finally give up reporting the tube, it will probably be because the lure of the opera house has become too strong to

  resist. But sitting down to be bored while eating is an activity I would willingly go on forgoing. The box is so much more entertaining – a fact which even the most dedicated diners-out

  occasionally admit, since from time to time it becomes accepted in polite society that the long-drawn-out gustatory proceedings may be interrupted in order to watch certain programmes. It was

  recognised, for example, that The Glittering Prizes might legitimately entail a concerted rush from the dinner table to the television set, although I confess that in this one case my own

  inclination was to rush from the television set to the dinner table.




  As I compose this introduction, the future shape of television in Britain is in some doubt. I have my own opinions about what needs to be done. Some of them are strong opinions and when my turn

  comes to be interviewed by Lord Annan I hope I will voice them strongly enough to make them heard. But arguing about policy is something apart from the week-to-week business of criticising what

  comes out of the box.




  One way or another, when the high matters have been discussed and settled, television in this country will go on being an enchanted window in which everything from the squint of Hughie Green to

  the smile of Lord Longford will suddenly appear and demand to be interpreted. The Brothers will return. The Hawk will walk. Pundits will pronounce. Literary riches will be transmuted into dross and

  trash will become established as myth. ‘A television critic would have to know everything,’ Tynan objected, ‘and who knows everything?’ I was lost for an answer at the time,

  but have found one since. It isn’t necessary to know everything – just to remember that nobody else does either.




  I would like to thank David Astor for having brought me to the Observer; Donald Trelford for having put up with me subsequently; Richard Findlater for his supervision early on; John Lucas

  for his scrupulous copy-editing; and above all Terry Kilmartin, éminence grise of the arts pages, for his wise counsel. Finally I would like to thank my wife for her invaluable

  criticisms of the finished text, especially the crucial suggestion that beyond a certain point it is counterproductive to go on being bad-tempered about James Burke.




  C.J.




  





  Preface to the Picador Edition




  When the hardback edition of this book was published in 1977 I had only some of the courage of my convictions. Putting out a collection of weekly television columns still struck

  me as a pretty self-important thing to do. If television was a fleeting phenomenon, how much more fleeting must be the reviewing of it? In my preface I had enough nerve to say that television was

  so far from being fleeting that even its ephemera were of lasting interest. I can congratulate myself on getting that much said, but can’t be proud of my reticence in failing to add that I

  thought the business of reviewing television from week to week had its own importance which could not be gainsaid. Perhaps at the time I didn’t quite yet entirely think so. Anyway, now I

  do.




  I take reviewing television seriously enough to treat each weekly column as a new obligation, not just as a new opportunity for cracking wise. The obligation is to reflect the tumultuous variety

  of experience that has spent the previous seven days fighting to get out of the set. During my near-decade as a reviewer the total amount of new material screened on British television in any given

  season has shrunk by something like a third, but it could shrink by a third again and still be more than enough for a critic to deal with. Any critic who complains about the monotony of what he is

  being paid to look at is really complaining about the condition of his own soul.




  I am not a serious student of television, but I am a serious reviewer. There are plenty of serious students. They write books about trends, attend symposia at the Edinburgh Festival, and compose

  long profiles about key personalities in the Land of the Media. This is honest work but I do not regard it as a step up from weekly reviewing. Weekly reviewing, I have at last come to realise, is

  the guts of the matter. I have always behaved as if that were so but have only lately acquired the confidence to preach what I practise. I preach the issue less on my own behalf than for the

  benefit of anyone else coming along who might feel like turning his hand to this kind of work but doubts its legitimacy. Objections and protests from every channel and department will soon convince

  the tyro that he is engaged in unimpeachable labour.




  He can also look forward to a steady landslide of thoughtful letters from readers, all of whom, it turns out, are television critics too. Practically everyone who watches television has a

  critical attitude to some extent. All the sociopolitical theories about how the masses would be drugged by television were exactly wrong. Those millions of people out there are individual and

  alive. Anyone on television who treats the watching audience like dummies will not get far. A television critic who patronises the medium can rack up some mileage, especially if he adopts a solemn

  tone. But he will inevitably also patronise his readers, and will thus forfeit the immense pleasure and continuous education of being in contact with their views and enthusiasms. There is not a

  piece in this book (or in its successor The Crystal Bucket, also scheduled for paperback publication in due course) which did not lead to discussion, and sometimes heated argument with

  friends, acquaintances or even complete strangers.




  I won’t pretend that I always took immediate notice of what they said, but the steadily accumulating aggregate of their opinions could not help but be edifying, with the result that I have

  grown in the job – or anyway I feel that I have. Perhaps I have only grown over-confident. I would like to think that I have grown wise. Certainly I have not grown cynical. As a performer I would

  still rather flirt with television than appear on it regularly, but that is only another measure of how fascinating I find it – almost enough to tempt me away from reviewing it. Television has

  always thrilled me, and if some of that thrill is not in this book then I have failed as a critic, since while it is true that there can be no real criticism without seriousness, it is equally true

  that real seriousness is controlled excitement.




  





  Auntie goes to Munich




  With more than half of the 170 scheduled hours of television coverage already delivered safely into your living-room there can’t be much

  doubt that the star personality of these Games – the single soul in whom elegance and endurance are fused by the flame of the Olympic spirit – is Britain’s gallant little Frank

  Bough.




  There’s been controversy about this man. It’s been questioned whether one commentator, however gifted, should be asked to talk for the full 26 hours, 385 minutes every day of the

  Games. Rumours of anabolic steroids and jaw-strengthening injections have threatened to cast a shadow over the achievement of this astonishing boy from Wood Lane who did his training on

  Grandstand. But as day follows day Bough’s stature grows. By now he’s within an ace of overcoming that worrying upset caused by changing his speech-pattern between telecine cues,

  and as he finishes each evening in a flurry of collapsing elocution many people are beginning to say that Frank Bough – the boy from Television Centre who puts the emphasis on his

  prepositions and breaks into a shout when you LEAST expect it – could push BBC commentating back up there among the medals where it belongs.




  Despite, however, the never-failing entertainment value of his deathless hunger for a British victory, Bough is by no means the most accomplished footler in the BBC squad: indeed, whole minutes

  go by when he unfascinatingly sticks to a recognisable version of the English language, and it’s only in moments of sudden stress that we start hearing about Mark Spitz going for his fourth

  goal meddler the Games here in Munich.




  Also there in Munich is plucky David Vine – the boy who learned his enunciation from Eddie Waring on It’s A Knockout and crewed for Michael Aspel on all those beaudy

  commatitions that laid the foundations for Mike’s career as an encyclopedia salesman. David, it turns out, can’t pronounce Shane Gould. He put in an entire day of commatition calling

  her Shane Gold, and after a long, weary night presumably spent having his urine analysed and tiny lights shone in his eyes he racked himself up to maximum effort and succeeded in calling her Shane

  Gld.




  For the full effect of ill-timed patriotism, lack of content and slovenly execution which marks BBC sports commentating at its finest, we need to quit headquarters and go out on location –

  preferably to the swimming pool, where the same voices which at winter sports take hours to tell you hardly anything about what’s going on in the snow take days to tell you absolutely nothing

  about what’s going on in the water. Diversion here is on several levels. First, and most obvious, is the punishment handed out to the English language – which on the BBC has survived,

  and even profited from, all kinds of regional and colonial accents, but can’t be expected to go on flourishing under the tidal assault of sheer somnolence. After these Lympic Games we should

  be asked to hear no more of Spitz’s long, easy stryle, the brack stroke, or Gunnar Larsen of Sweding.




  But your paradigm no-no commentary can’t be made up of fluffs alone (although if it could, Walker and Weeks would be the lads to do it). It needs flannel in lengthy widths, and it’s

  here that Harry and Alan come through like a whole warehouse full of pyjamas. ‘Every move of his,’ raves the voiceover the action replay of Spitz knocking off yet another record he

  already holds, ‘is concentrated into just moving through that water.’




  The best camera at the pool was the overhead longitudinal one lensed and angled to speed the action instead of slowing it – the usual stodgy effect of a long lens was eliminated, and

  swimming has never looked more fluent. But this camera couldn’t get into action without Harry and Alan chiming in with something like ‘now you can see it, power personified with this

  boy as he comes back down this course’. Incipient lyricism was blasted in the bud.




  Heights of lunacy were scaled when a British hope called Brinkley set off on the first lap of a butterfly event. ‘And there’s Brinkley, quite content to let Mark Spitz set the

  pace.’ What was actually happening, of course, was that Brinkley, like all the other competitors, was already contenting himself as best he could with being totally destroyed, but thanks to

  our dynamic duo of commentators it was Brinkley who looked the fool. They just didn’t seem to realise how asinine it was to suggest that Brinkley would have done better at the end of the race

  if Spitz hadn’t forced him to go so fast in the first half.




  The brute fact so far has been that the swimming commentaries have added nothing to the pictures except file-card titbits about little Lodja Gdnsk of Poland being born in Pfft and just missing

  out on a medal at the pan-European dry-pool Games at Flart. But the voices-over on the swimming are a Principia Mathematica of condensed argument compared to the vocal gas enshrouding the visuals

  from the diving pool. ‘Here she comes, into the back position,’ says our irrepressible voice as the diver walks to the end of the board and turns around, ‘and look at those toes

  working at the end of the board: and there she goes, round into the twist and round and down and . . . in.’ Television for the blind.




  It needs to be said, good and loud, that the BBC’s blockbuster coverage of the Munich Olympics has been a pain in the ear. The directors face daunting technical problems in selecting from

  the lavish camerawork the Germans have laid on: to assess their accomplishments accurately you’d need to know all the other choices that were open, so apart from noting a tendency to switch

  away from a Russian gymnast and hurry off to watch a British canoe caught upside down in what appears to be a rotary washing-machine (‘I don’t want to be a pessimist,’ said our

  commentator, ‘but I think British hopes of a medal are fading’) I prefer to leave that part of the job uncriticised. But the accompanying talk has rarely reached adequacy.
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