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  Introduction to the Collected Edition




  For ten years, between 1972 and 1982, I wrote a television column for the Observer every Sunday of the year except for an annual holiday spent trying to readjust my

  eyes and skin to sunlight. I was inhabiting a strange, half-lit world in which nothing happened except watching television. Often I had two sets running at once. Elsewhere on earth, they were

  inventing the VCR machine, but too late to help me out. Every night I watched everything that mattered, and a lot more that was not supposed to, on three channels, which eventually grew to four. If

  somebody said something interesting I had to write it down from memory. It was good training, but only, I thought then, for pursuing more of the weird activity I was already engaged in. It was not

  like learning to play the piano, which at the start you can’t, and then later you can. With television criticism you already can at the start, but if you are still going to be able to later

  on, you have to develop some sort of philosophy about what you are up to. Otherwise an occupation which has the initial appearance of money for jam will end in mental breakdown.




  Perhaps it did, and I didn’t realize. My own impression, however, is that I emerged from the experience a wiser man. If this impression is correct, it had a lot to do with the quality of

  British television. One of my daughters is now training to be a scientist because of the science programmes she saw on television. Admittedly my other daughter still only ever studies at all when

  threatened with being denied access to the next re-run of Inspector Morse, but on balance the influence of television on the next generation has been good – in my house, at any rate.

  Whatever was coming out of the tube wasn’t hurting the young people I knew.




  So what was coming out of the tube? Was television really the incitement to cultural suicide that the pundits said it was? In the prefaces to the three individual volumes – and

  especially the preface to the last one, Glued to the Box – I tried to touch on these questions explicitly. But my answers were always implicit in the columns

  themselves, the product of what I am now inclined to look back on, with some fondness, as my Mushroom Years. The conclusions I came to are, I like to think, too complex and subtle to be summarized

  in any shorter space than this fat book. But if I had to sum up my Position in a sentence, it would be this: I began with the suspicion, and ended with the conviction, that popular entertainment is

  well worth doing.




  Since then I have been engaged in trying to do it. Working for television is far more demanding of time and energy than just watching. Performing has its own requirements which criticism can

  only guess at. Yet the two activities, I grow ever more sure, are so closely linked as to be inseparable. With deregulation on the way, the great age of television, when there was a national

  audience instead of niche marketing, is on its way out, perhaps never to return. It is a good moment, then, to remember the good moments. If, at first, I was slow to realize just how good they

  were, at least I got excited by instinct – thereby demonstrating, not for the first time in history or the last in my own life, that the secret of knowing what you think is to admit what you

  feel.




  London, 1991
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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 scrutinized 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 homogenized 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 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

  popularized. 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 realizes 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 realize 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 recognized, 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 criticizing 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 realize, 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 socio-political 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 patronizes the medium can rack up some mileage, especially if he adopts a solemn

  tone. But he will inevitably also patronize 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 volume (or in its successors The Crystal Bucket and Glued to the Box) 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 one hundred and seventy 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 recognizable 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 Knock-out and crewed for Michael Aspel on all those beaudy

  commatitions that laid the foundations for Mike’s career as an encyclopaedia 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 voice over 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 realize 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 uncriticized. But the accompanying talk has rarely reached adequacy.




  As for the Games themselves, they need a cure. Dr Bannister was on the right lines when he said they needed scaling down. Getting rid of the flags would be a good first step towards getting rid

  of the drugs. But I, for one, don’t want to get rid of the Games themselves. Without them there’d be no Olga Korbut, no Ludmilla Tourischeva, no Alan Weeks, no David Vine. Without them

  there’d be no enchanted moments such as Barry Davies moaning dementedly, ‘No team has worked harder than the winners of this match,’ after Russia beat Japan

  at volleyball, and then adding in a concerned mutter, ‘or indeed the losers.’




  3–10 September, 1972




  
Storm over England





  A full score of series, new and refurbished, and one all-evening blockbuster crammed the week with vitamins. Large things first: If Britain Had Fallen (BBC1) ran to

  the length of The Sorrow and the Pity but couldn’t match it for weight. Since the occupation of France was a historical fact, a programme on the subject was able to busy itself with

  what the Nazis did and what the French tried to do in return. The occupation of Britain failed to occur, leaving future script editors the problem of dealing in hypotheses, most of them vague.




  For a major documentary (his fellow officer, Major Setback, also showed up during the evening) the programme under discussion was conspicuously short of the wherewithal – the Germans just

  didn’t have all that many plans drawn up for dealing specifically with Britain, so that concentrating on their intentions turned out to be a way of dissipating the air of menace instead of

  thickening it.




  Part 1, ‘Operation Sea Lion’, covered familiar ground but came up with some unfamiliar facts and footage. Two hundred thousand British dogs were destroyed as some kind of insurance

  against air attack, and there was film to prove that horses wore gas-masks. Hunting parties prodded haystacks to flush paratroopers, thereby demonstrating that nobody really knew much about what

  paratroopers were. To rub this point home, there was some diamond-sharp footage of Ju 52s remorselessly unloading battle-hungry Fallschirmjäger all over Holland. The heavy implication was

  that Britain would have stood no chance if the Germans had got ashore in force. Few knowledgeable people quarrel with this. The further implication, though (that the Germans

  knew exactly what they planned to do next), didn’t ring so true.




  Part 2, ‘Life Under the Occupation’, contained as much hard news as ever existed. Harrow, Eton and the Oxbridge colleges were to become homes away from home for the SS, apparently

  because of the abundance of sporting facilities. Apart from the Black List, which we already knew about, there was a White List, naming indigenous sympathizers to the Nazi ideal. For libel reasons,

  we couldn’t be told the names on it. I’d be surprised if Carlyle and Ruskin weren’t among them.




  Reminiscences and reconstructions of what went on in the Channel Islands provided most of the meat in this part of the show. People who were children at the time are still angry about how their

  homes were looted by their neighbours the moment after they were moved out for deportation. The Germans provided many islanders with a new angle on their fellow man. Apart from malnutrition, that

  was about all: the local Gestapo, for example, was strictly Mickey Mouse compared with what was on offer further east.




  In Part 3, ‘The New Order’, we were given the Big Picture, numerous experts being wheeled on to deal with questions of free will and destiny. Dr William Sargant told us about the

  psychological techniques the Nazis would have employed to soften up the population for whatever it was they planned to do to it. What failed to emerge was a clear projection of the global future

  the Nazis were supposed to be dreaming of. This ideal has been described, in theoretical works on the subject of totalitarianism, as ‘universal concentration’. Closer than that

  it’s difficult to come.




  Hitler’s table talk was quoted – the famous, demented passage about a Russia cleaned up for use as a German holiday camp-cum-autodrome. There is no reason to think that his plans for

  Britain would have been anything like this: such as they were, they were probably fully as insane, but in another way. It was amusing, in this context, to find the delectable Sir Oswald Mosley

  being interviewed. ‘I think most people watching you now would have expected you to become Hitler’s representative in this country.’ ‘Why?’

  Apparently he was all set to commit suicide instead.




  Running through all three parts of the programme was the question of who would have resisted and who collaborated. The answer was hard to find. The next evening, on Line-up (BBC2), Lord

  Boothby was certain that resistance would have been concerted and unceasing. As it happened, the nation’s heroism in the grip of the oppressor was never tested, reinforcing the perennial,

  guilty suspicion that Britain’s liberties are dependent on innocence – the suspicion out of which programmes like this arise. It’s a national characteristic, and a civilizing one.

  So is a sense of the absurd. Enoch Powell was also on Line-up insisting that he, too, would have committed suicide. Perhaps Mosley would have lent him a gun.




  It was a tense week for current affairs. World in Action (Granada) divested an anti-immigration agitator of his placard and flew him down to Uganda to suss out the scene from up close.

  The communication fallacy worked full blast in both directions. ‘What do you fink abaht the Asians?’ ‘De onions?’ ‘Nah, the Asians.’ Semantic

  malfunctions notwithstanding, our hero ended up admitting that fings were more complicated than he’d fought.




  17 September, 1972




  
Overture to War and Peace




  Every other critic in town has by now completed his preliminary estimation of War and Peace (BBC2) and quit the examination hall, leaving this writer alone in draughty

  silence. At this rate people are going to start suspecting that I haven’t read the book. The smell of fear rises damply.




  The Big Question stands out on the examination paper in letters of fire. Compulsively I footle with the little questions, half hoping that my sketchy answers will add up to something. It must be

  terrific to be a Marxist. And even better to be Nancy Banks-Smith: she just came straight out and said she hadn’t read the book. I don’t know much about

  Yasnaya Polyana but I know what I like – that’s the line to take. Only I have read the book. Except I can’t say that because people will think I’ve read it

  specially. Jings, look at the clock. And I haven’t even finished writing about Six Faces. Talking about Kenneth More when everybody else is on about Anthony Hopkins. I

  wonder what Kenneth More would have been like as Pierre. As Pierre Bezukhov, the legless Russian pilot. Concentrate . . . That new series, The Pathfinders (Thames), has got pilots in it,

  but they’ve all got legs. Mine have gone to sleep.




  Six Faces (BBC2) has now clocked up two episodes, like War and . . . No, wrong approach. Six Faces has now presented us with two of the promised six aspects of its

  leading character, a worried businessman played by Kenneth More. More has never been among my favourite actors, first of all because of his unshakeable conviction that the expletive Ha-ha!

  delivered straight to camera conveys mirth, and secondly because he has not done enough to quell the delusion, prevalent among the populace of the Home Counties, that he was responsible for the

  defeat of the Luftwaffe in 1940. Nevertheless, he is very good in this series, using a certain crumpled puffiness, or puffed crumpledness, to hypnotic effect: the complex pressures working even in

  sheer plodding ordinariness have rarely been better registered, and the series already bids fair to leave us pondering on all the weary little ways a salesman meets his death.




  The Incredible Robert Baldick (BBC1) stars Robert Hardy as the Incredible, and should rate like mad: it’s a kind of take-home Hammer film wrapped in silver foil. The well-heeled

  hero is a piece of nineteenth-century fuzz dedicated to fighting evil in its more occult manifestations. He steams about in a special train – which should add the railway nuts to the

  horoscope consulters and swell the ratings even further. Precociously democratic, the Incredible has a pair of polymath servants who ask, ‘Doctor, what are we up against?’ and when he

  answers, ‘All in good time, all in good time,’ gaze at him in wondering worship instead of crowning him with the fire-tongs.




  Mrs Warren’s Profession (BBC2) showed that Coral Brown is as good at Shaw as Lady Windermere’s Fan proved she was good at Wilde. Other actresses, among whom Maggie

  Smith shall be nameless, should take a long look and painlessly absorb a few hints on how not to go over the top on the tube: The Millionairess (BBC1) would have benefited from a bit less

  irrepressible theatricality in the title role.




  8 October, 1972




  
Tolstoy makes Television History





  Dead ground is the territory you can’t judge the extent of until you approach it: seen from a distance, it is unseen. Almost uniquely amongst imagined countries,

  Tolstoy’s psychological landscape is without dead ground – the entire vista of human experience is lit up with an equal, shadowless intensity, so that separateness and clarity continue

  even to the horizon.




  This creative characteristic is so powerful in Tolstoy that we go on regarding it as his most important distinguishing mark even when his progressively doctrinaire intellect imposes the very

  stereotypes and moralistic schemes which his talent apparently came into existence to discredit. The formal perfection and retributive plot of Anna Karenina don’t, we feel, represent

  an artistic advance on War and Peace – quite the reverse. And yet we never call our reservations disappointments, any more than we are disappointed with Titian’s last phase or

  the original Great Fugue ending to Opus 130. If a great talent pushes on beyond what we have loved in it, it is usually because a great mind has things it feels forced to do.




  Besides, Tolstoy’s gift remains so obviously the same gift, from first to last, that it does our criticism for us: in War and Peace Napoleon is an unsatisfactory

  characterization according to the standards set by Tolstoy himself (in Kutuzov, for example) and even in the most inflexible of the moral parables (‘How Much Land Does

  a Man Need?’ or – to go the whole hog – ‘Resurrection’) we are obviously in the presence of the same all-comprehending vision that brought back its clinically

  objective reports from the bastions at Sebastopol. Any aesthetic experience obliterates all other aesthetic experiences for as long as it lasts, and with Tolstoy it lasts for days and days, so that

  the reader may feel – as he feels with Shakespeare and Dante – that his life is being remade.




  The technique of the novel, or even the medium of prose, has no separate conceptual meaning in such a context: there can be no question of transposing Tolstoy from the page to the screen, since

  he is not on the page in the first place. He is like Michelangelo and Mozart in that the attempt to grasp him entails a sacrifice of comprehension. Universal genius is its own medium and

  transpositions out of it are impossible – it’s one of genius’s defining characteristics. That Verdi recreated Othello in music doesn’t make Othello a transferable asset. It

  simply means that Verdi is in Shakespeare’s league.




  So far, the BBC’s War and Peace has done nothing like a good enough job of being not as good as the book, and instead of driving the viewers to read Tolstoy – which is the

  best, I think, that a TV adaptation could hope to do – might well lull them into thinking that Tolstoy is Russia’s answer to Mary Renault. Marianne Moore wanted her poems to be

  artificial gardens with real toads in them. This production reverses that desirable order: the sets and costumes are as real as research and technology can make them, while the people who inhabit

  them are of an artificiality no amount of good acting – and there is plenty of appalling acting on tap – can defeat.




  Working together as fatally as Laurel and Hardy trying to climb a wall, the script and the direction do a brilliantly thorough job of boiling Tolstoy’s complexity of dialogue, commentary

  and revealed action down to a simple narrative line which simultaneously faithfully reproduces and utterly betrays the novel’s flow of events. ‘Papa’s

  arranged a little dinner for my name day,’ breathes Hélène, her piercing boobs heaving in a frock closely resembling a two-car garage: ‘I hope . . . you’ll be

  there.’ Pierre, valiantly played by Anthony Hopkins, can only goggle, bemused. Except when the occasional voice over supplies a brief stretch of interior monologue, goggling bemused is what

  Pierre goes in for full time. At Hélène’s party, during which her sensational norks are practically on the table among the sweetmeats, Pierre is asked to do a worried version of

  the bug-eyed act Sid James turns on when he is abruptly shoved up against Barbara Windsor.




  Hopkins would be the ideal Pierre if the part were nearer half-way to being adequately written, but all he can do, given the material to hand, is project the necessary inner confusion without

  transmitting the bashful radiance which Tolstoy stunningly insists that Pierre and Hélène share: there is no such thing as mere passion in Tolstoy, and even while racked by

  doubts Pierre is supposed to experience in his contemplation of Hélène the kind of visione amorosa which helps drive Anna Karenina into the arms of Vronsky. What I’m

  saying is, he’s not just hung up on a pair of knockers, right? So those tight shots of Pierre peeking sideways through his prop specs at where his companion’s lungs pulsate off-screen

  might look like clever direction but are in fact graffiti.




  The hamming contest between the marriage-mongering old Princes is a groan-inspiring trial, but in the long run not so debilitating as principal casting that has gone wrong. Given, which one

  doesn’t give, that the characters are types, it would have been better to cast against type than to cast to type – at least complexity would have been hinted at, if not

  embodied. Alan Dobie’s whole screen persona is confined by his face and voice to the band between melancholy and preoccupation, with occasional joyful leaps upward into apprehensiveness.

  Putting him into uniform and calling him Andrei Bolkonsky gives us one aspect of the character while instantly eliminating all the others. As for Morag Hood’s Natasha – well, I am not

  in the business of baiting actresses for errors of casting they did not commit and can do little to overcome. Miss Hood has been excellent in other things and will be

  excellent again, once she has got over being told to jump up and down rapidly on the spot, lithp with her sinuses, skip on to the set like Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm and declare with a jaw

  well-nigh dislocated by youthful vitality that she is Natasha Rostov. Poor mite, can she help it if she arouses throughout the country an unquenchable desire to throw a tarpaulin over her and nail

  down the corners?




  This is not to say that a few things have not gone right. As Princess Maria, for instance, the delicate Angela Down is turning in one of her customary elegantly modulated performances, and some

  of the wide-open location spaces capture your imagination for the brief time before a sequence of restricted camera movements forcibly reminds you that even the most expensive television is a very

  cheap movie when the cathode tube is pre-empted by emulsion. Like most people, I’ll go on watching, but I won’t be gripped. It’s no use saying that a chance has been lost. The

  chance was never there. The series could have been a lot better, but my point is that it would still not have made television history. Television history is made out of television, not out of

  Tolstoy.




  22 October, 1972




  
Knickers





  On Something to Say (Thames) Sir Isaiah Berlin and Professor Stuart Hampshire played amiable badminton across a net formed by the increasingly elaborate,

  cat’s-cradle hand signals of Bryan Magee, who after several months of sitting between contestants lobbing abstract concepts at each other has by now developed a precise explanatory semaphore:

  that gesture where the stiffened left hand brushes crumbs off the knuckles of the loosely poised right, for instance, means the tendency of class systems to crumple under the

  pressure of industrialism and re-form with a new set of interior stresses.




  Professor Hampshire and Sir Isaiah had plainly been through all this before – presumably in Oxford, where they have a college each. But they didn’t mind cantering through it again

  for our benefit, eschewing too many casual mentions of Treitschke or Max Weber and simply bearing down hard on the subject, which was nationalism.




  Sir Isaiah’s closing point was that understanding it probably wouldn’t be much help in controlling it. This position, with its corollary that knowledge should be pursued for its own

  sake and not for its putative social efficacy, strikes me as tough and sane – or perhaps one is merely feeling particularly helpless this week, waiting for a thalidomide child to receive a

  letter bomb. The logic of terrorism demands a soft target.




  The second programme in BBC1’s series on The Commanders dealt with ‘Bomber’ Harris, who also knew something about soft targets. Like the Rommel programme, this one was

  lamentably tardy in getting down to bedrock, spending most of its time being fascinated with its own film footage – some of which was new, most of which was horrifying, and all of which

  raised questions which should have been central to the programme’s structure rather than incidental. Harris’s professed aim of inflicting unacceptable material damage on German

  industrial cities was gone into, but the problem of how this aim could be squared with the eventual destruction of Dresden was not.




  There was a throwaway line about Dresden lying behind the Germans as they faced the advancing Russians. If this was a rehash of the hoary old face-saver about Dresden being a potential centre of

  resistance, then it was an effrontery. Dresden was the logical culmination of the bombing policy which started at Cologne, and that policy was terror – even if Goebbels said it was. The Nazis

  were barbarians and had to be put down with dreadful means; in the end our cruelty was right because theirs was wrong. But this ought to be the nub of the matter, and not an a priori assumption. This series, naught but the distant rumble of a Second World War juggernaut e’en now powering towards our screens, bodes as I plead – ill.




  Pity and terror? The Greeks had a purge for it. The Cedric Messina production of King Oedipus (BBC2) had a greater coherence of interpretation than most productions emanating from that

  source and held the eye and mind throughout, although it lost the imagination somewhere about half-way through. The setting was the modern Middle East, with the Theban power structure sitting about

  in uniforms of British descent while a constantly running buzz-track of agitated shuffling, random shots, Casbah mutterings and low-flying jet planes conveyed the impression of a fluid political

  situation in the environs.




  Laying the triple-whammy on himself, Ian Holm as Oedipus signed off with ‘er, the gods curse all who disobey this charge’ in the same way that a tired businessman remains yours

  sincerely. Alan Webb as Teiresias surged on in a wheelchair, simultaneously recalling Dr Strangelove and the Mercury Theatre production of King Lear – trace any theatrical updating

  back far enough and you always seem to get to Orson Welles. Oedipus telegraphed his imminent disintegration with a virtuoso neurotic quiver when Jocasta, trying to put him at his ease, said that

  Laius was killed at the place where three roads meet. Jocasta was Sheila Allen, which is another way of saying superb.




  Why, then, with all this talent going for it – including a sumptuous lighting design that covered the decor with spiced gloom – did the production have so little real sting? The

  answer, I think, is that there is not much point in trying to supply a binding image to a play whose author was so intent on leaving imagery out. It’s difficult to think of Sophocles looking

  with favour on any attempt to pin his universalized theme to mere political instability. As for the discotheque scene that degenerated into a gang-bang, and Oedipus’s People high-stepping

  through the streets – look, knickers only sounds like a Greek word.




  A new David Mercer play called The Bankrupt (BBC1) continued BBC1’s recently established tradition of putting on plays about bankrupts. This one had the

  prestige of Mercer’s name, and was a tiresome demonstration of the law that he, like John Hopkins, is likely to eke out a half-imagined idea by double-crossing his own talent and piling on

  precisely the undergrad-type tricksiness his sense of realism exists to discredit. Joss Ackland, a useful heavy with a seldom explored second line in sensitive nutters, played a washed-up executive

  whose father didn’t understand him. ‘Ah never could make thee out,’ said dad, conveying this incomprehension: ‘Thah talks gibberish, lad.’




  Subject to a recurring dream in which key figures, including dad, toured the perimeter of a pentangle in which he was trapped, our hero attracted everybody’s misunderstanding except Sheila

  Allen’s, whose peculiar fate it is to look and sound twice as humanely intellectual as any script with which she is supplied – her role as George Eliot was the only part which has so

  far been worthy of her magnificent screen presence. Here she proffered her bosom for Mr Ackland to bury his head in, the lucky devil. She then turned up in the dream as one of his accusers,

  presumably signifying that her generosity had threatened him with castration. You may have noticed that the play ended with a scream. It was mine.




  3 December, 1972




  
Liberating Miss World




  The theme (Women’s Liberation) and the pace (stilted but inexorable) were set by the ever-lovely Miss World (BBC1) which raised its annual kit of Platonic

  queries, such as – is it better to be Socrates unhappy than a pig happy?




  Practically without exception, the faces are null: one searches them despairingly for a flicker of the potential supposedly awaiting release, the female creativity allegedly begging to be

  liberated. No soap. Just a pack of fair to middling, not unpleasing, impenetrably dopey broads.




  They’re the ruck which Michael Aspel exists to electrify, and although it’s true that they find him wonderful because they’ve been told to, it’s by

  no means true that terminating this cultural programming would result in spontaneous choices being substituted for the mechanical ones. What you would get would be the acrid fizz of overloaded

  circuits, whereupon the ladies would start walking into walls, sitting down in mid-air or explaining their hobbies to a pillar-box.




  So far Women’s Lib has had great difficulty in coping with the idea that the activities of the lumpenproletariat might simply have to be respected for themselves. One of the leading

  characteristics of the not-quite-bright is their disastrous over-estimation of the role of intellect in political reality. This stricture applies full force to Women’s Lib, which seems intent

  on supposing that unintelligent behaviour is an aberration, and that naught but a male chauvinist conspiracy stops Miss Australia realizing the desirability of being Germaine Greer.




  The Women’s Libbers shouldn’t get too impressed by the undoubted truth that Germaine Greer can understand Rosa Luxemburg and Miss Australia can barely understand Michael Aspel:

  it’s not a crime, it’s just life – and by no means the worst of life, either. I used to see Miss Australia every day on the beaches around Sydney, with zinc cream on her nose. She

  was all right. Nothing special. Her name always turned out to be something like Gaylene Gunth. While waiting for Michael Aspel to come into her life, she’d sit around for hours on a beach

  towel, pining that she had only ten fingernails to paint. No repressive culture ever made her. She made the culture. She was as free as the ozone, as liberated as the space between the stars.




  On Talk-In (BBC1) Robin Day chaired a discussion of Miss World between a handful of Women’s Libbers and the massed forces of darkness. Far from being the natural output

  of a male chauvinist pig, Day’s arrogance goes beyond sex and indeed the bounds of credibility, to the point where you expected a flying wedge of ravening Maenads to spring from the audience

  and rip him to bits.




  Goaded by Day’s raucous complacency, however, genuine conflict was not slow to emerge, and we were soon regaled with the spectacle of the assembled rhetoricians

  listening nonplussed to Sally Oppenheim, MP, who is actually engaged in trying to change a few things for the better now, instead of waiting for the revolution to transmute everything into

  perfection. Her tough arguments embodied the difference between reality and rhetoric.




  But Seriously – It’s Sheila Hancock (BBC2) featured Germaine Greer being funny, which is something I’m always keen to watch. Some years ago I happened to be present

  when she pioneered the technique of singing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ with the lips out of synch with the words – a revelation. Unfortunately there is also a tendency for the vocal

  cords to get out of phase with the brain, so that on this programme we heard her animadverting on the sexual prowess of her husband. The appropriate reaction to this would have been a brisk

  lecture on fair play, but the awed Miss Hancock was too busy being overwhelmed by her guest’s intellectual stature to blow the whistle.




  Granada’s The Web was written by Alun Owen with the flawless symmetry we normally attribute to a billiard ball. Jenny Twigge’s boyfriend was Michael Kitchen, but her mum was

  Ann Firbank, and when the boy saw the woman he forgot the girl. ‘I’m what I’ve always wanted to be,’ purred la Firbank, flashing him an azure armpit, ‘severe

  and free, austere and abandoned.’ She didn’t read that in Eva Figes. ‘I’m a spider called Agnes, and you don’t mind my sticky web. Do you, Barry?’

  ‘Sticky?’ quavered our lad, but her flickering tongue was in his ear and there was no reply. An appalling effort.




  World in Action (Granada) did a special on the Angry Brigade. Far back in the mind you could hear a giant door thumping hollowly on an era’s end as the earnest Anna Mendelson

  informed the world that justifying your actions was a middle-class notion and that you had to do something before finding out if it was right or wrong. Make way for the Apocalypse, ladies and

  gents.




  On Midweek (BBC1) there was more of the same, with Tom Mangold’s report on Black September, in which it was revealed that one of the stated principles of

  this outfit’s chief ideologues is to steer clear of the politicos and try to knock off the artists. On Man Alive (BBC2) Harold Williamson interviewed a man who had crippled his own

  baby boy. As yet unsupplied with an ideology, this character was obliged to admit that he just bashed the kid because he didn’t like him. But enough. In the whispered words of Otto Preminger,

  delivering a repressively tolerant kiss to Joan Bakewell’s hand at the NFT, ‘I tink we should finish now.’




  10 December, 1972




  
A living legend





  The New Year came in on great plumed and crested waves of kitsch and camp. Punch the buttons as you might, you were drowning in the perfumed effluent of rotten old Showbiz at

  its most outrageous. Things took place on the David Frost special (At Last the 1973 Show, LWT) which must remain for ever nameless, but principally involved Ethel Merman giving forth with

  an overwhelming vibrato which could be silenced only by commercials, the enthralled Frost apparently being keen to have it continue.




  How can people be like this, you wondered moaning, and for an answer were clobbered with the rerun of A Star is Born (BBC1), a titanically lousy movie whose degrading fragrance

  intensifies with the years and which enshrines yet another soubrette who never knew how to give less than her All.




  But de mortuis, and anyway there was another stellar presence on the loose, and very much in command. She was the legendary, indestructible Dietrich (BBC2), appearing for the

  first time in her very own TV special, entirely shot at Bernard Delfont’s gizmo-laden new theatre in which everything revolves around everything else. As we shall presently see, this ritzy

  culture-barn’s meandering appointments must include a hot-house the size of the one at Kew, but for the moment let’s rest content with conceding that at first blush it didn’t look a bad test-track for an indestructible legend.




  While a Burt Bacharach arrangement of ‘Falling In Love Again’ (complete with sour mutes on the trumpets) sounded longingly from the pit, the house lights went down and the discs of

  two limes randomly searched the forestage. The possibility that Emil Jannings might be about to appear was cancelled by a quick glance at Radio Times: no, Marlene it had to be. Difficult,

  in that case, to imagine why the lime-operators were having so much trouble picking up the spot at which she must inevitably enter.




  Finally she emerged, and the fans did their collective nut. So ecstatic was her reception that it was obvious the performance she was about to deliver had already been taken as read, so there

  was no real reason why she shouldn’t have turned around and gone home again – especially considering that the tail end of her coat, composed of the pelts of innumerable small animals,

  had undoubtedly not yet left the dressing room. But she had much to give, and proceeded to give it, making it obvious from the first bar that forty years away from Germany had done nothing to

  re-jig the vowels which first intrigued the world in the English-language version of The Blue Angel.




  ‘I get no kick in a plen,’ she announced. ‘Flying too highee with a guyee in the skyee/Is my idea of nothing to do.’ Equally, mere alcahall didn’t thrill her at ol.

  Any lingering doubts that such sedulously furbished idiosyncrasy is an acceptable substitute for singing were annihilated by the tumult which greeted each successive rendition, the brouhaha being

  reinforced at key points by a lissom shedding of the pelts and a line of patter marked by those interminable coy pauses which in the world of schlock theatre are known as ‘timing’

  although they have little to do with skill and everything to do with a celebrity using prestige as leverage.




  As the great lady went on recounting the story of her life in song and anecdote, the sceptical viewer was torturing himself with the premonition that there might never be an end. There was,

  though – although the final number was only the beginning of it, there being a convention in this branch of theatre that the star takes twice as long to get off as she

  does to get on. It was at this point that the floral tributes started hitting the stage, to the lady’s overmastering astonishment: perhaps she had been expecting them to throw book tokens.

  The show threatened to fade on the spectacle of these epicene maniacs bombarding her with shrubbery, but as the curtains closed and the applause dipped she paged the tabs with a practised sweep of

  the arm and emerged to milk dry the audience’s last resources of pious energy. If she’d been holding a loaded Luger they couldn’t have responded more enthusiastically. They had no

  choice.




  7 January, 1973




  
Likely lads





  Sequels are rarely as strong as the originals, but Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? (BBC1) is currently breaking the rule. The lines are acted out with engaging

  clumsiness by Rodney Bewes as Bob and James Bolam as Terry. With his large featureless head, Bob is the perfect visual complement for Terry, who has a small set of headless features: the chums can

  fluff, miss cues and just plain forget without even once looking like strangers to each other. But it’s the writing that stars: Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais are plainly having a wonderful

  time raiding their own memories. Rilke once said that no true poet minds going to jail, since it leaves him alone to plunder his treasure-house. Writing this series must be the next best thing to

  being slung in the chokey.




  Back from the forces, Terry has spent the last couple of months trying to pull the birds. Bob, however, is on the verge of the ultimate step with the dreaded Thelma, and last week felt obliged

  to get rid of his boyhood encumbrances. Out of old tea-chests came the golden stuff: Dinky toys, Rupert and Picturegoer annuals, all the frisson-inducing junk that Thelma would never let

  weigh down the shelf units. ‘I need these for reference,’ whined Bob, with his arms full of cardboard covered books. There were Buddy Holly 78s – never

  called singles in those days, as Terry observed with the fanatical pedantry typical of the show. Obviously Bob will have a terrible time with Thelma.




  Just as obviously his friendship with Terry will never cease: Damon and Pythias, Castor and Pollux, perhaps even Butch and Sundance, but never – not in a million years – Alias

  Smith and Jones (BBC2), which is typical American TV in that the buddies have no past.




  11 March, 1973




  
Nixon on the skids





  With a breathtaking surge of technology, pencil-thin beams of ozone-fresh oscillation soared into the night sky above the wind-scoured Atlantic, bounced off the vacuum-cradled

  skin of a communications satellite, speared downward through the rain-drenched darkness enshrouding England, tripped the ball-cock of a Baird colour television receiver and flushed the face of

  Richard Nixon into my living room. And what do you know, he was still selling himself. ‘There can be no whitewash,’ he announced with a husky quaver of anguished

  conviction, ‘at the White House.’




  The BBC had a couple of early morning hours to fill before Nixon’s face was ready for transmission. They preluded the event with some interesting programmes beamed from America and some

  less interesting acts chosen from the local pundit farm. As well as the CBS News, starring Walter Cronkite, there was an American programme compiling interview footage of Truman, Eisenhower,

  Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon. The level of intelligence was high: even, I was glad to see, from Eisenhower – the only modern President, it has always seemed, who sincerely wanted less power

  than the office affords.




  Our own resources of expertise were necessarily less exalted, although Peregrine Worsthorne had managed to make the scene and was eager to express his hope that Nixon

  would get out of the spot he was in, thereby restoring the authority of the Presidential office and ensuring the safety of the Free World. An American on the panel tried to remind him that the way

  to restore authority to the Presidential office would be to find out the truth about the man currently holding it, rather than perpetuate a cover-up.




  For some reason the point was pursued no further, and I wasn’t able to tell whether Perry had commenced grappling with this new view of the problem. He must have been working on it at some

  level of his complex intellect, however, because about 2.7 seconds after Nixon had finished speaking he was calling the speech ‘ominous’ and declaring his titanic disillusionment. Like

  Beethoven crossing Napoleon’s name off the ‘Eroica’, Perry was a study in tottering idealism and god-like scorn. The tube fairly trembled.




  But throughout the week, in all the programmes devoted to this issue, there were the odd notes of realism – and realism, one is convinced, is still the stuff to cling to while the

  ideologists on both wings act out their fantasies. On This Week (Thames) there was a rather marvellous lady who had the low-down on Ron Ziegler and company. ‘These people,’ she

  declared with a yelp of delight, ‘have been selling soap for years!’ If anybody still wants to know what freedom means, the way she spoke is what it means.




  6 May, 1973




  
Harry Commentator





  By a tragic fluke of inattention I missed the immortal moment when Frank Bough said, ‘Harry Commentator is your carpenter,’ but otherwise this reporter was in close

  attendance on most of the week’s detritus, miscalculation and trivia. The only serious omission was one’s failure to watch Ludovic Kennedy conducting The

  U-Boat War (BBC1).




  Usually one likes to be on hand when Kennedy is sinking units of the German Navy, to catch that elegiac stiff lower register when he intones over Scharnhorst’s or

  Bismarck’s imminent departure for the bottom of the Atlantic. Bubbles of fuel oil come up, mountains of metal go down, and by now the Kriegsmarine is wearing thin. The subs

  are surely the fag-end of the subject. But the Japanese, be it remembered, had plenty of capital ships: in my recollection Kennedy hasn’t yet sunk a single one of them. There’s no

  reason why the perennial scenario shouldn’t be trotted out once, or even thrice, again.




  Anyhow, back to business. On Cup Final (BBC1) the Duchess of Kent seemed to be rendering her own version, delivered sideways to a companion, of ‘Abide With Me’. As far as I

  could tell from reading her enchanting lips, it took the form of an uninterrupted stream of chat. Her rendition of ‘God Save The Queen’, on the other hand, stuck close to the

  original.




  Among the preliminaries to the match was a foot race, undoubtedly staged so that the BBC could bring to an apogee of perfection its age-old pretence of traumatized astonishment at David Bedford

  coming second. The match itself yielded little of interest apart from football. The carpentry was remarkably restrained, only rising to the exalted heights we expect from David Coleman when

  Leeds’s Madeley ran flat-out into Sunderland’s Guthrie and jolted him sideways out of his jock-strap like a rogue truck uprooting a parking meter. ‘Interesting watching that

  challenge by Madeley.’




  Later in the week, on Sportsnight (BBC1), the boys were back to form. Some of the Russian gymnasts had been brought over by the British Amateur Gymnastics Association, which concerns

  itself with amateur gymnastics, and the Daily Mirror, which concerns itself with professional moneymaking. Considering this disparity, it was remarkable how the Daily

  Mirror’s name sprang to prominence in both the camera-work and the carpentry.




  Tourischeva re-established her ascendancy: her beautiful programme on the asymmetric bars has the mature inevitability we have so far missed in the work of the more

  spectacular Olga Korbut. Olga was there too, the soundwaves of the BBC’s hysterical build-up still raging around her pretty head. She was on rotten form. The gems from Francis Lai that were

  emanating from a very bad piano – played, with matching skill, by persons unknown – trickled to a halt when, or perhaps just before, Olga mucked up her back flip on the beam. She also

  goofed on the asymmetric bars, so it was not surprising to hear Alan Weeks get to the heart of the matter with his usual epigrammatic precision. ‘That,’ he crooned, ‘was Olga

  Korbut at her best.’ He would have said the same if she’d flown sideways off the bars and landed head first in the carpentry box.




  13 May, 1973




  
Eddie Waring communicates





  On Z-Cars (BBC1) a lady answered all our prayers by crowning Sgt. Haggar with a bottle. Hip Warboys nailed straight-arrow Taylor on the ITV tennis series, a disguised

  cigarette ad calling itself the JOHN PLAYER TROPHY. The BBC, not to be outdone, faithfully telecast cricket results in the JOHN PLAYER LEAGUE.




  If TV channels are going to make programmes from sponsored events, they might as well just allow sponsored programmes and quit being coy. Direct sponsorship is less corrupting, if cornier. In

  Australia once, a commentator described how a famous batsman had just been run out, promised that the batsman was on his way to the microphone to have a chat, and filled the intervening half-minute

  with an hysterical encomium for the sponsor, Turf cigarettes. When the batsman finally arrived the commentator said loudly: ‘Have a Turf.’ The batsman said, equally loudly: ‘No,

  thanks, they hurt my throat.’




  World in Action (Granada) featured a multi-millionaire with a joke moustache who gave two of his millions to the Nixon campaign because he wanted to be a Part of

  a Great Man’s Life – the bad buy of the century. With its first episode screened out of synch and sliced into optical salami by pre-prepared fadeouts for American commercials, the new

  Kenneth Clark art series, Romantic v. Classic Art (ATV), nevertheless lost no time in revealing itself to be one of the best things yet from television’s premier talking head. His

  elegant, perspicuous sentences proved all over again that telly talk need not necessarily slobber the English language to death with its big, dumb, toothless mouth.




  Out of the screen and into your living room rode horsemen by Delacroix. ‘Having conquered the civilized world,’ Clark enunciated evenly, ‘they have no idea of what to do with

  it: they will destroy it out of sheer embarrassment.’ Written like a gentleman. An ad for Dulux managed to worm its way in while Clark was plugging Géricault, but it didn’t much

  confuse the issue. Dulux doesn’t sound like a painter – although Géricault, when you think about it, does sound like a paint.




  Every week I watch Stuart Hall on It’s A Knock-Out (BBC1) and realize with renewed despair that the most foolish thing I ever did was to turn in my double-O licence and hand back

  that Walther PPK with the short silencer. Some poor klutz running flat out on a rolling log with a bucket of Géricault in each hand is trying to spit greased ping-pong balls into a basket

  held between the knees of a girl team-mate bouncing on a trampoline with her wrists tied behind her back, and Hall is shouting: ‘The seconds count, Robert. Are you going to do it? Are you

  going to do it? Ten seconds to go, Robert! Yes, YOU MUST DO IT NOW, because if you don’t, you . . . OOH! Will you make it?

  AAAGH!’




  As trained attendants scoop Robert’s remains on to a stretcher, Stuart goes through the adding-up ritual with the dreaded Arthur. ‘That’s four points from before and

  two points now,’ Arthur announces, supported in his cogitations by Stuart’s arm around his shoulders, ‘and four and two make . . .’ ‘Yes, Arthur?’

  ‘Six.’




  Cut to Eddie Waring at the marathon, Knock-Out’s Augean Stables. ‘Ahn eeh ahm da whey,’ bellows Eddie, rocking from foot to foot like a man in

  the early stages of the hully-gully: ‘oom wah hoom there’s still one more go to game.’ Behind him, on a beam over a tank full of water, two shivering comptometer operators slug

  each other with pillows. The rain pours down.




  I, you and millions upon millions of others watch on. Panem et circenses for the last Romans. But the divertimenti, thank God, are gladiatorial only in the metaphorical sense: bursting

  a balloon full of orangeade with your teeth before falling head-first into a barrel of flour is a lot better than a poke in the eye with a burnt trident.




  17 June, 1973




  
Kinds of freedom





  The pace was a cracker when fifteen elongated sweeties settled down for the final stretch of the race to acquire Zoe Spink’s crown as Miss TV Times 73 (Thames),

  a bauble which carries with it riches unknown to the Moguls of Ind: a £500 cheque, a luxury holiday in Greece and £200-worth of Woolmark fashion garments, not to mention the bon-bons

  which every finalist gets as a matter of course – a Molmax Ferrari tote-bag, a Mary Quant ‘overnighter’ beauty pack and a Braemar fully fashioned sweater in superwash wool.




  With such a radiant crock at the end of the rainbow, it was no wonder that the contestants were so high-powered. Miss ATV Midland, Pamela Calver, was not only lovely, she was interested in

  karate and sketching. Miss Granada, Marcelline Dixon, in addition to her mind-watering beauty had the attribute of being interested in walking. There was something restfully cultivated about that

  – one conjured the image of a Renaissance lady rustling through the gloom of a Michelozzo cloister on her way to turn down the advances of a minor Petrarchist and so get herself immortalized

  in a sonnet cycle. Miss Channel, Brenda Haldane, on the other hand, established even more striking connotations of thoughtful leisure: she was interested in sunbathing.




  With a field ranging all the way from a graphics-orientated athlete whose hands were deadly weapons to an island-dwelling contemplative who just lay there, it would have been a foolish man who

  jumped to conclusions about which girl was destined to superwash that fully fashioned sweater in the luxury hotel room on Corfu. The tests were fierce: no sooner had the prescribed walk in swimming

  togs and platform shoes been negotiated (Miss Granada scoring heavily here) than the girls were pitch-forked into a blistering Socratic dialogue with Pete Murray, briefed to probe for and lay bare

  the poise and personality of the girl fit to take over Zoe’s crown. It was somewhere about here that the whole show suddenly went ape.




  As far as I can recall through the hangover induced by trying to drown the memory of the scene I am now attempting to evoke, each girl was turned loose in Madame Tussaud’s and asked to

  cuddle up to the effigy of the man she admired most. The results were bizarre beyond credibility. One girl’s choice nonplussed even the veteran Murray. Why that statue in particular?

  Because he, piped the lass, had all the qualities she’d like in a man. You have to believe me when I tell you that she had her arms around Henry VIII.




  Australia’s cracker-barrel pixie, Richard Neville, had a show to himself called A Kind of Freedom (ATV) in which he returned to the You Beaut Country to do it the favour of

  contrasting its uptight mores with his own liberated personality. I have known and liked Richard Neville for years and believe him to be a true innocent, whose responsibility for the unique

  combination of narrow-eyed opportunism and cretinous fantasizing which goes on amongst his entourage is strictly limited by a feel for politics that never got beyond the problems involved in

  sharing out the Dinky toys before playing in the sandpit.




  ‘Man is only fully free when he plays,’ Neville announced in this programme, ‘it’s his most creative and unpsychotic state.’ You have to be a child to believe that,

  and the time is approaching at a rate of knots when the love generation will no longer be credible as children.




  Dotted here and there through the show were phrases indicating that Neville has all he needs to be a writer – except, of course, respect for writing. But mostly the script was radical

  cheek. Cars were ‘twentieth-century gods’. A supermarket was ‘a shining edifice of drudgery’. You name it and he had a cliché for it. At one point he was to be found

  blaming our ‘corrupt value system’ for his own stardom.




  There was the odd good thing. He waxed envious about the surfies; having been, like me, a couple of years too late to catch their wave. Where we had the leaden arms of the body surfer, the

  surfies had Malibu boards and the balletic lightness of a musculature dedicated to balancing on top of the Pacific Ocean instead of bullocking through it. It was a real revolution, bringing with it

  a pantheistic grace that left the previous generation clutching its life-saving medals in a rictus of jealousy. The effort I put into winning three Bronze Medallions has left me with a grudge

  against society and wrists that trail along the ground.




  On such a subject Neville had something to say and said it with engaging tentativeness. On most subjects he had nothing to say and said it with a babbling fluency that made you wonder if perhaps

  he hadn’t popped a hinge. All too symbolically, the show wound up with Louise and Richard doffing their clobber and disappearing among rocky outcrops shrouded by the mist of a waterfall. That

  was the revolution, folks – cool as a mountain stream.




  Harlech set fire to a hill of money in an effort to capture the putative magic of the Fabulous Burtons (Divorce His, Divorce Hers) and although the John Hopkins script was more

  realistic than usual in its dialogue (if no less unintelligible in its time scale) the show declined to become airborne. But after movies as monumentally lousy as Bluebeard and

  Hammersmith is Out it was good to see Burton chipping some of the rust off his technique. ‘Beat me black and blue but please don’t leave me,’ chirped Taylor, doing her

  best to believe in the role. Her hair was by Alexandre of Paris, and the two-part programme was shot in those well-known Welsh mining communities Munich and Rome.




  1 July, 1973




  
Blue-bloods on parade





  Sir Alec Douglas-Home, the current incarnation of an earldom marching out of the far past on its way to the far future, had a Panorama (BBC1) all to himself. Fully

  equipped with knuckle-dusters, bother-boots and a fountain-pen loaded with nitric acid, I was all set to be objective about this programme, but in a kinky way it turned out to be kind of winning.

  Sir Alec saw politics ‘as a public service rather than a means to exercise power’. Expanding on this point, he said that he saw politics as a public service rather than a means to

  exercise power. Or to put it another way, it was public service, rather than power, that interested him most in politics. Power was a thing to be eschewed: in politics, public service was what

  really mattered.




  On the vexed question of the young Sir Alec’s academic attainments, his Oxford tutor was ready with a pithy summary: ‘He was interested in people and events.’ But dons are

  nothing if not precise in their language, and a few moments later came the qualifier by which judgement was subtly enriched. ‘He was interested in events and he was interested in

  people.’




  Out in the Tory grassroots, the constituents were less guarded in their praise – especially the ladies. ‘Ah admah him because of his complete honestah and sinceritah.’ The

  ancestral lands, incorporating the River Tweed, rolled on as far as the ravished eye could see. Sir Alec’s success in brushing off the calumny of a scornful world, one reflected, might

  possibly have something to do with possessing such a large amount of it in which to retreat.




  Lady Antonia Fraser had One Pair of Eyes (BBC2) and – if you’ll forgive the male chauvinist piggery – very nice eyes they were. If you could concentrate on them while

  ignoring the programme, you had a chance of retaining consciousness throughout. If you couldn’t, then the evening tended towards narcosis. The besotted director seemed

  suicidally intent on demonstrating Lady Antonia’s versatility: shots of Lady Antonia walking were succeeded by shots of Lady Antonia talking, these in turn giving way to a virtuoso passage of

  Lady Antonia walking and talking simultaneously. Already stunned, the viewer was in no condition to remain unmoved when the screen suddenly erupted with the image of Lady Antonia typing.




  Lady Antonia was of the opinion, which the producer unaccountably encouraged her to deliver over and over while the scenery was changed around her, that biography is of central importance in the

  study of history. A friend, Christopher Falkus, found a way of putting it less memorably. ‘One of the tremendously . . . corny things one can say about a novel,’ he said,

  ‘is that it has a beginning, a middle and an end. One can say the same thing about a biography.’ Lady Antonia nodded agreement – as well she might, the point being

  irrefutable.




  Climax of the show was some tomfool reconstruction of a dramatic escape from a castle, with the part of Mary Queen of Scots being taken by Lady Antonia whose viewpoint was represented by a

  hand-held camera. As the flurry of fancy editing subsided, Lady Antonia blushingly explained that the escape had not been real, but had been staged by the BBC: plainly she was worried lest we

  identify too closely with the action. She herself found it difficult not to identify with Mary Queen of Scots. ‘I also have a house on an island in Scotland,’ she confessed, ‘but

  not shut away. Rather the reverse.’




  Similarly well-bred, Andrew Robert Buxton Cavendish, Duke of Devonshire (The World of the Eleventh Duke, BBC1) shared Lady Antonia’s upper-class singularities of diction –

  ‘particuly’ in his confidently elliptical approach to those words where some attempt to pronounce the constituent consonants is ‘populy’ supposed to be mandatory – but

  differed in possessing an ability to blend into the scenery like a chameleon. There is nothing to say about him except that Chatsworth is the most beautiful estate the mind

  of man can imagine and that he is eminently qualified to maintain it. If the place were nationalized tomorrow, he’d have to be hired to look after it, although perhaps at a slightly reduced

  stipend. Don Haworth’s script was a witty job which Derek Hart spoke like a gentleman. The decisive gulf separating the duke from his horny-palmed employees, in my view, is that while they

  wear baggy clothes bought off the hook, his baggy clothes are tailor-made.




  8 and 22 July, 1973




  
Squire Hadleigh





  A monarch operating within understood limits, Hadleigh (Yorkshire) is the perfect squire, paternalistically careful of his tenantry’s welfare, beloved in the

  village, respected in the council, savage with the stupid, gentle with the helpless, gorgeous in his hand-made threads. In the current series, which in my house is watched with a pretence of

  scornful detachment somewhat nullified by the size of the bribes offered our elder child to hit the sack before it starts, Hadleigh has taken to himself a wife, played by Hilary Dwyer – one

  of those leggy jobs with Botticelli shoulders and no bra.




  Hadleigh himself is the British imperialist up to his old colonial tricks on the soil of home: the palaver with the tenants is pure Sanders of the River, and when he sets about correcting a

  local injustice it’s Bulldog Drummond Attacks. Just on his own, Hadleigh encapsulates the modern male dream of the cool aristo. Gerald Harper has oodles of athletic zip (his imitation of a

  horse in the Jean-Louis Barrault Rabelais at the Roundhouse was the only interesting thing in that entire weary evening) and a mannerist voice that issues in a succession of resonant

  simpers and shouts from an identikit aquiline profile in which the features of everybody from Leslie Howard in Pimpernel Smith to Stewart Granger as Beau Brummell are eerily conflated. You

  could guarantee ten million viewers on the strength of Harper alone.




  The other seven million (yes, seventeen million people watch this thing) are doubtless ensnared by the cunning stroke of calculation which gives Mrs Hadleigh a lower-class background.

  She has been saved from drudgery by a knight in a shining white V8 Aston Martin; and then again, she has qualities that the dollies born to the purple perhaps do not possess; and besides, who but

  the beautiful deserve the brave?




  Rounding out the dream world is their body-servant, Sutton. Silent, omni-competent, his only ambition to serve his master until and beyond death, he brings Hadleigh messages on a silver salver

  while you and I pass each other the thin mints without taking our hungry eyes from the screen. Hadleigh is the last, plush gasp of the old England – a purgative draught of nostalgia

  which one sincerely trusts will leave its army of viewers fresh to do battle in the real world. Which is the world where the squires are dead or dying and the tailors are chalking suits for

  property developers.




  19 August, 1973




  
Drained crystals





  On Star Trek (BBC1) our galaxy got itself invaded from a parallel universe by an alien Doppelgänger toting mysterioso weaponry. These bad vibes in the

  time-warp inspired the line of the week. ‘Whatever that phenomenon was,’ piped Kirk’s dishy new black lieutenant, ‘it drained our crystals almost completely. Could mean

  trouble.’




  In our house for the past few years it’s been a straight swap between two series: if my wife is allowed to watch Ironside I’m allowed to watch Star Trek, and so, by

  a bloodless compromise possible only between adults, we get to watch one unspeakable show per week each. (My regular and solitary viewing of It’s a Knock-Out and Mission

  Impossible counts as professional dedication.)




  How, you might ask, can anyone harbour a passion for such a crystal-draining pile of barbiturates as Star Trek? The answer, I think, lies in the classical inevitability of its

  repetitions. As surely as Brünnhilde’s big moments are accompanied by a few bars of the Valkyries’ ride, Spock will say that the conclusion would appear to be logical, Captain.

  Uhura will turn leggily from her console to transmit information conveying either (a) that all contact with Star Fleet has been lost, or (b) that it has been regained. Chekhov will act badly. Bones

  (‘Jim, it may seem unbelievable, but my readings indicate that this man has . . . two hearts’) will act extremely badly. Kirk, employing a thespian technique picked up from

  someone who once worked with somebody who knew Lee Strasberg’s sister, will lead a team consisting of Spock and Bones into the Enterprise’s transporter room and so on down to

  the alien planet on which the Federation’s will is about to be imposed in the name of freedom.




  The planet always turns out to be the same square mile of rocky Californian scrubland long ago overexposed in the Sam Katzman serials: Brick Bradford was there, and Captain Video – not to

  mention Batman, Superman, Jungle Jim and the Black Commando. I mean like this place has been worn smooth, friends. But the futuristic trio flip open their communicators, whip out their

  phasers, and peer alertly into the hinterland, just as if the whole layout were as threateningly pristine as the Seven Cities of Cibola. Star Trek has the innocence of belief.




  It also has competition. On the home patch, an all-British rival has just started up. Called Moonbase 3 (BBC1), it’s a near-future space opera plainly fated to run as a serial,

  like Dr Who, rather than as a series. In this way it will avoid the anomalies – which I find endearing – that crop up when one self-contained Star Trek episode

  succeeds another. In a given episode of the Enterprise’s voyages (Its Mission: To Explore Strange New Worlds) the concept of parallel universes will be taken for granted. In the next

  episode, the possibility will be gravely discussed. Such inconsistencies are not for Moonbase 3, which after one instalment has already turned out to possess the

  standard plot of the bluff new commander setting out to restore the morale of a shattered unit: i.e. Angels One Five or Yangtze Incident plus liquid oxygen.




  Moonbases 1 and 2 belong to the United States and the USSR. Moonbase 3 belongs to Europe, so it looks like ELDO got into orbit after all. Being European, the base’s budget is low, but its

  crew can supply zest and colour when aroused. The ambitious second-in-command, Lebrun, says things like ‘Zoot’ to prove that he is French. The in-house quack, Dr Smith, is a lushly

  upholstered young lady with a grape-pulp mouth who is surely destined to drain the new commander’s crystals at an early date.




  In the revived Softly, Softly (BBC1), Harry the Hawk leapt back to form by cocking up within the first ten minutes, thereby opening the way for a sequence of pithy sermons from Frank

  Windsor. The Hawk externalized his frustrations in the usual manner, opening and closing every door in sight. Evans has lost two stone and Snow has now reached the final stage of

  angst-ridden taciturnity, staring at his superiors like Diogenes when Alexander blocked the sun. The dirigible-sized question hanging over the series is whether Barlow will return.




  Spy Trap (BBC1) is back, but Commander Anderson has moved on, being replaced by a narrow-eyed wonder-boy called Sullivan, who in the first episode successively penetrated HQ’s

  security, uncovered Commander Ryan’s secret, tortured a heavy and ripped off the cap of a ball-point with his teeth.




  One of those BBC2 linkmen, specially chosen for their inability to get through a typewritten line of the English language without fluffing, announced ‘another in this series of nothing

  ventured, nothing win adventures starring noo, nah, George Plimpton’.




  The male voice-over on the new Make-a-Meal commercial said: ‘If you’re a woman you’re a meal-maker for someone.’ Keep a hand over your crystals, brother: if a

  women’s libber catches you they’ll be drained for sure. One of the art directors on the old Vincent Price movie The Fly (ITV) bore the name Theobold Holsopple. Beat that.




  16 September, 1973




  
Anne and Mark get married





  Niggle as they might through the days leading up to the main event, the iconoclasts cut little ice.




  Switching on The Frost Show (LWT) late, as part of my usual preparation for switching it off early, I found Alan Brien declaring that it was nonsense to treat the Royals as something

  special and that what he had recently done for Anne he would have done for any girl – i.e. travel to Kiev and position himself beside a difficult fence in order to describe her as

  bandy-legged when she fell off her horse. Angus Maude, MP, then gave the hapless Brien what small assistance he still needed in alienating the audience’s sympathies, and with a healthy sigh

  of anticipation we entered the period of curfew, or purdah: from here until lift-off the tone would be affirmative, nem. con. It was hard to see why this should not be so. Though nobody

  out there in the videospace knew very much about Anne’s personality or anything at all about Mark’s, the wish to see them properly spliced was surely very widely shared.




  On the Monday night the BBC and ITV both screened the same interview with the betrothed twain. Andrew Gardner, wearing the discreet grin and the cheery twinkle, represented commercial

  television. Alastair Burnet, wearing the awe-stricken pallor and the beatified smile, incarnated the spirit of Establishment broadcasting. The Princess immediately proceeded to run deeply incised

  rings around both of them. Anne, it was suddenly apparent, was perfectly at ease, more than a tinge larky, smart as a whip and not disposed to suffer fools gladly. To help her prove this last

  point, Gardner and Burnet did everything but dress up in cap and bells: whether because their lines of inquiry had previously been checked and vetted into inanity, or because both had fallen prey

  to a shattering attack of folie à deux, they served up questions the like of which had not been heard before in the history of the human race. It was a mercy when an embarrassing

  point was abandoned so that a fatuous one might be taken up.




  Anne had an opinion on everything except the political role of the monarchy – an understandable lacuna. Mark’s views were not so easily elicited. Here was

  Beatrice, but where was Benedick? Still, Benedick himself had been a stumbler for love: for these fellows of infinite tongue, that can rhyme themselves into ladies’ favours, they do always

  reason themselves out again. Much more inhibiting was the problem of impersonal speech: second nature to Anne, it was as yet an obstacle to Mark, who had still to grasp the principle that the whole

  art of making oneself understood when one is confining oneself to the one pronoun is just to bash on regardless even when one’s ones threaten to overwhelm one. His shy charm there was no

  denying, although the piercing Colortran lights gave him blushes that were younger than his years. The theme by which his life was linked to hers, it inexorably emerged, was horses. From this rich

  deposit of equine subject matter, one guessed, would exfoliate much of the media-men’s symbolism on the magic day. And so, with a head full of Piesporter fumes and the first bars of the

  overture to a Wagnerian dose of flu, your reporter flamed out into the flea-bag.




  The Day dawned over Islington in the form of a flawless canopy of pietra serena rubbed with crushed roses – a spectacle which gradually transmuted itself into the palest of pure

  Wedgwood as one fed a hot lemon drink to one’s throat-load of streptococci. The Beeb led off with the official photos and a daring, jauntily suitable use of the Beatles’ ‘When

  I’m 64’. Fyffe Robertson was on hand, reading with undiminished verve from what might possibly have been a steam-powered autocue. Nationwide reporters were everywhere among the

  citizenry. Asked how tall she thought Anne was, a little girl guessed three feet. Ursula Bloom, purportedly the author of five hundred books, and lately the perpetrator of something called

  Princesses in Love, gave an interview in which it was pretty thoroughly established that Anne is good with animals. Astrologers were called in: Anne’s Fourth Node was in the Fifth

  House of Creative Love so the whole deal was already sewn up tight, no sweat. A woman had been to ten thousand weddings.




  At 8 a.m. Alastair Burnet came on, still radiating a nimbus while dutifully flogging the tone of portent. ‘And no doubt, if the bride is awake and has peeped out

  through the curtains . . .’ he speculated tweely. Valerie Singleton promised that in the course of the next hour we would be shown what the dress might look like, to tide us over the further

  two hours before we would be shown what the dress did actually look like. Another astrologer gratuitously proclaimed that Mark wasn’t as dreary and ineffectual as one might imagine –

  Leo and Virgo had complementary strengths. Bob Wellings talked to Mark’s tank crew. ‘Is he, is he, does he, is he . . . popular?’ ‘Yes.’ Film of Mark

  protruding staunchly from the reverse-parked turret of a Chieftain belting along a road in Germany indicating that Virgo came not unarmed to the combat with Leo.




  Valerie Singleton talked to Richard Meade. Meade alleged, sensationally, that Mark was very shy. In Belfast, Mr and Mrs Monahan were interviewed. Married for seventy years, they were as

  sweet-natured as they were unintelligible. Burnet chaired a discussion with some Miss World contestants. My compatriot, Miss Australia, the current title-holder, ventured intrepidly into the nether

  levels of depth psychology: ‘I think, arm, it must be a nerve racking experience for both of them.’ ‘I oper,’ said Miss Belgium, ‘I oper we will be seeing it on

  Belgian television.’ She could rest assured: five hundred million people would be plugged in by the time the real action started.




  Alison Oliver, Anne’s trainer, was interviewed up-country. ‘What’s the atmosphere like before a big event?’ Mrs Oliver explained persuasively that it could be quite

  tense. At 9 a.m. Pete Murray was shown coaxing record requests from people lining the route. A bystander, Julie Granchip, thought the wedding was great, and the reason she was here was to see the

  wedding, because the wedding, she thought, would be great. ‘Julie, thanks for talking to us.’




  To the West Country, where Mark’s village, Great Somerford, has slept through the centuries awaiting its encounter with Cliff Michelmore. The local bell-ringers thought the programme of

  five thousand-odd changes scheduled for the Abbey was a breeze: they aimed to double it. ‘You’re goana doublet?’ bellowed Cliff. ‘I doan believe

  ya.’ The Red Arrows performed to the music of Buddy Rich – the most gripping imagery of the morning.




  ‘A lot of people, perhaps,’ intoned Burnet, ‘are wondering why Captain Philips is not the Earl of Somerford.’ The Richmond Herald said that a title had been withheld for

  political reasons. Richmond, you could see, thought that democracy was getting out of hand. In the Abbey the carpets had been cleaned and covered with druggets. The druggets were being cleaned.




  Michele Brown talked to a little girl. Why was she here? ‘Wedding.’ ‘Japan,’ said a Japanese, ‘has a loyal famiry rike you have.’ Too tlue. A

  résumé, in stills and film, of Mark’s career, showing how he rode before he could walk. One got the impression that he had trampled the midwife.




  ‘Do you think she’s a typical young girl?’ Michele Brown asked a typical young girl. ‘No.’ ‘Do you think she’s got too many privileges?’

  ‘Yes.’ ‘What privileges?’ ‘Horses.’ Anne Monsarrat, a mine of royal information, told us that James I’s daughter had had the most expensive gown and that

  Henrietta Maria’s train had a man underneath it. Dimbling sauvely, Tom Fleming introduced the scene in the Abbey and environs. ‘And here is the bride’s home . . .’ he

  jested, over a shot of Buckingham Palace. ‘Perhaps he’s there in spirit . . .’ he conjectured, over a shot of George VI’s statue. Fleming flannelled devotedly for some time,

  being particularly careful, in the early stages, to keep us in ignorance of who the guests shown to be arriving might in fact be. Janey Ironside extemporized a commentary, with mixed results, on

  the range of hats available. It was a suitable time for the bored viewer to switch over to ITV, discover it to be screening a Profile of Princess Anne, and switch back again. The Household Cavalry

  rode out of the Palace gates. ‘For a bride and groom who have an interest in horses,’ ventured Fleming, ‘this must be a thrilling sight.’ Mark’s parents arrived at the

  Abbey. ‘A few weeks ago,’ announced Fleming, with that peculiar combination of awe and vulgarity which the BBC needs so acutely to be rid of, ‘people might

  have said, who are they?’




  Blues, Royals . . . Glass Coach! She was on the way. Cut back to the Abbey, where Mark stood poised before the altar – the final fence for a clear round. What did Stendhal say about the

  novel, that it’s a mirror going down a road? The British constitution is a Princess going down an aisle. As the Dean and the Archbishop begin to read their text, the prattle of the media-men

  perforce ceases, and for a while the resplendent poetry of the marriage service lifts the proceedings beyond the grasp of straining hacks, before the demented chanting and the kapok-voiced

  lesson-reading of the minor clerics haul it back down to drugget level.




  No less buoyant than its hallowed cargo’s hearts, the Glass Coach spins back to the Palace, where Fleming’s voice awaits them with the completion of the week’s recurring theme.

  ‘I’m sure,’ he sings, ‘these horses know that they’re home.’




  18 November, 1973




  
Just call me ‘Captain’





  And in a moment, Crossroads, and a new guest on Vera’s houseboat! But first, the show that came out of nowhere to establish itself overnight as the laugh riot of

  1973 – Cudlipp and be Damned. Billed as BBC1’s Tuesday Documentary, this miracle of unrelieved adoration was in fact a pioneering amalgam of slack-jawed piety and sophisticated

  urban humour, yielding merriment by the crystal bucket.




  A lawyer, Mr Ellis Birk, set the general tone of the programme, and the specific intensity of his own future contributions to it, by leading off with the ringing assertion that Hugh Cudlipp was

  ‘the greatest tabloid journalist of all time’. It was hard to still a wicked interior voice which insisted on pointing out that this was tantamount to calling a man the greatest

  manufacturer of potato-pistols who had ever lived, or the greatest salesman of sticky sweets in the history of dentistry. Nevertheless such a naughty itch required ruthlessly

  to be suppressed. Anyone aware of what tabloid journalism has become since the Mirror’s heyday, and of what tabloid journalism generally consisted of during the

  Mirror’s heyday, will hasten to assert that Cudlipp ran an outstanding newspaper of its type – he backed good causes and appealed to the best side of the common people. With

  that said, however, one doesn’t feel bound to convey the impression that Hugh Cudlipp is Proust. The programme did feel bound to convey that, and that he was Balzac, Tolstoy, Flaubert,

  Dostoevsky and Henry James.




  One had written off as a coincidence the revelation that Mr Ellis Birk, chorus-master of the Hosannas, is currently employed by the organization of which the uomo universale he so

  admires is the chief. But the number of such coincidences quickly mounted, as people figuring prominently on Cudlipp’s payroll rushed forward to say how wonderful he was. Marjorie Proops came

  on, deep in the throes of a transfigurative ecstasy, as though St Teresa had once again been pierced through and through by the spear of Christ. ‘He makes my adrenalin . . .’ But she

  couldn’t think of exactly what it was that Hugh Cudlipp made her adrenalin do. Boil? Curdle? One thing she was clear about: his merest summons engendered in her bosom – this she

  clutched – a delicious cocktail of excitement and fear.




  The theme of fear was touched upon by all contributors. Plainly the idea that his striding advent among their toiling backs made even the most hardened of his bondsmen oscillate with trepidation

  was one that went down a bomb with the boss. That it had a similar appeal for Ivan the Terrible was not among the points raised. The concept being peddled was one of benevolent despotism, in which

  Hugh brought out the best in these marvellously talented people by putting the fear of God into them. Donald Zec had something to add on this point: an elaborate aria, exquisitely sung, of orgasmic

  power worship.




  Lest Zec and the other dedicated minions had failed to get the message over with the force appropriate to the greatest tabloid journal of all time, the greatest tabloid journalist of all time

  was asked for his opinion on his own capacity to inspire terror. Eroding a cigar with a mouth whose craggy structure betokened all the firmness of somebody who hasn’t

  been contradicted in several decades, he spake. ‘I see no reason for not expressing an opinion rather bluntly.’ Bootless to add that a paternalistic twinkle was not far from his eyes:

  though he loved his paper most, he loved his sweating children near as much. Bootless also to add – or at least Desmond Wilcox, the eerily quiescent link-man, found it so – that the

  average employee almost invariably finds himself with an excellent reason for not bluntly expressing his own opinion back. The reason being that whereas the employer can fire the employee, the

  employee is not in the same position with regard to the employer.




  But Cudlipp, we could be assured, though he might be a hard taskmaster, or even a martinet, was no Bourbon. He was a man of the people, a socialist in the true sense – a socialist deep

  down where it counted, under the meaningless trappings of power and, well, wealth. A salary of £33,000 a year was mentioned, and it was not suggested that his television interests ran at a

  loss. Roll it together and it made quite a bundle. Doubly a wonder, then, that his democratic ease with ordinary mortals had never left him. His chauffeur calls him ‘Hugh’. Rank, we

  were told, isn’t important to him. On his yacht, for example, it is merely necessary to call him ‘Captain’. That’s the heartwarming thing about democratic leaders: all you

  have to do is call them something like ‘Your Excellency’ and they relax completely.




  The day Cecil King got the chop was the saddest of Cudlipp’s life. Cudlipp said this himself, and his sincerity was patent. Ellis Birk, attaining by now the epigrammatic fluency of a

  Machiavelli clapping eyes for the first time on Cesare Borgia, said that nobody had ever suffered as Cudlipp suffered that day. Wilcox, rallying from his coma, tried to probe here – why was

  it that Cudlipp had not delivered the killing stroke in person? Because he could not bear to, out of the love he bore his old mentor. However much the circumstances cried out for the blow, Cudlipp

  could not plunge the knife into King’s chest. So he plunged it into King’s back. All the conspirators save only he, you see, did what they did in envy of

  great Caesar.




  On New Year’s Eve Cudlipp will retire, but we could take it for granted – and if we couldn’t, we were reminded of it repeatedly – that his presence will still be felt.

  Considering his success in getting an entire BBC documentary consecrated exclusively to an oratorio in his praise, there was indeed good cause to think that his energies were ascending to a whole

  new plateau. It was the self-promotion coup of the year, and one strove in vain to think of anyone else who could have brought it off. On the Street of Adventure there is still only one true

  whizz-kid.




  3 December, 1973




  
Earthshrinker





  ‘Tonight,’ said the commercial, ‘we’d like to reassure you about the future of coal in this country.’




  Since the combined costs of making the commercial and putting it on the screen would have by themselves gone some way towards supplying the miners’ demands, the reassurance wasn’t

  all that reassuring, and merely added to the air of unreality the tube has for weeks been busily projecting.




  The voice-over sounded as if it might be Patrick Allen, of Brett fame – associations there, you see, of entrepreneurial dynamism, and the no-nonsense manliness of such other Allen

  accounts as Castrol and Wilkinson Sword. He also does Harrods’, whose warmth of tone the Coal Board are obviously eager to share.




  It’s all in how you sell it, especially when a dream is all you’ve got to sell. Undaunted by the crisis and plainly not to be abashed by anything short of the Last Judgement, the

  ad-men were still at it full blast, speeding us the good news about such vital resources as Kleenex Boutique (coffee ’n’ gold soft petals that fold) and Cadbury’s Amazin’

  (it’s Amazin’ what raisins can do). Meanwhile, back on BBC1, public service broadcasting was sedulously providing, in the form of a programme called Holiday

  74, a vision of the consumer society’s dreams fully as micro-minded as any mad ad ITV could ever offer.




  Holiday 74 begins with half a dozen pairs of knockers swaying, rolling or running at you through varying intensities of exotic sunlight. The emphasis on the untrammelled mammary is kept

  up throughout, handily symbolizing the show’s basic assumption that sex is something which happens on holiday. If the soundtrack, speculating on how computer-chosen holiday companions might

  get on with each other, uses a word like ‘compatible’, the camera provides a visual reference by panning away abruptly to capture a sun-crazed Aphrodite from Frinton burgeoning wetly

  from the Aegean, while simultaneously zooming in to snatch a close-up of her flailing barbettes.




  Cliff Michelmore, as you might expect, flaunts a grin naughty enough to suit the mood, and adds to the air of spontaneity by reading the autocue as if he had never seen a line of it in his life

  before. His companion, John Carter, on the other hand, starts off looking very sleepy, perhaps desensitized by a clairvoyance of the trivia to come. ‘We spend a small fortune in fizzy

  drinks,’ confides a holidaymaker bouncing through Morocco on a bus. The bus is called a Sundecker, to rhyme with the outfit laying the trip on, who call themselves Suntrekker. Apart from the

  heat – one of the arcana, such as begging, that the alert vacationer must expect to run into in Marrakesh – we could be assured that the Suntrekker Sundecker was the only way to travel.

  On through dune and wadi it roared, stopping in villages for fizzy drinks: an earth shrinker.




  Cilla (BBC1) was involved in a cretinous routine about Women’s Lib, featuring rhymes about women’s demand for status, so that they wouldn’t have to spend their lives

  peeling potatus. But her guest, Twiggy, was delightful.




  10 January, 1974




  
The bending of the spoons





  Imbued with the Dunkirk spirit, prominent people are already telling the papers that the restricted telly schedules are not as bad as they expected.




  The picture being painted is one of family solidarity and cultural renewal, as husband and wife are released at 10.30 from bondage to the Cyclops, with tons of time to keep that long-delayed

  appointment with Dostoevsky or load the turntable with one of those boxed record sets they never previously found time to play.




  A sad fact, then, that ITV could have countered BBC2’s Othello with a screening of the Glyndebourne Figaro last Tuesday night if it had not been for early closing. Quite

  apart from his Aquarius activities, Humphrey Burton had previously assured his place in television history by getting an entire evening of ITV’s lucrative transmission time devoted,

  with stunning results, to Verdi’s Macbeth. With Figaro he was all set to work the trick again. But fate intervened, and what did we get instead? Uri Geller (Is Seeing

  Believing?, Thames).




  I don’t mean anything impersonal when I say that Uri is a pain in the neck, not least because of his ability to cream off so much air-time. Magicians hate it when one of their numbers

  starts claiming divine powers, for the good reason that they can’t discredit him without blowing trade secrets. For this reason, a guru can usually extend his field of operations to the full

  distance public gullibility will allow. Nor is it certain that the ability to see through such hocus-pocus has much to do with raw IQ. Conan Doyle was Houdini’s mental superior by a mile yet

  Houdini could never convince Conan Doyle that the spiritualist mediums to whom he gave credence were simply tricksters. Houdini reproduced every spiritualist phenomenon Conan Doyle ever

  encountered, without changing Conan Doyle’s mind by one iota.




  The difference between the two men was that Houdini, as a practising illusionist, knew that there could be more to nature than met the eye. Conan Doyle, who severely

  overrated his own common sense as a speculative instrument, thought that those aspects of nature whose workings weren’t immediately apparent to him couldn’t be explained without

  reference to the supernatural. Such a man tends to credit himself with an open mind, when actually his mind is closed to the full variety of life.




  Medicine men like Uri can equally count on eager assistance from gormless professors ready to say that Science is Baffled. Scientific method means nothing if it is applied to the wrong problem,

  and in questions of magic it nearly always is. Transformations, for example, usually depend on working a quick switch, and if the scientific examination is applied to how the material is

  transformed it will get nowhere, since the only real question is how the magician gets rid of the first object and substitutes the second.




  With Uri we’re dealing, I think, with a master of misdirection – there can be little doubt that this hectoring shaman is an illusionist of a high order. In addition to his talent,

  though, he’s working under dream conditions. Knowing little about magic – but enough to know a pro when I see one – I can’t say how Uri does his stuff: it’s for Romark

  and his fellow tradesmen to say that. But I can say that nothing beats a telly studio as a place for a Messiah to work his miracles.




  Uri can divert the attention of millions as effectively as if he were sitting in the director’s chair. And when he’s working in front of a pack of charlies like some of the Thames

  crew the sky’s the limit. Uri can tell the time at least as well as they can, and knows to within a few seconds just when a mag of film is going to run out. What a surprise, then, when he did

  all that controversial stuff while the poor dopes were changing mags! Here’s a bet: the minute a director tells Uri, ‘I’m going to keep one camera on your hands and superimpose

  that image over the programme so that it never leaves the screen,’ you’ll find that Uri’s destiny suddenly calls him elsewhere.




  A BBC1 play called The Lonely Man’s Lover, by Barry Collins, was concerned with harsh change in a trad landscape. Lizzie (well played by Jan Francis) rejected her destiny as a farm-girl (‘We’ll need to futtle out them ruddocks before the trunch felths,’ said her foster-mother, or words to that effect) and went to live with the

  famous young poet temporarily second-homing up on the hill. He was identifiable as a poet by his monosyllabic brutishness, although the occasional quotation from his writings was meant to reveal an

  unsettling command of language: ‘We are the reasonable men/The afterbirth of mathematics,’ he wrote, thrilling her to the marrow. In due course he confirmed his artistic nature by

  getting her pregnant and abandoning her, whereupon she returned to the farm (‘Get yer boots on and slag that mawk,’ etc.), but the old ways had been irreparably broken. One strove to

  convince oneself that this was a bad thing.




  20 January, 1974




  
More like it





  A high quality Play for Today called All Good Men (BBC2) covered familiar ground in an unfamiliar manner. Trevor Griffiths wrote it, and the faultless direction was by

  Michael Lindsay-Hogg. Venerable Labour politicians who have compromised their early principles are standard stuff (Alan Bennett’s Getting On is a key text here) but Griffiths has the

  resources for a fresh look. Bill Fraser was the politico, racked by coronaries on the eve of being elevated to the peerage, scourged by his radical son who believes him to be a class-traitor, and

  loving a daughter whose love in return has been drained of all admiration.




  Into this grim scene wanders Ronald Pickup as an unprincipled telly-man with a Winchester background. He keeps saying ‘Ah,’ with what the daughter (an altogether excellent

  performance by Frances de la Tour) calls ‘that I’m Not Important style of arrogance’. He’s the catalyst for a family explosion, culminating in the son’s producing some

  devastating evidence (echoes of Arthur Miller’s All My Sons and Ibsen passim) that his father had already sold the pass back in 1926.




  The son was the most convincing fictional radical to reach the screen in recent times – the kidnappers in this week’s edition of the egregious Barlow (BBC1) showed you the

  usual standard – and was played to the hot-eyed hilt by Jack Shepherd. He quoted chapter and verse from Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, unintentionally giving you the sense that Mr

  Griffiths had been reading that book very recently himself. Influences obtruded throughout the evening. But so did some real writing, and the play got its symbolism over in a single line about

  squirrels killing a tree by nibbling the bark. Other playwrights please copy.




  Such a solid, exploratory and humane effort makes it all the more necessary to declare The Pallisers (BBC2) a bit of a dud. I shall watch it through, but without much hope of finding it

  successful on any level, either as a classic serial or as a Forsyte sudser. Leaving aside the massive pre-emptive publicity, it’s a minor event. A lot of money has been put into it, and years

  of Simon Raven’s time, but the acting takes place in the range from minor league to outright inadequate, and the direction only occasionally rises to the uninspired.




  Action being thin in Trollope, the author’s verbose running commentary is paramount in establishing the characters, such as they are. Bereft of that commentary, his stories don’t

  count for much. Trying to get the characters across without enough dialogue or proper scenes to help them do it, the actors are at sea, and fall back on an all-purpose Period style which is

  diverting to analyse but tedious to watch in the long run.




  I’ll come back to this project after a few more episodes, when there is more to bite on. For the moment, there is Burgo’s hat, and his cigar, and there is that bloke who in

  Z-Cars plays a detective inspector, and there are pairs of people walking around explaining the plot to each other so that we can overhear, and there is a good deal of racy innuendo from

  Mr Raven to jazz things up, and there is Susan Hampshire. A lot, an awful lot, depends on whether you go for Susan Hampshire.




  My colleague, Tony Palmer, did a documentary on Hugh Hefner, called The World of Hugh M. Hefner (Yorkshire). Mocking Hefner is easy to do, and in my view should

  be made even easier: as editor of Playboy and controller of its merchandizing empire, he emanates an intensity of solemn foolishness which is no less toxic for calling itself liberating. I

  would have enjoyed the show more if Palmer had been in love with his subject less. There was a tendency to take the Hefnerite nexus of activities at its self-proclaimed value. Siegfried’s

  Funeral March crashed out heroically on the soundtrack where ‘My Ding-a-Ling’ would have been more appropriate, and the camera drooled like a Pavlov dog as it was led about in

  Hef’s de luxe ambience.




  ‘I live the kind of life surrounded by beautiful things, female and material.’ Hefner’s use of language was extraordinary. Approving new layouts for the ‘What kind of man

  reads Playboy?’ series of ads, he said he liked the one ‘where the man is showing off the artefact to his date’. Further afield, in such outposts of Hefner’s empire

  as the London Playboy Club, the film-making got more sardonic. There was no gainsaying the fact that to make it as a Bunny a girl needs more than just looks. She needs idiocy, too. Otherwise

  there’d be no putting up with the callous fatuity of the selection process.




  An aspiring Playmate was given a ride in a limousine, and told that she should feel honoured, because being given a ride in a Playboy limousine was really exciting. What did she think?

  ‘It’s rilly exciting.’ Did she feel honoured? ‘I rilly do.’ We were shown the finer points of the Bunny Dip, which is the technique a waitress uses to bend down

  without springing out of her wired costume like an auto-inflated life-raft. ‘Our notion,’ averred Hefner, ‘was that a total man ought to have a part of his life that could be

  described as a playboy attitood.’ Total Man, showing off the artefact to his date.




  3 February, 1974




  
A pound of flash





  Admiring Olivier past extravagance, I was little pleased to discover that his Shylock (The Merchant of Venice, ATV), infected by the nervous bittiness of the

  surrounding production, crumbled to the touch.




  The British theatre rations itself to one intellectual at a time and currently Jonathan Miller is the one. Being an intellectual is all right by me, and I sincerely hope that Miller will be

  allowed to go on having ideas until doomsday. It would be nice, though, if his ideas were all as good as most of them are big.




  The Big Idea of setting The Merchant of Venice in the nineteenth century – apparently to underline the commercial aspects – used itself up in the first few minutes, leaving

  the viewer to contend with several hours of top hats, three-piece suits, and bustles. Julia Trevelyan Oman did her usual fanatical-meticulous job in recreating the nineteenth-century Venetian

  interiors, thereby proving that nineteenth-century Venetian interiors bore a lulling resemblance to nineteenth-century Cromwell Road interiors: a few ceilings-full of reflected water-lights might

  have made a difference, but strangely they were not forthcoming, so all depended on a quarter of an hour’s worth of location footage. It had never been clear in the first place that the

  nineteenth century was at all an appropriate period in Venetian terms. The city was already far gone in decline by then, and Shakespeare manifestly wrote the play on the assumption that Venice was

  a fabulously wealthy maritime power.




  The temporal dislocation was a big fault. As often with Miller, small faults abounded too. Portia and Nerissa left for Venice in a carriage. Upon returning they were to be seen toiling (or

  rather Nerissa was to be seen toiling while Portia, free of luggage, walked – a nice touch) for miles through the grounds of their house. So what happened to the carriage? Perhaps the horse

  drowned.




  With all that, though, the production had Mind. This is the quality one is grateful for to Miller: it’s the chief reason why his productions, when they reach

  television, are less of a piece but hold more of interest than the common output of classic drama. To show, in their first scene together, Antonio and Bassanio acting friendly to Shylock

  was to bring out the tension of the gentile–Jewish relationship far better than with the normal postures of ill-concealed hostility. Spitting on the gaberdine had been translated to a more

  gentlemanly but still intolerant ambience, where Shylock was welcome in the boardrooms but somehow never got elected to the clubs.




  A lot more such transforming thought, and the evening might have been saved. But alas, the supply was thin, leaving Olivier to create a whole world on his own. It had been said of the stage

  production that he took refuge in impersonating the George Arliss portrayal of Disraeli, but any fan of Walt Disney comics could turn on the set and see at a glance that he had modelled his

  appearance on Scrooge McDuck.




  Whatever Olivier had done to his front teeth left his long top lip curving downwards in a fulsome volute on each side, producing a ducky look to go with his quacky sound, since for reasons

  unknown he had chosen to use a speeded-up version of his Duke of Wellington voice. When he put a top hat on over all this, the results were Disney’s canard zillionaire to the life, and one

  couldn’t refrain from imagining him diving around in Money Barn No. 64 while bulldozers stacked dollars and the Beagle Boys burrowed through the wall. In a way he’s still too young for

  the role: his energy gave the lens a gamma-burn in the close-ups, and at one point of anger he broke into the hyena-walk of Hamlet heading for the platform or Richard looking for a horse.




  Crippled, the evening slogged bravely on. The Prince of Morocco did a minstrel turn: ‘As much as Ah deserb! Wah, dat’s de lady.’ Two terrible sopranos sang to Bassanio. A good

  giggle, but why would Portia have them in the house? There are no indications in the text that she is meant to be tasteless – only that she is meant to be hard, snobbish and dull. There is

  nothing to be done with Portia, a point upon which Joan Plowright lavished abundant proof.




  17 February, 1974




  
Hermie





  Over the past five years television has been instrumental in convincing humanity that unless it has a vasectomy and learns to recycle its non-biodegradable flotsam, it will be

  smothered by a rising tide of empty detergent containers on or about April 1979. This impression being by now well ground in, the new fashion is to set about reversing it.




  Broadly, the shift is from the gloomwatch mood of Professor Ehrlich back to the good old dependable zest and bounce of Bucky Fuller, who cheerily regards energy crises as the merest blockages in

  Spaceship Earth’s fuel-lines, easily cleared by the whirling Dyno-rod of the human intellect.




  Embodying this change of emphasis on a massive scale is fat-man futurologist Herman Kahn, hugely in evidence this week in a Horizon called The Future Goes Boom! (BBC2). Roly-poly Herman

  first reached fame as a Thinker about the Unthinkable, dreaming up Scenarios for the conduct of nuclear war. In the Pentagon his message went down like a fifty-megaton bomb, since thinking about

  the unthinkable was an indispensable preliminary requirement to financing it. Inspired by this success to an ever more panoramic view of the future, Herman went into business as a panoptic

  clairvoyant. Gradually the negative aspects (e.g. the prospect of total devastation) got played down. More and more it turned out that the years ahead were viable, even rosy. He saw the future, and

  it worked.




  Like Enoch Powell, Kahn has the knack of convincing people who in the ordinary way know nothing about what constitutes intellectual distinction that he is intellectually distinguished. His

  purported IQ of 200 is bandied about like Powell’s Greek. Bernard Levin – than whom, usually, no man rates higher for acerbity and gorm – has been seen

  arriving at Kahn’s feet by helicopter and nodding thoughtfully at the very kind of ex cathedra fol-de-rol which in the normal course of events he would greet with a penetrating

  raspberry. And if Kahn fooled Levin, he made a turkey of Brian Gibson, who in producing this programme put a glaring dent in his track-record as a documentary whiz-kid. Renowned for his programmes

  on Venice and Charing Cross Hospital, Gibson should have been smart enough to lay on some opposition that would pin Kahn down. As it was, the fat man was left free to toddle.




  The really fascinating thing about Kahn’s predictions is their predictability. With the aid of his colleagues in the Hudson Institute – an outfit which hires itself out on a global

  basis as an ecosystematic haruspex – Kahn is able to focus a divining eye on a country rich in natural resources and predict that it will get rich. Similarly he is able to glance at the

  figures for a country poor in natural resources and predict that it will get poor. But genius is nothing if not flexible, and the Institute is proud of having discovered, all of ten years ago, that

  Japan would become a leading world Power. The true marvel of course, would have been to discover anybody who ever thought anything else, but you can’t expect miracles. Kahn’s boys

  don’t claim to be infallible: merely prescient.




  Kahn speaks a personal language featuring units of time and distance otherwise unknown to science. In particular, the auto-extruding temporal unit ‘fivetenfifteentwenny

  twennyfiveyearsfromnow’ crops up often enough to be worthy of a name. On the analogy of the fermi (the diameter of an electron) I propose it should be called the hermie. Kahn’s First

  Law of Ecodynamics can then be simply stated. In the space of one hermie, anything that is happening now will still be happening only more so, unless something stops it. (The Second Law states that

  the fee for being told the First Law will be very large.)




  Apart from their predictability, Kahn’s predictions are also notable for their vulgarity, as in his notion that future wealth will allow everybody two cars and a helicopter each,

  plus access to free-fall sex. A sociologist from the University of Kent was allowed just enough screen time to point out that Kahn’s preachings constituted an ideology,

  but not enough to outline which ideology it was. The producer’s hope, I suppose, was that Kahn would condemn himself out of his own mouth. The hope was pious, placing too much trust in the

  efficacy of self-revelation. A quick salvo of incisively expressed disbelief would have done wonders.




  10 March, 1974




  
Fortune is a woman





  Screen awards mean little, but it didn’t hurt for Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? (BBC1) to be singled out in the recent honours list, since the show has

  been a very present help in times of trouble.




  Terry had a line to fit the week. ‘You’ve got your whole lives ahead of you,’ he told Bob, currently deserted by the steely Thelma. ‘You’re just at the dawn of your

  disasters.’ Here was a comic motto peculiarly appropriate to the tragedy unfolded by Children in Crossfire (BBC1), an unpretentious and paralysing documentary about what is happening

  to young minds growing up in the hot-spots of Northern Ireland. One glimpse of its nightmare footage would have made Pangloss into a Manichee – it radiated evil like a handful of

  weapons-grade plutonium.




  Writer-producer Michael Blakstad’s approach was more impressionistic than statistical. I would have liked to hear more figures for once, but meanwhile what documentation there was was

  plenty to be going on with. The kids’ school exercise books were more than enough to convince you that their brains were in turmoil. Not only did doodles of tanks and planes abound –

  nothing unusual to my generation in that – but every drawing of life at home was complete with soldiers bursting through the front door. Toy guns are the first things the children build. They

  play in patrols instead of gangs, prodding suspects up against the wall for a quick spreadeagle and frisk. That they copy the intrusive squaddies rather than the indigenous

  gunmen is apparently no mystery – psychologists call it Identifying with the Aggressor. Naming the phenomenon, however, is clearly no solution to the problem.




  Hyperactive by day, disturbed children scream in the night. Lulling drugs are prescribed: tots shamble eerily about, tranked. Farther up the age-range, there are preadolescents who can’t

  wait to get into the real fighting. A Protestant volunteer called Billy was interviewed. Glowing with pride from a brilliant career of beating up his schoolteachers, he was mad keen for any duty

  the UDA might require of him. Catholic equivalents were manifestly on hand in large numbers, but weren’t talking. This was a mercy: one such mutant was amply sufficient to scare the daylights

  out of you. He probably scares the UDA as well, since in the unlikely event of victory he will be no easier to dismantle than a booby-trap with a trembler fuse.




  Like a minced hydra the hatreds renew themselves from generation to generation. In the face of such propensities to murder, it is hard to see how the troops can stay, and harder still to see how

  they can go. Possibly we are faced with a Thousand Years War, only half over. Analyses err, it seems to me, which see the disaster in Ireland as conforming to the ordinary pattern of

  anti-colonialist insurrection. This, surely, is a true Holy War, conducted between forces which show no discernible differences to the outside eye, and the real parallels are close to home, in

  European history – particularly, I think, in the history of the Low Countries. In that parallel lies the magnitude of the catastrophe and the one ray of hope. Those wars were clearly all set

  to last for ever, but there came a day when even they burned themselves out. Children stopped drawing the Duke of Alva and stabbing one another with toy pikes. The agony only seemed

  eternal.




  A point worth remembering when contemplating Napoleon and Love (Thames). Already a third over but somehow seeming as endless as the Gobi, this series is a turkey

  of fabulous dimensions, able to trot for hundreds of miles before laying its enormous egg. ‘Darling!’ cries Thérèse. ‘Thérèse!’ yelps Josephine.

  Too good an actress to invest such blague with a single atom of belief, Billie Whitelaw plays Josephine with the effortless desperation of Rubinstein playing ‘Chopsticks’ – to her

  infinite credit, she has never been so bad in her life. ‘No one but you knows how to tie a cravat!’ she trills to Captain Charles, the sweat of embarrassment gleaming in her eyes like

  glycerine. ‘Put that line on my tombstone,’ laughs Charles (Tony Anholt, poor bastard), ‘and I shall die happy.’




  Or was it Murat said that? I can’t remember. Anyway, Josephine laughs the Period Laugh, the one that starts with N. ‘Nha-ha-ha-ha!’ (Variations are ‘Nho-ho-ho-ho!’

  and ‘Nhee-hee-hee-hee!’). Charles is dressed as a captain of Fusiliers, or is it a colonel of Cuirassiers? He is frogged, freaked, fluked, furred and feathered. Peter Bowles (a good

  actor here drowning vertically, as a brave man should) plays Murat, who is dressed as an admiral in the Brigade of Horse, or it could be an air commodore in the Fleet of Foot: he is pleated,

  prinked, pampered, powdered and plumed. Asked, in one of the show’s typical directorial coups, to wheel past camera before delivering a flaccid epigram to some group of revelling young

  dancers going ‘Nha-ha-ha-ha-ha!’, Murat looks and sounds like a robot camouflaged with Christmas decorations.




  When Murat and Charles, or is it Marmount and Muiron, are on screen together the exposition coils more densely than the smoke of cannon. ‘You realize that now General Blanque, liberating

  and plundering in the South, has decoyed the Austro-Hungarian archdukes away from Milan, the way is free for Bonaparte, in command of, to, after which . . .’ But they are interrupted by the

  silky rustle of a wanton chemise. ‘Darling!’ ‘Thérèse!’




  Someone says ‘Fortune is a woman.’ ‘Nho-ho-ho-ho-ho!’ The camera does a sexy slow zoom through the candlelight, represented by ten million kilowatts scorching down from

  the gantry and lighting up the set whiter than a hospital’s bathroom – it’s an all-neon Directorate. We dissolve to the transalpine bivouac of the

  all-conquering Bonaparte, played by Ian Holm with a ratty haircut and one hand inside his tunic, doubtless clutching the fatal contract to which his signature is irrevocably affixed. ‘I am a

  Corsican,’ he declares, for the benefit of those in the audience who thought Napoleon was a Mexican. ‘We have second sight.’ Later on he started telling Josephine something about

  her stomach. It could be that he wanted to march on it, but I fainted before I could find out.




  17 March, 1974




  
What Katie did





  The mood for the Eurovision Song Contest (BBC1) had already been set by Radio Times, which gave over its front cover to a sparkling tableau showing the

  Responsibility of Representing Britain being handed on by veteran Cliff Richard to his awed successor, Olivia Newton-John.




  Displaying sixty-four unblemished teeth between them, the two young people looked so blazingly hygienic you wondered if any bacteria could survive in the same room. Could this be Britain’s

  year? I laid in a stock of Cox’s pippins from the kitchen and switched on the set.




  David Vine was immediately in evidence, giving us a historical run-down on a show which by now involves thirty-two countries and five hundred million viewers in a search for Europe’s

  songatheyear. No mean honour, then, that the show this year was being put on in our very own Brighton, where our hostess was the multilingual Katie Boyle. It subsequently emerged that the

  multilingual Katie was the hit act of the night, translating herself into sexy French with a smile rivalling Olivia’s in its dentition. David did his best, though, now and subsequently, to

  make sure we wouldn’t be burdened with actually hearing any of that. Every time Katie broke into the contest’s second language, David broke in as well, drowning her with a voice-over

  which filled us in on the background info relevant to each country. Spain, for example, was ‘the land of the package holidays’. It is also the land of

  institutionalized Fascism, but some concepts are too difficult to handle when you’ve only got half a minute.




  Carita from Finland sang ‘Aelae mene pois’. She delivered the song very professionally, in English. We might have been in a concert hall in Brighton. Wait a second – we

  were in a concert hall in Brighton. Anyway, singing the song in English would almost certainly be a break for all those Koreans David kept assuring us were tuned in. Out there on the edge

  of Europe, Korea probably doesn’t boast too many Finnish speakers.




  Olivia Newton-John came on. A bit unfair, being on that early: surely the later ones have a better chance. Still, grin and bear it. And what a grin! Those teeth! A skin like Caramel Delight, a

  gown like a blue nightie – she was the picture of healthy innocence. ‘Long LIVE love . . .’ How could she lose? The Koreans would be going crazy. ‘My

  goodness she sold that well!’ cried David, moved. Perhaps he had been afraid that she would forget the words, the song being so much more complicated than the British entries of

  previous years, and the words being among the most forgettable ever written. But she had not. She had done it. In the phrase once used so memorably by David à propos of a famous

  athlete, she had pulled out the big one.
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