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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.




CLASSIC BRITISH TELEFANTASY

Note on the Text

The text that follows is derived from the second edition of The Guinness Book of Classic British TV, published by Guinness Publishing in 1996, specifically the ‘BBC Telefantasy’ and ‘ITV Telefantasy’ chapters. It was written when the Internet barely existed, and at a time when few books had been published on the subject, especially in the style that we tended to adopt – a fan’s view of television, with an emphasis on what is seen on screen.

Various errors in the original text have been corrected, and Classic British Telefantasy features a revised introduction that combines, and brings up to date, the equivalent passages for both chapters. However, this eBook must not be considered a new or completely revised version of the original material. Too much time has passed, and if we were to start reworking and correcting the text now, we’d probably never finish. Instead, Classic British Telefantasy is an electronic reprint of some of our earliest work, repacked for a new format and, perhaps, a new age.
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More or Less Discovered in a Junkyard: The Not-So-Secret Illustrated History Of BBC Telefantasy (1937–2013)

‘There is a theory which states that if … anyone discovers what exactly the Universe is for and why it is here it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable,’ noted the SF novelist and scriptwriter Douglas Adams in his book The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide To The Galaxy, before adding, helpfully: ‘There is another theory which states that this has already happened.’ Television is, arguably, the artistic medium which is most uniquely suited to expanding its consumers’ imaginations beyond the expected norms of reality. You don’t need a degree in theoretical McLuhanism1 to work that one out for yourself.

After all, one has to make the physical decision to go to a cinema and watch a movie. One has to actually pick up a book as a conscious act of self-expression. Radio requires at least a degree of active listening. But, with television, it is often just there in the corner innocently whistling away to itself simply awaiting an opportunity to suck the viewer into its world. If that happens and the viewer can suspend their disbelief for just long enough to get vaguely interested in whatever is going on then, quite literally, the universe is at their fingertips without them having actually done anything. George Orwell (1903–50) found this concept of the TV screen as some kind-of surrogate nipple to be rather sinister and repellent. He based much of Nineteen Eighty-Four’s memorably nasty iconography around the idea of television as an unwelcome intruder into the home. Others, persuasively, have argued the opposite – Lord John Reith (1889–1971) in particular. That television as a medium was – and remains to this day – uniquely suited to the job for which it was created. To educate, to inform and to entertain those who invite television into their living room. And this, perhaps, helps to explain why, from almost the dawn of the television era producers and writers turned to a variety of closely-related styles of storytelling – horror, science fiction, science fantasy, futuristic speculation, the paranormal and the dreamlike worlds of surrealism, nightmares and the macabre – for inspiration.2

The logic, here, is flawless when you think about it. If you’re going to take people into another world, as television promised to do when it first appeared then, why not do it literally? The fledgling BBC’s creation of what would eventually become known, four decades later, as ‘the Telefantasy genre’ was probably inevitable given that most of the definitive written works in many of the fields which Telefantasy covers were originally British: the gothic novelists of the 1820s, the Victorian penny dreadfuls, the ghost stories of MR James (1862–1936) and the ‘scientific romances’ of HG Wells (1866–1946), for example. As early as 11 January 1937 – a mere thirteen weeks after the world’s first ‘High Definition television service’ had begun – the BBC presented a tale of mystery and imagination, Jerome K Jerome’s The Soul of Nicholas Snyder starring Edward Stirling. The play – performed on a sound-stage at the Alexandra Palace – according to Radio Times concerned ‘a man who is, roughly, a combination of Faust and Scrooge [and] who exchanges his soul for that of a sailor.’ Eight days later, television also became recognised as a medium for drama in its own right. Initially, as with radio, the tendency had been for producers to adapt material already written for the stage. But the first drama written specifically for BBC television was probably J Bissell Thomas’s The Underground Murder Mystery, set in the tube station at Tottenham Court Road. This fifteen minute ‘dramatic sketch’ was broadcast on 19 January 1937. The same year also saw productions of Lewis Carroll’s Alice Through The Looking Glass (22 January 1937, for the Theatre Parade strand) and Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (18 February 1937). On 20 December, just over a year after its launch, the BBC broadcast a forty minute live adaptation of Arnold Ridley’s celebrated 1923 stage-play The Ghost Train, performed in front of Emitron cameras by John Counsell, Joan Lawson, Don Gemmell, Alex McCringle, Clifford Benn, Arthur Young, Daphne Riggs and Laura Smithson. In this famous play, a group of travellers are stranded overnight at a remote railway station which is, apparently, haunted by a ghost train. But is the phantom locomotive really as supernatural as it appears to be? Smithson had portrayed the spinster Miss Bourne in the West End stage production and, because the character spends much of the play asleep, in the theatre she was allowed a mattress to lie on. However, under the glare of the television cameras this luxury was not allowed. The following year would see productions of other paranormal plays like The Maker of Dreams (13 April 1938, ‘a fantasy by Oliphant Down’, starring Dinah Sheridan), Thank You Mr Ghost (16 August 1938) and Tobias and the Angel (1 May 1938). The latter, in particular, was a very interesting work, James Bridie’s caustic minimalist allegory in which a man, his dog and the Archangel Raphael encounter numerous difficulties during the course of a long journey. It featured Tyrone Guthrie, Morland Graham, Jean Cadell and Frederick Bennett in the title role. A year later, the BBC staged a second production of the same play, this time featuring Leslie French and Robert Eddison.

However, most commentators now agree that the real birth of Telefantasy – as a generally recognised and defined genre – occurred on 11 February 1938 with a thirty five-minute performance, broadcast live from Alexandra Palace, of a translation of the Czech playwright Karel Capek’s R.U.R. This was the work which introduced the word ‘robot’ into the English language.3 First performed on stage in Prague in 1921, and then in London in 1923, the play presents a futuristic world which first exploits its new servile creations and is then, perhaps inevitably, enslaved by them. Unlike the modern usage of the term, these robots were actually more like clones than metal men, as they are often mistaken for humans. Although Capek’s story was, effectively, a modern retelling of the Jewish Golem legend, it began a whole line of science-fiction conceits which remain staples of the genre to this day. Though significantly compressed for the confines of the new medium, John Bussell’s production was judged to be ‘interesting throughout,’ by The Times reviewer the following day. The cast included Harvey Braban, Cheryl Cotterrell, Annie Esmond, Judith Gick, Stephen Jack, Desmond Davis, Connaught Stanleigh, Derek Bond, Larry Silverstone and Evan John. The groundbreaking robot costumes were designed by Mary Allan. Bussell would subsequently re-stage a full ninety minute post-war version of the play (4 March 1948) with a cast that included Joy Adamson, Maurice Bannister, David Marsh, Patrick Troughton, Pamela Stirling and Derek Tansley. Another of Capek’s harshly allegorical modernist Kafkaesque nightmares, The Insect Play, was also produced by the BBC (on 13 May 1939, directed by Stephen Thomas). The birth of television horror followed soon afterwards, firstly with Michael Hogan’s acclaimed adaptation of Edgar Allen Poe’s The Tell-Tale Heart (4 January 1939, featuring Basil Cunard, Stuart Latham and Esme Percy). And then continued, with an ambitious adaptation of Patrick Hamilton’s Victorian chiller Gas Light (19 March 1939) featuring Gwen Ffrangon-Davies, Milton Rosmer, Beatrice Rowe and Elizabeth Inglis. These were transmitted a scant few months before the outbreak of the second world war and six years of – very real – horror to come. Television, as if in sympathy, closed down for the entire duration.

The immediate post-war years brought a host of literary adaptations to the screens of a rapidly expanding television audience. The BBC, taking its Reithian mission-statement to the letter, sought to bring culture to the masses via productions of HG Wells’ The Time Machine (25 January 1949, with Russell Napier) and JB Priestley’s I Have Been Here Before (9 May 1949) and Summer Day’s Dream (30 October 1949). Another of Priestley’s plays, Time and the Conways (19 November 1950), The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde (14 November 1950) and Dickens’ major entry into the genre, A Christmas Carol (25 December 1950 with Barnsby Williams as Scrooge) were also adapted during this period. Additionally, there was 1948’s Dr Angelus, a supernatural drama starring Alistair Sim and George Cole and Saturday Night Stories (1948–49), a series of tales of mystery and suspense dramatically read to the audience by their author, Algernon Blackwood. Priestley was a regular contributor to the medium during those days, with a production of his acclaimed novel Jenny Villiers (18 March 1948), starring Leslie Banks and Daphne Arthur, being a notable contemporary critical and artistic success for the BBC.

Novelist, playwright, critic, broadcaster and social observer John Boynton Priestley (1894–1984) is a hugely important – and often, tragically, overlooked – contributor to the science fiction genre. His ‘Time Plays’ were a series of stage dramas written during the 1930s and 40s dealing with different concepts of the passage of time. In each play an alternative theory becomes the central metaphor or theatrical device of the play, the characters’ lives being affected by how they react to the unusual temporal landscapes they encounter. Time and the Conways emerged out of Priestley’s reading of JW Dunne’s book An Experiment with Time in which Dunne posits that all of time is happening simultaneously; that the past, the present and the future are, in fact, one and that linear time is only the way in which human consciousness is able to perceive this. Priestley used the idea to show how humans experience emotions like loss, failure and the death of their dreams but also how, if they could experience reality in its transcendent nature, they might find a way out. I Have Been Here Before was inspired by PD Ouspensky’s theory of ‘eternal recurrence’ from A New Model of the Universe. Summer Day’s Dream, first performed on stage in 1949, was set thirty years into the future, in the aftermath of a Third World War, and was an ethical debate on the subject of belief, in all its forms. Although not strictly speaking part of the ‘Time Plays’, Jenny Villers shares many similar ideas along with Priestley’s omnipresent humane profundity and wit. A successful but dispirited playwright is supervising the rehearsals of his new play, The Glass Door, at an old theatre. The actors are irritated by his cynical attitude, but when left alone in the darkened room the writer experiences visions of a Nineteenth Century tragedy which alter his outlook on both his professional and personal life.

The Victorian body-swap morality play Vice Versa was adapted as a two-part adventure by the BBC in July 1953. In 1954, Wolf Mankowitz adapted Nicolai Gogol’s classic ghost allegory The Bespoke Overcoat starring Alfie Bass and David Kossoff (17 February). Other curios from the period included Peter Blackmore’s play Miranda, about a fisherman who catches a mermaid which was performed, live, on Christmas Day 1949 featuring Peggy Simpson in the title role, alongside Emrys Jones and David Tomlinson. However, critical attitudes towards material containing any hint of supernatural elements could be very polarised. For instance, it is interesting to compare reaction to a production of Wells’ The Wonderful Visit (3 May 1952) which starred a young Kenneth Williams with that to a powerful adaptation of WW Jacobs’ The Monkey’s Paw almost exactly two years later (10 May 1954). The former, a complex fantasy of human behaviour when confronted with a stranger, and an allegory on intolerance and bigotry, was deemed ‘a brave failure,’ Philip Hope-Wallace writing in The Listener that the production was ‘the sort of thing which may delight us on paper, but seems laboured when it slowly takes shape before you, “realised” in flesh and blood, and a cardboard countryside. A distinguished cast toiled angelically.’ By contrast, The Monkey’s Paw – which had previously been presented by the BBC as ‘a play in three acts’ in April 1938 – had The Times gushing: ‘Throughout the ancient fable of the three fatal wishes, the atmosphere is one of macabre suspense … The sight of the eerie shrivelled paw itself, together with Henry Oscar’s anxious portrait of the father distraughtly dropping it after he had wished, helped to suspend disbelief. Only the inherently farcical force of the sad news that the son is dead, uttered by a frock-coated gentleman out of Wilde, was not altogether avoided. But the final touch of the two tightly bolted doors when the same son (Terence Alexander) returns to life for the second wish and then dies again for the third was conveyed in all its full horror.’

The same era saw the first experiments in episodic SF sagas. Stranger from Space was an eleven-episode fortnightly insert into the regular children’s programme Whirligig (beginning 20 October 1951). Written by Hazel Adair and Ronald Marriott, the series concerned a Martian (Michael Newell) who crashes his ‘space boat’ on Earth and is helped by a young boy, Ian Spencer (played by Brian Smith). Future Telefantasy legend Peter Hawkins had a role in the piece, as did Valentine Dyall in 1952’s second series of six episodes. Similar serials from the period include 1954’s The Lost Planet (and its sequel Return To The Lost Planet) and 1956’s Space School, all produced by Kevin Sheldon for the BBC’s fledging children’s department. But, it was an August 1952 production of Stanley Young’s Mystery Story which saw the Telefantasy debut of the man who was, unquestionably, to shape the genre for most of the next two decades, the Manx scriptwriter Nigel Kneale (1922–2006).

Having trained at RADA, following the publication of a collection of his short stories, Tomato Cain and Other Stories in 1949, Kneale gave up acting to write full-time. He subsequently took small voice-over roles in some of his 1950s television productions (such as the voice heard on the factory loudspeaker in Quatermass II, for which he also narrated most of the recaps shown at the beginning of each episode). Kneale’s publishers wanted him to concentrate on writing novels, but Kneale himself was more interested in scripting for television. A keen cinema-goer, he believed that the audience being able to ‘see human faces’ was an important factor in storytelling. In 1951 he was recruited as one of the first staff writers to be employed by BBC Television. Kneale was initially a general purpose writer, working on adaptations of books and stage plays and even writing material for light entertainment and children’s programmes. The following year, Michael Barry became the BBC’s Head of Drama, and spent his entire first year’s script budget of two hundred and fifty pounds to hire Kneale as a full-time writer. Kneale’s first credited was providing ‘additional dialogue’ for the play Arrow to the Heart (20 July 1952). This was the first time that Kneale would work with the director Rudolph Cartier, who had also joined the staff of the BBC in 1952.

Kneale was also involved in the acclaimed adaptation of Charles Irving’s paranoid nuclear chiller Number Three (1 February 1953) which he co-wrote with George F Kerr. At a remote atomic research station, scientists working on a new form of nuclear power discover that their leader plans to create a weapon potentially even more devastating than the H-bomb. The Listener’s contemporary reviewer noted: ‘The theme – surely becoming a bore – of the play was love among the atom scientists; the start was uphill work, with love-sick researchers and high jinks in the canteen, but as the melodrama put on speed and we rushed toward the danger of an idealistic lady scientist sending the research station sky-high, the acting and dialogue began to seem adequate and even convincing.’ The play was produced by Stephen Harrison, and featured Philip Guard, Jack Watling, Ursula Howells, Terence Alexander and Peter Cushing. But it was with his own serial, The Quatermass Experiment (also 1953), that Kneale – quite literally – changed the face of TV drama forever. Kneale gave the age-old man-turned-monster theme a new and sinister, post-nuclear edge, though he still chose to set the story within the comfortable confines of traditional drama with most of the serial becoming, essentially, a hunt for the infected astronaut, Victor Carroon (Duncan Lamont). This concluded with the titular scientist hero, Bernard Quatermass (Reginald Tate), confronting the growing monster in Westminster Abbey, appealing to the once-human part of the abomination to destroy itself and, thus, to save humanity. The monster in this final sequence was actually two pairs of rubber gloves covered with painted vegetation, ‘played’ by Kneale himself and his girlfriend Judith Kerr through holes in a cut-out model of the Abbey. When the story was – brilliantly – remade as a live performance by BBC4 over fifty years later (a production which featured David Tennant, Mark Gatiss and Jason Flemyng) it was noted in the contemporary press that the entire cost of the 1953 Quatermass (approximately £3,000) would have, roughly, paid the tea bill in 2005. Kneale’s development as something of an iconoclast, a keen – if occasionally highly misanthropic – observer of human frailty and a social commentator of the first order seen through two further Quatermass serials and ground-breaking productions of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1954, starring Peter Cushing, Donald Pleasence, Yvonne Mitchell and André Morrell) and his own play The Creature (1955, also featuring Cushing and Stanley Baker) would continue throughout the following two decades. In ‘major event’ TV plays like The Road (1963), The Year of the Sex Olympics (1968), the extraordinary Bam! Pow! Zap! (1969, starring Clive Revell and Robert Powell), Wine of India (1970, with Brian Blessed and Annette Crosby) and The Stone Tape (1972) Kneale would pull Telefantasy away from its cosy little-England literary roots and into wild, experimental, almost nihilist areas never dreamed of in the austere, pipe and slippers post-war Britain of the 1950s.

Nineteen Eighty-Four, in particular, was a huge cause célèbre at the time. It scandalised polite society – notably the terrifying Room 101 sequences – and, not for the first – or last – time, politics threatened to interfere in areas of artistic concern in relation to a BBC production. On the Tuesday after the play’s initial Sunday evening transmission, a motion was tabled in the House of Commons by five Conservative MPs deploring, ‘the tendency, evident in recent BBC television programmes, notably on Sunday evenings, to pander to sexual and sadistic tastes.’ An amendment, by five Labour members and one Tory (Beverley Baxter) deplored ‘the tendency of honourable members to attack the courage and enterprise of the BBC in presenting plays capable of appreciation by adult minds.’ A second amendment commended the original motion in crassly sycophantic style ‘but is thankful that freedom of the individual still permits viewers to switch off and, due to the foresight of Her Majesty’s Government, will soon permit a switch-over to be made to more appropriate programmes’ (a clear reference to the impending launch of ITV eighteen months hence). By contrast, a second motion, tabled by six Conservatives, applauded, ‘sincere attempts of the BBC to bring home to the British people the logical and soul-destroying consequences of the surrender of their freedom,’ and calling attention to the fact that, ‘many of the inhuman practices depicted in this play are already in common use under totalitarian regimes.’ Orwell himself, dead over four years, must no doubt have been chuckling away in his grave that when somebody had finally got the point of his heartfelt attack on Stalinism, it was actually a bunch of right-wing MPs. The BBC received hundreds of telephone complaints after the initial broadcast and were under intense pressure to cancel a planned Thursday repeat performance. The furore subdued somewhat when Prince Philip spiritedly came to Nineteen Eighty-Four’s defence in a speech at the Royal Society of Arts, stating that ‘The Queen and I watched the play and thoroughly enjoyed it.’ On Thursday, The Times weighed into the debate with a strongly worded editorial which defended the BBC’s right to freedom of speech: ‘The BBC alone should be responsible for its programmes. It is hoped that as a result of all the fuss in the newspapers and elsewhere there will be an even larger audience for tonight’s repeat than might otherwise have been gathered. If anything had been needed to underline the tremendous possibilities of television, the reactions of the last few days have provided it … The BBC is to be congratulated.’ The repeat went ahead – live from Lime Grove – and was, thankfully, telerecorded for posterity. It remains, in 2013, what it was in 1954, a genuine television masterpiece.

Quatermass II, in 1955, featured aliens attempting to invade Earth by possessing humans. The Quatermass character was the only link with the first serial (his stalled plans for a new moon rocket provided a comparatively realistic sub-plot), as the nature of the unearthly menace, and the feel of the programme itself, was very different from Kneale’s first serial. Reginald Tate died weeks before filming began, and so John Robinson took on the role of the professor. Landing in meteors, the aliens build a replica of Quatermass’ moonbase as a factory, where they manufacture their foodstuffs. The location filming at Shellhaven refinery installation in Essex formed an impressively grim – and quasi-futuristic – backdrop to many of the ensuing events. Quatermass II set itself far more firmly in an obvious SF niche, which perhaps upset some of those looking for something more ‘sophisticated’, although it was, not surprisingly, a massive popular success just as its predecessor had been. Kneale still had points that he wanted to make. His was never a mindless science fiction there was, clearly, a point to all this. ‘There were references there to mysterious Government establishments like Porton Down, which were believed to kill you if you got too close. The base was filled with creatures from outer space but they were “explained away”,’ Kneale noted years later. ‘Really it was about semantics, about verbal cheating. The workforce were told that this was “a perfectly normal occurrence” and that “it was all to be expected.” Finally they broke in and in what I suppose [was] the nearest I got to a political scene, they hesitated when they were met with soothing music, offers of conciliation and free meals.’ Quatermass returned again three years later (this time with, perhaps, the definitive performance of the title role by André Morell) in the pinnacle of the series. A story which moved the emphasis from alien invasion to an SF explanation of archetypal and supernatural images and fears. Quatermass and the Pit (1958) begins with parts of London being rebuilt after the Blitz. At Hobbs Lane, a five million year-old skull is dug up, soon followed by an alien projectile. An goblin-like ghost is seen, and then the husks of three alien insect creatures are found. Quatermass begins to draw the various and increasingly haunting phenomena together: the Martians visited Earth millions of years ago, and bequeathed to the ancestors of the human race various deep fears and images, including ‘the Wild Hunt’, when the Martian hives were purged. The serial ends with chaos breaking out as the people of London are driven to a new racial purge, to which even Quatermass himself is not immune.

Kneale was also one of the first TV writers to bring reasonably authentic working class voices to the ‘received pronunciation’ world of the BBC. We are never far from the chattering chorus of both wise and foolish opinions in the pub in a Kneale script – he makes a positive virtue of everyday mundanity and a general mistrust for authority. This was also true of his regular collaborator, the émigré Austrian director Rudolph Cartier (1904–1994) whose keen eye for detail and scope matched Kneale’s visions almost perfectly. Like all BBC drama of the time, the Quatermass serials were transmitted live and yet the scale of production was epic even by some modern TV standards, something which characterised the majority of Cartier’s work. (Legend has it that upon seeing a new script his first exclamation would invariably be an extravagant ‘I shall need one hundred extras!’) Cartier never saw television as a medium which, necessarily, had to be ‘smaller’ than cinema, either in terms of subject matter or the complexity of its production. Throughout his television career Cartier worked only for the BBC, famously objecting to independent television with the dismissive comment ‘I hate the idea of my creative work being constantly interrupted for commercial reasons. I am an artist, not a salesman!’4

Compared to the genuinely revisionist work of the Kneale/Cartier stable, other contemporary teleplays which the BBC commissioned such as Charles Eric Maine’s TimeSlip (25 November 1953) or The Offshore Island (an April 1959 post-nuclear tale) can seem rather dull, if extremely worthy, by comparison. TimeSlip had an intriguing premises: John Mallory (Jack Rodney) dies, but is brought back to life by an injection of adrenalin into his heart. Unfortunately, this results in his perception of time being four and a half seconds ahead of everyone else’s, to the extent that he is able to answer questions before they are even asked. The novelty soon wears off and his life becomes a misery until his psychiatrist eventually ‘cures’ him by smothering him to death and then reviving him with a second, more carefully measured, dose of adrenalin. The cast also included Robert Ayres and Harold Jamieson. The Offshore Island, a condensed version (by Michael Voysey) of Marghanita Laski’s 1954 play, was produced by Dennis Vance. Eight years after a nuclear war has reduced much of Europe to a wasteland, Rachel Verney (Ann Todd) and her two teenage children, James and Mary (Tim Seely and Diane Clare), live in isolated tranquillity in a valley which – due to a freak topographical effect – has escaped the ravages of fallout. Their peace, however, is disturbed by the arrival of a group of American soldiers, who tell them that the war is still going on and that they have come to transport the family to a ‘relocation camp’ in the United States, where they can work for the war effort and all their needs will be provided for. It turns out, of course, that the military’s motives are nowhere near benevolent. Considered ‘Contaminated Persons,’ the family will be sterilised to prevent them having mutated offspring, and their land will be destroyed. A Russian patrol also arrives and it transpires that although there is a truce between the two sides – so that they can join forces against China – this will not affect the fate of the Verneys, with James eventually being shot by the American Captain (Phil Brown) and Rachel and Mary electing to remain in their home, waiting for the bombs to arrive. Somewhat predictably given the subject matter, reactions to the play were split along party lines. The Times considered that: ‘Miss Laski seems to have written it more in an excess of public-spirited zeal than out of any creative urgency. Like Mr JB Priestley in Doomsday For Dyson [a virulently anti-nuclear ITV play shown the year before], she comes to grind her axe about The Bomb. From [the arrival of the Russians] the play becomes a duologue between humanity and politics; and it is conducted with a dishonesty that identifies political man with the stock image of the tail-wagging jargon-ridden American.’ On the other hand, Ivor Brown (writing in The Listener) noted: ‘Whether Miss Laski was being fair to American servicemen (with Pentagon politics behind them) I do not know. But surely there is a case for welcoming in television drama occasional approaches to the greatest problem in the world’s history, about which nobody with any spark of failing can fail to be in some way tendentious. Complete objectivity in such a case is either impossible or, if possible, dull. The Offshore Island was not written for the industry of entertainment. Dennis Vance’s production had an excellent urgency and vigour.’

The era was also notable for another Vance production, George Kerr’s alien-invasion classic The Voices (16 January 1955). Kerr’s adaptation of Robert Crane’s novel Hero’s Walk, was set in 2021. The Inter Cos world government rules the Earth and is meeting to discuss the next stage of space exploration. An artificial moon – Platform One – already orbits the Earth, and there are plans to construct another – Beta – for Mars, which has already been colonised. The Inter Cos President, Werner (Walter Rilla), envisages further expansion, with the full backing of the Russian and Chinese delegates. Meanwhile, Professor Mark Harrison (Willoughby Goddard), who is dying from radiation poisoning, by some unexplained mental communication, is in contact with an avenging alien force bent on punishing mankind for having over-reached itself in its expansion away from its native planet. Werner is replaced by Sir Alton Berkeley (Terence Alexander), and the threat recedes. Other notable cast members included Kevin Stoney and Barry Letts, who went on to produce Doctor Who in the 1970s. According to The Times, ‘Technicians, the designer, and the producer took pains to make the all-important mechanism of space taxis and vision telephones elaborately efficient. In 2021 jackets will apparently be worn without lapels, and cigarettes smoked as now.’ The Listener was, if anything, even less complimentary: ‘Dennis Vance, producing, whipped the pace to a point where one not merely did not, but could not, dwell on the feebleness of the dialogue or stop to ponder the “scientific” mumbo-jumbo, yet in an hour and a half the piece induced a feeling of real contempt. If the war of the worlds is really to be like this, we shall have died of yawning before the first death rays sting us.’ The ‘absurd television telephones’ were condemned, and The Voices themselves, ‘sounded merely flatulent, at worst like a long-playing gramophone record carelessly put on at the wrong speed.’

This was also the era of Evelyn Fraser’s cryogenic murder mystery The Critical Point (5 December 1957), a production which left JC Trewin (writing in The Listener), ‘afraid to approach a refrigerator.’ Doctors Philip Gage (Eric Lander) and Andrew Mortimer (Leo McKern) have been experimenting with ‘hibernation anaesthesia,’ first with chimpanzees, but now having reached a stage where freezing a human can be attempted. When Gage kills his wife, Margot (Nicolette Bernard), he quickly volunteers for the treatment. Detective Inspector Snaith (Tom Chatto), is bent on nicking the good doctor for his nefarious skulduggery, only to be told: ‘Doctor Gage is at present enclosed in a tank full of solidified gas at a temperature of minus eighty degrees centigrade.’ ‘That sounds pretty cold to me,’ murmurs the Inspector. In the end McKern’s character arranges a ‘mercy-killing’ to spare his colleague the indignity of a murder trial and execution. The play was judged a success given that, ‘if its treatment had been less determined, it could have been the frozen limit, but Miss Frazer had written it ably, and Leo McKern, Eric Lander, and the others acted with so much absorption that it would have been ungenerous not to join the fun.’ Producer George R Foa remounted the play three years later with a new cast. From the sublime to the ridiculous, Hands Across the Sky was a February 1960 comic opera concerning aliens and featuring the memorable libretto ‘I chased him through the uranium deposit/Now he’s locked himself in the heavy water closet!’ ‘Vocal monotony was a stumbling block to enjoyment’ noted the Daily Telegraph reviewer, dryly. It was productions like Troy Kennedy Martin’s 1961 Storyboard adaptation of John Wyndham’s enigmatic short story The Long Spoon, however, which pointed the way towards a new era in which science fiction ideas would play a major part.5

The cause of ‘serious’ Science Fiction on TV received a tremendous boost in 1961 with the debut of A for Andromeda.
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