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This thesis represents the first full-length academic study of the work

of the late television playwright, Dennis Potter.

Drawing upon a wealth of primary research, including unpublished Potter
scripts, interviews with leading film and television practitioners, as
well as a special interview with the writer himself, it examines the
entire body of Potter's work, with a view to showing a consistency and
progression of authorial themes. On this basis, it argues Potter
successfully used the medium of television with the same degree of

freedom and complexity as others have used the novel or stage play.

The study i1is divided into six chapters, plus an Introduction and
Conclusion. In addition, a special Epilogue has been written which
reviews the extraordinary public events surrounding Potter's death in
June 1994, In this way, the entire ‘'yellow brick road' of the writer's

career is both followed and analysed:

Chapter One examines Potter's television apprenticeship in the nineteen

sixties as a writer for BBC TV's The Vednesday Play slot.




Chapter Two focuses on Potter's nineteen seventies work for Play for

Today and includes discussion of the banning of Brimstopne and Ireacle in

1976.

Chapter Three is an extended examination of theme and style as it relates
to certain key Potter works: in particular, the writer's first novel, Hide

and Seek (published 1973).

Chapters Four, Five and Six devote themselves principally to analysis of
Potter's most famous television serials: Pennies from Heaven, The Singing
Detective and Blackeyes, respectively,

Finally, the Conclusion and Epilogue draw the arguments of the preceding
chapters together, advancing the view that all the clues to understanding
Potter’'s final acts as a writer in 1994, lie in the body of past work

which it has been the task of this thesis both to excavate and interpret.
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INTRODUCTIOR

0.0. a) 'Follow The Yellow Brick Road': Aims and Intentions

This thesis is about a screenwriter who, if not exactly hateful of the
scrutiny of strangers, tended in his life not to welcome it, professing
himself to be reclusive by nature. Nevertheless, Dennis Potter was
perhaps the most instantly well-known and scrutinised of all British film
and television writers. For more than a quarter of a century, millions
watched, enjoyed or were outraged by his TV plays and serials. He was
celebrated by the 'serious’ newspapers as a ‘genius’, whilst excoriated in
the tabloid press, in relation to his sexual themes, as "Dirty Den® and
"Television's Mr Filth"." As the ‘'controversial playwright', he featured
as the subject of innumerable press and television interviews - each
time, always a willing (and outspoken) interviewee; a ready source for the
good Jjournalistic quote. There thus seemed to be a paradox - a
disjunction between the writer's apparent willingness to act as public
property and his own professed reclusiveness; his 1intensely private
nature. It is precisely this realm of seeming contradiction - the gap
between the private and the public face - which this study will seek to

occupy and explore.

Moreover, it is one that becomes readily apparent in relation to criticism
of Potter's work. Vhilst each new play or serial was always greeted with
a flurry of publicity and was much discussed in the press and on TV as
the work of a ‘'major writer’, it is significant that right up to his
death, little sustained critical attention had been paid to Potter's work
in its entirety. Television had conducted its own ‘internal' reviews
(notably South Bank Show and Arena profiles of the writer), yet aside
from the many column inches that Potter generated over the years, no

substantial critical assessment of his work ever appeared in print during
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his lifetime.® It was almost as if Potter's very omnipresence - his
courting of a high press profile; his ability to attract ‘controversy' and
willingness to act as ‘'celebrity' author - served as a deliberate means of
dampening critical interest in his work, giving the false impression that
there was nothing more to say about this ‘recluse’, he himself having said

it all.®

As this study hopes to show in abundance, nothing could be further from
the truth. Its project is to demonstrate how for more than a quarter of
a century and over nearly fifty works, Potter's career was a conscious
attempt to create a self-consistent peuvre for television, through the
weaving of an intricate web of theme and cross-reference from work to
work, Behind this enterprise lay a deep desire on the writer's part to
demonstrate that far from 1its alleged ephemerality and domestic
conditions of viewing being a handicap, television and its audience could
be accorded the same degree of intelligence, 'seriousness' and respect by
the practitioner as other cultural forms such as the novel, cinema film

or stage play.

If, as subsequent chapters will show, underlying Potter's ‘'seriousness'’
about television was a deep desire to leap over cultural hierarchies in
order to address the mass (working class) TV audience from which he
himself originally came, it can also be seen how such intensity was the
private face that motivated the partly reclusive writer to step out into
the media limelight, promoting his work to the largest possible audience.
Given there j1g a complexity of ‘'authorial’ themes running through the
wark, this public-private dichotomy in turn points up how much there is a
need for a large-scale study of Potter's work to do what the profusion of

individual interviews and articles were unable, by virtue of their very
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commodity form, to do during the writer's lifetime - namely, to tease out
in extended detail the various thematic links between works; tracing
through time, Potter's own personal progression as a television ‘author':
the private ‘'yellow brick road' he followed, step by step, for nearly

thirty years.

As such a summary indicates, the completion of this research could not be
more timely <(or even eery). The typically very public events that
surrounded Potter's death from cancer in June 1994 mean this long-
gestating research project is now able to offer a complete view of
Potter's ‘'yellow brick road', given that the writer's journey along it has
sadly ended. Combined with an interpretive reading of ‘authorial’ themes,
one of the other aspects of that journey which the thesis will try to map
is the changing industrial conditions of television drama in relation to
which the writer had to struggle and adapt. Central here is the tracing
of a history of the decline of the television studio play and the
corresponding rise of all-film production which increasingly led to
bitter creative struggles between the writer and various directors,
producers and senior managers in television. In this way, an account of
saome of the key production aspects of Potter's career - from his early
apprenficeship on The Vednesday Play right up to his death in 1994 - may
hopefully serve as a paradigm for the rise and fall of a particular

tradition of ‘authored' drama on British television.

In so doing, the thesis relies heavily on primary sources. As 1its
Bibliography attests, extensive research has been conducted in various
archives: all Potter's extant piays were viewed and original unpublished
scripts consulted (including those of productions for which videotapes of

transmission no longer exist). Transcripts of important Potter
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television and radio interviews were collated, together with an extensive
array of press clippings and magazine profiles. Many top film and
television practitioners who worked with the writer were also sought out
and specially interviewed for this project, with the result that the study
is able to draw upon a unique record of over twenty first-hand accounts,
covering all periods of Potter's life and career. Perhaps most important
of all was an interview conducted with the writer himself in 1990 - the
only time he ever spoke at length about his work in an academic context.
Here, it is important to note the use the study makes of previous press
and broadcast interviews with Potter - sometimes in contrast with the
writer's stated position on his work in interview. The aim is to suggest
not sinply a sense of continuity but also a progression aver time in the

writer's thinking and pronouncements about his own work.4

Ultimately, the study is both textual investigation apd excavation - an
attempt to unearth the thematic continuities over twenty five years of a
truly seminal and celebrated television ‘author’. As all of this implies,
the thesis 1s principally concerned with an analysis of text and
production rather than of audience attitudes and pleasures, though
sections of it are devoted to the critical and ratings reception of key
Potter works, in acknowledgement of the fact that dramas such as Pennies
From Heaven and The Singing Detective were as much social events as
texts, with a discernible impact on the national culture. In each case,
the object is not so much to conduct a detailed sociological analysis of
the reception patterns of Potter's work, as to suggest the effect that the
public impact of certain of his works had on the author himself as well

as his subsequent career.
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At the very outset, however, of such a journey along Potter's own ‘yellow
brick road', is it even possible to motivate the concept of an ‘author’ in
television ? Surely one must agree with Rosalind Coward that at least in
terms of film and television production, all such notions are media
constructs - attempts to "hide knowledge... from us... and make us
complicit in the belief" that forms of mass communication can in fact be

"instruments of personal expression" 7%
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0.0 (b) IV Auteur ?: Questioning ‘Authors' in Television

Certainly, it bhas become conventional wisdom 1in media study that
television production is an industry - the fruit of collaboration and
collective endeavour. Vriting in 1987, Rosalind Coward questioned press
constructions of Potter as TV auteur, suggesting these belied the
industrial nature of the medium. Since film and television presented us
with "a complexity of production and division of labour”, this, she
argued, made the image of "the transparent communication between one

author and his or her audience hard to credit".s

On closer inspection, however, this ‘complexity of production' which
Coward sees as rendering invalid notions of authorial expression on
television, can be seen to resolve itself into a clear hierarchical system
of creative power relations whereby traditionally in British television,
the writer was privileged 1in drama production over other creative
personnel (for example, over the director who was often relegated to the
secondary role of interpreter or réalisateur of the writer's ideas).
Particularly in the realms of the single television play where Potter's
reputation as ‘author' was first established, prioritizisation of the
writer was paramount - an emphasis and respect which, as John Caughie
bas argued, derived in large part from British television drama's strong

historical and cultural links with the theatre.”

In this way, even after television drama evolved from the simple ‘live’
staging of theatre plays to the mounting of its own original productions,
theatrical respect for script and writer remaineci, being translated into a
desire to commission new scripts especially written for the medium. As
the outsider commissioned by the broadcasting institution to feed it with

original plays, the television playwright very much came to be regarded
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as the ‘artist’ and was given relative creative freedom by the institution
to pick his or her theme and express an ‘'idea' ( - though always subject
to ultimate veto from senior management, in terms of constantly shifting

guidelines of public ‘'taste’, 'decency' or ‘offence").®

Meanwhile, in terms of their assigned institutional roles, the director
and / or producer's task was to function largely as enabler or metieur en
scéne - realising the script technically in terms of production, whilst at
all times endeavouring to facilitate communication between ‘author' and
audience by staying close to the writer's ‘intentions' and remaining
faithful to the script.® In turn, it was almost this very ‘literary’
nature of the single television play which helped to signal its cultural
‘seriousness' - its difference from the rest of the evening's schedule and
hence the need of the viewing audience to give it a different, closer sort
of attention. In the listings guides as well as in their opening titles,
television plays were headlined as 'by' the writer - Dennis Potter, David
Mercer, Elaine Morgan and so on. This institutional privileging of the
writer as ‘'author' not only determined how the plays were received and
reviewed ('as the latest work from' Potter, Mercer and so on), it also
typically had important effects on the mnature of the productions

themselves.

The precedence given to the script meant that directors and actors would
often treat the 'seriocus' TV play as they would a stage drama - heavily
rehearsing it; digging into the text in an attempt to extract the
‘author''s meanings. Vith the help of the director, leading actors would
often strive to work up a more intense, 'theatrical' performance than they
would normally be able to give in the more popular TV serials and series

where generic as well as tighter budgetary constraints made pressures on
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rehearsal time that much greater. In this aim, the performers were
frequently aided by the predominantly studio-bound settings which were a
feature of most British television plays up until the early nineteen
eighties. With its wholly artificial lighting and boxed sets, the studio
provided a far more ‘'theatrical' environment for actors and directors
(most of whom were recruited to television from the stage) than the
alternative production method of location filming. Originally the result
of production necessity, the studio play had become, by the nineteen
sixties and seventies, its own raison d'étre, surviving in the schedules
despite the increased technical availability of film stock. Encouraged
particularly at the BBC where senior management were keen that
investment in studio space be put to good use (as well as, implicitly,
that the theatrical connection of the 'well-made' play be preserved), the
persistence of the studio TV play further reinforced the pre-eminence of
the writer in the production process. Vith amounts of external location
filming often strictly rationed, the confined domestic interiors of studio
drama inevitably helped focus attention on the writer's themes and
dialogue, as well as on ‘'theatrical' virtues of individual performance and

character interaction.'®

It is for reasons such as these that John Caughie has suggested the
privilege given to writers and their ideas helps explain "the astonishing
formal conservatism” which marked mainstream single play production fronm
the mid fifties to the early eighties. Despite sporadic attacks from
television ‘dissidents’ such as Troy Kennedy Martin and John McGrath, the
connection between the theatre and the single play not only lingered on
in terms of a cross-over of personnel from one to the other but
according to Caughie in "a resistance to theorisation" as well as

experimentation in form. It was for this reason he concluded in 1980
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that the ‘'theatrical’ privilege given to the writers of TV plays "was and

is regressive".'’

On the other hand, with the hindsight of a decade and more in which the
single play has been almost completely superseded by the growth of
television film production, together with a resulting enhancement in the
status of the director, the privileging of the writer which uniformly used
to pertain in single drama production can now be seen to have had its
own advantages and ‘'progressive' logic. Not simply a regressive
throwback to the theatre, the single play, particularly at the BBC, had
developed its own distinctive place in the television schedules by the
sixties and seventies - becoming a kind of weékly free space on TV for
novelty and experimentation, in addition to acting as a platform for new
writing as well as new directing talent.'® As Caughie acknowledged in
1980, under the titles first of Ihe VWednesday Play and then Play for
Today, the BBC-1 single play slot came to function as some kind of
'‘cutting edge' for television, extending not only formal boundaries but
what could be said and more crucially, shown on television.'® Tolerated
and indeed tacitly encouraged by senior BBC management, the watchwords
for The VWednesday Play and Play for Today were ‘'provocativeness' and
‘controversy' - symptoms not only of an expressed desire by practitioners
to challenge contemporary mores but also part of an institutional attempt

to win large audiences for the single play.'<

In this aim, one of the strategies of the original architect of The
Vednesday Play, BBC Head of TV Drama, Sydney Newman, was to encourage,
through the foundation of a stdry editor system, the recruitment of as
many new writers to television as possible. Following on from his

successful policy at ABC's Armchair Theatre, the reason for the
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prioritisation of new writers was clear. Whilst with new directors there
was the time and experse of training, new writers were the quickest and
cheapest route of fulfilling the play slot's aim of trying to reflect life
at the ’'cutting edge' of social change in contemporary Britain.'® Drawn
from a variety of different backgrounds, writers came to be privileged
under Newman's story editor system because unlike directors, they were
neither members of staff nor regular free-lancers. Outsiders to the
broadcasting institution, they fitted in with the BBC's public service
ethos of giving voice to a range of opinions and statements which
otherwise could not or would not receive airtime. Single play writers
had the advantage of being able to express ‘controversial' views or
radical opinions which the institution and its own staff, operating under
codes of political ‘balance’, could never allow to be aired uncritically in
any other television form. The ‘authored’ single play thus fulfilled
certain useful ’'progressive’ functions in the television landscape of the
sixties and seventies, bringing to it a freshness, energy and above all
element of personal address which could seldom manifest itself in the
more ‘'machine-made', production line ethos of popular drama series and

serials.

It was this sense of the BBC single play as a special space for the
expression of the individual, ‘dissident’' or questioning voice which
Potter was able to exploit as one of -the new television playwrights
recruited to The Wednesday Play in the mid sixties. ¢ § 0.1; 1.0 a) From
his beginnings on The Wednesday Play right through to the nineteen
eighties, he was able to embark upon the self-conscious construction of a
television peuvre of linked ‘authorial’ themes because he knew that as a
result of the single play's privileging of the writer, his scripts would

never be rewritten or tampered with by the director but always faithfully
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rendered in terms, invariably, of a television studio production.'® In
this regard, he was by no means unique. The gystem of single play
production which pertained at the BBC in the sixties and seventies
implicitly encouraged the writer to think of him or herself as self-
expressive artist. Where Potter steod out was that in keeping with his
own aspirations, he took such notions much further than any previous
television writer had done - exploiting the privileged status of the
writer which was built in to the system in order to create ‘'authored'
thematic and ‘stylistic continuities not only within a particular work but

as his writing career progressed, across a large body of work as well.

Hence in contrast to Coward's critiques of Potter as television ‘author’,
individual thematic and stylistic continuities can be shown to exist and
as the rest of this study will attempt to trace in detail, are readable
across the range and variety of Potter's writing for the medium. The
reason that this should be so is not so much the result of any attempt
by television to 'hide knowledge' of the collective nature of production
from its audience, as the fact that in the period of the sixties and
seventies when Potter first began to carve out a reputation for himself
as a television playwright, writers and theilr ideas were privileged in
single drama production over all other aspects. Far from Coward's
questioning of the 'author' in television, 'questioning’ authors like Potter
were indeed able to exist at that time because the very structures of

British television allowed and encouraged them to do so.
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0.1) First Steps': Quiline of the Early Life and Career of Dennis Potter
IHE ARTIST
Beauty is like the transcendent God
whom earthly pilgrims never attain ...
There lies the purpose and the tragedy
of the artist who seeks mastery

Pity him walking an endless road
like a pilgrim to a holy city ...'”

This poem, penned by Potter when he was just eighteen years old and still
at grammar school, provides a quite definitive summary of his later
writing career - in particular, his religious sense of authorship. The
artist is characterised as ‘'the pilgrim’ in search of ‘a holy city': a
‘transcendent God' he knows he is destined never to reach but for Vhom he
must keep striving. As subsequent chapters will argue, the progression
of Potter's work is precisely that of a growing preoccupatidn with
religious or 'spiritual' themes. Moreover, as echoed by the title of his
1972 play, Follow The Yellow Brick Road, the image of life as a journey,
with a shape and an ultimate destination - an 'endless road' along which
the artist must keep travelling - was one Potter was frequently to evoke

in his later writing career.'®

Thus what is striking (and slightly unnerving) is why at eighteen, in
making his ‘first steps' along that road, the young Potter should be
thinking in such terms, when, as is widely known in terms of biographicai
fact, he never consciously set out to be a writer. Instead, progressing
on to Oxford to study politics, philosopby and economics, it was the
dream of entering the hard-nosed world of politics which consumed him in
early adulthood. Vhat the early poem suggests is that while at this time
professing himself to be an atheist, underlying his "intensely political
nature" was a religious sensibility - a personality formed by Biblical

teaching and imagery.'® Moreover, as the poem also attests, that
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religious background had already moulded the distinctive outlook which
would come to mark the later plays. Thus the importance of Potter's
early life to the subsequent work cannot be overstated. He himself once
suggested that everything in his writing stemmed from his first fourteen
years.2® If this was an exaggeration, it was only a slight one. As
Philip Purser has noted, with Potter, in terms of the upbringing that
first shaped him, "time and place and community conspired together with

unusual attention to detail®=':

Dennis Christopher George Potter was born on May 17 1935 in the village
of Joyford Hill, off Berry Hill, deep in the Forest of Dean. He was the
eldest son of a coalminer. In many ways, these facts alone reveal a lot
about him. As he himself put it, the Forest of Dean of his childhood was
one of the most remote inward-looking districts of England, heaving up
“in half-hidden layers of grey and green between two rivers"”, the Severn
and the Vye.=* Bounded by the' distant prospect of the Welsh mountains
to the Vest and the 'blue hills' of the Malverns to the North, the Forest
was its own little enclosed world of villages scattered amoﬁgst woods
and fields which were reachable only by steep and narrow country
roads.®® To a child, it was a fairy tale realm yet also, as Potter
attested in interview, a kind of ‘Holy Land'. Being green and hilly and
grey, the topography of the Forest seemed to him as a boy to be Biblical
-~ no different from any of the illustrations he had seen of the landscape
of the Bible. Along with the pronounced rural dialect of the inhabitants,
with their archaic use of 'thees' and ‘'thous’, just as in the King James
Bible, the very vividness and isolation of the Forest seemed to make it

"that landscape": the land the scriptures depicted.=4

_23_



As this suggests, Potter's upbringing was one steeped in the Bible. The
renoteness of the Forest fostered a strong sense of community and one of
the ways this was expressed was in terms of a fierce, almost evangelical
devotion to religion. While not strictly Puritans, most of the Foresters
were non-conformist Christian fundamentalists - chapel-goers who
dutifully filed in to cold stone buildings with names like Zion and Salenm
in order to be ignited, inside, by the hell-fire sermonising of the local
preachers. As a child in Berry Hill, Potter attended Salem chapel, a 'free
church', twice every Sunday; Jjoining in the hymn-singing from Sankey's

Book of Sacred Songs and Solos.

This sense of a tightly-knit community with strong social values
expressed itself in other ways too: in village brass bands; rugby football
teams; packed and smoky working men'’s clubs, as well as a fierce sense of
English patriotism (particularly yis &4 vis their Velsh neighbours over
the border). Most important was the staunch commitment of the Foresters .
to socialism and the Labour Movement - a fact hardly surprising, given
that the main industry of the Forest during Potter's childhood was coal-

mining.==

In many ways, the rest of Potter's early life and career can be summed up
as a process of opening out - of being forced to open out - from this
tight-knit closeness, into a world less familiar and secure than that
which he had first come to know and love. The first signs of this came
with the outbreak of World Var II, as Prisoner of War Camps were built in
the Forest - one for German; the other for Italian prisoners.®s
Meanwhile, as a child in the forties, the local village school became a
principal focus of the young Potter's life. In interview, he stated he

was "cursed" with having a very high 1.Q. which marked him out as
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different in the eyes of the teachers and his fellow pupils, in a way
"that no working class schoolboy wants to be different".?” Not only did
such "complicity with those who made the chalk squeak on the blackboard"”
lead to bullying in the playground, it also meant that when the other
children played in the Forest, the clever child would be left to climb

trees on his own.=®

This sense of separation was further compounded when, in 1945, Potter was
forced to leave his beloved Forest for the first protracted length of
time, as part of an ill-fated attempt by his father to give up coal-
mining. Originally a Londoner, his mother took the family to stay with
her relatives in Hammersmith at the very end of the war. The traumatic
effect this sudden wrench from the Forest had on her sensitive son
cannot be overstated. It comes through strongly in his 1986 work, The
Singing Detective (¢ § 53 (¢)). For a child who had only known trees
and fields, the strange new world of the metropolis - with its noise,
smoke and dank Underground system - was 1literally an alienating
experience: a kind of Hell.®® After nine unsuccessful months, the family
returned to the Forest but four years later they moved to London
permanently “as a whole attempt to leave the pit and everything".®®
Already separated from most of his original class-mates in the village
school, by virtue of passing the 11-plus exam, Potter now found himself
switching schools from Coleford Grammar in the Forest to St Clement

Danes, in Vest London.

It was there that his ode to "The Artist” appeared in an issue of the
school magazine. As the evidence of these magazines suggest, Potter was
able to be an academic success at St Clement Danes, unhindered by the

guilt of being a clever 'scholarship boy' within a rural environment. He
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acted in school plays and wrote articles for the school magazine - in omne
issue, editing its literary pages. In his final year in 1953, he won a
private scholarship to study economics at the University of London but
chose instead to take up a state one for P.P.E. at New College, Oxford in

1955.31

In between, however, in common with all the males of his generationm, he'
bad two years compulsory KNational Service to do. Considered a bright
squaddie, Potter found himself posted to the War Office in Whitehall
where, at the height of the Cold War, he served as a Russian language
clerk within the lower echelons of military intelligence M.I.3) (: § 2.1).
It was during this period he met Kenith Trodd - the man who would later
produce many of his best known TV works, such as Pennies From Heaven
and the spy drama Blade on the Feather ¢ § 4.1; 5.00. From similar
working class and religious backgrounds, the two became firm friends:
both receiving postings to the War Office; both becoming even more
politicised in terms of a mutual commitment to the Left, as a result of
witnessing at first hand the Cold War antics of the upper-class majors

and colonels under whom they served.®=

Vith political attitudes hardened, both moved onto Oxford. By this
period, the university was entering a state of unprecedented political
ferment, largely due to post-war reforms in education which had enabled
far greater numbers of students from working class homes to progress on
to higher education, via the grammar schools, than had ever been the case
before.?= Just as Potter and Trodd arrived at Oxford, working class
students had begun to come under the media spotlight, with national
interest focused on the figure of the ‘'scholarship boy' as a symbol of an

old class order supposedly giving way to a new, more meritocratic
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‘classlessness’. All of a sudden, working class students found themselves
thrust in front of microphones as spokesmen for a new, post-war ‘Velfare
State' generation. Sensing themselves to be on the ascendancy, the Oxford
network of working class students into which Potter and Trodd quickly
assimilated became more and more outspoken of the established political
and social order. As Roger Smith, a friend and contemporary of both at
Oxford, recalls, what gave this grouping their voice was the impact of
John Osborne's Laok Back d4n Anger, in the wake of its premiere
performance at the Royal Court in May 1956. As promulgated by the press
to encapsulate the mood of a generation deemed to be in rebellion against
a countfy riddled with class and still clinging to Imperial delusiomns, the
phrase, ‘'angry young man', quickly became attached to the Oxford
'scholarship boys’. It served both as a media tag from without and a
convenient focus for the expression of many of the real disaffections

with fifties British life which that group undoubtedly felt.®4

Vith Oxford seldom out of the press, flaunting your working-class
credentials and your ‘angriness' was thus a valuable means of getting
noticed. As Potter admitted mnuch later, "It was a time when being
working class was fashionable and I exploited it*. Carrying the "class
war” before him “like a banner”®, he threw himself into the general mélée
of student 1life, rising quickly to become one of the most prominent of
Oxford ‘angries': Chairman of the Labour Club; frequent paper speaker at
the Oxford Union; lead in various university dramatic productions and
finally, editor of the distinguished undergraduate magazine, Isis.®® Thus
far from the plight of the working class 'scholarship boy' at Oxford
being the anxious and forlorn one Potter would later portray in Stand Up,

Nigel Barton, for him, as for many of that ‘angry' Oxford generationm,
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ironically it really was the case, in Harold MacNillan's famous phrase of

the period, that they "'had never had it so good*™=< (: § 1.1).

The sense of anxiety Potter would later communicate in Stand Up thus
came not from Oxford life itself but from another source. As he himself
made clear at the time, it arose from a sense of guilt over the far less
privileged lives family and friends were leading back home. 1In 1958, he
wrote that the working class undergraduate "cannot stomach the two
languages that divide up the year, the torn loyalties and perpetual

adjustments, the huge chasm between the classes."®”

These words are taken from Potter's first ever article to be published
nationally - the ironically titled, "Base Ingratitude", which appeared in
the New Statesman in NMay 1958, during the term in which he edited Isis.
It would lead to even greater opportunities that summer to protest
against class in personal terms. That same month, Potter was invited on
to BBC Radio to give 'a view of Oxford from Isis' - a broadcast which
was quickly followed up by an iny:ltation to appear on TV.®® In the
course of preparing a series of documentaries for BBC TV on social class
in Britain, entitled Dpes Class Matter ?, the Labour M.P., Christopher
Mayhew, invited Potter to appear on Programme Two - to discuss 'Class in
Private Life'. Just as with his New Statesman article, the student's
function was to talk personally about the ‘torn loyalties and perpetual

adjustments' of being working class and yet at Oxford.==

The interview was filmed in his rooms at Few College, Oxford. This was
Potter's first ever television appearance and he used it as an opportunity
to discuss class in frank and personal terms. Especially significant was

his admission of how class had affected relations with his family,
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particularly with his father who was now obliged to communicate with him
second-hand, via his mother, almost "with a kind of contempt”.4® What is
significant is that in Potter's famous 1965 play, Stand Up Nigel Barton,
the central protagonist, Barton, gives a highly similar TV interview om
class which he is later obliged to watch at home with his mother and
coalminer father - all the time with a growing sense of guilt and
betrayal (: § 1.1). As he confesses to his girlfriend in the play, in
talking so intimately about his family, he used them: "I was acting it up
a bit, over-dramatizing. I wouldn't mind a job on the old telly.."4’
Sitting at home with his parents, Nigel hears himself say on TV: "Yes.
Class does matter to me. It matters intensely... I even find my own
father looking at me oddly sometimes, waiting to pounce on some remark,

some expression in my face "4=

In the play, Nigel's confession that ‘class does matter' hurts his miner
father and exarcebates family tensions. In reality, according to Potter,
the Does Class Matter ? interview only served to strengthen family
relations.#4® Like Barton, however, it did have negative consequences for
him. He later wrote of the "momentary bewilderment" on his father's face
when, on the following Sunday, Reynold's News led with the headline:
"Miner's Son at Oxford Ashamed Of Home. The Boy Wko Kept His Father
Secret".44 Moreover, private correspondence between Potter and Mayhew in
the wake of the interview reveals that reaction to the student's TV
appearance amongst villagers in the Forest of Dean was by no means
complimentary. His father received jibes at work whilst Potter himself
suddenly and mysteriously became quite ill. Prefiguring his later
development of psoriatic arthropathy (a disease that is partially linked

to stress), he confessed to Mayhew in 1958, "I cannot seem to shake off
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my 1ll-health... I think it is these things (the Interview; the criticisms]

that have set me back - if that doesn*t sound too ridiculous,..®4=

Nevertheless the experience of Dpes Class Matter ? did not deter him in
the years following from making something of a career out of broaching
the sensitive subject of class in private life. As is well known, when he
cane down from Oxford in 1959, Potter was offered a general traineeship
with the BBC. What his correspondence with Mayhew reveals, however, is
that this was on the specific instruction of the then Director-General of
the BBC, Sir Jan Jacob, who, immediately after seeing Potter's TV
interview, recommended that he be taken on staff.4€ As with the
fictional Nigel Barton, it was precisely the quality of Potter's

performance that landed him 'a job on the old telly’.

Vith a pedigree in politics and student journalism, Potter was assigned
to the Television 'Talks’' Department at Lime Grove where he was attached
to various of its programmes in order to learn at first hand about
television production and technique. He worked as an assistant to Robin
Day on Panorama, watched how Ionight was put together and then, in the
winter of 1959-60, was assigned to work with Denis Mitchell - one of the
BBC's most distinguished and innovative documentary film-makers.#” This
was significant because Mitchell's highly ‘authored', pioneering style,
which married recordings of real 'people talking' with impressionistic
images of their environment (to give a stream-of-consciousness effect he
called 'Think-Tape'), did not have to conform to the requirements of
‘objectivity’ and ‘'balance' that characterised almost all the rest of the

putput of BBC 'Talks'.<”®
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Certainly, Potter's time with Mitchell was to be fruitful and decisive to
his own career. In correspondence shortly before his death in 1990,
Mitchell recalled how the young Potter was assigned to him for two or
three months in order to learn by direct observation how films were
made.#® As Potter has recalled, this was his first encounter with film-
making, as opposed to television cameras in the studio, and the whole
process of how 'reality' could be manipulated on film (particularly in the
editing suite) fascinated him.S° If not actually stemming from this
period, his later explorations in television plays of the relationship
between reality and illusion; his ‘'non-naturalistic’ interest in cross-
cutting between objective and subjective versions of events, can at least
be related to the experience of watching Mitchell, the ‘God-like Artist',
reshape the 'reality’ of his documentary footage in the editing suite®?

(: § 3.4). The virtue of being an expressive 'author', not a detached
reporter; the desire to use television as a medium for tracing the
movements of thought; above all, Mitchell's counterpoint style ("the
stretch of tension between sound and picture”, as Potter has labelled it)
- all of these find an echo in the writer's own later work: perhaps most
strikingly in Pennies From Heaven's famous concept of counterpointing the
optimism of popular songs on the soundtrack with narrative depiction of

the painful reality of life in the Great Depression (: § 4.1).5=

As Mitchell recalled, however, "Dennis was first and foremost a literary
man® - favouring scripts and actors over the other man's preference for
the cadences of ‘real' people's speech on the soundtrack. Shuttling back
and forth between Lime Grove and the BBC's cutting rooms at Ealing, the
pair would argue all the way, 6ften talking about the films they would
like to make. His o0ld tutor particularly remembered urging his TV

apprentice to deal with subjects he knew from his own experience.S® By
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the spring of 1960, Potter would get his big chance to do just that.
Vhen the assistant head of 'Talks', Grace Wyndham Goldie, had a vacant
half hour slot in the June schedules to fill, Potter was invited to make
his own documentary film, under the supervision of Mitchell's fellow

producer / director in the 'Talks' Department, Anthony de Lotbiniére.

The result was his first original work for television: Between Two Rivers,
transmitted by BBC TV on 3 June 1960. For his subject, Potter followed
Mitchell's advice and turned to the place he knew best - the Forest of
Dean. Moreover, his approach had distinct overtones of Richard Hoggart's
The Uses Qf Literacy for his theme was the decline of traditional working
class culture in the Forest, in the face of post-war social change and
the rise of the consumer society.®4 His title, Between Two Rivers,
described not only the location of the Forest of Dean between the Severn
and Vye but also the sense of it caught between o0ld and new worlds.
Implicitly, too, it indicated the plight of Potter himself - the working
class ‘scholarship boy', caught in the chasm between the social classes;
torn between home roots and the glittering worlds of Oxford and the

BBC.5*=

More an impressionistic rendering of the Forest and its people than a
simple documentary description, the film also owed much to Denis
Mitchell's style - using editing to counterpoint the thoughts of local
people on the soundtrack with carefully selected images of Forest coal-
mines, working men's clubs and pubs. These similarities, however, belied
one crucial difference. Vhile Mitchell always preferred to let the
subjects of his documentaries speak for themselves, the twenty five year
old Potter bad no such qualms about inserting himself between subject and

audience and talking directly to camera; making his opinions and

_32_



personality pervasive in Between Two Rivers. Just as with Dages Class
Matter 7, there seemed to be a strong need for him to speak intimately to
the audience; to communicate his sense of a class divide in highly
personal terms. Such a decision to ventilate his own feelings directly
at the audience was one Potter would later come deeply to regret. Does
Class Natter 7 may have set tongues wagging in the Forest of Dean but
Between Two Rivers created outright hostility. As Potter described it in

interview, "Christ, I thought they were going to lynch me..."s®

The reasons are not difficult to spot from the film itself. Potter stood
before the cameras in his home village, telling viewers how, as a student,
he had been glad to escape the “drab and untidy" houses of his neighbours
into "a far more fertile and richer world"” beyond the Forest of Dean.
Also, whilst making bheavy use of interviews with the Foresters
themselves, he would frequently undercut what <they had to say.
Introducing footage of ‘'a friend', his voice-over announced that the
ambitions of getting on in life which this person was about to express
on camera had in fact been “channelled off into mere status-seeking by
all the pressures... of our status-ridden society".®” Even before the
subject himself could be heard on film, Potter's voice-over had already

tainted all his hopes and ambitions as that of a ‘'status-seeker’.

It was 1in this way that the film aroused deep hostility in Potter's
village. As the ‘'scholarskip boy' fresh from Oxford and newly returned
with a camera crew in tow, it seemed as if he had pronounced upon and
patronised the Foresters, adopting a position of superior knowledge as to
what they were and worse, what was good for them. In turn, there is no
doubt this experience had a profound effect upon him, colouring the

nature of his subsequent career and writing. Looking back nearly ten

_33-



years later, he would castigate himself as a 'yob' down from Oxford: “...
Saying it's this way and that, drawing 1lines and hard distinctions,

betraying and being cruel and hurting people...*=®

Underlying the opinionated nature of his voice-over commentary, it had
been the stremgth of his own feelings about his home roots, together with
his anxiety about being separate from them, which had caused the
problems, Moreover, far from bringing him into a closer relationship
with the Foresters, the making of the documentary had merely served to
increase his sense of isplation from them. Certainly, Between Two Rivers
seems to have engendered in Potter strong feelings of having betrayed his
own roots; of being a traitor to his class: themes which would carry on
into the later plays. Thus from the evidence, the climax of Stand Up
Nigel Barton in which the central protagonist realises he has betrayed
his working class roots and his father by appearing on television, seems
less a dramatic retelling of a single autobiographical event (Dpes Class
Matter 7?) and more a composite - the circumstances of Barton's TV
appearance resembling Does Class Matter 7?; the virulent reaction of
Barton's father more closely ir tune with the degree of local hostility
which greeted Between Twa Rivers. Similarly, as Chapter One will examine
more closely in relation to plays such as A Beast with Two Backs and
¥here The Buffalo Roam, another strong theme that runs through Potter's
work of the sixties is that of the outcast, hounded by the local
community as a result of others' innate prejudice and desire to persecute
those who do not conform (: § 1.1; 1.3) Vith Between Two Rivers, ome
seems to find a real-life echo of this theme of a community that

threatens those who are 'different'.5®
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If the documentary created feelings of betrayal and guilt, it also taught
Potter much about the nature of television. As he summed the experience

up in a 1987 interview for Arena:

.. Seelng how those scenes with the clapperboard in front of them got
turned into that and seeing what was on either side of the camera and
wvasn’'t on the film and the way my own voice-over had diminished what
this person was saying or what this person was about to say, which
was worse, taught me how easy betrayal is, compared to... ‘art' which
is not concerned with betrayal... 'Art' cannot betray in that sense...&®

Thus Between Two Rivers taught Potter how, in contrast with ‘art' or
drama, 'facts' could be 'lies'. The 'reality' of documentaries and current
affairs could paradoxically conceal the truth. Far from being the ‘window
on the world' of fifties and sixties broadcasting mythology, the young
Potter learned from the experience of constructing his own film and
voice-over commentary, of how it was possible for the truth to be
manipulated on television and an audience's view of a represented world
distorted. As be put it in 1987: "The process fascinated me and the lies
fascinated me and the way in which [Between Two Rivers] failed to deal

with what I knew to be there."s?

In retrospect, Potter's work with Denis MNitchell, culminating in the
_production of his own documentary, can thus be seen as a crucial stepping
stone in his development as a writer - beginning his disenchantment with
the ‘'factual' worlds of jourrnalism, politics and current affairs; leading
him towards an interest in the other kind of ‘truths' of fiction or drama.
Certainly, as Chapter Three will explore in detail, the notion of most
television as 'lies' seems crucial to his development of a distinctive
‘non-naturalistic' dramatic style which consciously seeks to draw the
audience's attention to the artifice of television. (: § 3.4) Similarly,

the theme af ‘'facts’ as 'lies' is central to a number of key Potter works,
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such as his first novel, Hide apd Seek and his famous 1986 serial, The

Singing Detective. ¢ § 3.1; 5.3)

Indeed virtually Potter's entire writing career can be viewed almost as
an attempt to atone for the damage caused by Between Two Rivers through
devoting himself to the very medium, the ‘people’'s medium’ of television,
on which he felt he bad betrayed his own people. If the experience of
the documentary taught him how powerful television was and how easy it
could be, in the wrong or untutored hands, to distort reality and hurt
others, the world of drama and fiction did not carry such heavy
consequences because 1t could not offend in quite the same way (‘art
cannot betray in that semnse..."> In Stand Up, Nigel Barton, it allowed
Potter to show what was on ‘either side of the camera' - the tensions and
pressures on a ‘'scholarship boy' which motivated his television
appearance and his burning need to communicate personally with a working
class audience. Thus it was only with his third attempt that Potter was
finally able to say, in drama, all he had wanted to say about the class
divide in his two previous current affairs outings but which the very
form of ‘factual' programming had prevented him from doing ¢ § 1.1;

Conclusion).

Given his disillusionment with current affairs and eventual switch to
writing, it is perhaps telling that the last major assignment of Potter's
BBC traineeship involved him not with the world of ‘facts' but fictionm.
From October 1960 to June 1961, he worked on a Sunday afternoon books
programme called Bogkstand. It was he that proposed the original format
to Grace Vyndham Goldie: namely, a programme that would try to introduce
the world of books in a way accessible to a mass television audience. If

its project of cultural dissemination meshed perfectly with his own need
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to reach out to the working class from whom he felt estranged, the way
in which Bookstand did this was to prove highly significant for the
future direction of his career. As Potter recalled, his suggestion was
that instead of relying on the conventional TV format of an interview
with an author, the themes of a particular book might be better brought
alive if the audience were provided with brief dramatisations of extracts

from it.s=

In this way, Potter became Bookstand's ‘Script Associate' - dramatising
scenes from the various books under review each week, which fellow BBC
trainee, John McGrath, would then invariably direct. Anticipating his
debut as a playwright on Ihe Vednesday Play by five years, these brief
dramatisations were very instructive in familiarising Potter with the
process of writing scripts for the BBC and the rudiments of constructing

dialogue.®?

By this time, however, he had been forced to resign his BBC traineeship,
after only one of his two years had been completed. This was because he
had begun to combine his TV training with writing for the left-wing
newspaper, the Daily Herald - a situation which offended BBC strictures
that its employees publicly observe political ‘'balance' at all times.
Refusing to give up writing for The Herald, Potter’'s resignation left him
in financial difficulty since he now had a wife and young family to
support®4 In the meantime, however, whilst working on Bookstand, he had
bhad his own first book published. Its title seemingly an oblique echo of
Richard Hoggart's description of post-war consumer society as ‘shiny
barbarism’, Ihe_Qlummg_Qnﬁﬁn was an amalgam of all Potter's views on
social class and 'the affluent society’ which he had previously expressed

on television, radio and in print journalism.®® Written quickly in late
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1959 to satisfy an offer by Gollancz, it was, as his close friend, Roger
Smith, recalls, something of a 'rehash’ of all Potter had said before on
the subject of class - consciously ticking off its targets in the tone
of the 'angry young men' of the day: Oxford; the Comnservative Party;
advertising and so on.%s® Nevertheless, being w'ritten in frank
autobiographical terms, it does provide a unique snapshot of the life and
opinions of the young Potter, years before his fame as a television
playwright - illustrating once more how deep his need was to speak

intimately in a heavily ‘authored' mode.©”

Certainly, it seems Potter used the book opportunity as a means of
getting himself noticed (-~ in one chapter, listing his achievements at
Oxford almost like a curriculum vitae).®® His reward would come in 1961
when, having left the BBC, he was appointed as a feature writer on the
Daily Herald. An ailing left-wing daily, desperate to stem its falling
circulation and shake off its thirties 'cloth-cap' image which seemed to
be rendering it obsolete in the age of apparent ‘affluence’, Ihe Herald
employed the ‘angry young' Potter as part of its strategy to attract a
younger, more upwardly mobile readership. From 1961 to 1964, Potter
joined the ranks of Fleet Street, carrying out a variety of assignments
for the Herald. Significantly, he also managed to retain one foot in
broadcasting. Still a frequent invited speaker on BBC Radio (most
notably ¥Yoman's Hour), in 1962, he joined forces with fellow Herald
journalist David Nathan to form one of the many new writing partnerships
that were needed to provide scripts for the launch of BBC TV's new late

night satire show, That Vas The Week That Vas.=®

Allowing him a platform for motivated political comment without the kind

of ‘'balance' he had previously found so irritating at the BBC, Potter,
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together with his partner Rathan, became regular free-lance contributors
to TI¥3 throughout the show’s famous run from late 1962 until it was
finally taken off air in December 1963.7° As he was later to recall,
however, Potter never felt happy working in tandem with someone else.”?'
Thus it 1is perhaps significant that his second major writing activity
during this period, outside the Daily Herald, should be a solo one. As
part of a Secker and Varburg series on the regions of Britain (called
‘Britain Alive'), Potter was commissioned to write The Changing Forest -
an account of contemporary life in his native Forest of Dean. In essence,
this second non-fiction book (published in 1962) was an extension of the
examination of working class decline in the Forest he had previously
conducted in Between Two Rivers, though here, in book form, with the
luxury of many chapters worth of analysis, Potter was able to seem less
strident in tone, more measured, than the condemnatory voice-overs which

had caused him so much trouble with the documentary.”=

A glittering Fleet Street career as a journalist, political wit and social
coxﬁmentator thus seemed to 1lie ahead for Potter in 1961-2. Then,
suddenly and unexpectedly, disaster struck. In the Vinter of 1961, whilst
caovering a Young Conservatives conference for the Daily Herald, Potter
suddenly felt the first twinges of the mysterious illness which was to
dog him for the rest of his life. Listening to the delegates from his
position at the press table, he suddenly felt extremely ill. Thinking
“the speeches couldn't be that bad", he tried to get up and found he was
unable.”® His knees had locked and one of them was swelling up like a
balloon. Later, when he had managed to get outside and was crossing the

road, he found to his horror his legs had locked again.
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These were the first symptoms of what would eventually be diagnosed as
psoriatic arthropathy - as its name suggests, a combination of psoriasis
and arthritis which enflames the skin and cripples the joints. Though
affecting many people in a mild form, Potter's was an extreme case in
which his whole body could become one hundred per cent psoriatic - with
purple scales and deep lesions forming on ‘the skin, as well as intense
arthritic pain affecting the joints. At its peak, the illness could leave
its victim completely incapacitated ~ unable to walk, talk, even move -
with the body's temperature soaring out of control. 1In turn, this could
lead to ballucinations.”# From the time it struck him down at the age of
26, Potter had to cope with periodic bouts of this disease. Originally,
these came twice a year and even later, when treatment with the most
sophisticated new drugs became available, he always knew there would be
at least six weeks in any one year when he would be completely
incapacitated. In the course of his life, he saw countless specialists
and tried a succession of different drugs in his attempts to keep the
illness at bay, all with varying degrees of success and often with very
unpleasant side-effects. There was never any complete cure. All that
medical science could do was to try to hold the disease for as long as

possible, until eventually it had to erupt once more onto the skin.

Such an afflict:lon. and the acute personal suffering he undoubtedly
experienced as a result of it are thus crucial facts in trying to
understand Potter. In some ways, the play-writing career upon which he
later embarked can be seen as his attempt to come to terms with the pain
and stress which illness caused. As he himself suggested in interview,
having had a childhood steeped in the Scriptures, it was very easy for
him, when the disease first struck, to make the connection with the

Biblical leper. Assumptions that the sick person was a sinner and that
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the poisons of the mind bhad erupted onto the body were all too easily

lodged.”=

Undoubtedly Biblical in its intensity, Potter's battle to contain his
illness came to be seen by him as not only a physical but a ’'spiritual’
one - a struggle against himself. In many ways, the plays became the
battlefield upon which this struggle was waged. As subsequent chapters
will trace, Potter's dramatic writing engages far less with social and
political concerns about the 'real' external world and much more with the
inner lives of central protagonists racked by personal tensions and inner
canflict; struggling not only against that outside world but with their
own natures. Potter often described his disease as a "'shadowy ally"™ -
indeed in several interviews, he went further to suggest that far from
being a completely alien intrusion into his 1life, he in fact chose his
illness.”® In other words, the nature of the affliction which befell him
was in accord with his own personality. Disease forced him to turn
inwards; its unpleasant eruptions transforming him into something of a
recluse, with a preference for withdrawing from the wider world into the
private realms of home and hospital. As a product of the remote inward-
looking district of the Forest of Dean, he maintained that the event of

illness suited his already reclusive, introspective personality.””

In turn, this reclusiveness through illness suited the life of a writer.
Disease took him out of the 'real’ world of politics and current affairs
(@ world with which, as ~we have seen, he had already become
disillusioned) and made him more concerned with the inner 1life of the
individual and ultimately, with ‘'spiritual' questions about the nature of
personal suffering, death and God.”® In that semse, though terrible in

its physical nature, Potter's disease performed a useful function for him.
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Issues of politics and social class which had preoccupied him as a young
~ man paled into insignificance beside the need to survive and to look into
himself in his attempt not only to cope emotionally with the fact of
illness but by so doing, possibly to find a cure.”® It was in this way
that the disease could be said to be his 'ally' for without 1it, Potter the
writer might never have emerged to find bis ‘'voice’. The fact of disease

was thus literally the making of both him and his career.

Not only that but its physical effects meant that much of the work was
also literally born out of pain., Because of the crippling effects of
disease on his hands, as a professional writer, Potter could never type;
instead always having to write physically on paper, with a great deal of
difficulty and pain. To write at all, let alone to be as prolific as he
would later prove, thus required an extraordinary effort of emotional
strength, courage and above all perseverance. The very difficulty
involved in the act of writing meant it was an activity to which he
attached the very greatest value. Particularly in the darkest days of his
illness, from the early to mid seventies, writing became not only a job to
him but a passion. With the illness biting deeper and deeper, his TV
plays became more and more his "life—line™ to the world outside: a "way
of measuring (hisl own dignity®" in terms of a refusal to bend the knee to

illness.®*

Certainly, when it struck at the age of 26, the advent of illness
knocked all his immediate plans and ambitions sideways. In terms of the
Daily Herald, it meant he had to be taken off his existing duties as a
feature writer in order to become TV critic, since this was a job he
cou.ld do from bome. Potter would later be disparaging about this,

describing the role of TV reviewer as the newspaper equivalent of a
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refuge for the sick and the crippled.®' Nevertheless, perhaps because it
suited his reclusive temperament, it was the one job in newspapers he
most enjoyed. As he was later to recall, when the first crippling effects
of illness more or less rendered him housebound, he immersed himself in
watching television and not only because it was his job: "The thin-legged

box in the corner had indeed become a ‘window on the world'.s=

The two years (from 1962-4) which Potter spent watching TV as a critic
are undoubtedly important to enphasise in terms of his later writing
career. Following on from his basic apprenticeship as a BBC trainee,
this period allowed him to engage in a measure of theoretical reflection
on the nature of the medium - on what worked well on it, what did not -
which undoubtedly belped inform the nature of his subsequent TV writing,
particularly the first few plays. For example, the ideal which he carried
into his writing of trying to create a common culture through television
seems to have a strong foundation in the particular two-channel situation
which prevailed when he was a full-time reviewer in the earlier half of
the decade ¢ § 1.3). Similarly, amongst other antecedents, the
distinctive 'non-naturalistic' style which characterised his dramatic work
right from the very beginning, appears to have had much to do with the
condition of the television play, as he found 1t as a critic in the early
sixties. Vriting in 1967, Potter recalled how, as a reviewer for IThe
Herald, the days of the studio play had always seemed to him to be
numbered because it was too closely wedded to ‘kitchen-sink' naturalism.
Vith television continually widening its technical frontiers in the early
sixties by means of satellite link-ups, introduction of 1lighter weight
filming equipment, increasing use of video-tape and so on, who needed a

'slice of life' from the boxed-set studio play, when live by Tel-Star, it
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was possible to see "Gagarin being effusively embraced by his leaders in

Red Square" ?e=

In this 1light, Potter's subsequent ‘non-naturalism’ became an attempt to
revive the single play by disentangling it from the ‘naturalism’ which, as
a critic, he had seen was threatening its very survival. MNoreover, a
response he wrote in the theatre magazine Encore in 1964 (only a year
before his debut as a TV playwright) illustrates how he was not alone at
this time in wishing to progress beyond boxed-set ‘'naturalism’. As TV
critic of The Herald, Potter was one of the prominent figures invited by
Encore to reply to writer Troy Kennedy Martin's polemical attack against
‘naturalism’, "Nats Go Home", which the magazine had published in April
1964 (: § 1.0 b).®4 Significantly, in the light of his .own development of
an alternative dramatic style, Potter was enthusiastic about Kennedy
Martin's assault against ‘'naturalism', voicing his own conception of what
a ‘'non-naturalistic' TV drama should be concerned with - namely, *“to
present all sorts of evidence, constantly infiltrating all our defences...
attacklingl] from all sides at once, out of a mosaic of abjects, details,
moods and memories and conversations. Pictures in a real fire. Pictures

ablaze."®5

If this 1is what he himself would attempt a year later in his own
dramatic work, first, an old dream had to die. In September 1964, in a
last desperate attempt to attract a new, younger readership, the Daily
Herald relaunched itself as The Sun newspaper and made Potter its leader-
writer. A month later, he resigned from the paper. Taking advantage of
a period of remission in his 1llness, he bhad decided to give up
journalism to make one last desperate attempt of his own at pursuing his

old dream of entering politics - standing as a Labour candidate in the

..44..



1964 General Election. Unfortunately, for him, the seat he was chosen to

contest (East Herts.) was one with a rock-solid Conservative majority.

Nevertheless, Potter went on the campaign trail - an experience which
would prove completely disillusioning to him and provide much of the
material for his television play a year later, Vote, Vaote, Vote for Nigel
Barton. According to Potter's then close friend, Roger Smith, who
accompanied him for several days on the campaign, real-life
electioneering was very close to the experiences the TV play would later
describe (¢ § 1.1)%=., As the days of the campaign wore on, Potter became
more and more sick and chastened by the reality of the political process
- the falseness of slogans such as "Let's Go With Labour"” and the utter
futility of canvassing housing estates and kissing babies. Far from
party politics being, as he had once believed, the means of putting ome's
ideals into practice and changing things, all he encountered amongst

voters was apathy, suspicion and prejudice.®”

As Smith puts 1it, the experience of the campaign "really was the end of a
dream” for Potter. He vowed pever to stand again and indeed never even
bothered to vote for himself on polling day.®*® Needless to say, when the
results were announced, the Conservatives, in the shape of candidate Derek
Valker—-Smith, held firmly onto the seat. At the same time, any further
lingering hopes of a political career had been knocked sideways for
Potter by the exhausting effect the campaign had had on his health. Il1,
with feelings of despair and failure and no longer even having any job,
Potter had nowhere to go by the end of October 1964. Vith a wife and
family to support, all he could do was begin to write a novel called Ihe
Confidence Course. At this time, however, his friend Roger Smith had

found himself appointed story editor of a new BBC slot for single plays
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and was desperately seeking fresh new writers to fill the weekly gaps
that were looming in the television schedules. As Chapter One will trace
in more detail, it was Smith who effectively launched Potter's career as a
television playwright, persuading him to adapt his novel into a television
play since a play would earn quicker returns, both financially and
critically, in terms of building up his reputation as a writer. Suddenly,
having abandoned one dream, Potter found himself with a new omne +to
pursue. He grabbed this opportunity with both hands - adapting The
Confidence Course into his first television play and writing three more;
all of which would be produced within the space of a year: IThe Nigel
Barton Plays (Stand Up, Nigel Barton; Vote, Vote, Vote for Nigel Barton)
and Alice, based on the relationship between Lewis Carroll and the real
‘Alice' of Alice in VYonderland. From having no clear future, Potter
suddenly found himself with a new vocation as a television playwright,

involved in what would prove to be a landmark event in the history of

British television drama: the birth of The Vednesday Play.
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1.0) a) Yote of Confidence
DIRECTOR: Perhaps once, and ONCE ONLY, in your 1life, Opportunity
comes... and with it, Redemption... You trudge life's thormy path...
BLACK: Unsure of your destination.

JONES: Unaware of your potentialities.
DIRECTOR: ... But then. Ah, then. The breakthrough comes...'

These opening lines from The Confidence Course may well have had a
speclal significance for Potter himself by the time his first play was

transmitted on February 24th 1965:

The Vednesday Play was to prove a breakthrough not only for him but for
the whole sixties ‘counter-culture’ in Britain. Originally conceived as a
popular strand of single plays on BBC-1, The Vednesday Play, in its first
season under producer James MacTaggart, quickly established itself as a
prominent forum for political dissent and bold experimentation in TV
drama. Viewing figures climbed as millions tuned in each week to see the
latest play trailed as ‘'controversial' in the press and condemned as
‘filthy' by 'Clean-Up TV' campaigners such as Mary Whitehouse. With its
reputation for ‘permissiveness' and general anti-Establishment bias, the
play slot soon became bound up with the fortunes and p'rogress of the

'swinging' sixties. There was a sense, amongst practitioners and critics

who championed 1t, that The VWednesday Play was ‘important’: a vital

..47_



television platform which not only aired but actively promoted the values
of the new ‘counter-culture’ to a mass (predominantly working class)

audience.®

The very first play commissioned by Roger Smith set the trend for
‘controversy’ and ‘challenge' that later works would follow. Written by a
convicted murderer and depicting the cynical progress of a villain from
gangster to baronet, A Tap on the Shoulder (wr: James O'Connor;

tx. 6.1.65) marked a conscious break with the conventions of the polite,
'well-made' play. Its determination to break new ground came to
characterise the Wednesday Play ethos as a whole — from the first crucial
season in 1965 to the last in 1970. The slot also acted as a showcase
for new talent. Many well-known practitioners gained their first big
breaks working on The Vednesday Play - not only Potter but others like
Simon Gray, Kenith Trodd and Ken Loach, whose directorial contributions

to the slot not only came to include A Tap on the Shoulder but also some

of the most celebrated TV plays of the sixties: the ‘'documentary dramas’

Up_The Junction (wr: Nell Dunn; tx. 3.11.65), The Big Flame (wr: Jim Allen;
tx. 19.2.69) and Cathy Come Home (wr: Jeremy Sandford; tx. 16.11.66).

If, by providing him with the chance to write for this brand new slot,
Roger Smith was the 'angel’ who brought "Opportunity” and "Redemption®, it
did not take Potter too long to sense the possibilities.® As he was

later to recall:

I'd been concerned with forms of television for two years f{as a TV
criticl. So I didn't want to write just like something that I'd seen.
I wanted to use where possible as much of television and certain
narrative techniques 1like addressing the audience directly which
seemed to me a possibility in a political play. All these things I
thought about for at least four years and I just needed the event... 4
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It was Smith, however, who had to persuade him to seize that ‘event'.
Despite his previous script-writing experience on Bookstand and IW¥3,
Potter was initially sceptical about his ability to write for The
Vednesday Play. As Smith recalls: "He said, 'No, I can't write plays'...
He had to be persuaded”. It was only when he came back to the story
editor with the more modest suggestion of adapting the novel he bhad
half-written, that Smith was finally able to secure from him a script of

The Confidence Course, set out in his own "meticulous handwriting".®

The resulting play fitted well with the developing Wednesday Play ethos
of ‘'challenge' and ‘controversy'. Explicitly political, it mounted an
attack on "the Admass society”, with all of its promises of success
through self-advancement.® In that sense, it dramatised themes and

anxieties which Potter had already expressed in his non-fiction writing:

his two ‘political' books, The Glittering Coffin and Ihe Changing Forest:

Directed by Gilchrist Calder, the plot of The Canfidence Course hinges on
three confidence tricksters who succeed in luring a dozen victims to a
hotel, on the strength of a poster advertisiﬁg a course in self-
assertiveness. There, by a mixture of ruse and rhetoric, the chief
fraudster called 'The Director' (played by Dennis Price) sets about trying
to persuade his audience of the necessity of their enrolment on the
course. Unfortunately, a mysterious thirteenth member of the audience is
also present. Calling himself Villiam Hazlitt, this self-styled
reincarnation of the famous critic and essayist begins to attack all the
values of the consumer society espoused by the Director, until eventually
he is bundled out of the room by the Director's two helpers. In so
suppressing freedom of speech in this way, the Director has given the lie

to his own professed philosophy of the individual. The audience begins
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to get restless and when, in his attempts to pacify 1it, the Director lets
slip, "I have to be ruthless sometimes. You see, any business that sets
out to help the weak and 1life's failures...", he sews the final seeds of
his own destruction.” Preferring the freedom to remain unconfident, his
victims quickly desert him until, at the end of the play, the Director is

left alone and abandoned - himself *..., a failure*.®

If, in its denunciations of 'Admass’, the play was the kind of work ome
might expect from any ‘'angry young' writer given his first break in TV
drama, it also exhibits several features highly distinctive of Potter.
Most important is the mysterious figure of ‘'Hazlitt' - the outsider who

enrols on The Confidence Course only in order to disrupt and destroy it:

By 1965, the idea of the outsider as dark destroyer of established values
had become almost a cliché amongst the 'post-Anger' generation of British
writers. If Colin Vilson began the trend in 1956 with his key ‘angry’
text, The Qutsider, Harold Pinter, in his 1963 screenplay for the film,
The Servant, had portrayed a working class outsider reversing traditional
master-servant relations in the home of his upper class employer.
Meanwhile, David Mercer, in his TV play of that same year, For Tea on
Sunday (tx. BBC 17.3.63), had portrayed a polite upper-class tea party,
being wrecked by the arrival of an outsider wielding an axe, intent on

destroying all it stood for.®

Taken in relation to the wider social and cultural currents of the period,
it is not difficult to see why this plot device should be so common. It
provided a perfect metaphor for what was perceived during this time to
be the breakdown of the English class system at the hands of a new post-

war generation, alienated by persistent structures of inequality and
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radically opposed to dominant values through the articulation of an

alternative ‘counter-culture’.

In The Confidence Course, Potter, too, attacks the notion of a society
based on class and money, yet significantly he does so not in terms of a
coherent alternative vision of the future but rather in the name of the
past. In particular, it is the one hundred and fifty year old essays of
Villiam Hazlitt which are invoked: "If you'd read any of my essays,"
Hazlitt's apparent reincarnation tells the other course members, "you'd
know that there are other and superior values to this shabby 1little

gospel of greed and gain."'®

A similar ‘'progressive - regressive' uncertainty is also evident in
Hazlitt's characterisation. 1If, on the one hand, he is clearly Potter's
hero speaking out against 'Admass', on the other he is a duplicitous Judas
figure who infiltrates the group of twelve only in order to undermine it
and destroy its leader.''. Indeed, Potte