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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 
 
A great deal has been written about Doctor Who, mainly from within the lively fan culture that grew up (in both senses of the term) around it. I was one of those students, described by Terrance Dicks in his account of the show’s audience quoted later in this book, who gathered around the television in a university common room to watch the first episode in 1963. Although I continued to watch the rest of the first season with great enjoyment, I lost contact with the series for many years and became what I would call a casual fan. However, after re-viewing the entire series for this book, and watching the new series that began in 2005, I once again became convinced of its achievement as an inventive and compelling example of popular television. So I now count myself as a fan once more, nostalgia no doubt playing a major role in my renewed affection for the series, but my approach in this book has been to steer clear of value judgments, and the quarrels they provoke among fans, and instead to examine Doctor Who in terms of what it can tell us about the appeal of television and of popular culture in general.

Thanks to Jeannette and Barry for commissioning this book and giving me an excuse to watch Doctor Who yet again. Thanks also to the anonymous reviewers for the press for their useful comments and suggestions.


Doctor Who at the BBC

 

On November 22, 1963, President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas. In Britain, as in many countries around the world, scheduled television programs were preempted by news coverage of one of the first major events to demonstrate the global power and immediacy of the rapidly developing medium. When BBC television returned to normal programming at 5:15 in the evening of the following day, viewers were confronted with the first episode of a new science fiction series that was far from normal fare, a much less intense offering than the violence and the mystery surrounding the real life events but nevertheless one that also evoked the new experience of space and time made possible by modern communications technology.

Although Doctor Who was conceived primarily with the modest goal of filling a gap in the schedule, an in-house BBC magazine at the time previewed it as “an ambitious space/ time adventure serial” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 337). Certainly nobody could have predicted it would become the longest-running science fiction series in television history. The original series ran for twenty-six years, reaching, at the height of its popularity, 110 million viewers in fifty-four different countries, and was acclaimed by the U.S. science fiction writer Harlan Ellison as “the greatest science-fiction series of all time” (Rose 1984, 72). It was not shown in the United States until the 1970s, for reasons discussed later, but “by June 1985, Doctor Who was being seen in 146 American markets, covering 70 per cent of the country” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1993, 235). By the time of its cancellation in 1989, seven actors had appeared as the Doctor, each bringing a radically different interpretation to the role. An eighth Doctor appeared in a television movie in 1996, intended as a pilot for a series that did not materialize, but it was not until 2005 that the BBC finally responded to pressure from fans and produced a new series, with a ninth and then a tenth Doctor, that sought to adapt the formula to new times and new technology.

The key question to ask about any popular phenomenon is why it becomes so. Relatively few products of popular culture become popular in the sense of attracting a large audience, and even fewer manage to do so over a long period of time. Of course, there are so many variables involved that it is impossible to come up with a definitive answer. Nevertheless, an attempt to do so can illuminate the factors involved in the success of a particular phenomenon and, more broadly, in what makes popular culture popular. I certainly do not claim to have answered this question with regard to Doctor Who in this short monograph. My aim is simply to point to some of the reasons for the appeal of a show that has captured the imagination of so many viewers for so many years.

The extent to which the reasons for success can be sought within the text itself has been the subject of much debate. In much contemporary criticism, the focus has shifted from the text to audience reception and to the social and cultural contexts that shape both text and audience. I will discuss the audience for Doctor Who, but not with the empirical methods that John Tulloch and others have used to find evidence of how actual audiences have responded to the series (see Tulloch and Jenkins 1995). Rather, I will be concerned with how the production teams who created the series envisaged its audience and how the show addressed its viewers. I will also refer to the program’s context within British culture, but my main concern is with identifying the intrinsic qualities that enabled this show to become such a source of pleasure, for fans and more casual viewers alike, in many parts of the world.

The original idea for the series emerged from a meeting at the British Broadcasting Corporation in March 1963, and just over six months later Doctor Who was on the air. It was, at least partly, inspired by H. G. Wells’s 1896 novel The Time Machine and the 1960 Hollywood film adaptation (dir. George Pal). Unlike Wells’s inventor, however, the television Doctor travels in space as well as time, and the premise allowed for adventures in the past, present, and future and a great variety of settings and characters. A more immediate, and ultimately more important, inspiration was Quatermass and the Pit (1958–59), an enormously popular BBC science fiction serial written by Nigel Kneale. It was the third serial dealing with the exploits of a British rocket scientist who, this time, investigates what appears to be an unexploded German missile found on a building site and discovers it is really a Martian spacecraft that crash-landed five million years ago.1 There is no time travel involved, but the serial shares with Doctor Who its use of a familiar setting in the present, its distrust of bureaucracy and the military mind, its tracing of anxieties from the recent past into Earth’s prehistory, and its conflation of science and the supernatural.

Although Doctor Who became an international phenomenon, it grew out of a specific conjuncture in the history of British television, and its own subsequent history was shaped by its uneasy position within the institutional structure of the BBC. In 1963, after long enjoying a monopoly position in radio and television, the BBC was struggling to reconcile its traditional role as a public service broadcaster with the need to compete with the new commercial network that went on the air in 1955. By calling itself Independent Television (ITV), this new service reinforced the widespread impression that the BBC was controlled by a paternalistic elite, was out of touch with the currents of popular culture, and provided what it thought was good for people rather than what people really wanted. The implication was that the commercial network, because it depended on ratings to attract advertisers, would provide genuinely popular programming, as opposed to a state-run broadcaster funded by license fees paid by everybody who owned a television set whether or not they watched BBC programs.

Yet the distinction between public service and commercial television was not as clear-cut as it seemed. The BBC had produced, and continued to produce, many enormously popular entertainment programs on radio and television, while the regulations governing ITV required it to provide a certain amount of “serious” programming.2 In 1958, in an effort to satisfy this requirement, ABC, one of ITV’s regional affiliates, hired Sydney Newman, a Canadian who had produced several internationally successful television dramas for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. He took over ABC’s already existing drama anthology series Armchair Theatre (1956–76) and turned it into an innovative and hard-hitting outlet for a new generation of dramatists, many of them writing in the controversial social realist style that was transforming British culture at the time. But Newman also demonstrated a talent for developing more obviously commercial projects, most notably the highly successful spy series The Avengers (1961–69), and he showed an affinity for science fiction by producing four serials aimed at children, featuring a family of space travelers, broadcast in 1960–61 (Target Luna, Pathfinders in Space, Pathfinders to Mars, and Pathfinders to Venus).

Newman’s success in balancing the cultural and commercial pressures on ITV attracted the interest of the BBC, who persuaded him to take up the position of head of drama in December 1962. In his new capacity, he maintained his reputation as a producer of serious drama with an anthology series called The Wednesday Play (1964–70), but it was Doctor Who that proved to be his most enduring achievement. The main goal of Doctor Who was to help the BBC compete with ITV for the popular audience and, in particular, to retain viewers between the end of the regular Saturday afternoon sports program and the pop music show Juke Box Jury (1959–67). However, Newman insisted on its educational function, pointing out that the device of time travel provided an opportunity for lessons in history as well as in science and technology. In this respect, Newman was following the BBC’s public service mandate, but, such was the complexity of British television at the time that it was the ITV’s Pathfinders series that, compared to Doctor Who, looked “smug, didactic, and frightfully BBC” (Wood and Miles 2006a, 9).3

Newman quickly came into conflict with BBC executives and staff who thought he lacked respect for the corporation’s traditions. In particular, he ruffled feathers by assigning Doctor Who to the drama department rather than the children’s department and by selecting Verity Lambert, a young woman who had worked for him at ABC, as its first producer. It also seems that many in the BBC establishment, despite some notable earlier successes in the genre, did not share Newman’s enthusiasm for science fiction. The BBC adaptation of The Time Machine in 1949 was the first television science fiction program, and Nigel Kneale’s Quatermass serials in the 1950s and Fred Hoyle’s A for Andromeda (1961) attracted large audiences.4 Because it was associated with American pulp fiction and comic books, however, science fiction was seen as less important than the BBC’s output in more respectable genres, an attitude that led to severe budgetary constraints on Doctor Who as well as the destruction of many early episodes. As long as the program appealed to children, it could be tolerated, but the low standing of its genre and lingering resentments about its origins meant that its position within the institution that produced it was always precarious.

Despite (or perhaps because of) the BBC’s ambivalent attitude toward one of its most successful products, Doctor Who achieved a longevity that makes it difficult to trace its complex history, and to attend to the critical issues it raises, in a short monograph. I have thus chosen to devote one section to each of the seven Doctors from the original series, with each section focusing on one key issue, which will be discussed in relation to the entire series but examined in detail through a close analysis of a single story featuring the Doctor in question. Inevitably, the selection of the stories may seem somewhat arbitrary, but I have not necessarily chosen what I consider to be the best stories (by whatever criteria); rather, I have opted for stories that suit the topic at hand while also suggesting the specific characteristics that each new Doctor brings to the rich and multifaceted dynamic of the series. I will end the book by addressing the continuation and extension of this dynamic after the cancellation of the original series.

In the next section, the topic is the audience for Doctor Who, with a special emphasis on the first Doctor (William Hartnell) and a close examination of the elements within the first story, An Unearthly Child (1963), that addressed, and quickly captured, the imagination of so many viewers. The second Doctor (Patrick Troughton) will be represented by The Evil of the Daleks (1967), one of many stories in which the Doctor is pitted against the ruthless mutants whose recurring presence contributed greatly to the success of the series. I will discuss Doctor Who as a “fantastic” text, with reference to The Daemons (1971), a story featuring the third Doctor (Jon Pertwee). City of Death (1979) will represent the long tenure of the fourth Doctor (Tom Baker), and this story will provide an opportunity to explore the formulaic aspects of popular culture in general and of this series in particular. The Five Doctors (1983), from the period of the fifth Doctor (Peter Davison), will illustrate the concept of regeneration, which was a major factor in longevity of the series. Vengeance on Varos (1985) features the sixth Doctor (Colin Baker, no relation to Tom), and its satiric depiction of the television experience draws on the show’s reflexive treatment of its medium. Finally, The Curse of Fenric (1989), one of the last stories, featuring the seventh Doctor (Sylvester McCoy), is a good example of the complex sense of time that was built into the series from the beginning but which became even more intricate as it developed over its long run.


Who Watched Who? An Unearthly Child

The violent events in Dallas must have unsettled many viewers of the first episode of Doctor Who, and the BBC repeated it a week later before the second episode for the benefit of those who had been too distracted to tune in or pay attention. This dramatic conjunction may have amplified the effect of the show on its first viewers, reinforcing the impression of a world out of control created by the Cuban missile crisis a year earlier, when the two superpowers seemed close to nuclear war, as well as by the growing awareness that Britain could no longer have much influence on the outcome. Whatever the reason, the audience of 4.5 million for the first episode increased to 6.5 million when it was repeated, and the last three episodes of the first story drew between 6 and 7 million viewers, very respectable figures for this time slot, and the audience grew to over 10 million by the end of the second story.

The first episode was called “An Unearthly Child,” a title that refers to Susan, a fifteen-year-old pupil at a present-day London school. Susan possesses an advanced knowledge of history and science but seems strangely ignorant of familiar aspects of everyday life. Two of her teachers, Ian Chesterton and Barbara Wright, decide to investigate her background and find that the address she has given is a junkyard. They follow her inside and meet an old man, who turns out to be Susan’s grandfather and who calls himself the Doctor. When they force their way into a police telephone box in which they think he is holding her prisoner, they are astonished to discover that it is much bigger on the inside than it appears from the outside. Susan calls it the TARDIS, an acronym of Time and Relative Dimension in Space, and explains that it can travel anywhere in space and time, but they refuse to believe her. The Doctor is outraged at the intrusion and activates the controls, generating the series’ first cliffhanger when the episode ends with the police box materializing in a barren landscape, with the shadow of a silent onlooker looming threateningly toward it.
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Bigger on the inside: Ian and Barbara confront the Doctor after entering the police telephone box in the junkyard.
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The TARDIS arrives in a barren landscape at the end of the first episode and remains in the shape of a London police telephone box.

The first episode thus takes the teachers (and the viewers) from a modern school to a junkyard filled with objects from the past to the futuristic space inside the TARDIS and finally to an as yet undefined space that seems remote from all these others. As the next three episodes reveal, the Doctor and his companions have traveled back to the distant past, where they encounter a tribe of cavemen who have lost the secret of making fire. According to usual practice for most of the first three seasons, each episode had its own title and there was no on-screen title for the story as a whole, but the later video release packaged all of the episodes in a particular story together under the title of the first. Even though “An Unearthly Child” did not really apply to the prehistoric story, it reinforced the opening gambit of framing the series in relation to contemporary debates surrounding the emergent youth culture. The title was perhaps inspired by the recently released low-budget British science fiction film Unearthly Stranger (dir. John Krish, 1963), in which women are aliens despite their human appearance. But the idea of the unearthly child owes more to another British movie, Village of the Damned (dir. Wolf Rilla, 1960), based on John Wyndham’s novel The Midwich Cuckoos, in which the children in a quiet country village are the offspring of alien invaders.

[image: image]

Susan: unearthly child and typical teenager.

The episode’s title thus drew attention to the dual status of Susan, as an alien and a schoolgirl, an “unearthly child” representing the in-between state of adolescence at “a time when being a teenager has become a powerful and disturbing experience for many young people in our society” (Hall and Whannel 1964, 188). Although Susan explains that she and her grandfather come from a remote planet in the distant future, she otherwise seems like a typical British teenager, first shown listening to pop music on a transistor radio, and she thus provides an identification figure for younger viewers.5 As science and history teachers respectively, Ian and Barbara serve the educational mandate and provide a more adult perspective, but they also function as audience surrogates, as human beings struggling to understand what is happening to them.

The most disturbing character is the Doctor himself, played by veteran film and television actor William Hartnell.6 He is a frail and cantankerous old man who wears an old-fashioned, vaguely Edwardian costume that conflicts with the idea that he is an alien from the future. His initial behavior seems designed to repel identification, although the character was even less sympathetic in Hartnell’s performance when the episode was first taped in a version (now often called the “series pilot”) that was abandoned because of technical problems. Although he represents the older generation, Verity Lambert claimed children could identify with him because he was “an adult who behaved in the way that they did” (Bentham 1986, 98). The character thus embodies what Hartnell himself called the “masterstroke” of “aiming it at the kids first” while ensuring that, “apart from there being no sex or swearing, the treatment is very adult” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 23). The Doctor thus condenses the cross-generational appeal of the series into a single contradictory figure in a way that would provide a basis for the variations played by all subsequent actors in the role.

This strategy involved potential tensions, and a summary of a BBC audience report on the first episode concluded that some viewers found it “too childish for adults” but that “it was at the same time occasionally felt to be unsuitable for children of a more timid disposition.”7 Such concerns ensured that Doctor Who figured prominently in contemporary debates about the effects of television on children, but the ambiguity also paid off in the broad popular appeal that kept the series on the air for so many years. According to Terrance Dicks, one of the major Doctor Who writers and its script editor from 1968 to 1974, “Who viewers ranged from the five-year-olds who watch from behind the sofa (so the monsters won’t see them) through school children, university students (the viewing rooms in every university in the country are packed when Who is on) through all the ages of adults and up to and including the old” (Haining 1983, 152). Although the BBC report suggests this account of the inclusive audience address was rather optimistic, it is confirmed to a large extent by anecdotal evidence from actual viewers and by later BBC audience research. In 1979, for example, a survey showed that Doctor Who had “an audience crossing all classes in Britain” and, more surprisingly perhaps, one that was almost equally divided between males and females (Tulloch and Alvarado 1983, 13, 317n).

The appeal to such a broad audience was precisely what Newman was after when he assigned the production to the drama department. His decision was not without precedent, however: in early 1962, before Newman’s arrival at the BBC, there had been protests over the handling of a brutal murder in an adaptation of Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist, also produced by the drama department but broadcast on Sunday evenings, a time usually reserved for children’s programming. In their influential book The Popular Arts, published in 1964, Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel referred to this controversy in a discussion of violence in the media and suggested that the drama department “could not be expected to be quite so sensitive to the educational implications of programme planning [as the children’s department would have been]” (114). The “educational” credentials of an adaptation of a classic novel were much more readily granted than those of Doctor Who, and the perception that it was—or ought to be—a children’s program only made the critics more vociferous.

The complexity—and the risks—of the way the television series addresses its audience can be illustrated by comparing its first episode with the opening of Doctor Who and the Daleks (dir. Gordon Flemyng, 1965), the first of two feature films that sought to capitalize on the popular success of the series. After the opening titles, the television episode begins with a shot of a policeman who checks the doors of a junkyard to make sure they are securely fastened. After he moves on, they mysteriously open to admit the camera, and it tracks through the shadowy junkyard before stopping in front of a police telephone box, a common sight on city streets at the time (and in crime series such as the BBC’s enormously popular Dixon of Dock Green [1955–76]) but out of place in a junkyard. The result is an unsettling blend of the strange and the familiar. The film opens with a panning shot across a family group in a suburban living room, passing a girl and a young woman reading advanced scientific books and coming to rest on an old man reading a comic strip. As played by Peter Cushing, the Doctor shares the childlike qualities of his television counterpart, but he is an eccentric human inventor whose surname just happens to be Who, a much more straightforwardly benign character than Hart-nell’s version.

In the television episode, we learn that the TARDIS has taken the form of a police box to blend in with its surroundings, but the film never explains why the time machine in the Doctor’s garden looks like a police box. In the film, Barbara is Susan’s older sister and Ian is Barbara’s clumsy boyfriend who accidentally activates the machine and sends them off into an adventure (based on the second television story) in which the travelers encounter the evil Daleks on the planet Skaro. Although the plot follows the television version quite closely, the film is aimed at children in a much more conventional way, the violence cushioned by slapstick comedy and the Doctor portrayed as a kindly old gentleman. The strategy here is to provide an entertainment to which parents could safely take their children, rather than trying to find different points of entry that would attract viewers of all ages. Ironically, the movie (produced by Amicus, a company more usually associated with horror films) sought a family audience in the way often attributed to television.8 By contrast, the television series challenged the established limits of children’s television and one educational consultant asked to assess its influence on children defined it not as a children’s show at all but as “an adults’ programme addressed to adults via children” (Bentham 1986, 210).

Patrick Troughton, who replaced Hartnell as the Doctor in 1966, defended the “horror elements” in Doctor Who, and perhaps explained the different approach taken in the film version, by arguing that “it’s far worse in the cinema [where] it’s dark and a child is not in contact with his or her family,” whereas the television experience is quite different: “When you’re at home—the lights are on, you’re with your family and there’s a convenient sofa to hide behind. That’s all right—that’s fantasy” (Haining 1986, 101). Nevertheless, many adults regarded television as an invasion of domestic space and felt that children needed protection, especially after the discontinuation in 1957 of the “toddlers’ truce,” a period in the early evening when both networks closed down to allow parents to put their children to bed. In Britain, the concerns about children watching Doctor Who were initially confined to a few letters of complaint, but the Australian censor board rated the first three stories as “adult viewing” and only allowed later ones to reach a general audience when the Australian Broadcasting Commission agreed to cut potentially disturbing images (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 341).

Although he initially defended the series on the grounds it helped children to confront their fear of the unknown, Hartnell later claimed that one of his reasons for leaving was because “too much evil entered into the spirit of the thing” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 25, 28). Evil did indeed take on ever more bizarre and disturbing forms over the years, in Doctor Who as elsewhere in the media and in the real world. The eventual demise of the series can be attributed to the difficulty of maintaining its address to children and adults in a cultural environment increasingly filled with images of violence but in which the idea of family viewing had been replaced by a vague but emotive appeal to “family values.” Given its enormous success, Doctor Who inevitably became a major target of moral watchdogs such as Mary Whitehouse who initiated the Clean Up TV campaign in 1964 but whose main campaign against Doctor Who was launched at the height of its success in the 1970s. According to Whitehouse, for example, The Brain of Morbius (1976) “contained some of the sickest and most horrific material seen on children’s television,” and, in response to her frequent complaints, the BBC instructed the producers to reduce the amount of violence and instead emphasize the humor that had always been part of the program’s appeal (Howe and Walker 2003, 396).

These critics were, to some degree, fighting a rearguard action against the blurring of the boundaries between childhood and adulthood in the culture at large. The distinction between children’s and adult television was increasingly called into question, notably by the emergence of pop music shows, such as Juke Box Jury, aimed at a teenage audience, and by the increasing exposure of children to material previously considered to be “adult entertainment.” Whereas the makers of Doctor Who and the Daleks had felt it necessary to protect young viewers against the more disturbing aspects of the television series, children now flocked to movies such as the Star Wars trilogy (1977–83) that casually included horror images and acts of violence that made the early Doctor Who stories seem quite innocuous. Ironically, it was the endearing robots in Star Wars that inspired one belated effort to make the series more appealing to children through the introduction of K-9, a robotic dog first seen in The Invisible Enemy (1977). While K-9 did indeed prove popular with children, the comic byplay between the Doctor and his omniscient, and sometimes lethal, mechanical pet alienated many older viewers, underlining the increasing difficulty in maintaining the show’s inclusive address.9

By this time, however, the ratio of children to adults in the audience had begun to change. In 1972, BBC audience research figures showed that only about 40 percent of Doctor Who’s eight million viewers per week were children (Haining 1988, 38), and by 1982, according to producer John Nathan-Turner, the figure had dropped to 35 percent (Tulloch and Alvarado 1983, 236). Many fans welcomed the supposedly more adult orientation of the series, and one of the reasons for the shift was undoubtedly the producers’ attempt to retain the interest of adults who became fans when they were children. The series continued to be scheduled in the early evening and to attract new generations of young viewers, but the BBC’s insistence on regarding it simply as a children’s program often led to conflicts with its producers. When Andrew Cartmel took over as script editor in 1987, he was firmly told that “Doctor Who is for children,” but he rejected this idea, believing that “it was an adult show with adult possibilities” and that, while children should be able to watch and enjoy it, “preferably from behind the sofa, … we weren’t catering to them” (Cartmel 2005a, 13–14).

The shift in the show’s audience appeal is usually seen as the cause or effect of its emphasis on violence and horror, but these are, of course, not the only elements that could be categorized as “adult.” Hartnell explicitly excluded “sex and swearing,” and there was certainly no “adult” language or overt sexual activity in Doctor Who. Yet the exclusion of sexuality created some difficulties, and the gradual change in the make-up of the audience was accompanied by a rather more permissive attitude. In the original plans, Susan was to have been a human teenager, but she became the Doctor’s granddaughter because of concerns about “the possible sexual connotations of a young schoolgirl travelling alone with an old man” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 200). Even with this change, one of Barbara’s functions was clearly to act as a chaperone, and the first and second Doctors always traveled with more than one companion for similar reasons. This practice was dropped in the 1970s, and the third and fourth Doctors were assisted by a succession of young women often dressed in miniskirts.

The casual acceptance of a situation deemed unacceptable for the first Doctor corresponds to changes in the culture, but even so, the ostensible premise is that the Doctor does not experience sexual desire in the same way as humans, including both the on-screen characters and the viewing audience. As Colin Baker, the sixth Doctor, put it, “love is a human emotion and the Doctor isn’t human.” But, he added, “we were always told there is one golden rule: no hanky-panky in the TARDIS” (Lyon 2005, 59). This frequently repeated disavowal was, however, an alibi that allowed adult viewers to project their own desires onto the characters, a process that has been taken furthest by “shipper” fans, who construct their own fantasies about relationships between characters from the series.10 As the show became more adult, there was also a growing tendency to introduce risqué allusions whose meaning would be clear to adults but not to children, at least as far as their parents could assume. However, the Doctor’s alien nature seemed to distinguish him from the heterosexual virility of most adventure heroes, perhaps explaining the frequently noted appeal of the show to gay viewers (Tulloch and Jenkins 1995, xii).

The original conception of the series certainly did not envisage any sexual entanglements among the characters introduced in the first story (although this did not stop fans from speculating that Ian and Barbara had become a couple by the time they returned to London in 1965). Yet, by taking the characters back to prehistoric times, the series leaves its science fiction premise in the background and provides room to establish the characters and the relations developing among them. The idea for this story may have come from William Golding’s novel The Inheritors (1955), itself inspired by a short story by H. G. Wells, but the production team was less than completely happy with the outcome.

Their main concern was with the problems of representing prehistoric characters, in particular the problem of language. Although the original script contained no dialogue for the cavemen, communicating through grunts proved impracticable, and director Waris Hussein then complained about depicting cavemen who speak fairly fluent English (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 193, 57). Eventually, this convention would be justified by the revelation that the TARDIS enables all who travel in it to understand the language of everyone they meet, but early viewers seem to have taken the idea of articulate cavemen in their stride, just as they would the English-speaking Daleks and Thals on the planet Skaro in the second story, The Daleks (1963–64), or the use of English by Marco Polo, Kublai Khan, and others in the fourth story, Marco Polo (1964).

As the first story, An Unearthly Child tests the credentials of the Doctor and Ian as potential hero figures. The Doctor is certainly not a traditional action hero. When they are imprisoned in the “cave of skulls,” he loses hope and tells the others he is “desperately sorry,” and, after they escape, he has to stop for breath but angrily insists he is “not senile.” Yet he objects that Ian seems to have elected himself leader, a position that he clearly merits on the basis of his physical prowess.11 Their struggle mirrors that between Za and Kal for leadership of the tribe, and the competition between males is thus traced back to “primitive” roots, an impression reinforced by the Doctor’s often childish behavior. Ian proves himself not just physically but morally when he explains to Za that the whole tribe is stronger than Kal and that everyone, not just the leader, should know how to make fire, but he also acknowledges the Doctor as the leader of the newly formed crew of the TARDIS.

The story thus establishes that the Doctor’s authority depends not on physical strength or moral probity but on an unpredictable mixture of human and “unearthly” qualities. It also introduces viewers to the implications of time travel as the series would develop them. In the first episode, the Doctor compares the teachers’ reaction to the TARDIS to “Red Indians” first seeing a steam train, and the ensuing story about a tribe of “savages” (as the Doctor calls them) and their need for fire prefaces the series with a fable about the origins of technology and its importance to human survival.12 Beginning the series with a return to the primordial past, rather than a trip to the future or to a specific historical period, establishes the show’s recurring concern with the origins of humanity, but it also immediately redefines the educational mandate. It is not even certain when this story takes place because, on arrival, the Doctor discovers that “the yearometer’s not calculating properly.” One of the working titles used by the production team was “100,000 BC,” a date whose inaccuracy belies any concern with historical authenticity, and, while most viewers no doubt assumed the TARDIS had moved back into the deep past (at the same place as it started, like Wells’s time machine), the setting really functions as “a fundamental ‘anyworld’ which could be past, future or anything else, where basic human lessons have to be learned” (Wood and Miles 2006a, 19).

The cavemen thus represent the childhood—or adolescence—of the human race, while the crisis they face parallels the situation of Ian and Barbara. Adrift in time and space, their prospects much like those of cavemen without fire, Ian and Barbara must confront the loss of civilized comforts as well as the mystery surrounding the Doctor. He and Susan are also “exiles” cut off from their own planet, “wanderers in the fourth dimension,” as the Doctor puts it. The second episode begins with two important questions. Ian discovers the Doctor’s name is not Foreman, the name Susan has borrowed from the owner of the junkyard, and asks, “Doctor who? Perhaps if we knew his name, we’d have an answer to this mystery.” The Doctor and Susan, who are familiar with the properties of the TARDIS, are surprised that it is still a police box and ask why it has not changed. The TARDIS has malfunctioned, and it will retain the shape of a 1960s London police telephone box for the rest of the series.

At the end of the final episode of the first story, the TARDIS arrives in a new location, but the controls still do not work properly, and the Doctor is forced to admit, “It could be anywhere.” After the travelers leave to tidy up in the interior of the TARDIS (the extent of which will be gradually revealed in later stories), the dial on a meter measuring the radiation level moves from “normal” to “danger,” and the credits roll, with expectations high for the next story, which will take place in another desolate landscape, this one explicitly the product of nuclear war. The story that follows introduces the Daleks, the most successful monsters in the history of the series, who would frequently return to do battle with all seven Doctors in the original series and would inevitably become a major attraction of the new series in the twenty-first century.


The Dalek Factor: The Evil of the Daleks

Patrick Troughton took over as the second Doctor in 1966, thanks to a process that later became known as “regeneration,” and The Evil of the Daleks marked the end of his first season as the Doctor. Unfortunately, it is difficult to assess the Troughton years because so many of his stories are missing from the archive. Some key stories featuring the first Doctor were also erased in accordance with the BBC’s policy of reusing tapes and destroying film prints returned by overseas broadcasters, but the effect on the second Doctor was much greater. Of the fourteen stories in his first two seasons, four are completely missing, and only The Tomb of the Cybermen (1967) survives intact. Only one episode (out of seven) of The Evil of the Daleks survives, and the whole story can now be accessed only in the form of an off-air recording (made by a fan) of the soundtrack (issued on CD by the BBC) and in the novelization by John Peel for Target Books, published in 1993. Based on the evidence that remains, however, it is clear that the story was an evocative exploration of the possibilities of the time travel premise as well as a major contribution to the ongoing development of the Daleks.

The second Doctor Who story, now known as The Daleks, had introduced a mutant race from the planet Skaro, slimy green creatures who protect themselves from their devastated environment in metal traveling machines. Their first appearance pushed the already strong ratings of the first story to levels that confirmed the success of the series and convinced the BBC establishment to extend its original thirteen-week run. It also sparked a phenomenon that the media dubbed “Dalek-mania,” an allusion to the “Beatlemania” that had erupted around a certain pop music group a few months earlier. Although they violated the BBC’s prohibition of “bug-eyed monsters” and “tin robots” and some adults complained they were too horrific for children’s television, the Daleks quickly generated numerous spin-offs, including toys and comic strips, and children ran around school playgrounds throughout the nation imitating mechanized Dalek voices and chanting their war cry of “Exterminate. Exterminate.”13

It even seemed for a while that the villains would overshadow the supposed hero of the series. Both feature films highlighted the Daleks, and the second one, Daleks: Invasion Earth 2150 AD (1966), did not mention the Doctor in its title. They also achieved long-term recognition: the word “Dalek” was included in the Oxford English Dictionary, and a commemorative stamp was issued in 2002 acknowledging the Daleks as one of four “cult figures or events from the twentieth century” (Bignell and O’Day 2004, 187). Although the complex and enigmatic figure of the Doctor, and the range of his adventures in space and time, led to the enduring fascination of the series, it was by no means certain in 1966 that Doctor Who could survive without Hartnell, who had become so identified with the role. It was no surprise, then, that the production team decided to introduce the second Doctor in a story called The Power of the Daleks (1966), relying on the popularity of the Doctor’s well-established archenemies to overcome any resistance to the change in the central character.

The Daleks were created conceptually by writer Terry Nation and visually by BBC designer Raymond Cusick. They were operated by men seated inside their cases and pedaling them on concealed wheels while operating flashing lights coordinated with the voices of actors speaking their lines. As a result, the Daleks were simultaneously “the quintessence of evil personified in the Doctor Who universe” (Lyon 2005, 77) and cumbersome mechanical gadgets that caused problems in production and made them the butt of many on-screen jokes.14 Their opponents frequently ridiculed them, calling them “motorized dustbins,” “stupid tin boxes,” and “wee salt shakers.” Since they could glide easily only on smooth surfaces, they presented repeated logistical problems for the production teams, and other jokes (on-screen and off) focused on their apparent inability to climb stairs, although it was implied that indeed they could, and they are finally seen elevating themselves in the seventh Doctor story Remembrance of the Daleks (1988).

Although The Daleks ended with their apparent complete destruction, the extraordinary success of that story ensured the Daleks’ return, which duly occurred in The Dalek Invasion of Earth (1964). Their reappearance in London, apparently in the twenty-second century, caused some continuity problems that Nation tried to solve when the Doctor reminds Ian of the temporal paradoxes caused by time travel and explains that the events they just experienced on Skaro took place “millions of years in the future.” This explanation caused a great deal of debate because, as many commentators pointed out, these Daleks seem more advanced than the ones supposedly in their future. Subsequent Dalek stories have generated similar challenges for those concerned to construct a coherent chronology for events in Doctor Who, and Nation complicated the situation even further in Genesis of the Daleks (1975) by attributing their invention to a mad scientist called Davros (who then became a recurring character himself).15

The tension between their metaphysical function as representatives of absolute evil and their physical limitations is crucial to the effect of the Daleks; since the attempt to represent the unimaginable is so inadequate, they act as fantastic emblems of what cannot be imagined. They are thus very much in keeping with Doctor Who’s much-maligned special effects, and, in both cases, the failure of the illusion confronts the audience with a horror that would be less powerful if it could be adequately represented. In this respect, the Daleks fit well into the view of the series enunciated by Douglas Adams, who became a writer and script editor for Doctor Who in the late 1970s, shortly after completing the first version (for radio) of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. According to Adams, his approach to the series was to “produce apparently bizarre situations, and then pursue the logic of them so much that they actually became real.” He argued that when something at first seems funny and “then you realise that … it’s actually for real,” it becomes “more gripping and terrifying” (Haining 1986, 160).

Although the Daleks represent pure evil, the series associates them with specific instances of evil from the past, present, and future. They can be related to Nazi atrocities during World War II, to the contemporary Cold War, and to a future dominated by technological reason, all of these imaged in the desolate environments they create wherever they go. Their first appearance on Skaro made the correlation to the threat of nuclear devastation obvious, and, although The Official Doctor Who and the Daleks Book insists that the comparison with Nazis is “a tenuous connection at best” (Peel and Nation 1988, 3), the Daleks who invade Earth use their sucker arms to make Nazi salutes, and one of them describes their plan to wipe out all human life as the “final solution.” Their association with a dystopian future is made clear in the epic twelve-part story The Daleks’ Master Plan (1965–66), in which the Doctor describes them as “war machines,” anticipating the devices developed by the giant computer in The War Machines (1966), housed in the then ultra-modern Post Office Tower, to serve its plan to take over the Earth in the name of “mechanized evolution.”

The evil of the Daleks is thus the product of destructive forces in modern society that trade on the fear of an ultimate catastrophe to encourage conformity and unquestioning acceptance of the status quo.16 Already in The Daleks, Ian suggests they are motivated by “a dislike for the unlike,” but what the Daleks stand for is spelled out most clearly in Genesis of the Daleks. Davros claims that they are conditioned to survive, which they can do only by becoming the dominant species, and that when they succeed, “we will have peace.” From his perspective, “they are the power not of evil but of good,” and their goal of exterminating all other species becomes an emblem of the desire to create a “new order” that has driven so many political movements from at least the Nazis onward. What distinguishes the Doctor from the Daleks is his unpredictability and freedom of thought, precisely those qualities that Davros programs the Daleks to suppress. Destiny of the Daleks (1979) depends on this difference when the fourth Doctor resolves a long impasse in the war between the Daleks and the Movellans by switching off the computers. “Make mistakes and confuse the enemy,” he explains to his companion Romana, who asks dryly if this is why he wins so often.

The Daleks and the Doctor thus represent opposite potentials in humanity, and this opposition is central to The Evil of the Daleks. Like The Power of the Daleks, this story was written not by Terry Nation, who was involved in other projects, but by David Whitaker, who had been the series’ first script editor and heavily involved in the original planning. It begins in the present with the Doctor still at Gatwick Airport after the previous story, The Faceless Ones (1967), at the end of which he said goodbye to Ben and Polly, the companions who joined the first Doctor at the end of The War Machines and now found themselves back in England at exactly the time they first stepped into the TARDIS. Ben and Polly were products of the 1960s youth culture, but the Doctor is now left with Jamie, who joined him from eighteenth-century Scotland in The Highlanders (1966–67).

To their dismay, the TARDIS has been removed from the hangar where it was parked, and their search for it takes them into contemporary London, including a trendy coffee bar where pop music plays on the jukebox and Jamie is shocked by—and attracted to—the short skirts of the young women (he is, of course, wearing a kilt). Following clues laid by a mysterious conspirator, they go to an antique shop where the Victoriana looks suspiciously new. They are then transported back to a country house in Victorian England, which the servants believe to be haunted but that is, in fact, under the control of the Daleks. The action finally shifts to Skaro at some time in the future, where the Doctor confronts the Emperor Dalek and thwarts their devious plans in a spectacular conclusion. As the story moves from present to past to future, its generic markers also shift. As Tat Wood and Lawrence Miles suggest, “Episode one’s set-up is pure Z Cars. Halfway into episode two, it changes into The Forsyte Saga, and this must have bewildered audiences at the time” (2006b, 111).17 This generic uncertainty complicates what might otherwise have become a simple struggle between the forces of good and evil.
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The Doctor and Jamie look for the TARDIS among the Victoriana in the antique store.

Back in 1866, the Doctor discovers that the Daleks have exploited the time travel experiments of two nineteenth-century inventors, Professors Maxtible and Waterfield, to establish a base on Earth. Maxtible claims to be a victim of “a power more evil and more terrible than the human brain can imagine,” but he cooperates because the Daleks have promised him the secret, perhaps known to “the ancient alchemists,” of transforming metal into gold. Waterfield sees them as “inhuman monsters, the creation of the devil,” and only agrees to help because they hold his daughter Victoria hostage. They order the Doctor to isolate the “human factor” that has so often prevented their plans to conquer the universe, so that they can incorporate it into their own genetic make-up. He does so by using Dalek technology to observe Jamie’s efforts to rescue Victoria on a television monitor and convert his reactions into “thought patterns on a silver wire.” Jamie exhibits cooperation, understanding, sympathy, and resourcefulness, and the Doctor succeeds in capturing these qualities in a glass capsule containing a “positronic brain.” However, the Emperor finally reveals that the real goal is to isolate the “Dalek factor” and use the TARDIS to spread it through “the whole history of Earth,” thereby ensuring that humans will serve rather than oppose the Dalek cause.

[image: image]

Beauty and the monster: a Dalek terrorizes Victoria.

The Dalek factor is succinctly articulated by a Dalek who declares, “There is only one form of life that matters: Dalek life.” At the opposite extreme is the Doctor, who explains that he is not simply a student of human nature but “a professor of a much wider academy of which human nature is merely a part,” emphasizing that “all forms of life interest me.” The Doctor is, of course, not human, and the plot turns on his immunity to a Dalek apparatus that turns humans into Daleks. It works on Maxtible, who starts acting and speaking like the monsters, but the Doctor only pretends to have changed, the Daleks having apparently forgotten their earlier rejection of him as a test subject because he is “more than human.” Although the Daleks are organic, their outer casing turns them into virtual robots, much like humans who suppress their humanity and become less than human. The Doctor stresses the importance of “instinct,” which he defines as “a mental component of the senses, which compares information with experience” and insists that the human factor is “not indicated by some pre-programmed computer” but “grows out of their experiences and relationships.”

The problem for the Doctor, throughout the series, is how to fight the evil of the Daleks without resorting to their methods. This dilemma first emerges in The Daleks when Ian is frustrated by the Thal doctrine of pacifism and threatens to turn over one of the Thal women to the Daleks in order to persuade them to attack the Dalek city. He insists he is trying to convince them of the need to fight “for themselves,” and the story endorses the need to fight evil, but his main aim is to retrieve part of the TARDIS mechanism they have left in the city, and Barbara accuses him of “playing with words.” In Genesis of the Daleks, much later in the series but earlier in Dalek history, the fourth Doctor finds himself in a position in which he can prevent the creation of these inhuman creatures by blowing up the incubator in which Davros is developing the mutants, but he hesitates to do so because he thinks the act of genocide will make him like them. In The Evil of the Daleks, this hesitation is formalized in the Doctor’s insistence, often repeated during the series, that he has “never claimed that the end justifies the means.”

Since he is unaware of why the Doctor is cooperating with the Daleks, Jamie accuses him of ignoring this principle and threatens to leave him because he treats everything as “a game.” Yet game playing is a key element in the story’s definition of humanity. When the Doctor treats three Daleks with the human factor, they start to play games, wheeling the Doctor around the room, playing trains and roundabouts, and calling him “dizzy Doctor.” More important, they do not possess the quintessential Dalek quality of unquestioning obedience, and the final battle is punctuated by isolated Dalek voices asking “Why?” whenever an order is given, rather than the traditional response “We obey.” Since the infected Daleks look like all the others, the emperor orders all the Daleks to pass through the apparatus, which, however, the Doctor has reversed so that it implants the human factor, resulting in a rebellion that destroys the city. The hilarious effects of Daleks developing a sense of humor thus have serious consequences, and Waterfield dies in the final battle. After the death of her father, Victoria leaves with the Doctor and Jamie, with the result that in the next story, The Tomb of the Cybermen, the Doctor encounters another archenemy on an alien planet in the future accompanied by a Scottish highlander and a Victorian gentlewoman.


Doctor Who and the Fantastic: The Daemons

Only in The War Games (1969) does the Doctor reveal his identity as a Time Lord. He needs help to resolve the situation at the end of the story and calls in his fellow Time Lords, who force him to return to his home planet and stand trial. Although they developed the technology for time travel, they forbid its use to change history, and they accuse the Doctor of breaking “the law of noninterference.” Although they accept his plea about the need to combat evil in the universe, they sentence him to change his appearance once more and exile him to Earth in the twentieth century, since he seems to have a special interest in this “primitive” planet. He thus loses the power to operate the TARDIS, and the third Doctor is confined to Earth, where he battles alien invasions while working as a scientific advisor for UNIT (United Nations Intelligence Taskforce).

At the same time, two other significant changes affected the development of the series. Previously, the seasons ran for almost the whole year, but the third Doctor’s first season consisted of just four stories amounting to twenty-five weekly episodes, allowing for higher production values, without, however, completely eliminating the often unconvincing special effects for which the show was notorious. Even more important was the decision to make the new series in color, with the goal of breaking into the U.S. market, which finally happened in 1972 when Time Life Films bought seventy-two episodes.

By the time of The Daemons, the Time Lords have relaxed their restrictions on the Doctor, restoring the use of the TARDIS for missions as their agent, but he continues to work for UNIT, and these Earthbound stories make him seem less alien despite the new knowledge of his origins. Although Jon Pertwee was best known as a comedian, he developed a more serious persona than Troughton, and his more action-oriented approach led to comparisons with James Bond. For some viewers, including Verity Lambert, who had left the series in 1965, this radical reworking of the formula violated the spirit of Doctor Who. She felt that “the show lost a lot of its poetry and ambiguity” because “all the mystery that was so much a part of its beginning was now gone” (Haining 1987, 64). For Lambert, the Doctor had attracted audiences because he was “so totally anti-establishment,” but the third Doctor became “the person the establishment rang up and said, ‘Help us out, Doctor!’” (Bentham 1986, 98; Haining 1983, 24). Yet the Doctor himself is very uncomfortable with this situation and repeatedly denounces the overhasty use of force and the restrictions imposed by bureaucratic thinking.

One strange consequence of the Doctor’s confinement to Earth is that present-day Britain as depicted in the series is more technologically advanced than the one with which viewers were familiar, and the nation even has a successful space program in The Ambassadors of Death (1970), presumably based on the work of the British Experimental Rocket Group, who sent the first men into space in 1953 in The Quatermass Experiment. Fans anxious to construct a plausible chronology for the series have suggested these stories are set in the near future, but the effect is to suggest that this Britain exists in some sort of parallel world. At its most (literally) down-to-earth, then, the series creates a sense of unreality that led logically to Inferno (1970), the final story of the third Doctor’s first season, when he struggles to save the Earth from the catastrophic effects of a scientist’s attempts to harness energy from the planet’s core and moves back and forth between our world (which he saves) and a parallel Britain in which the Germans won World War II and executed the royal family (which he is unable to save).

The clash between the world according to Doctor Who and everyday reality is brought to the fore even before the third Doctor appears, at the beginning of Spearhead from Space (1970). Brigadier Lethbridge-Stewart, the head of UNIT in Britain, who worked with the second Doctor to save London from invasions by Yeti in The Web of Fear (1968) and Cybermen in The Invasion (1968), interviews Liz Shaw, a scientist from Cambridge who objects to being summoned to London to help UNIT investigate an unusual shower of meteorites. She dismisses his suggestion that the phenomenon may be part of an alien invasion and asks why Earth is especially likely to be invaded by aliens at this time. He offers a scientific explanation, referring to probes sent out from Earth into outer space, and tells her that Earth has already been invaded twice, although the public was not informed. She calls this “a fantastic story,” but he explains they were fortunate to have the help of a “scientist” with experience of alien life forms, and Liz is forced to open her mind by her experiences with the new Doctor.

“Fantastic” became the catchword of the ninth Doctor in 2005. Although it functions as a synonym for “amazing” and as a signifier of this Doctor’s unbounded energy, the term already had a long history within the series and in discussions about it. There were frequent debates about whether the series should be classified as science fiction or fantasy, a generic distinction that has much engaged critics over the years. Just before Doctor Who went on the air, for example, Kingsley Amis suggested that “while science fiction … maintains a respect for fact or presumptive fact, fantasy makes a point of flouting these” (1960, 17). More recently, in a discussion of what this distinction means for Doctor Who, Miles and Wood distinguish between science fiction, which is about “the relationship between humanity and its tools,” and fantasy, which is about “humanity’s relationship with its symbols,” coming to the conclusion that Doctor Who is patently science fiction “because the human/tool relationship is key to virtually every part of its mythos” (2004b, 129–31).

The original production team explicitly rejected both terms. Prospective writers were told they were not writing science fiction or fantasy but should “avoid the limitations of any label and use the best in any style or category” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 175). Since the program was routinely referred to as a science fiction serial in planning documents, the point seems to be not that the terms do not apply but rather that Doctor Who should transcend the distinction between them. Yet the terms would frequently function as points of reference for later production teams to define the direction in which they wanted the series to go. Thus, when he took over as producer in 1970, Barry Letts expressed concern that the series had recently emphasized science fiction rather than fantasy and determined “to restore the balance by bringing mythology back,” while Christopher Bidmead, who became script editor in 1980, “made it a top priority to introduce some harder science into Doctor Who and move away from what he saw as the unduly fantasy-based approach of the previous few years” (Miles and Wood 2004a, 97; Howe and Walker 2003, 515).

As Amis suggests, despite the definitions he and others have offered, it is often extremely difficult to distinguish between science fiction and fantasy. Since the Doctor always insists there is a scientific explanation for every event, however incredible it may seem, it is best to accept the common sense position that Doctor Who is science fiction television, with the acknowledgment that it contains strong elements of fantasy and that, as a result, it often blurs the distinction between the two.18 What I want to suggest, however, is that the appeal of the series can be illuminated by applying the rather more restrictive theory of the fantastic developed by Tzvetan Todorov. According to Todorov, the fantastic depends on the “hesitation experienced by a person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event.” The effect is to undermine the notion of secure genre boundaries since the fantastic constantly merges into the uncanny (the apparently supernatural event is given a natural explanation) or the marvelous (the presence of the supernatural is confirmed) (1975, 25, 41). From this perspective, science fiction belongs to the uncanny, and fantasy, as commonly defined, to the marvelous.

The fantastic thus depends on a refusal to resolve the uncertainty about the status of the events depicted, and it is precisely this experience of “hesitation” that characterizes the generic instability—and flexibility—of Doctor Who. In the first episode of An Unearthly Child, the incomprehension of Ian and Barbara, when they burst into the TARDIS and are confronted with an interior space much larger than the outside, draws the series into the realm of the fantastic, and this fantastic hesitation is also built into the conception of the central character. As Matt Hills suggests, Doctor Who “projects its endlessly deferred narrative almost entirely upon the (non)identity of its (anti)hero” (2002, 135). It is precisely the undecidability to which the series title alludes that is vital to the quality of “Doctorishness,” which is difficult to pin down exactly but encompasses a reliance on intellectual agility rather than physical force or weapons to solve problems, his insistence that the end never justifies the means, and a refusal to take himself seriously.19

Although these principles often enter into conflict with the generic requirements of an adventure series, the key underlying feature is the tension between what the plot tells us of the Doctor’s alien origins and the figure on screen, played by a human actor and physically indistinguishable from the human characters. In The Dalek Invasion of Earth, Susan calls the Doctor “a pretty fantastic sort of man,” and this dual vision characterizes the series. On the one hand, perhaps due to the oversight of writers and production teams working in haste, he is sometimes referred to—even by himself—as simply a “man” or “human being.” On the other, the character’s alien origins usually come out strongly in the period following regeneration or when a new companion tries to understand him. In The Time Warrior (1973–74), for example, when Sarah, who has just joined up with the third Doctor, asks if he is human, he replies, “I’m not from Earth, if that’s what you mean,” but, he adds, “the definition of the word ‘humanity’ is always a rather complex question, isn’t it?” The fantastic hesitation thus feeds into what John Tulloch and Manuel Alvarado identify as the theme of “the naming of what it means to be human,” while at the same time emphasizing the difficulties involved in this project (1983, 77).

The different actors have inflected this basic tension with different emphases, and the uncertainty also infects the Doctor’s own attitude toward human beings. At the end of The Keys of Marinus (1964), the first Doctor argues against giving authority to machines and insists that humans are the only ones who can administer justice, and, in The Ark in Space (1975), the fourth Doctor expatiates on “the indomitable human race,” which he calls “quite my favorite species.” Yet in The War Games, the second Doctor denounces humans as “the most vicious race,” and there are frequent comments on the human capacity for violence and destruction. The implication throughout the series is that the Doctor, despite his alien origins, embodies the potential of human beings, and sometimes their fallibility and vulnerability, qualities that actual humans often deny. In Time and the Rani (1987), the seventh Doctor’s companion, Mel, insists he has qualities that the Rani, a renegade Time Lord, will never have, which she sums up as “humanity.”

The Doctor, then, is, perhaps, a super-human, and it is hardly surprising that, in stories set in the past, people often believe he possesses supernatural powers. In Marco Polo, Kublai Khan thinks the TARDIS must be an illusion like those created by his magicians, and in The Massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day (1966), set in sixteenth-century France, the abbot tries to burn it as an instrument of the devil. However, the distinction between primitive and advanced societies is often called into question in Doctor Who, and a belief in magic is not confined to the past. In The Robots of Death (1977), the first story after Leela, a “savage” from the far future, has joined the fourth Doctor, she still believes that the TARDIS operates by magic. Later, in Horror of Fang Rock (1977), when one of the castaways trapped in a Victorian lighthouse consults her horoscope, Leela tells her that she used to believe in magic but the Doctor has taught her science, adding solemnly, “It is better to believe in science.”

The hesitation over whether the Doctor is human or alien thus extends to an even more fundamental uncertainty about whether he practices science, placing the series within the uncanny, or magic, in which case it would belong to the marvelous. As usual, the balance between the two varies according to the persona of each Doctor. Whereas the third Doctor always insists on his credentials as a scientist, Hart-nell saw the first Doctor as “more of a magician than a scientist” (Rigelsford, 29). Yet the tension is always there and embodied in the TARDIS, which as Wood and Miles suggest, is “parked on an uncomfortable line between being a scientific artefact and being a magic cabinet” (2006a, 47). This dual vision is not unusual in science fiction, where—as in the field of advertising—science often functions like magic, with technical or pseudotechnical language functioning much like magic formulas to overcome apparently insoluble problems. To choose one example from among many, in The Daleks’ Master Plan, when his companion Steven objects that cellular dissemination is impossible, the Doctor responds that it may be fantastic but not impossible, since it has worked.

Technobabble often bridges the apparent opposition between science and magic in Doctor Who, and the series fully exploits Arthur C. Clarke’s axiom that “any advanced form of technology is indistinguishable from magic” to which the seventh Doctor refers in Battlefield (1989), adding his own observation that “the reverse is also true.”20 If this is the case, the distinctions Todorov uses to define the fantastic begin to break down, since the scientific explanations that seem to resolve the hesitation by locating the series within the uncanny are often as far-fetched as the competing magic ones. The discovery, in Horror of Fang Rock, that the lighthouse is under attack by a slimy green Rutan warrior is hardly more scientific than the earlier fear that it was haunted. To the medieval characters, the technology used by both the Doctor and the Sontaran in The Time Warrior seems to be of supernatural origin, and, at the end of the story, when the Doctor insists he is not a magician, Sarah smiles and comments, “I’m not so sure about that.”

Although the Doctor is a scientist, he has an ingrained distrust of technology, and his use of the scientific method is much more flexible than those human scientists who simply dismiss anything that cannot be explained rationally. This difference is central to The Daemons, a five-part third Doctor story that plays with the relationship between science fiction and fantasy. Here the Doctor’s trendy young companion Jo’s interest in the supernatural and belief in “the Age of Aquarius” draws his attention to apparently supernatural events in an English village called Devil’s End. He decides to investigate after watching a debate on television between a scientist, who plans to open an ancient burial mound, and a self-proclaimed white witch, who warns that he will unleash the forces of darkness. Although he insists that everything has a scientific explanation, the Doctor agrees with the witch that the dig must be stopped, and, as she predicted, the scientist dies when he breaks through into the burial chamber.

This event is televised live on “BBC 3” (a channel that did not exist at the time the story was aired), and this futuristic touch belies the otherwise contemporary setting. The breakdown during a live broadcast recalls a similar event in Quater-mass and the Pit, whose influence becomes even more apparent when the Doctor discovers the mound is actually a spaceship much like the one unearthed on a building site in Nigel Kneale’s serial. Just as Professor Quatermass discovers that Martians were responsible for the prevalence of horned beasts in many mythologies and for the dark side of human nature, the Doctor draws similar conclusions after examining the craft that crashed a million years ago carrying aliens, in this case from the planet Daemos. He explains that, although they originally came to help Homo sapiens drive out Neanderthal man, the knowledge they provided gave mankind the ability to blow up the world and to poison the planet. However, according to the Doctor, the Daemons are “amoral,” and the real threat comes from the Master, a renegade Time Lord, improbably disguised as the local vicar (and calling himself Reverend Magister).

The Master became a recurring villain in the series after his first appearance in Terror of the Autons (1971), and, as usual, he is seeking absolute power. He wins over the local squire by arguing that the country is weak because of too much democracy and needs strong leadership (a view that would sweep Margaret Thatcher to power a few years later). Not for the first (or last) time, the Doctor announces, “We are facing the greatest danger the world has ever known.” Using the power of the Daemons, the Master creates an invisible heat barrier that cuts off the village from the outside world, much like the one in Village of the Damned. The situation inside the barrier in The Daemons becomes increasingly bizarre, with the Doctor racing around in his souped-up vintage car (called Bessie), battling demonic figures (including a gargoyle that comes to life), and directing UNIT soldiers in spectacular action sequences that recall the James Bond films, including a shot of an exploding helicopter borrowed from From Russia with Love (dir. Terence Young, 1963).

Predictably, the Brigadier wants to blast his way through the barrier, but the Doctor dissuades him from this hasty action that will only make the situation worse. Instead, he provides a baffled technician with technical specifications to construct a device to penetrate the barrier, which, he impatiently tells him, is “as simple as Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity.” With equal conviction, he explains that the Master has summoned the Daemon by channeling the “psycho-kinetic energy” generated by human emotions. He calls this “science,” but the white witch calls it “magic,” and the story ends with a “fertility dance,” during which the Doctor admits, “There’s magic in the world after all.” In view of this admission, the complaint by some fans that “the Daemons’ science is effectively magic by a different name, so the Doctor’s insistence that there is no such thing as magic looks pedantic rather than rational” (Clapham, Robson, and Smith 2005, 145) itself looks rather pedantic. It ignores the playful way in which this story, and indeed the whole series, uses improbable science to short-circuit Todorov’s distinction between the uncanny and the marvelous so that Doctor Who sits squarely—but hesitantly—within the domain of the fantastic.
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The Doctor and Jo race against time in Bessie.


The Formula for Doctor Who: City of Death

It was the fourth Doctor who became identified with the role for most American viewers. Easily the longest-serving Doctor (from 1974 to 1981), Tom Baker played the character as a longhaired bohemian who wore a ridiculously long scarf and saw the potential for humor in even the most serious situation. Initially, his attitude offered an ironic counterpoint to the Gothic horror that marked the tenure of Philip Hinchcliffe (1975–77) as producer and disturbed moral watchdogs like Mary Whitehouse. The emphasis on humor was even greater when Graham Williams took over as producer (1977–80) and offered the position of script editor to Douglas Adams. Under both producers, audience figures in Britain returned to—and even exceeded—those of the first Doctor, although the ratings did fall off seriously during Baker’s final season when many viewers seemed to feel he was taking too many liberties with the formula. City of Death enjoyed the highest ratings for any Doctor Who story, and for many fans it epitomizes the appeal of the series; although, of course, other fans are equally adamant that it violates the formula and point out that ITV was shut down by a strike at the time.
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The Daemon Azal towers over the Doctor, Jo, and the Master.

By this time, the Doctor Who formula was well established, and while producers sought to find ways to refresh and renew it, fans tried to define its parameters. Other viewers who did not enter into the spirit of the series were already complaining that the formula was exhausted after only a few stories. During the run of The Aztecs (1964), the sixth story, for example, one viewer complained that “this series has gone on far too long: the danger and escape therefrom fall into a never-varied pattern length and repetition” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 345). Such complaints about the formulaic qualities of popular culture texts are not uncommon since critics have traditionally privileged originality and the genius of the individual artist. As John Cawelti has pointed out, however, formulas are “principles for the selection of certain plots, characters, and settings, which possess in addition to their basic narrative structure the dimensions of collective ritual, game, and dream,” and, as such, they can lay the groundwork for much more complex effects than many critics allow (2004, 12).

Although formulas are, in principle, conservative, since they emphasize the familiar and limit the possibilities for development, this does not mean that formulaic texts are simply complicit with a monolithic dominant ideology, as many critics of “mass culture” would argue. Within the constraints of a formula, small changes can be highly significant, and what matters is how the formulaic elements are used to respond to shifts in the cultural and ideological contexts in which the text is produced and consumed. Like many popular culture texts, Doctor Who is deeply contradictory and open to a wide variety of readings according to the interests and disposition of the viewer. Certain aspects of the formula, such as the need for action and evil monsters, pushed the series toward fairly simple moral and political oppositions, but these aspects were held in tension with others, such as the Doctor’s aversion to violence and commitment to cultural relativism. Different writers and production teams negotiated these tensions with different emphases, and they could change from story to story, but the final effect depended on the response of viewers, who were themselves shaped by the contradictory tendencies in the culture.

Formulas can be more or less restrictive. An extreme example of a restrictive formula is found in The Prisoner (1967–68), another British television series of the 1960s that achieved cult status. Repetition takes on an obsessive quality in this series, reflecting the frustration of the prisoner whose attempts to escape from the mysterious Village always end in failure. Each episode begins with the same lengthy credit sequence consisting of a montage of the events leading up to the imprisonment of the man who is thenceforth known only as Number Six, and the plot always involves his resistance to authorities who demand that he give them the “information” he is supposed to possess. The series depends heavily on the ingenious ways in which its ritualistic events are acted out and on the unresolved enigmas about why Number Six resigned, who runs the Village, and whether he will finally escape. Despite the imaginative approach and the passion that lay behind it, the series could only sustain seventeen episodes.

By comparison, the Doctor Who formula allowed for a much greater flexibility. The opening music and credit sequence were essentially established in the first episode, although both have been periodically modified to make them seem more up-to-date (an example of how small variations can refresh even the most fixed formulaic features). The TARDIS appears in virtually every episode, but even its interior has been redesigned and different spaces in its depths are revealed as the series develops. Ironically, of course, the exterior remains in the form of a police telephone box and thus gains its iconic significance only because the TARDIS does not work properly (an example of how budgetary constraints can generate creative play with formulaic ones).21 It becomes the only constant visual element in the series but an anachronism even in Britain after new communications technology made such boxes redundant. Although there is considerable repetition in the narrative structure of the stories, the original production team firmly insisted that the premise of travel in space and time allowed for “constantly varying locales, costumes and motivations” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 209). Stories could be set in the past, present, or future, and occasionally even outside the space-time continuum altogether, and could draw from a wide variety of genres, both in the progression of the series as a whole and within individual stories.

Terrance Dicks emphasized another aspect of the format’s flexibility when he pointed out that Doctor Who possessed the “strange and unique property of being a series of serials” (Haining 1983, 152).22 Originally, it was the serial aspect that dominated, with each episode given a separate title and the distinct stories unnamed except for the working titles used by the production teams. Stories could consist of any number of episodes (most commonly four or six), and, because the seasons ran for virtually the entire year, there was a clear sense that each story followed immediately from its predecessor, with cliffhangers not only at the end of each episode but also leading into the opening situation of the next story. Beginning with The Savages (1966), the producers decided to foreground the series aspect instead, and, from that point on, each story was treated as a self-contained serial with individual episodes identified only by numbers. This practice made it easier to view stories out of the original order and eventually would allow the authors of Doctor Who novels to invent “missing stories” that supposedly took place between the televised stories.

The series quickly established a number of recurring plot devices designed to generate suspense and narrative complications, but it also drew attention to its own formulaic construction. As early as the seventh story, The Sensorites (1964), Ian expresses concern about the travelers’ habit of “splitting up,” although it was he who first suggested the idea as a way of exploring the city five stories earlier in The Daleks. Splitting up allowed the writers to place the Doctor and his companions in a variety of dangerous situations, providing numerous possibilities for the required cliffhanger ending to each episode. Over the years, the series continued to poke fun at itself, including many comments on the number of times the TARDIS materializes in a quarry (usually standing in for an inhospitable planet) and a recurring refrain of “all these tunnels look the same.”

While the formulaic narrative assures the viewer that the Doctor will triumph at the end of each story, and that the menacing situation in the cliffhanger at the end of each episode will be resolved at the beginning of the next, the Doctor is not an action hero, even in the more James Bond–like persona adopted by the third Doctor. When Troughton explained that his approach as the second Doctor was to encourage an uncertainly about “whether I would ever get things right” because “that apparently frightened children more than anything,” he was only placing a new emphasis on an effect that was apparent throughout the series (Haining 1986, 101). It was for this reason that some fans objected to the later stories of the fourth Doctor, which, they felt, created too easy a sense of the Doctor’s omnipotence and invulnerability.

As initially conceived, the formula also required that historical stories alternate with futuristic ones to fulfill the educational mandate of the series. The stories set in the past required few special effects and could exploit the BBC’s expertise in costume dramas. In such stories, the TARDIS became the only science fiction element, and, once the travelers left it, they were caught up in recorded events from which they had to extricate themselves without significantly changing history. Although many fans now regard the early historical stories as among the best in the series, the producers convinced themselves that most viewers preferred futuristic stories with aliens and monsters. Journeys to the past became less frequent, and, when they occurred, they usually resulted in “pseudohistoricals” in which evil aliens and monsters threaten to disrupt human history.

There was also a concern, among fans and many producers and script editors, that the series should respect its own history. Like any series evolving over a long period of time, Doctor Who frequently presents the viewer with new information that must be reconciled with what is already known and that will itself become part of the archive that shapes future development. This aspect was anticipated from the beginning, but there was also an emphasis on the need to preserve the “mystery” about the Doctor’s origins. A format document from April 1963 envisaged that “from time to time the other three discover things about him, which turn out to be false or inconclusive (i.e. any writer inventing an interesting explanation must undercut it within his own serial-time, so that others can have a go at the mystery)” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 44). However, the gradual revelations about the Doctor’s past were not undercut, and some viewers shared Verity Lambert’s disappointment at the loss of the original mystery. Yet it is difficult to imagine how the mystery could have been maintained over such a long series, and, in any case, new information about the Doctor’s background has continued to emerge.

As the comment by the viewer quoted earlier suggests, there were complaints (often from fans) about the repetitive nature of narratives that depend heavily on chase sequences and characters being captured, escaping, and being recaptured. It is clear that the appeal of the series does not reside in these elements, but it does depend on a basic narrative convention that ensures that, wherever the TARDIS materializes, there will be a dangerous situation that forces the Doctor and his companions to work together, either to save themselves or to prevent cosmic disaster or both. Fans sometimes evaluate production teams in terms of how effectively they manage to motivate the TARDIS’s arrival in the danger zone, but, once again, the series quickly drew attention to this aspect of its formula; as Ian wryly comments in The Daleks, just the second story, the Doctor has “a knack for getting himself into trouble.” It is hardly surprising that the travelers are often themselves suspected of being the cause of the problem they must confront, although much the same could be said of many protagonists in popular fiction, including the amateur detectives who always seem to find themselves at the site of a murder. In Doctor Who, as in these other cases, the heavy reliance on coincidence works to bestow an almost providential force on the Doctor’s struggles against evil.23

Another aspect of the formula that potentially stretches credibility is the number of times the TARDIS materializes on Earth, given the vast amount of inhabited planets in the Doctor Who universe. In Fury from the Deep (1968), Victoria, with a little exaggeration, complains they are always landing on Earth, and Jamie adds, in his Scots accent, “It’s always England!” Victoria also notes, “Every time we go anywhere something awful happens,” but, of course, this is the basic reason viewers tune in, and a familiar setting makes the awful events more immediate and comprehensible. The constant returns to Earth are often explained by the Doctor’s fondness for this planet, which others dismiss as “small” and “insignificant,” giving Earth an imaginary but contested centrality in the uni-verse, which parallels that claimed for Britain in the real world.

As I noted earlier, the focus on Earth (read Britain or, almost always, England) is reinforced by another formulaic element, which Doctor Who shares with many popular films and television series, namely the use of the English language wherever the TARDIS materializes. Of course, it was long accepted as “natural” in British (and Hollywood) war films that Germans should speak to one another in English, but this convention never sat comfortably with the creators of Doctor Who, hence the need to justify it. The fullest explanation occurs in The Masque of Mandragora (1976) when Sarah suddenly wonders how she can understand the people in Renaissance Italy. The fourth Doctor tells her it is “a Time Lord blessing that I share with you,” but her need to ask the question reveals to him that she is in the power of the evil astrologer Hieronymous. The implication is that the blessing not only allows her to understand foreign languages but also makes this appear natural to her, but we also share this blessing. The impression that English is a universal language is therefore an imaginary projection that masks the reality of a multilingual universe, but it also conveniently overcomes Kingsley Amis’s concern that “talking to an alien … presents difficulties that are literally insurmountable” (1960, 16).

The English spoken is also, except for Jamie and a few comic roles, “standard” English, a requirement less of the formula than BBC policy. In 1966, there was an attempt to introduce a companion with a cockney accent, but upper management told the production team to abandon it.24 Shortly afterward, Jamie came on board speaking in a Scots accent appropriate to his highland origins, but the Australian accent of Tegan (introduced in 1981) and the American accent of Peri (introduced in 1984) still proved controversial. The producers denied that they were opportunistically trying to appeal to overseas audiences. These characters served to emphasize the Englishness of the Doctor and most of the other characters. Sylvester McCoy’s slight Scots burr as the seventh Doctor, along with his companion Ace’s more prominent working-class London accent, suggested a new approach at the end of the original series, and the new series in 2005 brought together a Doctor with a northern working-class accent and a companion with a cockney accent.

The various production teams thus had to work within the parameters set by the formula and the budget as well as those mandated by BBC policy, while, increasingly in the later seasons, they also had to bear in mind the continuity established in previous stories. Yet, like The Avengers, Sydney Newman’s earlier popular success, Doctor Who “gaily ridicule[d] its own most sacred conventions” and, in so doing, challenged the standards by which the BBC privileged its more “serious” programs.25 As Tulloch and Alvarado suggest, the popular appeal of the series depended on its ability to cross the “institutional interface between ‘serious’ and ‘popular’” (1983, 174), and it has been appropriately called “a comedy where everything is treated with utter seriousness and yet nothing is taken seriously” (Lyon 2005, 220). The Doctor certainly never takes himself seriously, and the series itself plays with the criteria by which the serious is distinguished from the trivial. It presents life-and-death issues within a triply devalued format: as science fiction, as a children’s program, and as a show that indulges in (sometimes unintentional) humor.

Nevertheless, from the beginning, Doctor Who’s vision was much darker than that of many other products of the 1960s, including Star Trek, the U.S. science fiction series with which it is often compared and that, as M. Keith Booker suggests, “depicts the future society on Earth as rather utopian in orientation” (2004, 62). Whereas Star Trek was famously pitched as “Wagon Train to the Stars” (Tulloch and Jenkins 1995, 6), a planning document for the show that became Doctor Who referred to the idea of producing “the Z Cars of science-fiction,” alluding to the BBC’s grittily realistic police series (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 163). Instead of opening up frontiers, the Doctor’s weekly adventures involved a constant struggle against the forces of evil in the universe, in often discouraging circumstances, and the dystopian elements became even more pronounced during the 1970s, as the backlash against the aspirations of the 1960s counterculture become more apparent in the culture at large.

A bleak and pessimistic outlook dominated many BBC science fiction series during this period, including Doomwatch (1970–72), Survivors (1975–77), and Blake’s 7 (1978–81).26 What distinguishes Doctor Who from these series, however, is that they were deadly serious in their depiction of the consequences of modern technology and political corruption. The later seasons of Doctor Who have much in common with Doomwatch, in which a government agency tries to control the pollution caused by industry and scientific research, and the environment became a central issue as early as The Green Death (1973). In this story, the third Doctor investigates a company called Global Chemicals that offers “wealth in our time” to unemployed Welsh miners through a new technique for extracting oil from shale. He finds that the mine has become a breeding ground for a deadly virus, but the company, supported by the government, insists on pressing on with its plans to produce cheap energy. A local commune called Wholeweal, known locally as the Nut Hatch, protests, but they are accused of standing in the way of “progress.” The Doctor finds their approach “unscientific,” but, when disaster seems unavoidable, he discovers that the nutritious but unappetizing fungus they have developed to solve the world food shortage kills the maggots that spread the virus.

The resort to irony and coincidence to resolve a plot that sets economic prosperity against environmental responsibility is typical of the balance of the serious and the trivial that drives the formulaic pleasures of Doctor Who. It is an approach that, as we have seen, depends on foregrounding the repetition and lack of originality in the development of the series. Not only does it recycle its own past but, more important, it freely and openly borrows from a whole range of other cultural texts. In the numerous guides to Doctor Who, every story generates a long list of influences and allusions, pointing to the show’s affinity with postmodern theories that stress the tendency toward pastiche, and, for those attuned to the spirit of the series, part of the pleasure comes from recognizing these sources. As David Howe and Stephen Walker note in a comment on Planet of Evil (1975), “although a number of its central elements are clearly plundered from old cinema films, … it is all done with such style and panache that the viewer, far from complaining about a lack of originality, delights in spotting all the familiar sources to which the writer and the production team are paying homage” (2003, 384).

The emphasis on reflexivity is more apparent at certain times than at others, and the demise of the original series was often attributed to the obsession of later production teams with incorporating allusions to past stories that would please the fans but not be understood by more casual viewers. Ironically, these complaints usually came from fans, and they tend to ignore the way in which formulaic television series work, including references that enrich the experience of those familiar with earlier shows but are not vital to others who will at least be familiar with the general principles of the formula. What differentiates Doctor Who is not so much the extent of its reflexivity but the series’ constant reflexive acknowledgment of this aspect of its construction.

The reflexive play with the formula is nowhere more apparent than in City of Death. It is unusual in being shot on location in Paris, where the Doctor and Romana, a female Time Lord who has recently regenerated, think they are taking a vacation but find themselves investigating a mysterious “crack” in time. They team up with Duggan, a private eye from the tradition of hard-boiled thrillers, whose solution to all problems is to thump somebody. In the course of the story, the Doctor travels back from present-day Paris to Renaissance Italy, and then all three go much further back, to the moment of the explosion that created the possibility of life on Earth. Despite its success, the story divided fans between those who felt that it “provided some of the most memorable fantasy images of the decade” and those who found it “a dull story and overlong at a mere four episodes” (Miles and Wood 2004b, 280; Cartmel 2005b, 141).

Similar disagreements could be cited for most Doctor Who stories, and they point to the way in which the formula allows for a range of approaches that interact in complex ways with the expectations of viewers. City of Death is a temporal paradox story that raises questions not only about the experience of time but also about appearances and values. Like so many Doctor Who stories, this one opens in a primeval landscape across which the camera pans to reveal a spacecraft that implodes on takeoff, apparently killing the pilot, who is the last of the Jagaroth. There is a cut to the Doctor and Romana on the Eiffel Tower, where he tells her Paris is the only place in the universe where one can simply relax. As usual, the opening has assured us that there is a crisis of which the Doctor is unaware and in which he will have to intervene, but, in this case, the second sequence is causally connected to the first. The Doctor’s investigations will eventually reveal that the implosion not only created a massive dose of radiation that ensured the amniotic fluid would produce life on Earth but also that the pilot was not killed but “fragmented” throughout time and has been responsible for the development of the human race to the civilized state the Doctor hopes to enjoy in Paris.

Even though its main setting is the present, the story draws on the conventions of the pseudohistoricals. The mysterious Count Scarlioni is an alien in human disguise. At the end of the first episode, he removes his face to reveal that he is a Jagaroth, with a shaggy, green, one-eyed head, an effect that is both comic and startling, revealing the grotesque alien behind the actor’s real face, making literal the tension in the fantastic figure of the Doctor. The story takes the fusion of human and alien even further since, incredibly, Scarlioni’s wife has no idea her husband is not human; but, when the Doctor arouses her suspicions, she examines an Egyptian scroll and notices a figure with a Jagaroth head. This discovery echoes the “horned beasts” of The Daemons and, typically for Doctor Who, offers a different account of human development to that of the earlier story. Scarlioni plans to go back in time to prevent the disaster that destroyed his race, thereby also preventing the creation of life on Earth. His experiments have rendered time unstable, but, when the Doctor warns him not to meddle with time, the count points out that this is exactly what he himself does. The Doctor insists he is “a professional,” but he is, in this case, working to prevent an alien interfering with human history that was only made possible by alien intervention in the first place.

Whereas Scarlioni takes credit for all the major achievements in human history, the Doctor speaks rather more modestly of his acquaintance with Shakespeare, recognizing a manuscript of Hamlet owned by the count as being in his own handwriting because Shakespeare asked for his help after spraining his wrist writing sonnets. When he takes Romana to the Louvre to see the Mona Lisa, she is not impressed and asks why the sitter has no eyebrows. But the plot turns on the monetary value of this celebrated painting. They find six Mona Lisas bricked up behind a wall in Scarlioni’s house, and the Doctor realizes they are not fakes but were all painted by Leonardo (he recognizes his technique). He discovers Scarlioni’s plans to steal the Mona Lisa from the Louvre and sell the duplicate versions to dealers who will each assume they are buying the stolen one. When he travels back to Leonardo’s studio, he writes, “this is a fake” with a felt tip pen on each canvas and leaves a note asking “Leo” to paint over them.
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The Doctor introduces Romana to the real Mona Lisa in the Louvre.

The most controversial sequence in City of Death occurs when the Doctor and his companions, in pursuit of Scarlioni, who has succeeded in using his experimental device to go back in time, rush into an art gallery, where the TARDIS is parked. The TARDIS dematerializes just as two connoisseurs, played by John Cleese and Eleanor Bron, both familiar as comic actors from film and television, are learnedly discussing the police box as a work of art.27 When he took over as producer in 1980, John Nathan-Turner objected to the direction in which the previous production team had taken the series and singled out this moment, insisting that it distracted viewers from the action. Douglas Adams, who co-wrote the story with producer Graham Williams, defended the effect as one in which “you suddenly encounter something totally and utterly unexpected, almost as if you think you have changed channels” (Tulloch and Alvarado 1983, 167).
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The punch that saved the world: Duggan instantly puts an end to Scarlioni’s manipulations of time.

This is indeed just a heightening of the way in which Doctor Who always played with its own conventions and the developing properties of its medium, although this moment does also contribute to the story’s treatment of the idea of aesthetic value. When they arrive in the primeval swamp, the Jagaroth tries to reach the ship to prevent himself from trying to take off, but Duggan thumps him, thereby ensuring the future of humanity. After they return to the present, he parts from the Doctor and Romana on the Eiffel Tower and points out that the one surviving Mona Lisa may be one of the copies. The Doctor asks what is the point of using an x-ray to determine whether a painting is beautiful or not. According to the Doctor Who formula, time is relative but so is taste, a view that seems to be supported by the widely different evaluations by fans of this and many other stories.


Talking about Regeneration: The Five Doctors

One element of the flexibility of the formula not foreseen by the original production team was the periodic renewal made possible by introducing a new actor as the Doctor. Each new actor could inflect the “Doctorish” qualities in significantly different ways, providing new possibilities within the established framework, but the time travel premise meant that the earlier incarnations still existed within their own timelines, allowing for the simultaneous appearance of different Doctors, which, however, only happened in extreme emergencies but usually coincided with an important anniversary for the show. Thus, the tenth anniversary was celebrated in The Three Doctors (1972–73), in which the third Doctor joins forces with his predecessors to prevent the destruction of the universe by Omega, a Time Lord who once pioneered the technology of time travel but is now trapped in a black hole. Inevitably, the twentieth anniversary was marked by The Five Doctors, in which the fifth Doctor was matched up with the earlier ones.

In typical fashion, the device of regeneration, which proved so crucial to the series, was the product of hasty improvisation by the production team when Hartnell left the series in 1966. The first Doctor apparently dies as a result of his exertions in defeating the Cybermen at the end of The Tenth Planet (1966), but he is resurrected in the form of the second Doctor in the next story. As we have seen, there was some concern that audiences might reject the change, but this must have been tempered by the general acceptance of new companions after Susan stayed behind to get married at the end of The Dalek Invasion of Earth and Ian and Barbara finally managed to get home at the end of The Chase (1965). When the Doctor revives in The Power of the Daleks, he tells his astonished companions, “I’ve been renewed…. It’s part of the TARDIS. Without it I couldn’t survive.” It was not until the change from the third to the fourth Doctor in 1974 that this process was described as regeneration, and only in The Deadly Assassin (1976) do we learn that Time Lords have the capacity to regenerate twelve times.

What started out as a problem soon became an asset as producers seized on the replacement of the Doctor as a public relations opportunity. Before the announcement of a new actor, there was speculation about who would be chosen and then about the interpretation the selected candidate would bring to the role. On screen these periodic regenerations provoke bursts of intensity in which the Doctor, the other characters, and the audience adjust to the new persona, which is usually radically different from the previous one. In some ways, this device works much as it does in the James Bond film series, which began the year before Doctor Who, in which the choice of a new actor to play the secret agent always stirs up controversy and generates publicity. However, the casting of a new Bond ensures that the virile secret agent remains in the age range appropriate to his status as action hero and seducer of beautiful women, and all the other continuing characters (also played by different actors over the years) respond as if there has been no change. The introduction of a new actor in Doctor Who always involves a difference apparent to the other characters and a significant rethinking of the direction of the series.

The device serves to distinguish the Doctor from indestructible superheroes, and even from action heroes like Bond whose exploits extend over an improbably long period of time: the Doctor can and does “die” but is reincarnated in a different, but connected, form. When Hartnell returned in The Three Doctors, in an abbreviated role because of the actor’s ill health, the first Doctor contemptuously refers to his successors as “a dandy and a clown,” and the interaction among the Doctors emphasizes the difference between the frail old man, the shabby and wily second Doctor, and the assured and flamboyant third. As this suggests, the device of regeneration made the central role a much greater variable than in the Bond films, although the range of choices was not unlimited.

When he decided to replace Tom Baker, whose long tenure meant that he had become identified with the role for many viewers, Nathan-Turner felt that he needed to choose a distinctly different successor. He generated some publicity by starting a rumor that the fifth Doctor might be female, but this idea was never seriously considered, and he eventually announced that the new Doctor would be played by Peter Davison, already well known to British television viewers as one of the stars of All Creatures Great and Small (1978–80), the popular BBC period drama about a group of veterinarians practicing in the Yorkshire dales. As Piers D. Britton and Simon J. Barker point out, “Every time the Doctor regenerated, he remained male,” although their claim that this reveals “the inherent misogyny of the series” is questionable (2003, 153).28 Britton and Barker do not think to add that the Doctor is always white.

The fifth Doctor became the youngest incarnation of the character and, according to the Radio Times, the “dishiest” Doctor so far (Tulloch and Alvarado 1983, 193). During Davison’s three seasons, ratings improved over Baker’s last season but never achieved the highest levels that the series had enjoyed at times in its history, and some fans even dismissed his persona as “bland.”29 From this point on, regenerations began to provoke more resistance. There were now four ex-Doctors against which Davison’s performance could be measured, and fans tended to be loyal to the actor who played the role when they first began watching. In apparent acknowledgment of this situation, the fifth Doctor starts out in Castrovalva (1982) in manic fashion, slipping back and forth among the personas of his four predecessors, and he fears that the regeneration is failing.

As the series progressed, regeneration had become yet another formulaic element that provided opportunities for reflexive self-parody. The choice of costume, for example, was always a challenge for the production team, since it was a crucial factor in defining the direction in which the series would be moving. When the fourth Doctor first appears in Robot (1974–75), he exhibits erratic behavior as a result of the strain of regeneration and dresses up as a Viking, a Renaissance nobleman, and a clown before choosing the costume he would wear in his new persona. The fifth Doctor finally becomes himself when he finds a cricket bat and adopts what Davison described as “a kind of Victorian cricketing outfit” as his trademark costume, adding a hint of the past to his new youthful appearance (Haining 1983, 64). The series thus presented regeneration as a theatrical ploy that was openly and increasingly acknowledged as a matter of role playing. After his regeneration, in The Twin Dilemma (1984), the sixth Doctor admits he is behaving like “a manic barometer” and asks Peri not to be too hasty in criticizing his “new persona.”

The choice of a new actor also affected decisions about companions, since the series depended on setting up a dynamic relationship among the regular cast. Companions could be male or female (most often female), human or alien (mainly human), and from the past, present, or future, and their relationships with the Doctor offered a range of dramatic possibilities (including, in some cases, hints of sexual attraction). The original arrangement by which the Doctor traveled with multiple companions was devised at least partly to prevent too intimate relationships from developing, and, perhaps because the fifth Doctor was younger and more conventionally attractive, Nathan-Turner decided to return to the set-up from the beginning of the series but with three young companions, one male and two female, and the Doctor functioning rather like a youthful father figure in a sitcom.

These companions were gradually introduced during the fourth Doctor’s final stories. Adric is a teenage boy who comes from a planet in another dimension known as E-Space and who stows away on the TARDIS at the end of Full Circle (1980); Nyssa is also a teenager, of noble birth, who comes on board after The Keeper of Traken (1981) in which her father is killed by the Master; and Tegan, the only human among the new group, is an Australian air hostess who wanders into the TARDIS in Logopolis (1981). According to Nathan-Turner, these companions functioned, as usual, as identification figures “who provide something for everyone” so that “the younger viewers have Adric and Nyssa to identify with,” while Tegan would attract “the older boys and the dads” and, “being the outsider,” would represent “the average viewer’s point of view” (Howe and Walker 1995, 198, 200). Yet they also served a more specific purpose, since they were all even younger than the new Doctor, and the tensions among them helped to compensate for Davison’s less colorful approach to the Doctor. Tegan’s forceful character provided an especially strong contrast, and the situation became even more stressful when she was joined by Turlough, an alien schoolboy picked up in Mawdryn Undead (1983), whose loyalties were always in doubt.

The fifth Doctor’s companions often become the main source of dramatic interest, most notably when Adric sacrifices his life to save the Earth at the end of Earthshock (1982).After Nyssa left to tend lepers at the end of Terminus (1983), Tegan and Turlough were the only companions by the time of The Five Doctors, first broadcast as a ninety-minute special and then, in the following year and in overseas markets, divided into the more usual four-part serial format (with rather underwhelming cliffhangers). As in The Three Doctors, the idea was to bring back the Doctor’s previous incarnations, but this time Terrance Dicks was also asked to include as many previous companions and villains as possible. Since Hartnell had died in 1975, Richard Hurndall took over as the first Doctor, but the production team faced another obstacle when Tom Baker withdrew, claiming he was not yet ready to return to the role. Ingeniously, the fourth Doctor was incorporated into the story through shots from Shada, a story that had been left incomplete as a result of strike action in 1979.

As might be expected, the attempt to incorporate so much of the series’ past into one story resulted in a rather breathless and diffuse narrative. Yet Dicks managed to impose structure on it by drawing on the emergent “game culture” that was itself indebted to Doctor Who, especially in its comic book spin-offs. The interaction between game culture and the series was already apparent in the development of Time Lord mythology in fourth Doctor stories such as The Deadly Assassin and The Invasion of Time (1978). For some fans, the depiction of the Time Lords as rather pompous and fallible beings, practicing elaborate ceremonies and jostling for power, destroyed the aura that had surrounded them and further reduced the mystery surrounding the Doctor’s identity. However, the show’s audience certainly included many who were attracted to the role playing games that had become extremely popular since the introduction of Dungeons and Dragons in 1974 and that would soon lead to the development of more and more elaborate video and computer games. The Time Lords, and their planet Gallifrey, owe much to the fantasy worlds of sword and sorcery games.

The game connection is made explicit in The Five Doctors, when the various Doctors and companions are picked up from their own timelines by a “time scoop” and a mysterious figure moves game pieces representing each of them into position. As pawns in an unknown game, the Doctors perform in accordance with their different personas, underlining the way in which the device of regeneration anticipates the shifting pleasures of role-playing within game culture. They find themselves in the Death Zone on Gallifrey, which the second Doctor calls “the shame of the Time Lords,” since it was set up and surrounded with a force field so that creatures from other worlds could be put there to take part in an elaborate game. According to the third Doctor, the ancient Time Lord Rassilon banned the game and the use of the time scoop, but it has now been reactivated by an unknown power.

At the beginning, as the time scoop abducts his earlier incarnations one by one, the fifth Doctor feels pangs of “cosmic angst” and grows progressively weaker. He tells Tegan, “A man is the sum of his memories … a Time Lord even more so,” and the story is designed primarily to activate the memories of its viewers. The object of the game, it soon emerges, is to reach the Tower of Rassilon, overcoming obstacles in the form of enemies from previous stories, but the pleasures of mixing and matching characters from the past are more important than the plot. The first Doctor is reunited with his granddaughter, Susan, and they fight a Dalek in a corridor, but he travels to the tower with Tegan; the second Doctor is abducted with Brigadier Lethbridge-Stewart, who is surprised that he has changed back to the appearance he had when they first met; the third Doctor is abducted with his car, Bessie, but meets up with Sarah, who has also been abducted. Each Doctor approaches the tower in appropriate fashion: the forthright first Doctor goes through the front door, the more devious second Doctor uses an underground passage, while the athletic third Doctor uses a rope to reach the top. Their major opposition comes from a troop of Cybermen, but the situation is complicated by the presence of the Master, who has been sent by the Time Lords to help the Doctors but finds it difficult to convince them of his good faith.
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Two of the Doctor’s best enemies: the Master negotiates with a force of Cybermen in the Death Zone.

The High Council of the Time Lords decides to intervene, and President Borusa, who has himself recently regenerated, offers the Master a complete new life cycle if he will agree to help the Doctors. His suspicions aroused, the fifth Doctor uses the Master’s “recall device” to return to the capitol, where he discovers it contains a homing beacon, suggesting that someone is manipulating events in the Death Zone. Suspicion falls on the Castellan, especially after the Dark Scrolls of Rassilon are found in his room, but he is conveniently killed trying to escape. The Doctor’s investigations finally expose Borusa as the game player seeking access to the tomb of Rassilon where he believes he can attain immortality. He wants to be “President Eternal and rule forever,” thereby subverting the principle of uncertainty and change central to the Doctor Who formula and to the device of regeneration.

The climax brings all the characters together in front of the tomb. As the first three Doctors try to decipher the inscription, Sarah asks Tegan, “Which one’s yours?” The Master overhears them talking of the Ring of Rassilon that confers immortality, and he exults at the prospect of killing the Doctor “three times over,” but the Brigadier knocks him out. After Borusa arrives, pursued by the fifth Doctor, a portentous voice declares, “This is the game of Rassilon.” When he puts on the ring, Borusa joins the others who have sought immortality and are trapped on the frieze of the tomb, their eyes gazing out impotently. After the other Doctors return to their proper places in space and time, a member of the High Council asks the fifth Doctor to take Borusa’s place as president. After telling her to summon the High Council, he leaves in the TARDIS and tells Tegan and Turlough he is not going back. Tegan asks if he means to go on the run from his own people in “a rackety old TARDIS,” and he points out, “That’s how it all started.” The twentieth anniversary story thus ends with a return to the show’s beginnings.
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The fifth Doctor confronts three of his earlier selves in the Tomb of Rassilon as his current and former companions look on.


Time Television: Vengeance on Varos

When Ian and Barbara burst into the TARDIS in An Unearthly Child and are stunned to find that the inside is bigger than the outside, the Doctor points out, “You’ve discovered television, haven’t you?” This remark may strike modern viewers as fatuous, so accustomed are we to the idea that large buildings can fit into the frame of a small screen, but television was still a relatively new invention in 1963.30 Experimental broadcasts had begun before World War II, but it was only in the late 1940s that the BBC began regular transmissions. During the 1950s, the coverage expanded and audiences grew, but the cultural import of the new medium was only just beginning to be felt when Doctor Who went on the air. The first Doctor’s remark initiates the playfully reflexive approach that Doctor Who takes to its medium.

The original production team instructed writers for the series to use any style they wished “so long as it works in our medium,” and the early stories took full advantage of its developing potential (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 175). As the television experience became more familiar, and more technologically sophisticated, however, the relationship between the series and the medium became increasingly problematic. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Vengeance on Varos, in which the sixth Doctor and Peri discover an alien society that uses what would become known as “reality TV,” with a strong emphasis on torture, to keep the people pacified. Indeed, the advent of the sixth Doctor exposed growing tensions, as the series grappled with changes—in its medium, its viewers, and the BBC establishment—that would eventually lead to its demise.
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Tension in the TARDIS: the Doctor and Peri confront each other across the console.

With hindsight, the production team came to regret the decision to introduce the sixth Doctor (Colin Baker) in the final story of the twenty-first season rather than at the beginning of a new season, as had become the norm. What made this especially unfortunate was that they also decided to stir up interest by making it difficult for the audience to identify with this Doctor. If some viewers felt the fifth Doctor was “bland,” this term could never be applied to his successor, aptly described by Baker as “a galactic buccaneer” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1993, 64). With his burly figure and deliberately garish costume, he combined the aggressiveness of the first Doctor with the clownishness of the second and created a performance that seemed more theatrical than televisual. Even more than the other Doctors, he is especially unstable immediately after his regeneration, and viewers were left with a disturbing first impression for what turned out to be a nine-month break between seasons. The intention was that they would gradually warm to this Doctor (as they had to the first), but the strategy created opportunities for those already ill-disposed toward the series, including several BBC executives.

Michael Grade, the controller of BBC1, put the series on hold after the sixth Doctor’s first full season, citing not only declining audience figures but also his concern that it had “got rather violent and lost a lot of its imagination” (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1996, 84). As far as the ratings were concerned, the BBC’s dominance of Saturday evenings had come to an end in 1979 when ITV scheduled the American import Buck Rogers in the 25th Century against Doctor Who, thereby dividing the science fiction audience. This led to a variety of expedients, including moving the series to a weekday evening and broadcasting it twice a week in forty-five-minute episodes, none of which proved particularly successful. With regard to the current approach to the series, many fans shared Grade’s dislike of the new Doctor, but the public outcry was vociferous enough to persuade the BBC to reinstate the show.

The new season was, however, delayed for several months, and the original plans were scrapped in favor of interlinked stories under the overall title The Trial of a Time Lord, often regarded as referring to Baker’s own situation. This series attracted even smaller audiences, a decline attributed to the difficulty of following the plot over such a long period, but it certainly did not help that the series was now scheduled at the same time as Coronation Street, the enormously popular ITV soap opera that was the main rival to Doctor Who in terms of longevity (it began in 1960). Grade insisted that Baker be replaced after this season, but the continued scheduling problems made it difficult to win back viewers during the final three seasons.

By this time, of course, television had changed considerably, and the discussion of Doctor Who’s smaller audience did not take into account the increasing number of channels and the advent of home video recorders that enabled the practice that would become known as “time shifting,” which must have had a strong appeal to the fans of this series. These developments required Doctor Who to reassess its relationship with the medium as well as its roots in British television traditions. Whereas U.S. network television quickly turned to film in the 1950s, to exploit the resources of the Hollywood studios and to overcome the complications created for live broadcasting by the country’s many time zones, British television drew more heavily on the nation’s theatrical heritage (exceptions were programs designed for export such as The Adventures of Robin Hood [1955–59]). In Doctor Who, film inserts were sometimes used for exteriors, but the film aesthetic, with its continuity editing to involve the viewer in the dramatic situation, remained foreign to the series even after the development of lightweight film equipment made location shooting more practicable. Doctor Who was never broadcast live, but the early seasons were recorded with multiple cameras, using the new, and still rather rudimentary, videotape technology, and the difficulty and expense of editing meant that each scene was enacted as if live. As a result, the studio setting was usually highly apparent and technical mistakes and actors’ errors were retained in the broadcast versions.

The teachers’ disorientation in the first episode parallels the unsettling effect of the television experience on early viewers. Commenting on the second story, The Daleks, Wood and Miles note that “the use of surveillance cameras and subjective point-of-view shots makes the television-ness of it all look years ahead of its time; it’s media-savvy before the term was coined” (2006a, 39). The cameras in the city are associated with those through which we are viewing the program in a shot at the end of the first episode that had enormous effect on many viewers. After the travelers enter an apparently deserted futuristic city, Barbara becomes separated from the others and, walking along a corridor with a growing sense of panic, puts her hand over the lens of the television camera, blocking our view, just before we see her from the point of view of an unseen creature to which she reacts in horror as the end titles begin to roll.

Such moments positioned Doctor Who as a product of the way television was changing the contemporary environment. The television equipment, in what is supposedly the far future, looks rather crude even by 1960s Earth standards, and viewers could thus identify it with their own experience of a medium whose technology produced apparently magical effects but was often unreliable. In the early stories, the Doctor often has to cope with technical problems remarkably like those that frequently frustrated viewers. The Edge of Destruction (1964), for example, takes place entirely within the TARDIS, which travels out of control back to the dawn of time, and the Doctor finally traces the problem to a switch stuck in the “on” position. As a result, this two-part story, intended as an inexpensive way of filling a gap in the season looks like a technical fault of the kind usually followed by a caption reading, “We now return you to normal service” (Wood and Miles 2006a, 48). When the TARDIS materializes in a spaceship in The Sensorites, Ian suggests the cause of the static on the scanner may be “an unsuppressed motor,” a problem he would have been familiar with as a television viewer in 1960s Britain. In Planet of Giants (1964), as part of his desperate attempts to get Ian and Barbara back to their own time, the Doctor decides to try “another frequency,” and, in The Time Meddler (1965), when a new companion refuses to believe he is in a time machine, the Doctor points to various controls, including the “horizontal hold,” a knob on early televisions that could be turned to stabilize the picture.

Just as the TARDIS could remind viewers of a television studio control room, the Daleks look like television cameras “as a child would see them” (Bentham 1986, 20; Wood and Miles 2006a, 26). In addition, the allegedly futuristic technology in many stories often seems to literalize the influence of early television on the perception of time and space. The “travel dials” in The Keys of Marinus, for example, work much like television channel changers but allow the users to instantly travel to different parts of the planet. In The Chase, the Doctor demonstrates a “time television” that broadcasts images from the past, including the Beatles performing in a BBC studio. Carnival of Monsters (1973), in which the third Doctor and Jo become trapped inside a “miniscope,” a cross between a peep show and a television set in which the entertainment is provided by miniaturized live people and creatures trapped inside, plays on the “primitive” idea of how television works that inspired the first Doctor’s explanation of the dimensional anomaly of the TARDIS (which is here itself miniaturized). In many stories, the TARDIS “scanner” functions like a television set showing the world outside, with the result that stepping out of the TARDIS is like stepping into the television.

Although there were only two television channels available in Britain in the early 1960s, and the situation was often contrasted with the multichannel, round-the-clock, commercial television universe in the United States, British viewers were already beginning to experience the effects of what Raymond Williams would soon theorize as televisual “flow.” Williams began to develop this idea when first confronted with commercial interruptions in movies broadcast on ITV, and he began to realize that viewing television was not a matter of watching discrete programs but a sequence of different kinds of programs and other materials inserted between and within them. He pointed out that the result is the juxtaposition of different places and times and levels of reality, often unsettling or surreal but increasingly accepted as a normal part of the television experience (90). With the introduction of cable and satellite broadcasting and remote controls, this experience has become even more intricate and intense than Williams could imagine, and one of the reasons for the success of Doctor Who was that the series anticipated and identified itself with the effect of the medium for which it was produced.

The central premise of the series ensured that the unexpected juxtapositions produced by the TARDIS’s erratic movement through time and space would resonate with the flow effect of the medium. Critics have often noted that Wells’s The Time Machine appeared in the same year (1895) as the first projection of moving pictures and have used this coincidence to point to the ways in which film as a medium works much like a time machine (Bignell 1999, 88). Doctor Who identifies television as an even more powerful and complex time machine that brings together images from anywhere and anytime, making it the key medium in the production of the time-space compression that theorists have defined as a symptom of the postmodern condition (Harvey 1990, 240). The media environment has changed so rapidly that two decades after Warriors’ Gate (1981), a fourth Doctor story whose time shifts many viewers found confusing, Miles and Wood note that, “in today’s non-linear, channel-surfing world, the overlapping time-streams of the story seem so reasonable that you start to wonder what everybody found so puzzling” (2005, 58).

As Williams was already aware, one of the prime concerns for program planners, which became even more important with the expansion of channels, was “to get viewers in at the beginning of a flow” (1975, 93). As we have seen, Doctor Who was itself a product of the BBC’s need to bridge the gap between two popular programs and thus to encourage viewers to watch the entire Saturday evening lineup. Cliffhangers and continuity announcements also served to keep viewers watching. One particularly elaborate example occurred at the end of The Wheel in Space (1968), when the second Doctor used an on-board television, which he called a “thought visualizer,” to show Zoe, a young scientific genius from the future, what will be in store for her if she joins the TARDIS crew. She begins to watch The Evil of the Daleks, the final story from season 4, which was then repeated during the following weeks to fill the gap between seasons 5 and 6.

Despite such attempts to manage the flow, critics of the medium were already beginning to address the disorientation caused by the proliferation of fragments of information that would become an even more notable phenomenon with the cultural and technological developments that challenged the concept of public service broadcasting. In this new media environment, a more critical, but still ironic, view of television began to emerge in Doctor Who. In The Three Doctors, when the second Doctor wants to keep an antimatter creature confused by feeding it with useless information, he wonders if there is a television handy. As early as The Dominators (1968), a group of tourists on the planet Dulkis travels by airbus to view a polluted wasteland that has become a tourist attraction, and one of them comments that he has already seen it on television (or “Vision Books”). When he is assured that what they see on the airbus scanner is real, he asks how they can be sure.

If the boundary between reality and image is becoming increasingly permeable, television is also becoming integrated with other electronic media, and Doctor Who, in many ways, anticipates the shifts in perception and narrative structure that these developments have entailed. According to Slavoj Žižek, “today we are approaching … a perception of life that explodes the form of the linear centered narrative and renders life as a multiform flow,” with the result that “we seem to be haunted by the randomness of life and alternate versions of reality” (2000, 39). Personal computers are now accelerating this perceptual shift, and they are also transforming television into a more “interactive” medium, but the form and temporal paradoxes of Doctor Who anticipate this development. The series ultimately endorses John Ellis’s contention that television is “a non-totalizing medium” in which “all human life is there (plus that of a good few aliens), but … not subjected to any totalizing vision” (1996, 114). In Doctor Who, it is the Doctor’s enemies who attempt to impose a “totalizing vision” and the Doctor who adopts the open viewpoint that Ellis attributes to his medium.

Essentially, then, Doctor Who affirms the potential of television, but in accord with its dystopian view of contemporary society, the series became increasingly critical of the purposes that the media, and television in particular, were actually serving. The darkly comic sixth Doctor stories inevitably came under attack for their disturbing images of cultural decline. The Two Doctors and Revelation of the Daleks (both 1985), in particular, were condemned for their use of the metaphor of cannibalism. What the critics conveniently ignored was that in the former an alien cook merely wants to consume humans in the same way humans consume animals (thus it is not really a case of cannibalism), while in the latter cannibalism is used as a grim warning about the implications of dwindling food supplies for a growing population. Graeme Harper, the director of Revelation of the Daleks, argued that Doctor Who was not too violent, as its critics charged, but rather that it refused to gloss over the consequences of violence, and he contrasted its “style of violent horror, accompanied by visible grief and suffering, to the sanitised violence of US shows like The A-Team … where characters escaped apparently unharmed from exploding cars” (Haining 1987, 259).

At this time, the campaign against violence in the media escalated around the issue of so-called video nasties, mainly low-budget horror films distributed on video, and in 1984 Margaret Thatcher’s government imposed increased censorship on the growing home video industry. Because the sixth Doctor stories did not provide a secure ground for moral indignation, they were often accused of being complicit with what they were supposedly attacking. Thus, while some viewers saw Vengeance on Varos as “a story for today—topical, hard-hitting, and made to make people think about the power of video and what it could become,” it also came under attack for “over-exploiting violence” so that “it itself was a video nasty!” (Howe and Walker 2003, 609–10). What proved most disturbing was that the Doctor himself now seemed to enjoy the violence, even cracking a joke after two guards fall into an acid bath they had prepared for him.

At the beginning of this story, broadcast in two forty-five-minute episodes, the Doctor, still apparently suffering from the effects of regeneration, collapses in despair because the TARDIS has stopped “neither here nor there.” After Peri goads him into making a temporary repair, they set off for Varos in search of the rare element Zeiton-7 needed to fix the problem, but they find a society in which television is used as part of an elaborate system of social control. They join up with a group of rebels and are hunted down through the corridors of the domed city, while television covers the exciting chase. The action is punctuated by scenes in which a married couple, Arak and Etta, watch the events on television and comment on the entertainment. Etta especially likes the Doctor, “the one in funny clothes,” but their real preference is for torture and executions. As they sit in front of their television set, the governor tries to put down the rebellion but is unaware of the plot to depose him instigated by his chief officer and Sil, a sadistic green reptilian alien who is the agent for the Galatron Mining Corporation but who also hopes to assume the emperorship of “this primitive planet” (a phrase more usually applied to Earth in Doctor Who).

The beleaguered governor points out that his planet is no longer dependent on Zeiton ore because the recordings made in the Punishment Dome are a new source of revenue. Arak and Etta are introduced watching a sample of what is on offer, the torture of a chained prisoner with laser beams, and their response implicates us as viewers in the blurring of the distinction between reality and image. “He’s only acting,” says Arak, which is not true as far as the story is concerned, but we are, of course, watching a performance that simulates the effects of torture. This idea is taken further when the authorities use virtual reality devices to deter the Doctor and Peri. When the Doctor hallucinates that he is in a desert and sees Peri offering him a drink, the viewers share his delusion, and Arak starts to get thirsty. At the end of the first episode, Peri watches a close-up of the Doctor’s “death throes” and sees his body carried away on a stretcher, but Etta notices his eye twitch. The threats are illusory, but the boundary between illusion and reality becomes even more unstable when Peri is sent to a “reshapement chamber” where she “really” starts to grow feathers and is rescued just before the treatment becomes permanent.

Television on Varos is “interactive,” a futuristic concept in the 1980s but one already being touted as an advance for democracy. The governor must periodically ask viewers for approval of his policies, but the democratic process is entangled with the medium’s entertainment function, which is itself implicated in the production of illusion. Viewers vote against the governor because they want to see him bombarded by a “cell disintegration” beam and, after he survives, one of his advisors proposes a spectacular execution to distract the people. At the end, the chief officer insists on a final vote, in which the governor will die if the people do not support him. Arak pushes Etta’s “No” button, and the vote goes against the governor; however, the Doctor saves him with the help of the rebels and exposes Sil’s machinations. The governor then broadcasts on the need for “justice, peace, and tolerance” and calls on the people to join him in working for “a glorious tomorrow.” Arak and Etta realize they are free but do not know what to do. Their screen goes blank, as does ours.
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Arak and Etta contemplate the emptiness of a future without television.


That Was the Future That Was: The Curse of Fenric

After the unceremonious dismissal of Colin Baker, Sylvester McCoy took over as the seventh Doctor, who, like the second, was a trickster figure, but without any of the sixth Doctor’s assertiveness. The spirit of aggression was transferred to his streetwise companion Ace whom he meets in Dragonfire (1987) waiting tables in an intergalactic theme park called Iceworld, having been mysteriously abducted from her home in the London suburb of Perivale. Ace’s pleasure in blowing things up with the “nitro” she always carries with her contrasts and complements the persona of the Doctor whom McCoy saw as “a combination of unarmed vulnerability and eccentric imagination” (Howe and Walker 1998, 31–32). Andrew Cartmel, who took over as script editor at this time, tried to reinject a sense of mystery, which he felt had been lost by the Doctor’s recent incarnations, and gradually introduced hints that the Doctor might have a dreadful secret in his past. In what turned out to be the final three seasons, the stories increasingly turned on what seemed to be magical rather than scientific explanations and fully exploited the unpredictable entanglements of past, present, and future that had become the hallmark of the series.

The Curse of Fenric takes the Doctor and Ace to a remote naval base in Britain during World War II, which becomes the site of a struggle between monsters from the distant past and the far future. After twenty-six years, the fragmented and complex timelines in such stories matched the experience of many viewers. For those who started watching Doctor Who during its later seasons, earlier stories that were originally set in the present or the near future are now set in their past, and they encounter earlier Doctors after their exposure to later ones. These viewers also read back later information about the Doctor into earlier stories made when these developments had not yet been imagined. The gradual revelations about the Doctor’s past in the course of the series make it difficult to establish a coherent time scheme to account for all his adventures, but fans constantly tried to make things fit together, resulting in some highly convoluted hypotheses. It was now the overabundance of information about the Doctor’s past that created uncertainty and left openings to generate new mysteries.
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The Doctor and Ace run into trouble in a military base during World War II.

In Remembrance of the Daleks, the seventh Doctor returns to London in 1963 and battles his old enemies in the school and the junkyard where, as far as television viewers are concerned, his adventures began. Ace stays at a boarding house where the landlady has a “No coloureds” sign in the window, confronting us with one of the realities about the 1960s glossed over in An Unearthly Child. When she notices the sign, she goes out for a breath of fresh air just as the BBC logo appears on a television in the sitting room and an announcer starts to introduce a new Saturday evening science fiction series. The shot ends before he mentions the title, but most viewers—even if they have not seen the first story—will know of Doctor Who’s legendary beginnings. Since the new story purports to explain the purpose of the Doctor’s presence in London to begin with, his story now continues in two dimensions: inside the television in 1963 and outside it is 1988, a quarter of a century and six Doctors later but set only a few months after his original visit.

As Jonathan Bignell and Andrew O’Day suggest, the relativity of time is built into the basic formula so that “in many cases there is extreme dissociation of plot time and viewer time, where the episode shows plot time running out for the protagonists, yet ‘real’ time slows down for the audience who must wait for the next instalment” (2004, 90). Typically, the series often draws attention to the discrepancy between the linear unfolding of the series/serial and the time periods of the events it depicts. In The Invasion, for example, the second Doctor and Jamie discover a Cybermen plan to invade Earth, and they are reunited with Brigadier Lethbridge-Stewart, with whom they had worked in The Web of Fear, broadcast earlier that same year. Since that time, we learn, UNIT has been set up to deal with such emergencies, and the Brigadier refers to their meeting “a few years ago,” but Jamie remarks that it seems just like weeks to him, which it actually was for the viewers who had seen the earlier story. Inevitably, the Doctor reminds Jamie that “time is relative.”

The effects of disrupting linear time became apparent quite early in the series, and they often created tensions with its formulaic plot structures. In The Web Planet (1965), Ian asks the first Doctor about the history of the planet Vortis, and the Doctor points out that “history doesn’t mean anything when you travel through space and time.” Yet, of course, the stories and the series unfold in time, even if they often incorporate different time periods and timelines, and the conventional forms of plot construction depend on a cause-effect progression. One such form gave its title to The Chase, in which the Daleks use their own time machine to pursue the TARDIS through past, present, and future settings. The Doctor keeps an eye on the gap between the two machines—which he expresses in terms of time rather than space—but never seems to consider that the TARDIS can materialize anywhere in space and time.

Despite such concessions to linear time, the overall effect of the series is to scramble the distinction between past and future on which the original plan to alternate historical and futuristic stories depended. A linear view of time is also apparent in the prohibition against changing history, which is invoked by the first Doctor in The Aztecs, the second historical story. When Barbara is mistaken for a goddess, she wants to use her power to end the practice of human sacrifice, which she sees as the dark side of a great civilization and a weakness that made the Aztecs vulnerable to the Spanish invaders. The Doctor lectures her sternly on the dangers of meddling with history and thus changing the future, and she eventually agrees, but not without asking what is “the point of traveling through time and space, if you can’t change anything?”

It is not clear whether the Doctor means that they should not change history or that they cannot. With the introduction of the Time Lords, it clearly becomes a moral, and legal, imperative. Probably inspired by the Danellians, a super-race that regulates time from the far future in Poul Anderson’s Time Patrol stories first collected in Guardians of Time (1961), the Time Lords uphold a view of space-time that the series itself calls into question.31 The educational mandate depended on a sense that the past leads to the future in an orderly fashion and that history and science can produce objective bodies of knowledge. Just as Doctor Who’s science draws on Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, so its history recognizes that the observer must affect what is being observed. The respect for established history that the BBC, and then the Time Lords, insisted on is inevitably violated as soon as the travelers set foot outside the TARDIS. Among the most obvious examples are The Romans (1965), in which the first Doctor gives Nero the idea of burning Rome so that he can modernize the city, and The Myth Makers (also 1965), in which he comes up with the idea of the Trojan Horse. In both case, the Doctor creates a time loop since he knows about these events from Roman history and the Iliad, respectively.

Nevertheless, the basic ground rule in the historical stories and the pseudohistoricals is that the Doctor must respect history and prevent anyone else from changing it. Since Time Lord society (apparently) exists far in the future, this rule effectively forbids the Doctor from interfering in the affairs of any planet he visits. In The Mark of the Rani (1985), for example, when the sixth Doctor and Peri meet George Stephenson, the inventor of the steam locomotive, the Doctor describes him as a genius who will change the course of history but then ruefully adds that, although he is a genius himself, this is precisely what he is forbidden to do. In this case, the idea of changing history is linked to the recurring theme of the relations between technology and perception, but Doctor Who is highly skeptical about the myth of progress that governs the modern conception of linear time. In The Power of Kroll (1978–79), an engineer asks the fourth Doctor if he would let a few “savages” stand in the way of “progress,” and the Doctor replies, “Progress is a very flexible word.”

Although the show depicts both technologically advanced and so-called primitive societies, it is difficult to maintain the distinction between the two. On his first visit to Skaro in The Daleks, the Doctor immediately recognizes the signs of an advanced civilization, but, in many ways, conditions on this war-ravaged planet do not seem much different from the prehistoric society depicted in An Unearthly Child. Looking back at the first stories from the perspective of later developments, it is even possible to imagine that An Unearthly Child is a story of the future rather than the past, set on Earth after a nuclear war had brought about a return to primitive conditions. Similarly, The Daleks may look futuristic but could be set in Earth’s past (especially after the chronology is complicated by the many sequels depicting different—but not always compatible—stages of Dalek history).

Even in the future, the landscapes in which the TARDIS materializes are often primeval in appearance—as in The Face of Evil (1977), in which the fourth Doctor finds survivors from the crash of a rocket on a remote planet living in tribal conditions and takes the “savage” Leela as his next companion. “Advanced” societies may use spaceships and build futuristic cities, but the technology often seems out-of-date even by contemporary standards. In The Daleks’ Master Plan, there are four hundred television channels, but reel-to-reel tape recorders are still in use, and they also appear in Destiny of the Daleks. These and other apparent anomalies are, of course, even more apparent to present-day viewers, and they reinforce the strong backward-forward pull of the series. The Doctor himself often becomes temporally confused: in Spearhead from Space, the third Doctor needs a “lateral molecular rectifier” and has one in the TARDIS, which he thinks he used once in the past—“or was it in the future?”; in Battlefield, the seventh Doctor confronts characters from Arthurian legend who appear in the present and believe he is Merlin, which he denies, but he admits that he could be in his future, which might be his past.

According to the fourth Doctor in The Stones of Blood (1978), he comes from “inner time” rather than “outer space,” and the whole concept of relative dimensions turns time into space and vice versa, adding a further resonance to the term “time-space compression.” The fusion of time and space is taken to its most overt extreme in two consecutive stories: Logopolis, the last fourth Doctor story, and Castrovalva, which introduces the fifth Doctor. In Logopolis, the TARDIS materializes around a police box in present-day England as part of the Doctor’s plan to repair the “chameleon circuit” that supposedly enables the TARDIS to adapt to its environment, but the police box is actually the Master’s TARDIS, and, when the Doctor and Adric enter, they discover another police box inside, and think they may be caught up in an infinite regression. This idea recurs in Castrovalva, in which the new Doctor, still disoriented from his regeneration, visits the title city that is dimensionally anomalous and modeled on the irrational distortions of perspective in the engravings of M. C. Escher. After a chase sequence in which the Doctor and his companions rush down flights of stairs and end up above where they started, Nyssa is afraid “space is folded in on itself,” and the Doctor realizes they are caught in “a space-time trap.”

Doctor Who plots were never noted for their plausibility, but in the final seasons of the original series, time and space are interwoven so intricately that it often becomes difficult on first viewing to follow the plots, which increasingly depend on associative links rather than logical plotting. The opening of The Curse of Fenric is especially disorienting as we see a party of Russian soldiers paddling to shore in dinghies above a wrecked ship with a menacing dragon figurehead.32 Both seem out of place when the TARDIS materializes beside a top-secret naval base, and Ace emerges wearing a dress in 1940s style (supplied by the TARDIS wardrobe that contains costumes appropriate for any place and time). The Doctor wears his usually scruffy outfit, with a pullover covered with question marks, but they easily bluff their way into the base to see Dr. Judson, a scientist working on a new cipher machine. A shot of a British naval officer sitting silently in a room decorated with a swastika and a portrait of Hitler further complicates matters. It gradually becomes (more or less) clear that Commander Millington has turned his office into a replica of the German naval cipher room in Berlin so that he can think like the enemy, that the Russians are on a mission to steal the cipher machine (even though they are Britain’s wartime allies), and that the wreck is the Dragon Ship that brought the Vikings and the curse of Fenric to this place in the ninth century.

The local church is built on Viking graves, and Ace, recalling her computer science class, realizes that the ancient runes in the crypt are a logic diagram for a computer. Judson’s Ultima machine translates the runic message as “The chains of Fenric shatter,” and the power of evil is unleashed. The base comes under attack from haemovores (vampires who emerge from the sea like zombies), and Fenric, whom the Doctor describes as “an evil intelligence from the dawn of time,” takes possession of Judson and then Sorin, a Russian officer. Fenric wants revenge on the Doctor, who has kept him trapped in the “shadow dimensions” for seventeen centuries by setting a chess problem that he failed to solve, and he now insists on playing the game again. He summons the Ancient One, a haemovore otherwise known as the Great Serpent, whom the Doctor says he knows from the future when the Earth lies dying, covered in “chemical slime after half a million years of industrial progress.” Although Fenric solves the problem, the Doctor persuades the Ancient One to turn against him to ensure the future of his own people.

It is entirely in keeping with the dystopian thrust of Doctor Who that the future he ensures is one in which humans will evolve into haemovores (unless this is only a possible future). On the other hand, while vampires appeared in earlier stories, the apparently supernatural beings in The Curse of Fenric (and other seventh Doctor stories) stretch the limits of the series’ commitment to scientific explanations. The Doctor does explain that vampires are afraid not of crosses but of the faith of the people who carry them, which creates a “psychic barrier.” He is proved correct when the vicar holds up a Bible but does not deter the haemovores because the British bombing of German cities has caused him to lose his faith, while Sorin later drives them off by holding up his hammer-and-sickle badge because he has faith in the revolution. The puritanical Miss Hardaker has faith that Britain will win the war because “we have God on our side,” but this does not save her because the war effort is shown to be severely compromised.
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Two haemovores advance on the priest whose faith has been shaken by the war.

When a British soldier denounces his superiors as insane because they’re trying to control the world with chemical weapons, Sorin suggests they join forces to fight the “real enemy,” and it is difficult to know whether he means the monsters that are now attacking the base or the authorities responsible for the war. Gothic horror frequently threatens to overwhelm the politics of the situation but never completely does so, and the story ends not just with the destruction of Fenric but also with a new faith in human potential. In the climactic confrontation with Fenric, the Doctor has to break down Ace’s “complete faith” in him to allow the Ancient One to act, and he calls her a “social misfit” and an “emotional cripple.” Although he does not mean it, this description is uncomfortably true to her character in earlier stories, but here she helps rescue a baby who turns out to be her own mother. She hates her mother and is initially repelled when she learns the baby’s name is Audrey, but later tells the mother (her grandmother) she thought she would never marry but now she is not so sure. At the end, she speaks of her hatred for her mother, and the Doctor tells her that love and hate are “frightening emotions especially when trapped struggling beneath the surface.”

Earlier, Miss Hardaker had warned the two teenage evacuees billeted with her against swimming at Maidens’ Point, which is cursed because of all the young women who went there with “evil” on their minds, but now Ace dives into the sea and, when she comes out, says, “I’m not afraid any more,” as she and the Doctor walk past a sign warning against dangerous undercurrents. The sea is no longer polluted, Ace has come to terms with her own past, and the evil from the dawn of time has been defeated, but, as the Doctor will say at the end of the next story, “We’ve got work to do” to save the future.


The Return of Doctor Who

In September 2003, the BBC announced plans for a new series of Doctor Who, and it debuted on March 25, 2005. The producer and chief writer was Russell T Davies, a longtime Doctor Who fan best known for the gay-themed comedic drama Queer as Folk (1999–2000). Christopher Eccleston’s energetic Doctor, and his feisty companion Rose, won over most fans (although, inevitably, there were dissenters) while attracting a new generation of viewers. Produced by BBC Wales with support from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, the first season, broadcast in the traditional Saturday evening time slot, was a major ratings success in Britain and in many other countries, although the BBC was unable to sell it to a major network in the United States.33 Although Eccleston decided to leave after only one season, the show remained popular after David Tennant took over as the tenth Doctor for the 2006 season.

In the sixteen years since the end of the original series the Doctor Who phenomenon remained alive in many different venues. Fans flocked to conventions, most notably in Britain, the United States, and Australia, and started Internet websites. Fan culture also produced numerous magazines and books devoted to the series: Far from being uncritical, these often included fierce denunciations of the perceived shortcomings of specific stories or of the policies of production teams accused of violating the spirit of the show. The Doctor also reappeared in a series of audio dramas, produced by Big Finish Productions, beginning in 1999 and featuring the most recent incarnations of the Doctor played by the original actors, and the BBC also experimented with new Web-based stories. Meanwhile, video, and eventually DVD, releases of the original television stories proved so lucrative that the BBC must have deeply regretted the self-inflicted gaps in the archives caused by the erasure of so many stories from the early seasons (although it has also profited from the discovery of “missing episodes” in various parts of the world).

Many fans filled the gap by reading, and in some cases writing, a series of “further adventures,” picking up where the television series left off, later supplemented by a series of “missing adventures” that featured earlier Doctors and supposedly took place between stories from the television series. These novels, originally published by Virgin Books, under license from the BBC, were very different from the paperback novelizations of virtually all the stories in the original series published by Target Books, beginning in 1973. Whereas the Target books were aimed primarily at children, the new novels were clearly aimed at adult readers (who had presumably become fans when they were children). As well as tackling topics that would never have been allowed in the television series, the action could, of course, be far more ambitious in scope than possible within the limited budgets against which the makers of Doctor Who always had to struggle. They proved so popular that the BBC reacquired the rights in 1997 and began to publish its own ongoing series of novels featuring all seven of the television Doctors, as well as the eighth Doctor, who had been introduced in a television movie simply called Doctor Who (1996), intended as a pilot for a possible new series.34

Co-produced by the BBC and the American Fox network, the movie attracted a large audience in Britain, but the U.S. ratings were not deemed high enough to justify a commitment to a series. At the beginning, Sylvester McCoy appears briefly as the seventh Doctor, before regenerating. The eighth Doctor is played by Paul McGann, and, despite his brief tenure on screen, this Doctor did prove a popular hero on the printed page. However, fans were deeply divided over the treatment of the Doctor in the movie, which was filmed in Vancouver but set in San Francisco at the turn of the millennium. Ironically, some felt it betrayed the spirit of the series in an effort (vain, as it turned out) to appeal to American audiences, and there were concerns that it violated established continuity, most notably by suggesting the Doctor was part human and depicting him as being sexually attracted to the female doctor who helps him.

Although the response to the new series was much more positive, fans are divided about whether it represents an updating and reworking of the premises that made the original series such a success or whether it is a completely new departure. The seven topics that I have used in this book to assess what is now often known as classic Who remain key issues in accounting for the show’s renewed popularity, but I have room here only to touch on some of the ways in which the new series has addressed them.

As far as the audience is concerned, the first episode, called simply Rose (2005), attracted as many viewers as the original series at the height of its popularity, no mean feat considering the much greater competition from terrestrial and digital television networks as well as from other forms of electronic entertainment. At the end of the first season, the New Statesman declared that Davies had “reinvented the phenomenon of families gathering around the electronic hearth” (Lyon 2006, 12). The strategy of appealing to fans and to new viewers alike became apparent in Rose, in which the new Doctor and companion unite to defeat the Nestene Consciousness, an alien force against which the third Doctor had battled in his first story, Spearhead from Space. As we have seen, the same enemy provoked a moral panic when it returned in a later third Doctor story, Terror of the Autons, in which shots of raging plastic mannequins smashing through store windows came under attack as too horrific for young viewers. This scene was virtually repeated in Rose, but, although the desire to protect children from harmful influences within the burgeoning media environment was at least as strong in 2005 as during the original series, there was little concern about the effect on children, who are now regularly exposed to much more disturbing images on television and the Internet.

Just as the first stories emerged in the shock wave after the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the new series was developed in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on the United States in September 2001. Any doubts that the real horror of this event would inhibit the show’s ability to represent mass destruction, or the audience’s willingness to respond to such effects, were soon dispelled. In Aliens of London (2005), for example, spectacular digital effects depict an alien spacecraft colliding with Big Ben and crashing into the Thames, piloted not by terrorists but by a genetically modified pig. Other new monsters were developed for new times, in response to twenty-first-century fears of terrorism and genetic experimentation, but the Daleks soon returned and remain the epitome of evil in the Doctor Who universe. Thanks to digital technology, they often appear in much larger numbers than was possible in the original series, and their mobility has improved to the point that not only can they climb stairs but they can also fly. The fragile boundary between the human and Dalek factors, is emphasized again in Dalek (2005), in which contact with Rose’s DNA humanizes a captured Dalek, while Daleks of Manhattan (2006), set in New York during the Depression, reworks Evil of the Daleks, with contaminated Daleks calling out “Why?” when given orders in the final battle.

Although the new series ignored the revelation by the eighth Doctor in the TV movie that he was half human, the fantastic hesitation over his status remains a key factor. Although the magazine Marie-Claire commented on the “unspoken sexual frisson” between the ninth Doctor and Rose (Lyon 2005, 116), the intimations of hanky panky in the TARDIS stem largely from the depiction of the young female companions as sexually active. While the appeal of both of the new Doctors is highly physical, they never seem to act on whatever desires they may possess. The ninth Doctor does “dance” with Rose but also with the mysterious time agent Captain Jack Harkness in The Doctor Dances (2005), and the tenth Doctor is distraught when Rose becomes trapped in a parallel universe at the end of the second season. In the next season, his new companion Martha tries to make him forget Rose, but his failure to respond to her advances leads to her decision to return home at the end of the third season.
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Witches or aliens? The Doctor and Martha join forces with William Shakespeare (Dean Lennox Kelly) to thwart an alien invasion in The Shakespeare Code.

If the tension around the Doctor as simultaneously alien and human continues, it is certainly much easier to believe in the monsters he fights than in the original series. The much higher budget and developments in computer technology enable production values and special effects comparable with those in recent U.S. science fiction shows such as The X-Files (1993–2002) and Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997–2003). Most viewers did not lament the loss of the “spirit of wobbliness” in the original series (Lyon 2005, 32), and the new production team prided itself on providing special effects that facilitate the suspension of disbelief.35 It is, however, open to doubt whether digitally produced armies create a stronger impression of the monstrous force of evil than the makeshift efforts of the underfunded earlier series.

The formula remains much the same, with desperate situations confronted and resolved with humor and ingenuity, but the new series is the product of a very different media environment. For most of the original series, Doctor Who was broadcast in the Saturday evening slot with which it became identified, which meant that the storylines evolved over several weeks. Hartnell acknowledged that “it took time for the story to unfold,” and, as early as 1967, he was complaining, “people just don’t have that patience any more” (Rigelsford 1994, 25). He would have been even more shocked by the frenetic pace of the new series, which, according to Davies, is “fun, fast-paced and takes viewers on a rollercoaster ride” (Lyon 2005, 38). Although it returned to the traditional time slot, the new Doctor Who, rather than construct its stories out of weekly episodes linked by cliffhangers, adopted a format in which each story was packed into a single forty-five-minute program, occasionally expanding to two parts. Instead of cliffhangers, previews of the next story were used to sustain viewer interest, and, when the first part of a two-part story did end in a cliffhanger situation, there were complaints that the preview of the next episode that immediately followed, a widespread convention in contemporary television’s efforts to manage the flow, defused the suspense by revealing the outcome (ibid., 262).

The device of regeneration was introduced to new viewers at the end of the first season, when the ninth Doctor, exhausted after a mighty battle against the Daleks, collapses and then revives in his tenth embodiment. The new series has not yet included Doctors crossing one another’s timelines, and this is unlikely given the long interval since the earlier shows as well as its rather different treatment of the space-time continuum. As in the original series, the new Doctor brings a different persona, although the ninth Doctor’s short tenure meant that audiences adapted quickly to the tenth Doctor’s rather more unsettling fusion of whimsy and determination. It was a sign of the times that Eccleston retained his own northern working-class accent, and at one point in the first story, Rose asks the Doctor, in her cockney accent, why, if he is an alien, he speaks with a northern accent; the Doctor points out, “Lots of planets have a north.” However, Tennant’s Scottish accent is hardly noticeable in his performance as the tenth Doctor.

Doctor Who’s reflexive play with its medium has become a familiar feature of twenty-first-century television, and the new stories extend the dystopian view that became prominent in the final seasons of the original series. In The Long Game (2005), the TARDIS arrives on a satellite in the year 200,000, and the Doctor discovers it controls all news outlets on Earth. He eliminates the alien monster who is using it to prevent progress on Earth, but, when he returns a hundred years (or a few episodes) later in Bad Wolf, he is drawn by a transmat beam into an advanced version of the reality TV show Big Brother, while Rose finds herself on a deadly quiz show, and Jack is made over by a couple of lethal androids (all three shows modeled on existing BBC programs). The Doctor realizes the news channels have been replaced with reality TV and quiz shows and that he is thus responsible for the mindless mass culture that has enveloped the Earth. In the following season, The Idiot’s Lantern (2006) is set in Britain in 1953, where the Doctor and Rose uncover a plot in which the new medium of television is being used to turn people into faceless zombies, while the police hide the victims so as not to spoil the Coronation, whose pomp and circumstance provide a distraction from the decline of the British Empire.

One important difference in the new series is that the future and the past seem to be more clearly defined. The ninth Doctor suffers from a sense of cosmic loneliness after the destruction of the Time Lords in a war against the Daleks, although his belief that the Daleks were also wiped out is soon shown to be erroneous. There is apparently no possibility that he could travel back in time and revisit his home planet before it was destroyed. The fabric of time is, however, quite fragile, resulting in the time rift that allows aliens to appear as ghosts in 1860s Cardiff in The Unquiet Dead (2005) and makes the Welsh city in which the new series is produced an especially vulnerable spot in several later stories.
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Ghosts or aliens? The Doctor and Rose team up with Charles Dickens (Simon Callow) in Victorian Cardiff in The Unquiet Dead.

Doctor Who continues to travel through space and time. For forty-five years this science fiction phenomenon has attracted global audiences in many media, but its success is rooted in its origins in the emerging medium of television in the 1960s. In the new series, it has adapted itself to the very different cultural and televisual environments of the twenty-first century, but, given the rapid shifts of public attention and taste in the age of electronic media, it is by no means certain that the fiftieth anniversary will be celebrated on air. The signs are good, however, and in any case, there is no doubt that the phenomenon will still be a lively cultural force in 2013. It has already generated a successful spin-off series in the form of Torchwood, featuring the sexually ambiguous Captain Jack Harkness, introduced in the ninth Doctor story The Empty Child (2005), who now runs the Torchwood Institute (its name an anagram of “Doctor Who”), set up to protect the Earth from alien forces by Queen Victoria in the tenth Doctor story Tooth and Claw (2006). Sarah Jane Smith—the popular companion to the third and fourth Doctors—also returned in School Reunion (2006), along with the mechanical dog K-9, and she now has her own spin-off series called The Sarah Jane Adventures.36 The BBC also continues to release new DVD versions of stories from the original series and to publish novels featuring the further adventures of the new Doctors and their companions.

The success of the new series has also led to a resurgence of popular and critical writing on Doctor Who, including detailed information and assessments of the new series, as well as further reflections on what is now increasingly called the “classic” period.37 These publications often address, explicitly or implicitly, the question I raised at the beginning of what it is in this particular television program that has enabled it to become so popular. I acknowledged the difficulties involved in answering this question, but I have at least suggested some possible answers. I have done so largely by examining the programs themselves, in the context of some basic questions regarding the operations of popular culture in general. More detailed work needs to be done on the social, political, and institutional contexts in which they were produced, but it is unlikely that such work will produce a single clear and un-contested answer.

Over the years, fans have indeed often made confident claims about the reasons why the series has become one of the most enduring products of popular television. However, the variety of these, sometimes contradictory, answers suggests that the show, unlike the Doctor’s TARDIS, has a functioning “chameleon circuit,” which allows it to blend in with its environment so that viewers will see in it what they want to see. For example, in one recent book, addressed to the “thinking fan” by authors who identify themselves as Christians, the appeal of the show is attributed to its religious function, an argument supported by a list of fifteen parallels between Jesus and the Doctor (Couch, Watkins, and Williams 2005, 36–38). More modestly, I would like to borrow the conclusion, advanced by James Chapman at the end of his much longer—and thorough—analysis of the “cultural history” of the James Bond films, that an explanation of their popularity “must take into account all the reasons advanced hitherto” (2000, 275). What is certain is that, in its new warp-drive guise, Doctor Who has demonstrated that its formula can still function and attract audiences in the “multiform flow” of today’s media environment that it, in many ways, had anticipated.




APPENDIX
THE DOCTORS, THEIR COMPANIONS,
AND THEIR STORIES

 

The Doctors and Their Companions

Companions are listed under the Doctor with whom they first entered the TARDIS.




	The first Doctor:

	William Hartnell (1963–66)




	

	Susan (Carole Ann Ford, 1963–64)




	

	Ian (William Russell, 1963–65)




	

	Barbara (Jacqueline Hill, 1963–65)




	

	Vikki (Maureen O’Brien, 1965)




	

	Steven (Peter Purves, 1965–66)




	

	Katarina (Adrienne Hill, 1965)




	

	Dodo (Jackie Lane, 1966)




	

	Ben (Michael Craze, 1966–67)




	

	Polly (Anneke Wills, 1966–67)




	The second Doctor:

	Patrick Troughton (1966–69)




	

	Jamie (Frazer Hines, 1966–69)




	

	Victoria (Deborah Watling, 1967–68)




	

	Zoe (Wendy Padbury, 1968–69)




	The third Doctor:

	Jon Pertwee (1970–74)




	

	Liz (Caroline John, 1970)




	

	Jo (Katy Manning, 1971–73)




	

	Sarah (Elisabeth Sladen, 1973–76)




	The fourth Doctor:

	Tom Baker (1974–81)




	

	Leela (Louise Jameson, 1977–78)




	

	Romana (Mary Tamm, 1978–79)




	

	Romana (Lalla Ward, 1979–81)




	

	Adric (Matthew Waterhouse, 1980–82)




	

	Nyssa (Sarah Sutton, 1981–83)




	

	Tegan (Janet Fielding, 1981–84)




	The fifth Doctor:

	Peter Davison (1982–84)




	

	Turlough (Mark Strickson, 1983–84)




	

	Peri (Nicola Bryant, 1984–86)




	The sixth Doctor:

	Colin Baker (1984–86)




	

	Mel (Bonnie Langford, 1986–87)




	The seventh Doctor:

	Sylvester McCoy (1987–89)




	

	Ace (Sophie Aldred, 1987–89)




	The eighth Doctor:

	Paul McGann (1996)




	The ninth Doctor:

	Christopher Eccleston (2005)




	

	Rose (Billie Piper, 2005–6)




	The tenth Doctor:

	David Tennant (2006–9)




	

	Martha (Freema Agyeman, 2007)




	

	Donna (Catherine Tate, 2008)






The Featured Stories

This list includes only the stories discussed in detail in this book. The most convenient source of information on all the stories is Mark Campbell, The Pocket Essential Doctor Who (Harpenden: Pocket Essentials, 2000). More detailed information can be found in the handbooks listed under References.

An Unearthly Child (four episodes, broadcast November 23–December 14, 1963)

Writer: Anthony Coburn

Director: Waris Hussein

Script editor: David Whitaker

Producer: Verity Lambert

Cast: Doctor (William Hartnell), Susan (Carole Ann Ford), Ian Chesterton (William Russell), Barbara Wright (Jacqueline Hill), Za (Derek Newark), Kal (Jeremy Young).

The Evil of the Daleks (seven episodes, broadcast May 20–July 1, 1967)

Writer: David Whitaker

Directors: Derek Martinus and Timothy Combe

Script editors: Gerry Davis and Peter Bryant

Producer: Innes Lloyd

Cast: Doctor (Patrick Troughton), Jamie MacCrimmon (Frazer Hines), Victoria Waterfield (Deborah Watling), Edward Waterfield (John Bailey), Theodore Maxtible (Marius Goring).

The Daemons (five episodes, broadcast May 22–June 19, 1971)

Writers: Barry Letts and Robert Sloman

Director: Christopher Barry

Script editor: Terrance Dicks

Producer: Barry Letts

Cast: Doctor (Jon Pertwee), Jo Grant (Katy Manning), Brigadier (Nicholas Courteney), Master (Roger Delgado), Miss Hawthorne (Damaris Hayman).

City of Death (four episodes, broadcast September 29–October 20, 1979)

Writers: Douglas Adams and Graham Williams

Director: Michael Hayes

Script editor: Douglas Adams

Producer: Graham Williams

Cast: Doctor (Tom Baker), Romana (Lalla Ward), Duggan (Tom Chadbon), Count Scarlioni (Julian Glover), Countess (Catherine Schell).

The Five Doctors (one ninety-minute episode, broadcast November 25, 1983)

Writer: Terrance Dicks

Director: Peter Moffatt

Script editor: Eric Saward

Producer: John Nathan-Turner

Cast: Doctor (Peter Davison, Tom Baker, Jon Pertwee, Patrick Troughton, Richard Hurndall), Tegan Jovaka (Janet Fielding), Turlough (Mark Strickson), Master (Anthony Ainley), Borusa (Philip Latham), Castellan (Paul Jerricho), Susan (Carole Ann Ford), Sarah (Elisabeth Sladen), Brigadier (Nicholas Courteney), Jamie (Frazer Hines), Zoe (Wendy Padbury), Liz (Caroline John).

Vengeance on Varos (two forty-five-minute episodes, broadcast January 19–26, 1985)

Writer: Philip Martin

Director: Ron Jones

Script editor: Eric Saward

Producer: John Nathan-Turner

Cast: Doctor (Colin Baker), Peri Brown (Nicola Bryant), Sil (Nabil Shaban), Governor (Martin Jarvis), Chief Officer (Forbes Collins), Etta (Sheila Reid), Arak (Stephen Yardley).

The Curse of Fenric (four episodes, broadcast October 25–November 15, 1989)

Writer: Ian Briggs

Director: Nicholas Mallett

Script editor: Andrew Cartmel

Producer: John Nathan-Turner

Cast: Doctor (Sylvester McCoy), Ace (Sophie Aldred), Dr Judson (Dinsdale Landon), Commander Millington (Alfred Lynch), Sorin (Tomek Bork), Reverend Wainwright (Nicholas Parsons), Miss Hardaker (Janet Henfrey).


NOTES

1. The previous serials were The Quatermass Experiment (1953) and Quatermass II (1955). All three were adapted by Hammer Films, although the film version of Quatermass and the Pit (dir. Roy Ward Baker, 1967) did not appear until Doctor Who was well under way.

2. This requirement was imposed to satisfy opponents of commercial television who viewed “mass culture,” exemplified by American network television, as a wasteland of cheap entertainment programs aimed at the least discriminating audiences.

3. Irwin Allen’s series The Time Tunnel (1966–69) produced for the U.S. ABC network also took its educational function more seriously than Doctor Who ever did.

4. Hoyle was a well-known scientist whose ideas were shaped by BBC producer John Elliot, and the success of their first serial also led to a sequel, The Andromeda Breakthrough (1962).

5. The Radio Times announcement of the first episode described Susan as “a strange amalgam of teenage normality and uncanny intelligence” (Haining 1983, 19).

6. Hartnell’s most notable recent film roles were as the exasperated sergeant major in Carry On Sergeant (dir. Gerald Thomas, 1958), in which he reprised his role in the popular ITV sitcom The Army Game (1957–61), and as a pathetic hanger-on around a rugby team in This Sporting Life (dir. Lindsay Anderson, 1962).

7. The summary is quoted in Doctor Who Magazine 226 (June 7, 1995): 10.

8. Strictly speaking, the film was produced by Aaru Productions, but this was effectively an off-shoot of Amicus.

9. Kim Newman, e.g., describes himself as “a devout viewer” who “dropped out when K9 turned up” (2005, 6).

10. As defined by J. Shaun Lyon, “shipper” fandom involves an intense investment in the “emotional, intellectual and romantic relationships between well-drawn characters” in popular television series (2005, 190).

11. William Russell, who played Ian, was familiar to television audiences as the hero in The Adventures of Sir Lancelot on ITV in 1956–57.

12. The strategy thus anticipates that of Stanley Kubrick in the opening section of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968).

13. The prohibition was contained in a BBC report on science fiction in July 1962 (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 163) and frequently reiterated by Sydney Newman.

14. In this respect, the Daleks are rather like the TARDIS: products of advanced technology that do not work properly.

15. Nation offered an elaborate history of the Daleks, ingeniously explaining away all the contradictions, in The Official Doctor Who and the Daleks Book (1988), coauthored with John Peel.

16. Trading on a fear of the unknown to promote conformism was also central to the allegory in The Prisoner.

17. Z Cars (1962–78) was a popular BBC police series that was discussed during the planning for Doctor Who.

18. Letts regarded Doctor Who as “science-fantasy” (Haining 1986, 108).

19. Although he was for many seasons credited as “Doctor Who” at the end of each episode, on screen, he is simply “the Doctor.” Cornell, Day, and Topping refer to his “proper” character as “Doctorish” (2004, 312).

20. This “law” was proposed in 1973 by Clarke in the revised version of his Profiles of the Future (29n).

21. According to Lambert, “we had a very small budget, and we couldn’t afford to keep building new exteriors to the Tardis” (Tulloch and Alvarado 1983, 27).

22. However, Wood and Miles suggest this property was far from unique, arguing that “what became known in BBC circles as the ‘series-al’” was “the characteristic form of ‘60s/’70s TV drama” (2006a, 97).

23. Cawelti similarly argues that there is an allegorical quality to the excessive use of coincidence in the spy novels of John Buchan: “What appears to be chance is actually the mysterious and enigmatic working of providence” (Cawelti and Rosenberg 1987, 87–88).

24. Dodo (Jackie Lane) spoke with a cockney accent in rehearsals before her first appearance at the end of The Massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Eve (Howe and Walker 2003, 118).

25. The comment on The Avengers comes from a critic in the magazine Contrast in 1963 (Tankel 1990, 86).

26. Gerry Davis and Kit Pedler, the creators of Doomwatch, had both worked on Doctor Who, while Terry Nation, who wrote extensively for Doctor Who and created the Daleks, provided the original ideas for the other two series.

27. At the 2002 Venice Biennale, an artist exhibited a work titled Time and Relative Dimensions in Space—a police box (Miles and Wood 2004b, 291).

28. According to a report in the Daily Mail (December 20, 1986), a group of Labour Euro-MP’s wanted the next Doctor to be female (Haining 1987, 216).

29. Miles and Wood report that, during the twentieth anniversary celebration in 1983, “a straw-poll … rated Davison as the least popular Doctor, and public opinion … suggested his ‘blandness’ was the problem” (2005, 231).

30. The Doctor’s explanation was an afterthought, added during the retaping of the first episode.

31. These stories were suggested as a possible model for a new science fiction series by a BBC working group during the planning process that led up to the creation of Doctor Who (Howe, Stammers, and Walker 1994, 163).

32. The televised version of this four-episode story was especially difficult to follow because of cuts made for reasons of time (Cartmel 2005b, 172). A special full-length “movie” version was included as an extra on the DVD released in 2004, although the clarifications are minimal.

33. It was eventually sold to the Sci-Fi Channel.

34. Between 1991 and 1999 Virgin published 94 novels; the BBC series starting in 1997 amounted to over 149 novels, and this number continues to grow with an ongoing series devoted to the adventures of the Doctors from the new television series. These figures do not include numerous novellas and short stories.

35. Davies mentions suspension of disbelief as the goal of the special effects in the new series in an interview included in the DVD release of the second season.

36. There was an earlier attempt at a spin-off series for Sarah in 1981 called K-9 and Company, but this did not get beyond a pilot episode.

37. Kim Newman’s 2005 monograph for the British Film Institute was the first significant critical assessment of the series since Tulloch and Alvarado’s Doctor Who: The Unfolding Text (1983). The distinction between critical and fan publications is, however, far from clear-cut, as illustrated by David Butler’s anthology Time and Relative Dissertations in Space: Critical Perspectives on Doctor Who (2007), which includes essays by writers who variously identify themselves as academics or fans or both. Several of these essays address topics I have discussed in this book, but it appeared too late for me to acknowledge them in the text.
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