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dependent on his mother for cigarettes and
pocket money; and the old age pensioners,
who are not shown as being positively needy
(their rents have presumably stayed low for
they are old tenants; or perhaps they own
their homes) though they are always careful
with their spending, and milk stouts in the
Rover's are a luxurious pleasure.

The general economic rule is that every-
one lives within his or her income. The
Booths, voung newlyweds who ran into debt
and had to give up their house in the street,
were a worry to everyone. The inside of the
homes reflects this principle and hence the
occupants’ financial status. The homes are
decorated with slightly varying degrees of
opulence in a somewhat dated working class
taste, with cheap furniture and knick-knacks
that are older fashioned in the older people’s
houses. Several, but not all. homes have
telly. When Mrs. Caldwell bought a set, Ena
was as morally ‘outraged, one felt, by the
socio-economic pretension as by the means
by which Mrs. Caldwell had raised the
money for it—on the horses.

Similarly the characters per se ave literally
true. Fach is a recognizable working class
type, and to that extent I think they are
much more real than the characters of the
other television series which in general s¢em
adrift from any certain soC anchorage.
But this literal reality does not of itself con-
stitute dramatic realism; and in this respect
even the best of the characters does even-
tually lack a certain dimension. They are
two dimensional in conception in that their
response to any given situation is (within
limits that are sufficiently teasing) predict-
able. There is none of the imponderable
element that marks real human activity.
Even if it was at first sight a surprise that the
upright Annie Walker should cover up for
Lucille when the child had been playing
truant from school, one soon realized that
this came from the demands of appearances
rather than from any uncharacteristic sense
of loyalty to Lucille herself.

LIFE'S MINUTIAE

The characters do not develop and grow
under our eyes in the way of characters in
a play or novel. There is of course the obvi-
ous difficulty that if each character in each
episode showed even the smallest trace of a
dramatic development, afier 400 episodes
their growth would have been monstrous.
Harry Kershaw, who has been with the pro-
gramme from the start and now produces it,
indicates the distinction between dramatic
development of a character and real life
development of a personality; and seems
clear that the latter is more appropriate to
Coronation Street: “How much do people
develop in four years? There has been devel-
opment in the child, which is quite right
because she is going through a sort of vicious
period. I don’t think that you would get a
great deal of development in the older
characters. T don’t think people change so
radically when they get over 50; and many
of our characters were over 50—even over
60—when we started. And there has been
development, in David Barlow and Frank
Barlow and Denis Tanner for instance over
four years...”

Time broadly follows the real calendar:
when we first knew the street it was 1960 for
the characters as for us; and now it is 1965
there. But it is always very hard to say what
actual length of time passes in each episode,
split as they are into eight or a dozen scenes

in different locations and at different times.
Sometimes . one evening in the street will
seem to stretch over a week of our time; at
others many days seem to have passed
between episodes.

The bulk of output demands a certain
mechanization, In practice the producer, the
script editor and the two story writers plan
a series of four, six or eight episodes about
two months in advance. The story writers
produce synopses for these episodes, which
are then worked over by writers designated
by the producer. Upwards of 40 different
writers have been tried in the course of four
years; a hard core of five or six of these has
worked from the start of the programme.

Sometimes of course a character can take
off without any intention on the part of the
creators. Elsie Tanner is a case in point, in
which the character that now comes across
to the viewer is clearly different from her
creators’ intentions. The column that ap-
pears weekly in the TV Times in the charac-

ter of Elsie indicales the sort of person she

is supposed to be—gay, generous, a natural
free thinker in all respects. In fact she has
turned into a morose mean thinking woman,
sharp tongued and an absurdly possessive
mother (she steams open suspected love
letters addressed to Denis).

The characteristics that link practically
all the inhabitants of the street are a healthy,
lower class scepticism, a direct patriotic
loyalty to the royal family, an instinctive
mistrust of authority and the Establishment
at large. “The kind of Establishment figures
who have largely been the mainstay of most
of the serials—tihe avuncular probation and
welfare officers, the kindly PCs and zealous
detective inspectors, worldly solicitors and
knowing privaie eves and omniscient QCs—
seldom if ever show their faces down
Coronation Street. If the people in Corona-
tion Street have problems, they would seek
their own solutions. (What kind of reception
would a marriage guidance counsellor get if
she called at Elsie Tanner’s?).” (Derek
Granger.) Last year we saw Ena tackling
election canvassers by inviting all three party
representatives to call at the same time and
then going out and leaving them to it. A
more recent incident is an almost sinister
illustration of the street’s opposition to auth-
ority. The father of one of his pupils had
tried to bribe Ken Barlow to pass his son
through an examination. When Ken repor-
ted the incident to the police he was gen-
erally cold shouldered by his neighbours.

“The problems of writing Coronation
Street are never that one is faced with a lack
of material but rather that sometimes there
is almost too much for comfort. The material
proliferates like yeast . . .” wrote Derek
Granger. The reason presumably is that if a
Coronation Street character is going to work
at all, it must be so clearly established and
defined that its minutest responses to any
given situation are exactly predictable. Every
happening in® Coronation Street, however
small, thus sets off an elaborate chain re-
action, from the incideni to the characlers,
from the characters to one another.

And it is not, T think, true to say that
Coronation Street, in its choice of incidents
ducks reality. It will have a go at birth, mar-
riage and death; at politics and the Bomb as
far as these impinge upon the thoughts of
working people. People quarrel and do each
other down. Harry Kershaw calls Corona-
tion Street’s attitude “concentrated reality™.
“We can’t show out and out reality. That’s
impossible. Real life is 70 per cent boredom
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—that’s probably a conservative figure.
We're an entertainment programme, when
all’s said and done; and I can’t have bore-
dom for 70 per cent of my 26 minutes. So
many more things happen in our street than
in any one real street. We are an amaigam of
a hundred streets.”

To be fair, if reality is not ducked—if it
is even “concentrated” in this sense—it tends
at least to be doctored. W. J. Weatherby put
it well, in an article in Contrast: “This is
life, not as it is lived, but in a curious way
how many of us might like to live it—or
even how some of us think we already do
. . . Just as Rawhide and the other Westerns
cater for our nostalgia for what we imagine
was a simpler, more open and friendly way
of life, so Coronation Sireet presents our
back street reality as we would prefer to see
it—with all the advantages without our hav-
ing to pay for them . . . It is like getting the
cameraderie of hard times without the hard
times, the cameraderie of the Depression
with the comparative affluence of today.”

And this is true, of course. A few months
back unpleasant things began to happen in
the street. The presence of an unidentified
thief set off all sorts of suspicions and
quarrels. Martha had just died. Florrie fell
ill. People quarrelled. For a few weeks the
whole atmosphere of the street and the pro-
gramme changed. It may have been truer to
life; but I found myself enjoying the pro-
gramme less, and the TAM ratings took a
distinct dip. Now the sunshine seems to be
restored, and the ratings are up to the
5 October peak. But by the same token, it
must be observed that, at the other end of
the scale, if there is not much real unplea-
santness in people’s lifes, there is not much
richness either. There is no cultural or spiri-
tual life at all. Miss Nugent’s night classes
are a joke; and Ken Barlow’s intellectual
pretensions were soon quashed by his philis-
tine little wife.

In any discussion about Coronation Street
one must, inevitably, discuss the programme’s
relation with reality, simply because realism
is its chosen method, just as another pro-
gramme might be based on fantasy or on
manufactured suspense. And for this reason,
its very realism must be assumed to be an
important element of its appeal. I think that
of all the reasons for the programme’s ap-
peal the least important is the (currently
declining) fashion for working class realistic
settings in literature and drama and cinema.
The bulk of Coronation Street’s 30 million
audience must be impervious to fashion in
these things, impartial in the cinema between
Jack Hawkins as a naval hero or Albert
Finney as a factory layabout. One certain
reason for the programme’s popularity is its
sheer skill and quality. The writing can be as
good as any in television drama, and its best
is when it is most direct and effortless.

Part of its quality is the programme’s
truth to itself. It began as a local series (it
was not immediately networked) and it has
never succumbed to temptations to broaden
its horizons beyond the North Country and
the working class. “The particularity of
the setting is undoubtedly one of the serial’s
most enriching features,” said Derek Gran-
ger. “This also points to the feebleness of
trying to achieve an archetypal type of
popularity by trying to create stock figures
in a stock formula.” Truth to oneself is, in
entertainment, often more important than
absolute truth. Otherwise Dickens would not
be more durable than a Mission report.

Then of course there are the key weapons
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of popular entertainment: recognitio
identification. Recognition is the pleas
fitting a piece into a jigsaw puzzle, of
given two and two and being alloy
assume the conclusion; of knowin
understanding. The very predictabil
these simplified characters makes then
immediately satisfying to the viewe
the caprices of Hamlet or of the wom:
door. 1 am not so sure of the pleas
identification. I suppose most of u
Ena Sharples’ fearless ability to tell 't
strength and toughness and warmth
make her at once the terror and the
of the street; and we like to think i
selves in her position of verbal and
invincibility. But I am not convinced
general the working class telly audien
any more pleasure in identifying w
tional working class characters than
with Compact feature writers or Dr. |
I know I could never identify with I
Fairclough, or even Ken Barlow.

A cartoon in TV Times showed a
who was peeping at her television
through thick net curtains that she hz
in front of it. “It’s the only way she
Coronation Street”, her husband e
This is quite a deep observation. L or
Sireet undoubtedly does supp, the ¢
that used to depend on gossip. Gossi|
dropped in the bus or spied throi
curtains does have a tremendous aj
most of us; and the minutiae of M
ter’s soap opera provides this, to an
synthetically. “Minutiae” is a bette
than “trivia”. Undoubtedly the inci
Coronation Street are trivial—the ¥
bar piano, Lucille’s truancy, Florrie L
recent nervous breakdown, the |
baby, Denis’ hairdressing examinat

But trivia is a matter of proport
degree. “I do not see that a father'
about his childs GCE is any morl
than Honor Blackman in a judo
says Harry Kershaw; and one sees h
Jn a work of art the weight of an ini
not assessed by real life measures 01
tance, but by the treatment and the
cance the artist derives from it. (H
portant”, in real life terms, are the
of a Boucher painting or an Austen
A Comedy of Errors?) There is 1
less no doubt that the nature of Col
Street constantly invites one to %
incidents in terms of reality rather 1

Judged on its merits as a simple,
entertainment, its out and out supel
measured, if on nothing clse, by i
whelming populatity. Coronation AY!
been at the top of the TAM ratil
December 1961, and has only ten
been dislodged by a few Stepioes, t
Political Broadcasts, an episode of
ing Place and a couple of Royal
Performances. On 5 October the pre
chalked up its biggest audience ‘evi
oned by TAM as 9,435,000 homes-
ter of a million more than the prev
viewing figure in November 1963.

It achieves something of the col
robustness and scepticism of the
stage that was; and this, _.mmmo:m.cE
accounts for much of its attraction
indeed, be the nearest approach a
today are offered to the old t
“character” comedians, like Gus
George Formby or Nellie Wallace
tinct from the gag comics and skett
dians, whose counterparts are to b
respectively, in the working men’s ¢
in television series comedy.
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