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THERE HAS BEEN a good deal
" of speculation recently in the
serious-minded press—including
The. Listener—about the sur-
‘vival or otherwise of the single
television play. The tone has
generally been rather pessimis-
tic, having in view on the one
hand a paucity of new talent
and on -the other the powerful
competition from dramatic
series, “ Softly, Softly™ being
the one most often quoted.

Radio seems to be in no sweh
danger.'Radio drama is cheaper
and easier to produce than T V.
The greater number of broad-
casting hours and the different
- system - of time-slotting; four

channels instead of two, and
last, and most important, the
stringent disciplines imposed by
lack of visual aids, all add up
"to a flourishing single-play
atmosphere.

On the evidence, radio (be-
cause it can afford financially to
be more experimental) offers
greater scope for new writers at
every level, and it is a matter
‘of record that such playwrights
as Harold Pinter, James
Saunders and the late Giles
Cooper have done much of their
best work for sound.

Most weeks see the emergence
of at least one new writer—
usually on “Afternoon Theatre,”
“ Saturday-Night Theatre” or
*“Midweek Theatre,” and there
are plentiful revivals of the
classics—witness an excellent
production of *'The Seagull”
recently, and the magnificent
“King Lear” several months
ago. '

Figures are revealing. The
BB C Handbook for 1968 shows
that in the previous year BBC 1
~and 2 combined, broadcast 647

hours of drama as opposed to’

radio’s 1,290 hours. Admittedly
this takes into account series

and serials; but a quick check
on the three latest issues of’

Ra_dio Times shows eleven
“single” plays on the two TV
channels as apposed to twenty-
five on radio—most of the latter,
I am glad to see, on Radio 4.

I recently went as a guest to
- & seminar held by the BBC
for new playwrights who had
either had one or two works
already produced on sound, or
. had had one accepted. These
seminars, held at fairly regular
Intervals, are~supervised by the
Head of Radio Drama, Martin
Esslin, and. conducted with
great efficiency and thorough-
ness by various resident or
invited experts. ’
.Theory and practice are fully
discussed, and constructive
advice given to writers. Such
a scheme, well carried out, can
.-only be for the best; and while.
.J- hope that the single TV play
will survive, I am quite certain
that the single radio play will.
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WHILE Greater London counts
the cost of individual snippets
of culture, Billingham Urban
Distriet Council - (pop.: 35,000)
is building it comprehensively.
When the theatre opens
tomorrow with “ Volpone,”
Billingham Forum will be the
most convincing exposition of
“one culture” anywhere in the
country.

Here under one roof is an
international standard ice rink
convertible into a 2,500-seat
concert hall, a 675-seat theatre
convertible into a cinema, two
swimming pools, restaurant and
café, three squash courts, a club
room, three sports halls, an
indoor bowling hall (with green
baize instead of green grass)—
and, of course, a creche.

It is an unpuritaincal place of
multiple enjoyment;
theatre director has the appro-
priate name of George Roman
(although the accent is on the
second syllable). ‘

The pivotal point of the whole
building is the creche. It lies
directly opposite the entrance,
immediately next to the chang-
ing rooms and easily visible
across the glass-walled inner
court from the spacious ground
and first-floor foyers. Family
entertainment has a bad name
among tastemakers, because it
suggests Rix-sodden <coach
parties and  Butlin-blazered
bingo addicts, but the generous
leisure hours of I C I-ville are
frequently spent in a genuinely
family way.

So when the -
children have been left among
the luxuriant toys of the creche,
the rest of the family can dis-
perse to their multifarious
activities or hang together in the
foyers. In the free-flowing
circulation spaces every major
function makes itself wvisibly
felt as part of the total equip-

ment of reereation.

Given the right social mix,
the architecture of leisure can
he taken as part of relaxation
itself. As purveyed by A. J.
Ward of the local Middles-
brough firm of Elder, Lester
and Partners, it i1s an accept-
ably eclectic parade of the
fashionable motifs of the last
ten years, which one can
identify from the foyers as a
kind of architectural -‘oco

spotter.

The most ambitious space is
the ice rink with its half-acre
of ceiling on slim steel cables
and its
on white ice. The
curved plum brick wall of the
back of the theatre auditorium
cuts a firm outline in the foyer,
and the scale of the wood-
slatted interior is good, with
(typically) “ family
instead of continuous galleries
as in an eighteenth century

Italian theatre.
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The Forum is only part of a
remarkably lively town’s centre
which has been missed out by

the architectural . glossies
because it 1s not one of the
officially “ planned " new towns.
ICI came 1in 1923 and built
acceptable neo-Georgian cot-
tages; but their own later

- buildings are so monstrousiy

timid, compared with those of
almost any major American cor-

" poration, that it is just as well

that the firm gave up the idea
of creating a “ company town”
like the Rowntree’s New Ears-
wick or Dorman Long's Dor-
manstown. I CI pay 70 per cent.
of Billingham’s rate and & penny
rate Yyields £12,000. This cer-
tainly resuits in lavish equip-
ment compared with the
planned new town: for example
the coalffired district heating
system which proudly exhibits
its boiler house at the enfrance
to the town.

But the important aspect of
the cruciform shopping centre
of which -the Forum closes the
eastern arm, is that it works:
it is frequently thronged and
attracts people from miles
around. Apart from two sad
shopping parades of the early
Fifties, the UD C has been its
own developer with the Town
Clerk, Mr Fred Dawson, as a
public enterprise Jack Cotton
or, to do him justice, Max
Ravne. ' |

He has throughout combined
the flair of the impresario with
the common sense of the store
keeper.. ‘The new two-level

A whiff of reality

- CONFRONTED by a novel about
- the struggle for power inside
the trade union movement, such

-as Dudley Barker’s The Ladder,
I snap at once to atiention. ¥Few

- British novelists write about the -

pattern of living today as it con-
cerns most people. Just as
Dickens shied away from
actually describing men at work

(see Orwell’s essay), so too many
contemporary novelists lack the
inclination or the knowledge to
deal with trade unions, business
‘mergers, the growth of bureau-
cracy. '

A cheer for Mr Barker, then,
who tackles the narrowly oppor-
tunistic power game of trade
union politics head on. Charles
Lyell is secretary of
NUELAW, a small union of
skilled electrical workers occu-
pying a powerful position on the
commanding heights of the
“economy.~. Bring out the

NUELAW men, and power
‘stations, airports and the biggest
factories would close down.
Lyell, a lightweight in the union
hierarchy, uses his union power
to work for a vacant seat-on the
T U C General Counecil.

- The subject is right at the
heart of -current British life, and
a lot of the detail is convinc-
ing and absorbingly interesting.
‘The lobbying for 'support on
.Lyell’s side and against him, his
careful nursing of a promising
airport strike, the adroit double-
talk carried on by management
and unions when they get round
a table, the whiff of reality com-
~ ing through the ozone at the
TUC Brighton conference,

. these are excellently managed.

_ Unfortunately Mr Barker
. hasn’t felt able to accept the
fact that modern trade unionists,
Frank Cousins and Clive Jenkins
excepted, are important as
public faces but not interesting
~as private characters. Reluctant
to present them in full medic-
crity he has ciuttered up the
narrative line with a most 1m.
prebable  sub-plot about " a
witches' ‘coven in Sussex con-
nected with Lyell’'s wife.

- It was a sad-mistake to make
Lyell’s fate dependent upon this
rather than upcno his political
machinations, bui pleasure in
seeing an imporiant subject so
knowledgeably handled comes
through to maXke this an un-
usually interesting novel.

BETTINA BALSER, the heroine
in Diary of a Mad Housewife,

writes away in the small hours to
relieve the strain of life in a
- New York apartmeni. com-
~pounded by fears of being raped
in Central Park, mugged in the
‘subway, stranded between floors
‘in ‘an elevator, etcetera. Her
more _humdrum troubles are
genteel -baby-sitters, thieving
laundresses, a doctor who refu-
"ses to visit her sick child, and
‘her nervously with-it husband
Jonathan who has 23 suits, seven

“THE LADDER by Dudley Barker/Cassell 255 -

DIARY OF A MAD HOUSEWIFE by Sue Kaufman/Michael Joseph 35s
THE FOUR BEAUTIES by H E Bates/Michael Joseph 25s

-WHEN THE ENEMY-IS TIRED by Russell Braddon/Michael Joseph 25s

WISE BLOOD by Flannery 0'Connor/Faber & Faber 255
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sports jackets, 11 pairs of pyja-
mas, and keeps urging her to
see a psychiatrist. :
Enough to drive - anybody
round. the bend, you may think,
and Sue Kaufman's hectic book,
overcrowded with detail but
often very funny, soon brings
you round to the -idea that
Bettina is distinctly more sane
than her corporation lawyer
husband. No wonder that in
desperate refuge from his
determination to be in" all the
right places at all the
right times she starts an
affair with an ofi-Broad-
way playwright who tells her,
“ Baby, you're a terrific piece
of ass,” instead of saying
like her husband: * How about
a little ole roll 'in the hay?”
The whole thing is carried
through with great verve, even

though there is something

slightly magazinish in the brave
little woman coping with a sea
of sophisticated troubles.

THREE OF the four stories in
H. E. Bates’s new collection are
written in the coolly detached
manner of his earlier work,
while the fourth is Larkinesque
comedy. The most effective of
them 15 “The Simple Life,”
about a worman

on week-ending in a marshland
cottage. R
- She finds solace in the arrival
‘of a teenage boy who comes to
hglp out around the house. The
affair (almost too strong a word)

-
-yl

i -

| driven almost
mad by her husband’s insistence

ful

;

is depicted with characteristic
skill in understatement. The
woman makes advances, the boy
timidly responds but eventually
retreats, and in the end she is
left alone with a frustration
deeper than anything she felt
before his arrival. The effect is
precisely: calculated, delicately
achieved.

. The other serious stories are
less successful, but I liked * The
Chords of Youth,” the -comedy
in which Aunt Leonora dis-
covers from a local newspaper
photograph that Otto, an old
German admirer, is staying in
her small town. Can it really
be her Otto, when his name is
Untermeyer instead of Heim-
berger? Regardless of this she
invites him, with the chairman

" 0of the local Urban District

to a super-English
lunch. The air is thick with
mistakes and mispronuncia-
tions, Otto is delighted, and the
whole thing is as enjoyable as a
Brian Rix farce.

Russell Braddon's When The
Enemy is Tired is about the use
of ultra-sophisticated techniques
for breaking down emotional
resistance. The time is the 1970s,

Council,

- the Chinese are preparing for

an advance on Australia by way
of Papua and New Guinea, and
thanks to an error in Computer
Command Canberra, Colonel
Russell has been captured in
Thailand. His interrogator
makes Russell write his life
story, partly to discover weak-
nesses In his personality and
partly so that bits of it can be
lifted, and copied in letters
designed to show that he 'is a
defector. L

The eventual aim of the
Chinese is to make Russell
broadcast for them, .and they
force him to watch the execu-
tion of the seven men captured
with him, At least, that is appar-
ently what happens, but the plot
springs as many surprises as a
jumping ' cracker. I found  the
twists and turns absorbing, the
Australian background of Rus-
sell’s life story much less so.

Flannery O'Connor, who died
in 1964, was the finest writer
to come from -the American
South since Carson McCullers.
Wise Blood, her first novel now
reissued, ' is extraordinary not
only because of her fine ear for
dialogue and the 1maginative

- power with which Georgia is

described, bhut the controlled
accuracy of her style. Too many
Southern novelists are fanci-
embroiderers. Flannery
O’Connor saw nature tragic but
she wrote it plain. -
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