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1972 was, in general, not a terribly good year for sf television (also known as telefantasy). Through a focus on two British programmes, the Doctor Who serial ‘The Mutants’ and Nigel Kneale’s one-off teleplay The Stone Tape, I will consider how the programmes of 1972 anticipate the development of sf ‘art television’ in later years, and how, in various ways, they try to reimagine a British identity without its imperial connections.
Introduction
In 1972, it seemed like most of the previous sf television heavyweights were winding up, with nothing new on the horizon. Doomwatch, Ace of Wands and Clangers were ending, and, although the final two episodes of UFO would not be screened until 1973 due to their controversial content, that series had also concluded and the Anderson production house was sticking with the firmly down-to-Earth The Protectors. In the USA, the only two prime-time programmes with arguably sf content (assuming one does not count The Wonderful World of Disney) were Night Gallery and Ghost Story, both anthology series that were more on the horror spectrum. The most prominent new series from outside the US-UK TV axis were the German contemporary-sf series Alpha Alpha and the debatably-sf Australian comedy series The Aunty Jack Show. Older series, such as Star Trek and Bewitched, continued to be shown on repeat and in syndication.

Where new telefantasy highlights existed, they were largely in children’s television. One such was ATV’s adaptation of Marianne Dreams, Escape into Night, which still retains its power to disturb despite being only available as a black and white telerecording. Other new British series included The Adventures of Sir Prancealot and Pardon My Genie, while animated and live-action children’s programmes from earlier years continued in the UK, USA and Australia on repeat or as regular series. 

1972 can, therefore, be seen as a pause between two eras of telefantasy. In the 1960s, television arguably came fully into its own as a medium, with the rough-and-ready experimental ethos of the 1950s giving way to a still experimental but more polished and bolder approach. On the other side, from 1973 on, we see what was arguably the golden age of British television as an art form. Perhaps significantly, this also saw an increase in telefantasy series, and the line between conventional and fantasy television was also blurred by such series as Pennies from Heaven and The Muppet Show. While the golden age of US art television would not emerge for another twenty-five years, the USA in the late 1970s also saw an increase in sf dramas, often with a postmodern flavour. Series such as Battlestar Galactica, for instance, reinterpreted the tropes of Republic serials and 1930s comics, adding in other sources such as Mormon history and beliefs about the relationship between the human and the divine.

I am here going to focus on two of the highlights of 1972’s telefantasy output. One was a single play for BBC2 by Nigel Kneale, creator and writer of the Quatermass serials of the 1950s, The Stone Tape, starring Jane Asher and Iain Cuthbertson. The other was Doctor Who, now in its ninth season and with its third actor in the title role, having also undergone a radical change of format in its 1970 season from a tale set anywhere in time and space to stranding its protagonist on contemporary Earth. By 1972, however, the production team were beginning to feature more adventures in the far future, with that year’s serials including three taking place largely or entirely in futuristic settings, one partly in the distant past, and only one completely on contemporary Earth.
Both The Stone Tape and Doctor Who: The Mutants are, in various ways, harbingers of what was to come in the later 1970s, and both also address similar questions about British identity in a postcolonial, post-imperial context. I shall now consider both stories in more detail as case studies of stand-out telefantasy in 1972. 
The Mutants: Problematically Postcolonial
As a popular sf series aimed at viewers of all ages, Doctor Who provides a useful mirror of popular trends and concerns about science and sf at the time in which it was made. In particular, the contemporary showrunning team of Barry Letts and Terrance Dicks were explicit about their desire to make Doctor Who a series with a social conscience (Howe et al. 2005: 347-8). Significantly, Doctor Who in 1972 seemed to be engaging with postcolonial legacies and the pros and cons of joining the EEC, which the UK was then in the process of entering. ‘The Curse of Peladon’ involved a planet with a monarchical system debating whether or not to become part of the Galactic Federation; ‘The Day of the Daleks’ featured the Doctor trying to prevent a future where Earth comes under Dalek imperial rule (with the resistance explicitly modelled on Israeli anti-imperial fighters); ‘The Sea Devils’, in which the Master subverts a cohort of the Earth’s original reptile inhabitants into doing his bidding, also arguably has echoes of colonial satires. In general, then, Doctor Who seemed to be engaging with Britain’s new role in a post-imperial world.
‘The Mutants’ is also embedded in these discourses. It features the Doctor and his companion, Jo Grant, arriving to witness the planet Solos being given its independence from an Earth-centred empire; its governor, the Marshal, seizes on the fact that the native Solonians are mutating into grotesque insectlike creatures to try to retain power, and it is up to the Doctor, Jo and their local allies to reconnect the Solonians with their historic texts and allow them to shift into their final forms and regain sovereignty. 
‘The Mutants’ might seem, on the face of it, problematic as an example of a postcolonial text in Doctor Who. It is written from the centre, by two White men, and has some questionable representations: although the Earth force which occupies the colonised planet Solon is multi-ethnic, for instance, it is all-male. Jo is the only female (or, since there is an implication that the Solonians are single-gendered, female-presenting) character in the story. Whatever the actual genders of the Solonians, it’s worth noting that the emotional and irrational Varon has long, feminine hair; Ky, much more our sympathetic figure, has hair which was normal-to-short length for a man in the early 1970s. Ky is also presented as more rational than Varon, slightly (if not entirely) verging into the trope of the ‘sensible’ native. The Doctor may criticise Earth scientist Jaeger’s programme of experiments on the Solonian atmosphere, but in the end his only suggestion is to do the same thing less catastrophically; although the Doctor is acting out of generally benign motives, it nonetheless remains that he does voluntarily advise Jaeger in a practice which is harming the Solonians. Finally, the derogatory nickname ‘Mutts’ for the mutants raises problematic associations: ‘mutts’ is a name for mongrel dogs, suggesting the mutants are, symbolically, the product of miscegenation (as indeed the mutations affecting the native Solonians are assumed to be the result of Earth science being unleashed upon Solos), and the ‘positive’ denouement is that in fact they are ‘pure’ Solonians at a particular stage in their life cycle, not mixed at all.

However problematically, the story nonetheless is one of the more postcolonial in the series’ canon. It subverts Doctor Who’s own conventions playfully, setting up what seems to be a typical anti-colonial story, but then reversing all the familiar tropes, giving us a native people who are being given their freedom not because of heroic resistance, but because the Empire has simply run out of money to maintain its colonial programme; criticising Doctor Who’s White Saviour premise and its simplistic representations of natives; and even taking a quiet swipe at the support for the armed forces implied by Doctor Who’s UNIT stories, with their cosy portrayal of a military unit as a ‘family’. The series’ usual tacit assumption that Enlightenment science will win the day (Orthia 2010) is problematised by a narrative in which Ky’s challenge is to re-learn the native knowledge of his people, lost through colonialism, and reject the supposedly rational science peddled by Jaeger, a meteorologist metaphorically linked, through his nationality and his racism towards the Solonians, with Nazism. This self-criticism is unusual within the series: even now, as noted in Orthia (2010), Mafe (2015), and Moore and Stevens (2018), postcolonial narratives which are normal on British television in general are rarer in Doctor Who.

Furthermore, it is worth considering the story in light of the wider context. The early 1970s was, as noted above, a period where Britain was decolonising, and having to renegotiate British identity in a country whose inhabitants now included many people either directly or ancestrally from former colonies. It is in this context that the serial is referenced in Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988: 405):
It seemed to him, as he idled across the channels, that the box was full of freaks: there were mutants - 'Mutts' - on Dr Who [sic], bizarre creatures who appeared to have been crossbred with different types of industrial machinery… and whose cruel priest-chieftains were called Mutilasians; children's television appeared to be exclusively populated by humanoid robots and creatures with metamorphic bodies, while the adult programmes offered a continual parade of the misshapen human by-products of the newest notions in modern medicine, and its accomplices, modern disease and war.
Pointing out, as some critics do (e.g. Howe and Walker 1998: 228) that the passage is not a faithful representation of ‘The Mutants’ ignores the fact that Rushdie was writing a magic-realist novel about postcolonial anxieties, and the struggle for Indian immigrants to develop identities in late-twentieth-century Britain. Rushdie’s reference to the story may not be factually accurate, but it picks up on its themes and its relevance to the problematic development of a new, hybridised, postcolonial British identity.

Significantly, as a programme aimed at younger people, primarily White and British, ‘The Mutants’ provides a text as to how to be an ally and not either an oppressor or a White Saviour. Contrasted with Jaeger is the anthropologist Sondergaard, whose role is not to bring Enlightenment science to the ignorant native masses, but to preserve and reconstruct native knowledge for the natives, and help them understand their situation. The role of the hero soldier (embodied by Stubbs and Cotton) is to challenge and resist authority when it proves itself illegitimate. Finally, the fact that the Solonians are neither angelic nor monstrous is a reminder that one should neither demonise the colonised nor put them on a pedestal. All of these are important messages to British audiences at the time: neither to view people in newly decolonised countries as martyrs to European depredation nor as ungrateful beneficiaries of Western largesse, but as people coming to grips with the complexities of the situation. The Doctor’s reference to Gibbons’ Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in the first episode reminds contemporary audiences that colonialism is cyclical, and that postcolonialism is as normal as empire. At the end of the story, the Solonians mutate into their final form without assistance from the Doctor, using their own, non-Enlightenment science, and exact their own revenge on the Marshal.
The Stone Tape: Little Britain
Nigel Kneale is often regarded as a groundbreaking, even trend-leading, television writer. While he has his occasional misfires, his 1950s Quatermass serials wound up being the clear inspiration for Pertwee-era Doctor Who and for Doomwatch (with its cantankerous older scientist assisted by a young woman and a man of action) and 1966’s The Year of the Sex Olympics anticipated the orchestrated sadistic voyeurism of reality television. The Stone Tape, his 1972 standalone teleplay, remains one of his more highly regarded contributions.

The story features a team of scientists employed by an electronics company to develop a new recording medium without the limitations of magnetic tape. The group is based in an old manor house, built in the nineteenth century but with foundations which ‘might be Saxon’. The story’s protagonist, Jill, a computer programmer (recall that computing was still a largely female profession in 1972), discovers that the stones of the house contain a ‘recording’ of a Victorian maid screaming. While the imagery is encoded in the stone, every person who is exposed to it perceives it differently, and not everyone can perceive it at all. Connections are made to folklore: the team leader, Peter, says that this phenomenon ‘could explain a lot of ghost stories’. When the scientists accidentally erase the ‘tape’, they fall out of favour relative to a rival team in the same firm, and Peter dismisses the phenomenon’s potential; Jill, however, continues to explore it, with fatal consequences.
The teleplay is definitely in the realm of art-television. It’s stylishly made, intelligent, and well-written, without treating its subject matter in a condescending or didactic fashion. The personalities are painfully well observed, with Peter as a charismatic but thoroughly unlikeable boss, and the misogyny, casual and overt, that Jill faces in her work even from people who are ostensibly on her side is painfully accurate. The story itself is a concept that Kneale had earlier explored in Quatermass and the Pit, of folk horrors having a basis in science.
One can, nonetheless, see many parallels with ‘The Mutants’. There are elements of self-satire and self-criticism in the story: early on, one of the team dresses in a kitsch ‘Martian’ costume, as a joking reference to Quatermass and the Pit (or possibly a way of alerting the viewer to the fact that we are in the same thematic territory) and one can also see a riposte to Doomwatch and its ‘problem of the week to be solved by Science’ format. This premise also puts us, as with ‘The Mutants’, out of the realm of rational, Enlightenment science and into the idea of irrational, ‘magical’ science which defies conventional explanation.
A more interesting connection is that The Stone Tape, like ‘The Mutants’, is an exploration of British identity and the need to reinvent it in a postcolonial context. The team is nationalistic, talking of competition from the Japanese, but the only actual rivalry within the story is between Peter’s team and their competitors within the company. The idea that British products were in danger of being outcompeted by foreign (particularly Japanese or German) ones was a popular discourse in the 1970s (Whisler 1999: 146-148). However, this story shows this discourse as a sham: the British, like Peter’s team, are not competing on a global stage, but are in fact turned in on themselves, engaging in petty rivalries of interest to no one else. Unlike ‘The Mutants’, there are no non-White onstage characters. Rather than the multicultural Britain evoked by ‘The Mutants,’ embracing and endorsing new ways of living in a postcolonial world, Kneale’s Britain is turned in on itself, left behind by the Americans and ignored by the Japanese. 
Another aspect of this lies in Kneale’s evocation of folk horror and British Gothic tropes. The British folk revival of the postwar period could, arguably, be seen as a way of developing a new postcolonial British identity by looking to pre-colonial folk and pagan imagery (for instance in films like The Wicker Man), or by reimagining an imperial period without the imperialism through decontextualising 18th and 19th century songs and stories (for instance Hammer Films’ re-setting of Dracula from Victorian London into a vaguely Germanic fantasy land). While this movement was arguably no more negative than any other imagining of national identity, Kneale focuses on the problematic side: here, the folk and fairy tales are real, and indeed fatal. The original ghost the team discover is Victorian (thus, from the height of the British Empire), but the horrors which follow it are more deeply embedded, going back beyond the modern period into, possibly, Saxon times. In The Stone Tape, returning to an imagined folk-culture past is to descend into insularity and to invite the return of buried horrors. Unlike ‘The Mutants,’ The Stone Tape does not model a positive way forward, simply leaving its audience to meditate on its warning about the way things are going.
Discussion and Conclusions
Although they might seem on the surface to be wildly disparate examples of telefantasy with very different audiences and agendas, The Stone Tape and Doctor Who: The Mutants have surprising similarities in terms of their themes and their intentions. Both stories, principally, focus on a reconsideration of British identity and an attempt to reframe it for a post-imperial, postcolonial context. ‘The Mutants’ does so through modelling good and bad post-imperial behaviour: showing the end of empire as an inevitable, necessary thing, and that there are better and worse ways of dealing with the aftermath. There is even an implicit critique of Doctor Who’s own imperialist leanings, and a consequent implication that, if Doctor Who gives those up, it does not have to give up being Doctor Who. 

The Stone Tape, by contrast, is a warning about one of the possible paths Britain could take as a post-imperial country. By modelling a British identity based on folk mythology on the one hand and petty nationalism on the other, the story is a clear warning against the toxic consequences of becoming too insular: as the characters are misanthropes obsessing about banal corporate politics in the face of a scientific wonder, covering up the death of a woman to save their own reputations, so Britain could become a country squandering its potential and turning away from the world to pursue mirages, a warning that seems all the more prescient from the perspective of 2022.

Both stories, in various ways, anticipate the thematic and artistic directions of later 1970s telefantasy. While overtly postcolonial stories remained rare, Doctor Who would go into a phase of art-television under producer Philip Hinchcliffe’s stewardship, followed by a more humorous, but also more postmodern, phase under Graham Williams. Both frequently looked to Gothic and folk horror/mythological inspirations, contributing to the idea of a British identity seen through pre- or reimagined-imperial culture. The exploration of folk or pre-industrial culture as British identity also runs through the telefantasy boom of the period, with such series as, among others, Children of the Stones, The Changes and Kneale’s own anthology series Beasts. 

The idea of telefantasy as a medium for encouraging a more positive future can also be seen in, for instance, the multicultural casts and optimistic message of The Tomorrow People. However, one can arguably see a message of toxic nostalgia from the likes of The New Avengers, with its red-white-and-blue branding, and Kneale’s final Quatermass serial continues with the pessimistic view of Britain as a left-behind country. Ultimately, the 1970s gave way to the Thatcherite project of developing a neo-imperial take on British identity, rejecting pre-imperial symbolism in favour of a nostalgic focus on World War II and a Reaganite celebration of financial services, although this simultaneously spawned a consciously mocking and critical counterculture.

1972 might have been a quiet year for telefantasy, but it nonetheless produced at least two works that seem, with hindsight, strongly prescient in terms of their messages about identity and media in the postcolonial era. While Kneale’s warnings about toxic Little Englander mentalities seem particularly painful from the perspective of post-Brexit Britain, it is also worth looking at the more positive representation of Doctor Who: The Mutants, and remembering that there are ways in which television can model a satisfactory post-imperial future.
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