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[A]lthough this book is not, and is not meant to be, a mere record of the television
series, it (1 ). This was thought by many to *'mark a new departure in television
broadcasting. 7The Times said on 20 January 1978 that ‘in seriousness and scope there
has been nothing like it on any general network before’. Within days of the series going
on the ( 2 )[] I started to receive letters containing phrases like ‘at last an adult
programme’ and ‘Trestored my faith in television’; and over the weeks the **trickle became
a flood. I hope the controllers of broadcasting will reflect seriously on this reaction.
Their eventual willingness to put philosophy on the (2 ) was admirable, but their
lateness in arriving at it reflected, I believe, **deep-seated inhibitions which still *vitiate
‘serious’ television as a whole. So afraid, before, had non-educational television been of
dealing directly with philosophy that, in Britain at least, it had **poked its cameras into
almost every other area of intellectual activity first. The fear was that, being the most
abstract of verbal subjects, it would not be **tractable to a medium that is thought of as
visual. Television people asked, as they were bound to, ‘What could be shown on the
screen during a programme about philosophy?’, and although the answer was obvious—
‘Philosophers talking—it is *"dissonant with a shibboleth so powerful among television
professionals that it is difficult for many of them even to think it, let alone pronounce it. To
them, the central principle of television has been: ‘Don’t tell the viewers: show them’.
(3 ) And they have regarded programmes which were nothing but talk as ‘not
television—they’d be just as good on sound radio’. For television to achieve autonomy as a
medium [,] it was probably necessary in practice for such attitudes to ** predominate
among people working in it during its formative years. Nevertheless [,] they are, I
believe, **inimical to its intellectual development, and have to be outgrown if the medium is
to become not merely autonomous but mature.

This need is being felt across the whole spectrum of ‘serious’ television. Current
affairs programmes, for instance, come under mounting criticism for being too content
merely to show events to the viewer and too little concerned to give him a genuine
understanding of the issues involved. They provide us with plenty of colour and
action—especially violent action, that being the most dramatically arresting sort—but not
much analysis or serious discussion. They do indeed give us discussion, but most of it

is "Ysaloon-bar stuff, confrontation of a deliberately crude kind in the hope that this will



“engendering

keep the issues simple and clear-cut while raising the temperature and
drama. There is, throughout television, an *?urge to translate all subject-matter into
entertainment (" W%). A successful programme is thought of as one which diverts,
entertains, amuses, informs, or simply retains the interested attention. ( 4 )
Because of these prevailing attitudes[,] such attempts as there have been at serious
analysis, whatever the subject, have *more often than not tried to base themselves on the
translation of abstract concepts into visual terms: still pictures, graphs, diagrams, statistics,
animated cartoons, even pages of print flashed on to the screen—all these and other
devices, *"assembled perhaps with great ingenuity into a montage which might then be
accompanied by Stravinsky-like music whose jumpy, forward-driving beats coincide with
the visualcuts. (5 ) But (H'B%) most of our difficult conceptual problems are simply

“Bamenable to this sort of treatment at all, and get either seriously misrepresented in

not
the process or left out altogether as not being amenable to television.

All this comes about, or comes about mostly, from a determination to avoid talking
heads. The ‘natural way for human beings to handle most abstract concepts is in words.
To insist on handling them as far as possible without the use of words is like insisting on
doing *"arithmetic without the use of ( 6 ) :it can be done (the Romans did it) [,] but
when (6 ) are available[,] it is primitive, arbitrary, but perhaps above all perverse.
In the case of television[,] the mistaken assumptions on which the determination rests are
many, but two are decisive. The first is the axiom that television is a visual medium.
(7 ) The simple-minded equations (television = pictures, as against radio = sound)
arose from the fact that television came into being within already-existing institutions for
broadcasting by radio, and could therefore develop only by breaking out of the limiting
assumptions of radio (H1l%). *"Hence the **reiterated insistence, still heard, ‘We are not
radio’, which has led to such a persistent tendency to seek out subject-matter which radio
cannot handle, and to leave to it what it can. It is rather like that stage in the development
of a normal human being known as adolescent revolt, in which an individual seeks to
establish his identity and independence by reacting against parental constraints, and in
which doing his own thing means to him chiefly an insistence on doing things his parents
would not dream of doing. It is a necessary stage in development, but it is essentially
ungrownup. Maturity, when reached, means being secure enough to share important
things with parents without any sense of threatened identity. When television matures/[,]
it will be as a medium in which sound and vision are so *“comprehensively integrated that

it would no more naturally occur to anyone to call it a visual medium than an *Zaural one.
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But quite apart from that, the second mistake behind the determination to avoid
talking heads is a false judgment about what is and what is not visually interesting. To
most people the most interesting objects in the world are other people, and the most
interesting picture that can appear on a television screen is that of another human
being—whether acting or reacting, speaking his mind, telling jokes or playing games,
singing, dancing, or just going about his daily life. There is enormous fascination in
watching gifted people talking about what they know about. ( 9 ) Somuch in the way
a person expresses himself is non-verbal: the whole manner and **demeanour, the range of
facial expressions, gestures, bodily movements, physical hesitations, above all the life of the
(10 ). Itisfascinating to watch people think—the more so if they are good atit. And
the whole sense of personality that comes across is richer and fuller on television than on
radio: you get a feeling of acquaintance with the person, after which you at once recognize
him if you *®meet him in the flesh (which is not at all the case with radio). Furthermore,
it is a natural form of human curiosity to be interested in the personalities of leading
(6 ) inany field in which one becomes interested. Philosophy is no exception; leading
philosophers are as much a subject of gossip and anecdote in the world of philosophy as are
politicians; and some, **Isaiah Berlin for instance, are famous as both a subject and a
source of good stories.

As far as television is concerned, then, I hope that the making of the series from which
this book derives has **'contributed its mite to the "'coming of age, still some way off, of the
medium, and that its cordial reception will render more likely the making of other

television programmes on abstract and difficult subjects.
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1. Some of this is effective, and certainly much of it clever.

2. To say that nothing is lost by hearing the same thing on radio is false, and crass.

3. If you make serious demands on viewers, it is feared, you are bound to drive most of
them away.

4. So the things they have wanted to see least of on their screens have been what they
dismissively call ‘talking heads’.

5. Only then will it have become its real self and, with luck, begin to fulfil its potential,
which is as yet only half-glimpsed.

6. Plainly it is not, in that it combines sound and picture equally, and in this

combination the entire range of radio’s possibilities is fully available to it.
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The Hound of the Baskervilles is not just a thriller. It is one of 'the formative myths of the

twentieth century. That may seem a pretentious claim, and Sherlock Holmes would have

cackled with ironic laughter at the very idea. But it is true all the same. It has achieved
the status of myth because it has permeated the culture at all levels, as myths do.
Translated into every major language, adapted for film, television and cartoon, it is known
to millions who have never heard of Conan Doyle.

It is no coincidence that as the nineteenth century ended, writers started creating
myths. Stevenson’'s Dr Jekyil and Mr Hyde and H. G. Wells's Time Machine are other
examples. Universal elementary education, introduced in the 1870s, had produced a huge
new reading public, uncultured, but eager to be entertained. Authors who rose to the
challenge, Doyle among them, needed a compelling style. But they also had to identify
and give fictional form to fears and desires deep in the popular imagination. That is how
myths are born, and it is what The Hound of the Baskervilles does.

The dog of death, as John Fowles has pointed out, has the longest pedigree of any
canine species, recorded as far back as Anubis, the jackal-headed undertaker god of
ancient Egypt. Folklore teems with black dogs that turn out to be the devil's minions.
Dartmoor has its own version in the shape of the Wisht Hounds that hunt in the air as well
as on earth and are led by Satan.

But Doyle’s story of the Dartmoor hound is emphatically a twentieth-century myth
because it rejects superstition. Holmes stands for reason and progress. He refuses to
credit the legend of the spectral hound, and he is right. The hound does ( 2 ), and
men run screaming to their deaths at the sight of it. But it is just a large dog daubed with
phosphorus. Six rounds from Holmes's revolver put an end to it for ever. So much for
the progeny of Anubis.

In the brave new world of Doyle’s imagining, science replaces superstition. The new
heir to Baskerville Hall announces that he is going to dispel the ancient gloom with
(3 ). ‘You won't know it again with a thousand-candlepower Swan and Edison right
here in front of the hall door.” Doyle’s narrative has a comparable modern clarity, purged of
hidden depths and arcane significances. If one of his highbrow contemporaries had
written the story, the Grimpen Mire would have been stuffed with symbolism. It would

represent femaleness or evil or the Freudian unconscious. In Doyle it is just a



marsh—horrible, skinned with green sludge, a death trap to the ponies that sink screaming
into its depths—but still just a marsh, not an excuse for pretentious abstractions that the
reader is left to puzzle out.

The social order, too, is renovated. The novel spans England’s past—from the
prehistoric dwellings on Dartmoor to the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century portraits at
Baskerville Hall. The aristocratic brutality of the Baskerville legend belongs to that
(4 ). Butthe new heir has farmed in Canada and lived in America. He brings with
him the flavour of transatlantic democracy that, Doyle saw, would transform the world.

(5 )these modern messages, Doyle wraps his story in mystery and menace as
thick as the fog that envelops the moor at the story’s end. As usual in his Holmes stories,
the plot is less important than the setting. Not writing for a leisured readership, he has to
create atmosphere with a few quick strokes—the granite tors, the fleshy-leaved bog plants,
the blood-curdling cries that echo through the night. The result is unforgettably
haunting, lingering in the mind long after you have forgotten the details of the action. So
terror and superstition return,( 5 )Holmes's bid to disperse them.

For that matter Holmes himself is really a magician, for all his appeal to( 6 ) and
science. His feats of deduction are simply impossible. He identifies the manuscript of the
Baskerville legend as early eighteenth century even before Dr Mortimer has taken it out of
his pocket, and the evidence he gives for his dating—the alternative use of the long s and
the short—would hardly impress a paleographer. The Holmes stories are full of such
miracles. Under the guise of science and (6 ), what they actually feed is our appetite
for wonder. The Hound of the Baskervilles dramatizes our unsuccessful attempt to be

(7 ), and nothing is more typically twentieth-century about it than that.
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“Try making a straight line right here,” he’'d said to me one evening at the dinner
table. Using a chopstick for a ruler, I traced a line on the back of an advertising
leaflet—our usual source of scrap paper. “That’s right. You know the definition of a
straight line. But think about it for a minute: the line you drew has a beginning and an
end. So it's actually a *line ‘segment—the shortest distance connecting two

points. 7 A true line has no ends; it extends infinitely in either direction. But of course,

a sheet of paper has limits, as do your time and energy, so we use this segment
provisionally to represent the ( 4 ) thing. Now furthermore, no matter how
carefully you sharpen your pencil, the lead will always have a thickness, so the line you
draw with it will have a certain width, it will have a surface area, and that means it will
have two dimensions. A ( A4 ) line has only one dimension, and that means it is

impossible to draw it on a piece of ( £ ) paper.”

*“line ‘segment’ : #E5
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