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Phantom Child

Thefilm Track29, the Nick Roeg Dennis Potter collaboration,
hasjust been released. W Stephen Gilbert assessesthe work of
Potter one of our most versatileand intriguing writers

The opening of the movie
Track 29 is not only notable
because of its director Nico-
las Roeg. It is aso an event
because, so rare for amovie,
its writer is also an artist of
considerable interest. In
Track 29, Dennis Potter has
reworked a notion from one
of his televison plays,
Schmoedipus  (1974). And
Potter's most fertile soil has
always been - perhaps a-
ways will be - the heavily
cultivated earth of televi-
sion.

Dennis Potter belongs to a
generation of writers who
aspired to the kudos of the
theatre and the cash rewards
of cinema but who wrote for
television because it was in
practical ways and dso in a
psychologica sense 'sm-
ﬁler'. Many of those writers

ave done by far the largest
Borti on of - and certainly the

est of - their work for tele-
vision.

Uniquely, Potter  has
cleaved to the medium with a
passion. In 1970, he told
Radio Times. 'Television is
the only medium that really
counts for me. It's the one
that all people watch in dl
sorts of situations. Televi-
son is the bigg&st platform
and you should kick and fight
and bite your way into it. It's
true that television is ende-
micaly a triviaising med-
ium, but it doesn't follow that
it hasto be. Television isthe
true national theatre'.

Potter has reworked televi-
sion projects for movies be-
fore, such as Brimstone And
Treacle and Pennies From
Heaven and also translated
television material to the
theatre, (Son Of Man, the
Nigel Barton plays). But his
original work outside televi-
sion is confined to his three
novels, the movie Dream-
child (1985) and the stage
play Sufficient Carbohydrate
(1983), which went the re-
verse route to television as
Visitors.

It isthe serendipitousjuxta-
positions of the drama and

the rest of television's flow,
the resonance of the in
terventions that the play-
wright can achieve that has
always appeded to Potter. In
atelevision increasingly cre-
ated by accountants, mer-
chandising consultants, co-
producers advertising an-
alysts and ideological orth-

oxy surveillance opera-
tives, Potter argues angrily
and irrefutably for the indi-
vidual imagination.

Track 29 devel opsanumber
of his preoccupations. The

Deanis Porter: Clue master

child-man played by Gary
Oldman (Ti ﬁn Curry in the
television version) isafigure
Potter often conjures. A
whole play, Blue Remem-
bered Hills (1979), cast
adultsas children to recreate
and embellish a childhood in
the Forest of Dean, alocation
much returned to. In Stand
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Love off the rails; Gary Oldman and Theresa Russell in Track 29

Up Nigel Barton, one of his
earliest pégzs ﬁl965), the hor-
rors of school were recre-
ated with the grown-up chil-
dren set down in class - a
dream situation many have
experienced. Those school-
days were again explored in
the six-part Snging Detec-
tive (1986) with the same ac-
tress, Janet Henfrey, as the
terrifying teacher.

Oldman's character in
Track?29 isthe phantom child
of acouple, therepression of
whose sexuality is bound up
with games and toys.
Whether G Oldman's
character literadly 'exists), in
sofar asafictional character
can exist, is the least in-
teresting question about him,
this phantom nature is taken
for granted in a number of
Potter's works.

Thenew movie'stitlecomes
from the lyric of the song
Chattanooga Choo Choo.
Popular songs, particularl
those of his wartime child-
hood, resonate al through
Potter's writing, providing

many of the titles of his
works and symbolising the
trivialisation of deep emo-
tion that excites many of his
characters.

The strand of commercial
lyric writing that most exer-
cises Potter is the character-
isation of fulfilled emotion as
ablessing, dmost areligious
experience. The relationship
between the ecstasy of reli-
gion and the orgasm of sex is
close to the heart of his con-
cerns.

Two plays, Angels Are So
Few (1970) and Only Make
Believe (1973) posited the
visit of an angel (or a man
claming to be an angel) to
another sexually repressed
suburban house. The second
of the plays framed scenes
from the first in a ula-
tion about a self-disfigured
man trying to write the ear-
lier play, a relationship be-
tween fantasy and creativity
that Potter gavefull reintoin
The Snging Detective. The
famoudy banned Brimstone
And Treacle (1976) had the
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devil visiting a sSmilar
household.

This thwarted sexuality is
the most persistent and dis-
turbing aspect of Potter's
writing.  Sometimes  he
dwellson themanwhothinks
he only needs a smple fuck
for the world to be bright and
shining - Moonlight On The
Highway (1969), Double
Dare(1976), the six-part Pen-
nies From Heaven (1978).
Perhaps the most searingly
painful, most rawly exposed
writing on the agony of un-
realised desire occurs in his
free-associating novel Ticket
To Ride (1986).

The writing on sex pays lit-
tle attention to the orthodox-
ies of sexud politics. Indeed,
Potter's politics on every
front are notably indi-
vidualistic. He is by his own
declaration no marxist. My
greatest regret about the arc
of his career isthat his early
interest in specific public
issues has retreated. His
public plays- Vote Vote Vote
For Nigel Barton (1965)
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which drew on his own ex-
periences as a Labour candi-
date in 1964; Message For
Posterity (1967) based on
Sutherland's commission to
paint Churchill;  Traitor
§1971) about Kim Philby -
ind no equivalent now.

Recurrent illness has kept
Potter out of a more public
role and his writing that
draws on the suffering of the
sck not surprisingly finds
him at his most trenchant -
Joe'sArk (1974), TheSinging
Detective.

But, like hislate contempor-
ary David Mercer, Potter's
distaste for the notion of
being a pigeon-holed public
figure is manifest and occurs
frequently in his work,
naturally in that great com-
pendium of his themes The
Snging Detective but most
successfully in perhaps his
best Elay, Follow The Yellow
Brick Road (1972). Whether
it infuriates him or not, we
shdl go on celebrating his
work and gutting it for
clues.
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