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Abstract 

During the earliest years of the BBC's existence broadcasters came to realise that 

radio drama, unlike programmes of music or news, involved the discovery of an 

aesthetic peculiar to the new medium. A study of wireless drama as it developed 

during these years reveals it as radio's experimental laboratory and offers the 

opportunity to examine how creativity functioned at the BBC within the pioneering 

atmosphere of the 1920s. Personality, and the pressures of bureaucracy, had a 

significant impact on the way the BBC interpreted its cultural role. The need for the 

BBC to be efficiently administered and to support the necessary advances in terms of 

production technology led to what some critics saw as a failure to put proper 

emphasis on programmes. 

When RE Jeffrey was made first head of Productions, the appointment was as chancy 

as many in those days; and though his efforts to stimulate a sense of radio drama's 

separate aesthetic identity were not spectacularly successful, he was left in charge for 

a number of years. Noteworthy output of the period in study was written not 

demonstrably because of anything Jeffrey did. It was the work of writers who 

understood or wanted to explore the nature of the medium and did so independently. 

Radio drama's slow start thus carries a further suggestion of early failure at the BBC 

to be clear about priorities and issues at stake. 

The notion that there might be a conflict between creativity and the environment of 

the BBC prompted the setting up of the Research section, a group of BBC employees 

initially free from the demands of BBC administration, and detailed to think about 

programmes. Research was absorbed into Drama under Val Gielgud in 1929. But it 

was the forerunner of the Features Department of the 1940s; and Features, like 

Drama, stimulated the search for radio's proper form. This link, and the difficulties 

experienced in what may be seen as the most creative departments of the BBC in the 

early days, support the choice of radio drama as the focus for this study. 
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Preface 

Aims of the thesis 

The thesis has two main alms. First, to document the history of radio drama before 

and during the period when RE Jeffrey was first head of Productions, beginning with 

the setting up of the British Broadcasting Company in October 1922, and continuing 

in detail until early 1929. Second, to attempt to chart the early development of an 

aesthetic for radio drama. Within this, special reference will be made to the 

determinants of institutional relationships, contemporary external critical reaction, and 

evolving technology. 

The documentary dimension of this thesis has as one of its purposes the assembling of 

evidence not presented before in readily accessible form. It also reveals the 

opportunity offered by the pioneering environment of the earliest years to give 

particular emphasis to radio drama as the experimental laboratory of radio. 

This period, in this kind of detail, and this perspective, provide a new area of 

research. Studies of the history of the earliest days of broadcasting tend to be fairly 

general, or anecdotal, or semi-autobiographical in their approach. Val Gielgud's 

account of radio drama before he succeeded RE Jeffrey is confined to the very 

earliest part of his book British Radio Drama 1922-1956; Asa Briggs's four-part 

volume gives fairly scant attention to it. The arguments put forward in this thesis 

have been largely supported by primary source material - for instance, files of 

unpublished documents at the BBC Written Archive Centre at Caversham, and plays 

not published but available for reading at the BBC's Play Library at Broadcasting 

House in London. 

The relationship of radio drama to features, through their common claim to be in 

Lance Sieveking's phrase "the stuff of radio",l contains a major justification of the 

focus chosen for this study of early broadcast drama at the BBC. Drama and features, 

it came to be accepted, could not carry into wireless traces of a previous existence in 
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the way that music, news, or broadcast lectures could. The original Research section 

grew out of drama, and both forms expressed radio's search for its own true identity. 

Radio drama is therefore of the first importance in any study of how creativity 

functioned at the BBC within the pioneering environment of the 1920s. This 

emphasis, and the importance attached in the thesis to the influence of personality on 

the development of radio drama, relate closely to the debate concerning the BBC's 

success or failure in its interpretation of its cultural responsibility to listeners, and its 

alleged prioritising of administration and technological development over 

programming. Such issues have not in other studies been rooted in evidence so 

narrowly defined and therefore so detailed. 

Approach and Conditions of Research 

A chronological approach was chosen In preference to other possible ways of 

grouping the material, because this encourages a wider and more organic sense of the 

growth of radio drama. 

The contemporary context, whether literary, cultural or political, of the world outside 

the BBC is only referred to to make specific points, partly because of lack of space, 

but mostly because nearly all the people influential at the BBC very early on did not 

themselves articulate their awareness of this wider context. 

The study has been confined to plays broadcast by the Productions Department, and 

takes account of relays from theatres, stage plays produced from a BBC studio, stage 

plays adapted for wireless, and plays written especially for the new medium. It does 

not include opera or the rest of the Department's output, such as revues, sketches, 

dramatised scenes from novels, or variety. 

A vailability was the major factor determining selection of plays for examination. 

Very few scripts from the period survive, but there are enough, with the evidence of 

thinking - published and archive - about radio drama and even using descriptions in 

the Radio Times of plays which cannot be read for at least a sense of what was 

thought important to be formed. 
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Loss of scripts occurred for a variety of reasons. There was no Play Library until 

January 1926 and it was not until June 1927 that Miss MH Allen was appointed as 

Play Reader and Librarian with a brief "to catalogue all the plays and get the library 

into working shape.,,2 The atmosphere and working conditions in the earliest days 

meant that survival of scripts was often a matter of chance. For example, it was quite 

possible for the personal insouciance of Cecil Lewis, who said in interview that he 

threw away all his own radio scripts,3 to result in there being no surviving copy of 

the text of some important plays. Lance Sieveking's The First Kaleidoscope, intended 

as an experiment to find radio's "true form", cannot be read - apart from some 

fragments in The Stuff of Radi04 - because it contained much that was not dialogue 

or anything that could be intelligible as a read script. 

Some scripts were published, and some are available on paper or microfilm at 

Broadcasting House in the Play Library. In the case of Play Library scripts, 

occasionally there is a part of the script missing (as in the case of R.U.R.), and 

sometimes a script for a much later broadcast has been used - there being no other 

version available - to make certain points about the development of radio drama that 

would almost certainly hold whatever slight or even major changes and differences 

there were between versions: an example is The Death of Tintagiles, where points 

made relate to aesthetic qualities inherent in Maeterlinck's play. 

Partly because obtaining texts for study has been difficult, very close attention has 

been given to certain plays. Detailed discussion of Richard Hughes's Danger and 

Reginald Berkeley's The White Chateau prefigures the giving of an entire chapter to 

Berkeley's M achilles. Plays chosen for detailed examination have other significance 

than just their survival. For example, contemporary and retrospective significance 

attaches to certain plays for advances they indicate in the development of an aesthetic 

for radio drama, or for their exploitation of improving production technology, Plays 

may also have been chosen for close consideration where they have rele\'ance to wider 

issues discussed in this thesis. 
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This establishes the context in which radio drama first began to be broadcast. It does 

this in two ways: by giving brief historical accounts of the dates and events important 

in the setting up of the BBC, working conditions, early technology, and the wireless 

audience; and by a more interpretive account of less tangible factors - the 

personalities of key officials, and the atmosphere of the early days at the BBC. 

Chapter two. 

Radio drama broadcast before the creation of the Productions Department and the 

appointment of RE Jeffrey to run it. The row with the Theatrical Managers' 

Association and the early preoccupation with creating a convincing acoustic 

background are identified as spurs to the development of awareness of radio drama's 

separate aesthetic identity. The chapter includes fairly detailed discussion of Richard 

Hughes's Danger. 

Chapter three. 

The first eighteen months of Jeffrey's time as head of Productions: his background 

and first sense of himself as a man with a mission to discover an aesthetic for radio 

drama; significant output of this period, including a lengthy analysis of Reginald 

Berkeley's The White Chateau; and an account of the agreement reached with the 

Theatrical Managers' Association. 

Chapter Four. 

In 1926, the output of the Department was not noteworthy, so emphasis is on wider 

awareness of radio drama and of the BBC as sponsor of the country's cultural life. 

There is a study of the first book on radio drama, and an account of criticism in the 

press of broadcast drama. 

Chapter five. 

This chapter describes Jeffrey's attempt In 1927 to suggest the possible future 

development of radio drama, and his continuing failure to look beyond the 

conventions of the theatre. Responses within the BBC to Jeffrey's struggle will be 
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seen as conditioned to a significant extent by officials' inability to understand or 

sympathise with the cultural frame of reference he was attempting to explore. Also in 

this chapter significant output for 1927, excluding M achilles, is studied. 

Chapter six. 

In 1927 Berkeley's play M achilles was banned by the BBC and made certain Issues 

public in a way that they had not been before; a whole chapter is given to 

consideration of the play, responses to it within the BBC, public reaction, and 

possible conclusions in the broader terms of the thesis. 

Chapter seven. 

This chapter describes the impact of the Dramatic Control Panel, perfected In 1928, 

in terms of its influence on important plays broadcast during the year. 

Chapter eight. 

An account of Jeffrey's move to Research and his ultimate resignation from the BBC, 

and the appointment of Val Gielgud as next head of Productions. Tyrone Guthrie's 

contribution to the debate about the BBC's fitness for its cultural duty is touched 

upon, and a brief assessment of radio drama's progress up to the time of Jeffrey's 

departure from Productions is given. 

Appendix 

This draws together the interpretive elements of the thesis. The story of Research is 

seen as endorsement of the choice of radio drama as the focus for this study. Radio 

drama was ultimately acknowledged as "The first field for experiment in radio 

writing",5 and Research and later Features grew out of it in search of radio's true 

form; so the handling of the idea of having a Research section assumes wide 

significance. This perspective on the BBC's sense of priorities, on the way it dealt 

with the difficulty of allowing creativity to function \vithin a bureaucratic institution, 

and on how this in turn specifically affected radio drama, brings the thesis back to 

the first chapter, with its emphasis on the importance of personality and em ironment. 
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Endnotes 

1 Lance Sieveking, The Stuff of Radio (London: Cassell, 1934) 26 
2 WAC RI9/924: Entertainment Play Library. Document identified as "From i'.Iiss 

Edwin's black books of pre-war archives: admin. 1", and entitled "Play Library". 
Miss Edwin says Mr KV Wright began the play library "in about 1925, when he 
was in charge of Effects". At that time he began "Criticisms sheet books" and 
the card index system used with them. A brown handwritten note dated 
December 1926 records a decision to withdraw all plays from the regions and 
include them in the Headquarters system where details kept included title, 
author, author's address, source, date of receipt, ultimate disposal, precis, 
characters and fees. This information was to be supplied to each station, with a 
weekly amendment sheet. A memo addressed by Wright to Jeffrey and dated 
15th December 1926 describes the system existing then of a complete history 
sheet for every play passing through the BBC, and on 15th August 1927 Jeffrey 
wrote to all stations requesting them to forward plays to the central library to 
be included in a catalogue expected to contain information on 1,500 plays. 

3 Cecil Lewis, personal interview, 17th June 1986. There is at least Pursuit at 
Broadcasting House, London, in the Play Library, on microfilm. 

4 Lance Sieveking, The Stuff of Radio (London: Cassell 1934) 383-4. Extracts 
from Kaleidoscope II are printed on pp384-388. See also pp 15-24 - a section 
subtitled "1. Ghastly Impermanence of the Medium" - which is Sieveking's 
account of the performance of The First Kaleidoscope. 

5 Laurence Gilliam, ed. B.B.C. Features (London: Evans Brothers by arr. with the 
BBC, 1950) 11. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Context: The Early Days at the BBC 

Pre-Company Milestones and Very Earliest Development 

In establishing the context in which radio drama was first broadcast it is useful to 

have clearly in mind a chronology of the early development of wireless leading up to 

and immediately following the formation of the British Broadcasting Company on 

18th October 1922. Lists of milestones are given by Asa Briggs in an appendix to his 

The BBC: .The First Fifty Years,1 and by DR Clarke, author of an article entitled 

"The Old B.B.C.", published in the B.B.C. Yearbook 1930.2 A brief but useful account 

of the early years of wireless is given in Keith Geddes's Broadcasting in Britain 

1922-1972.3 Wireless telegraphy, Geddes says, dates from 1896, and the transmission 

of speech and music from the time of the 1914-1918 war. Experimenters did not 

immediately realise the potential of radio as a medium for entertainment. The 

Marconi Company began to transmit entertainment from Chelmsford in February 

1920, and on June 15th, in conjunction with the Daily Mail, broadcast a recital by 

Dame Nellie Melba, a famous soprano of the day.4 By the autumn of 1920 the Post 

Office had received so many complaints that experimenters were interfering with 

what Geddes refers to as "legitimate communication" that wireless entertainment was 

banned (Geddes 5). It took over a year for the Post Office to give in to pressure from 

the growing band of amateur enthusiasts and lift the ban. According to Arthur 

Burrows, first Director of Programmes at the BBC, the Radio Society of Great Britain 

made representations to the Post Office in March 1921, asking that experimenters 

should be allowed scope to design and perfect their receiving apparatus. The Post 

Office eventually authorised the Marconi Company to transmit half an hour of 

telephony a week, the half hour to be part telephony, part r.forse, clI1d between every 

seve"n minutes of transmission there had to be a break of three minutes. 5 These 

compulsory breaks, which were intended to ensure that no more import::lllt 



8 

transmission was kept off the air by the entertainment broadcasts, meant that the half 

hour allowed was in fact spread over nearly an hour. 

The Marconi Company had a field station at Writtle, near Chelmsford, and it was 

there that "2MT" began regular broadcasts on February 14th 1922.6 "Two Emma Toe" 

was a 259 watt station built by young engineers working out of hours. The most 

famous of this group was Peter Eckersley, who was to write in 1941 that his staff at 

Writtle, which included Noel (later Sir Noel) Ashbridge, Kirke, Wynn, and MacLarty, 

was "the nucleus of the 'brain trust' of the technical side of British broadcasting" 

(PBM 39). Between 1923 and 1926 these four, plus Bishop, all followed Eckersley to 

the BBC, and all eventually rose to senior positions there. But in 1922, each Tuesday, 

they spent the evening broadcasting improvised entertainment from a hut at Writtle, 

and Eckersley began to make his name as the first humorist of the air. In a film 

intended as a tribute to the pioneering BBC engineers, Cough and You'll Deafen 

Thousands, some of this early group from Writtle are interviewed and give some idea 

of the atmosphere at the time. RTB Wynn remembers being paid next to nothing for 

the work, which he describes as 

... entirely .a spare time job ... we were everything ... we 
were the programme people, the engineers, the studio 
assistants, the 10t.7 

BN MacLarty gives a sense of how little even those far-sighted early technicians had 

of the potential of broadcasting, saying, "It was a most important thing we were doing 

and we didn't realise what we were starting". The engineers' sense of priorities is 

indicated by Wynn when he says, 

I think Writtle more or less came to the conclusion that 
broadcasting was a prostitution of the noble art of 
radio ... .It's funny how it's worked out, isn't it? 

In May 1922 the Marconi Company was allowed to open the London Station, 2LO 

(BFW 10), and two other transmitters were licensed - 5IT at Birmingham, operated by 

Western Electric, and 2ZY at Manchester, operated by Metropolitan Vickers. 2LO was 

housed in a cinema theatre in the top floor of Marconi House (SOB 58-9). While the 

engineers at Writtle were broadcasting frivolity in 1922, 2LO was transmitting 
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concerts organised by Arthur Burrows, then head of publicity at Marconi. He was 

joined in this work by L. Stanton Jefferies, later first Musical Director at the BBC. 

The caution shown by the Post Office in its handling of the early development of 

broadcasting in Britain was due at least in part to the lesson of the experience in 

America, where lack of control had led to chaos on the airways, with proliferation of 

stations and impossible interference.8 With the aim of avoiding a similar situation, FG 

Kellaway, then Postmaster General, called a conference of firms interested in the 

manufacture of wireless equipment. Representatives of twenty-four firms attended 

the meeting of May 18th, 1922, and during the summer and autumn of that year, 

while they were in committee, 2MT and 2LO continued their pioneering work, with 

Writtle claiming the first ever wireless drama on October 17th, when excerpts from 

Cyrano de Bergerac were broadcast. Eckersley writes of the "Writtle programmes, 

remarkable for their gaiety and irresponsibility" (PBM 42), and Burrows tells of 

Eckersley'S attempt to broadcast an opera with just two other people to make up the 

entire cast and orchestra (SOB 58). Burrows also gives 24th June 1922 as the date of 

the first "real" concert (SOB 60), and estimates the number of 2LO's listeners in the 

autumn of 1922 at 50,000, with 30,000 licences being held (SOB 61). 

A full account of the formation of the British Broadcasting Company is provided in 

Asa Briggs's The Birth of Broadcasting, and Cecil Lewis provides another, shorter 

account in Broadcasting From Within. 9 For present purposes it is enough to say that 

the British Broadcasting Company Ltd was formed on 18th October 1922 (Clarke 

154); the broadcasting service began on 15th November 1922;10 the Company was 

registered on 15th December 1922 (Clarke 154), and received its licence on 18th 

January 1923. 11 Birmingham and Manchester stations began to broadcast as part of 

the BBC on 15th November 1922.
12 

Factors Influencing the En\'ironmen t: The Firs t Appoin tmen ts 

Although the Company was formed III October 19~~, Reith was not engaged as 

General Manager until December 1922. His pre-BBC background has been very 
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thoroughly documented elsewhere. 13 By all accounts on taking up his appointment he 

knew nothing about broadcasting; but he was offered the post of General Manager on 

14th December 1922. 

When the post of Director of Programmes was advertised, according to Cecil Lewis,14 

there were only five applicants; this was an important sign of how little in general the 

possibilities of wireless were realised. Two of the five were Burrows, who got the 

job, and Lewis, who was appointed as Burrows's deputy. In this context Lewis refers 

to only two other original BBC appointments: L. Stanton Jefferies as Musical 

Director, and Reith as General Manager. 

Peter Eckersley's appointment as Chief Engineer came a few weeks after the rest. He 

was taken to see Reith in December 1922, at a time when an engineer from Marconi's 

head office had been offered the top engineering job at the BBC. Eckersley's own 

account of how his appointment came about serves to illustrate how large an element 

of chance there was in the way the Company was originally run. Following 

Eckersley's first meeting with Reith, Writtle had been closed down. One day III 

January 1923 Eckersley was about to enter Marconi House, when he remembered he 

had run out of tobacco. He turned round and bumped into Major Basil Binyon, 

Managing Director of the Radio Communications Company, who greeted him with 

the words, "'Heavens! ... Of course, you're just the man. I don't say you'll get it, but 

you certainly should apply at once.'" It turned out that the man first offered the post 

of Chief Engineer had turned it down; and Eckersley realised that chance had 

favoured him: "Perhaps if I had not smoked a pipe ... " (PBM 46). 

Burrows, first Director of Programmes, had been a journalist specialising III the uses 

of wireless telephone and telegraphy for journalism, and had in 1918 written an 

article entitled "Wireless Possibilities" which, according to Sydney Moseley, predicted 

the way broadcasting would develop. He had been involved In the Daily 

;Hail/l\1arconi broadcast of singing by Dame Nellie l\1elba, and in a series of 

experiments conducted III July 1920 during a passage across the A tl::lntic to a press 

conference at Ottawa at which Burrows again spoke prophetically of the future 
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development of wireless. I5 All this was before his work in publicity for the Marconi 

Company and his involvement in early 2LO programming. 

Cecil Lewis, born in 1898, had served as a very young Air Force pilot In the First 

World War, and had been awarded the Military Cross. With the Air Force, he 

performed the first wireless telephony tests with single-seater aircraft (Moseley 91). 

After the war, at the age of twenty-one, he was sent to Peking as an employee of 

Vickers Ltd to teach the Chinese to fly. For Lewis as for Eckersley, chance played a 

part in the involvement in broadcasting. Lewis had been ill for some weeks in Peking 

and a member of the Metropolitan Vickers staff called Richards had spent some time 

keeping him company as he recovered. Richards telephoned Lewis, once they were 

both back in London, and suggested broadcasting to him as a possible career. 

"'Broadcasting?' said Lewis, "'What on earth's that?'" (N LB 61) Metropolitan Vickers 

was part of a consortium which included General Electric, British Thomson Houston, 

and others, which wanted to prepare programme arrangements, because their rivals 

and superiors in experimental broadcasting, the Marconi Company, had already begun 

to do so. Lewis was employed as Programme Manager of this consortium, and it was 

from this position that he applied to the BBC in 1922 (N LB 63-4). 

L. Stanton Jefferies, who had been helping Burrows with music broadcasts from 2LO 

before the BBC was formed, began working for the BBC as director of the London 

station. He became the Company's first Musical Director when Rex Palmer was 

appointed to run the station; the Company was then about two months old (BFW 158). 

According to Cecil Lewis in Broadcasting From Within, the first Company Secretary, 

PF Anderson, resigned from the BBC in July 1924, and was replaced by Guy V Rice 

(BFW 148). 

Personali ties: Power Structure, Roles, ResponsilJiIi ty, Au tonom y 

This section will attempt to establish a picture of the personalities whose influence on 

the atmosphere at the BBC and especially on programmes \vas important in the 

earliest days. i\latt'rial has been taken well beyond the period under study because 



12 

personality cannot be fixed and described between arbitrary dates and because since 

first-hand testimony has been the chosen and desirable source, personal recollection 

has inevitably played an important part. 16 

Reith 

Val Gielgud succeeded RE Jeffrey as Head of Productions in January 1929 but his 

observations concerning the Director General, taken from Years 0/ the Locust, are 

relevant here: 

During the Savoy Hill period, however, the one 
completely dominating figure was that of Sir John Reith 
- both literally and psychologically .... The organisation 
had not, in 1929, grown beyond the capacity of direct 
control by a single individual. And who that individual 
was could not be doubted for an instant. 

... It was his pleasure, when on occasion he 
summoned me to his presence, to assume genially that I 
was lacking in both morals and religious feeling; to 
accuse me of wishing to corrupt his ideals, or bully 
him, or both! This fiction, which seemed to please him 
without for an instant deceiving me, contributed a good 
deal towards a relationship which, while never intimate, 
was definitely agreeable. 17 

It is significant that a figure so powerful should hold so quirky an attitude towards 

the arts and entertainment. Gielgud says that Reith regarded the broadcasting of plays 

as "a necessary evil", and goes on: 

... the Director-General tended to lump actors with 
artists and other bohemians in the general category of 
queer fish, liable to irresponsibility, temperamental 
instability, and generally casual behaviour. ... And his 
attitude to those of his staff engaged in the business of 
entertainment generally could be summed up as one of 
kindly paternalism not untinged by an inbred conviction 
of disapproval of the whole business. (Locust 70) 

In a recent interview Cecil Lewis went further: 

Reith took absolutely no interests whatever in 
programmes. He knew nothing about them, he said he 
knew nothing about them.... He wasn't a programme 
man. 18 
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Reith concentrated instead, according to Lewis, on contacts with firms that had been 

involved in the setting up of the BBC. The same points are made in Lewis's 

autobiographical book Never Look Back, where he says that Reith was 

... a man with whom in the early days I often grew 
intolerant and impatient for his lack of appreciation and 
understanding of the niceties of programme building 
and the qualities of artists. He seemed to have no 
interest in or liking for any of the arts and often 
appeared to look on programmes as a necessary evil, 
produced by persons of strange character and dubious 
morals, utterly foreign to his strict religious background 
and high principles. He admitted at the outset he had no 
idea what it was all about; but he had one great virtue: 
he left us alone to get on with it. Indeed he had no 
option, for in those early days he faced problems basic 
to the whole structure and future of the broadcasting 
medium. He overcame them brilliantly and successfully, 
but it left him little time for anything else. (NLB 64-5) 

Given the extent and nature of Reith's influence within the BBC his idiosyncratic 

attitude towards programmes and his lack of time for them may be seen to produce 

two areas of impact: firstly, programme makers would enjoy a large degree of 

autonomy; but secondly, the prevailing sense of the importance of programmes when 

it came to allocating resources might not be very strong unless the executives charged 

with programme making. were themselves strong and charismatic personalities. An 

analysis of the nature of Reith's dominance and its alleged negative impact on 

creativity and adventurousness within the BBC IS one of the fruits of Peter 

Eckersley's book, The Power Behind the Microphone - which also, incidentally, tells 

the reader much about Eckersley himself and his relationship with Reith. The book 

was written In 1941, though it draws on Eckersley's first-hand experience of working 

at the BBC as well as on his observations on the workings of the Corporation since 

his own departure in 1929. Its central argument is that the BBC failed in its 

interpretation of its cultural role. Eckersley's view of Reith for his part in the failure 

is implicitly critical, though the integrity of the argument is sometimes jeopardised by 

apparent contradictions, which seem to stem from Eckersley's personal esteem for 

Reith himself. The bureaucracy which Eckersley identifies as inimical to creative life 

within the BBC, and many other of the failings of the Corporation as he saw it from 
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his exiled 1941 perspective owed much - on Eckersley's own testimony - to Reith 

personally. In a crucial third chapter called "The Foundations of the B.B.C.", 

Eckersley writes: 

The attitude of the B.B.C. has always been 
wholly political.. .. The members of the staff are judged 
by their character rather than by their talents. The 
typically English idea that all artists are immoral is 
fostered .... 

The form, content, and influence of the 
broadcasting service as we know it to-day is the 
product of one dominant mind: it represents one man's 
conception of the role of broadcasting in a modern 
democracy. No one who is serving or who has served 
the B.B.C. has had an influence in any way comparable 
with that exerted by its first chief executive .... He was 
the only man who made up his mind about policy, who 
knew what he wanted and who had the power and will 
to carry his ideas into practice. 

One of his chief tasks in making the B.B.C. into 
the type of instrument he desired was to eliminate from 
his staff anyone who would not understand or 
sympathize with his point of view. 19 

Eckersley declines to draw detailed pictures of other BBC staff because, in his view, 

Reith was the only one with real influence; he was able to dominate and inspire 

loyalty in his staff, and to work on any weakness in any of his subordinates "until he 

was sure of obedience": 

There was no unkindness in this, it was all part of duty, 
the duty to make a compact loyal and disciplined staff 
which could cope with the excessive work and complex 
problems. The great feature of Mr. Reith's leadership 
was that you knew where you stood. (PBM 57-8) 

Again, later on the same page, Eckersley reiterates the crucial influence of Reith: 

We all thought we had played a pretty prominent role at 
one time or another. But it was not anyone of us who 
had made the B.B.C., it was the B.B.C. that had made 
everyone of us. Sir John Reith made the B.B.C., so we 
all owed him a great deal. (PBM 58) 

Continuing directly from this point comes this - and the context gives the passage its 

present relevance: 

I would sum up the character of the Company as 
it crystallized during those early years, by saying that it 
was ideally fitted to be a careerist in the medium of 



burea ucracy, bu t therefore inflexible and unsympathetic 
to artistic standards. It proved itself worthy to be 
trusted by the Government and was legitimately given 
place and patronage .... The very success of the B.B.C.'s 
career, so essential to its security, subtracted from its 
power to use that success to challenge any accepted 
institution or promote any very exciting artistic 
enterprise. (PBM 58) 
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On the next page Eckersley admits that the BBC did not know its public, and had 

besides to satisfy the Postmaster General and the Board; but he says that nevertheless, 

... the B.B.C. over concentrated upon securing its 
foundations. This prevented any clear conception of 
what was to be built upon them .... Those who have dug 
for security have come to be as solid as the structure 
they have made. . .. British broadcasting none the less 
owes a great deal to Sir John Reith, no one could have 
made a better job in establishing it. It is rare to find a 
combination of administrative ability with a sympathy 
for artistic values. (PBM 59) 

This is one of the apparent contradictions in Eckersley's argument, for the passages 

quoted so far do not give a picture of a Director General much in sympathy with 

artistic values. The conflict prompts an interesting thought. Was the loyalty Reith 

inspired of the kind that meant criticism had to be disguised, even if only by a 

transparent gesture, almost as if there was a superstition involved, or as if to 

challenge the spell would bring the whole structure of the BBC falling down? 

Certainly, despite any reservations held by Eckersley or Lewis concerning Reith's 

attitudes and control, they both retained respect and admiration for him.2o Later in 

the book, it becomes difficult to resist the impression that Eckersley's tone has 

become ironic. Having observed that "The character of the B.B.C. largely determines 

the character of the programmes it produces", he then undertakes a defence of Reith 

against charges of harshness and domination: 

The policy of rigid control of the staff has never been 
arbitrarily imposed for its own sake. It has on the 
contrary been consciously used because it was thought 
to be the only way to hold together a so diversely 
constituted personnel tackling such complicated 
problems. I never found Sir John Reith unreasonable 
provided you accepted his premises, nor arbitrary 
provided you understood his technique. If anyone 
expressed a reasoned disagreement they would invite a 
discussion from which, if they were intelligent, they 



would learn a great deal about administrative method. 
(PBM 171) 

-
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Overall this is a book which tells us much about Reith, his position at the BBC, and 

the way his influence and his relationships worked. It would- make a fascinating study 

on its own. To conclude for the present context, this anecdote is fitting: 

The founder of the B.B.C. was basically an organizer 
and a disciplinarian. This was excellent at first, but not 
so valuable when the Corporation was established. It 
was asked of every applicant for a responsible job in 
the B.B.C.: 'Is he a gentleman?' .... The term 'gentleman' 
was not meant to describe an easy-going member of the 
landed aristocracy, but rather someone apt to obey 
blindly and put behaviourism before intelligence. In 
these circumstances, it was inevitable that broadcasting 
should have reinforced conformity. (PBM 173) 

Cecil Lewis, told recently in an interview of this passage in Eckersley's book, was 

asked if he could corroborate. He laughed, and said, "I should say that was exactly 

right...it could've been asked ... probably was.,,21 

Having sketched Reith's personality through the impressions of others it seems fitting 

to see what more of the man may be gathered from one or two of his own writings. 

Personality and Career was the text of a talk Reith had given to the boys at his old 

school, published in 1925. Reith stresses the importance of self knowledge, loyalty, 

adherence to principles, the criterion of service, the need to respect subordinates -

and religious faith. Though religion was "the supreme factor",22 Reith did not 

discourage ambition where the work was for its own reward, and he urges 

commitment and idealism. The talk concludes with a statement of a conviction that 

surely fuelled Reith's energy and benefited the BBC in those early years: 

There is nothing you cannot do with these assets, faith 
in God and faith in yourself; neither by itself, but each 
the complement of the other.(P & C 30) 

From Personality and Career an impression is formed of a man who knew, and was 

not inclined to underrate, himself; someone who set much store by religion, 

principles, loyalty, commitment and courage in decision-making, and the ideal of 

public service. Broadcast Over Britain confirms the impression. This book resembles a 

personal creed in the density of its value judgments, both overt and implicit, in the 
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uncompromising tone adopted, even in the choice of words, and the weighting of 

phrases. Reith's personality is informed and directed by his faith. His sense of his 

own value and his responsibility to the nation are a part of the religion; Reith had a 

belief in himself as boundless as his belief in the God he served, the only master to 

whom he willingly deferred. The force of Reith's conviction seems in what we have 

seen so far to have carried his staff with him, rather than to have alienated them. For 

Reith, broadcasting was an opportunity to educate the nation, especially 

underprivileged children,23 and it is clear that the loyalty he inspired in his staff 

would have been one of his dearest prizes; without it, he clearly felt there would be 

no motor to drive the great enterprise he had undertaken: 

Inspiration and a high resolve to discharge, as best one 
can, the responsibilities committed to one's care are 
essential; but all these are unavailing without esprit de 
corps and loyalty, and without the vision of a high and 
common ideal, to which in harmony all activities are 
tending. 

I know of no organisation in which such 
characteristics are more requisite than in ... conducting 
the broadcasting service; and I venture to say that there 
they are to be found. (BOB 50) 

This would have been one of the most important factors influencing the environment 

in which broadcasting took shape. In aiming for this ideal, Reith would be helped 

very much by the atmosphere of newness and adventure. Another key influence, and 

one less easy for Reith to spread among his staff perhaps, was religion. He might 

have found more sympathy with the spirit than with the substance of his faith in men 

like Peter Eckersley and Cecil Lewis, who respected though they did not necessarily 

share his spiritual conviction at the time. 24 Upon his appointment Reith wrote in his 

diary in December 1922, 

I must take Christ with me from the very beginning and 
all through this difficult work. I cannot succeed 
otherwise .... I can do all things through Christ. 25 

From Broadcast Over Britain, and particularly the chapter entitled "Beyond the 

Horizon",26 emerges the sense in which Reith's religious faith was actually cruciJI in 
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the way the BBC developed. Without it, Reith would not have had the resources 

which helped and guided him in his daunting task: 

Of course it is necessary to have a convictIOn that will 
carry us through. Many wonderful discoveries were 
attained without systematic reasoning up to the very 
point of conclusion .... At some stage there was a sudden 
leap in the dark .... lmagination or genius we have called 
it; we may substitute intuition or, if we care, faith. And 
it is the absence of faith that appears to make the 
Christian religion inadequate to so many to-day - the 
failure of decision to take the risk. (BOB 194-5) 

Such faith, such conviction, must have tended to come close at times to something 

like arrogance, and certainly gives the impression of a man who actually followed the 

advice he gave to schoolboys about identifying, then determinedly pursuing, their 

goals (P & C 22-24). To be uncompromising and blinkered is to achieve, but it is also 

on occasion to appear limited in some respects; even to seem unfeeling. In sketching a 

map of the interaction of the personalities involved in the setting up of the BBC, it is 

perhaps not too fanciful and may help to anchor perceptions of the psychology of the 

situation to suggest an analogy, in which the BBC represented Milton's kind of 

Paradise. Here, in return for safety and a known way, individuals had to abdicate a 

large part of responsibility for themselves, morally or spiritually; they bought a 

qualified peace, theirs for as long as they played by the rules. We should remember in 

this connection the following remark by Peter Eckersley, and take note again of the 

extraordinary hold Reith seemed to maintain: 

I never found Sir John Reith unreasonable provided you 
accepted his premises, nor arbitrary provided you 
understood his technique. (P BM 171) 

Sin in Milton's epic meant challenging authority and being curious about other worlds 

and other values; to be sinless meant to accept authority, not to ask questions, to use 

free will in order to yield it. 



19 

Peter Eckersley 

A major influence in the earliest days of broadcasting, Eckersley, like Reith, inspired 

I I . h· b· 27 oya ty In IS su ordmates, and respect and popularity both when he was a humorist 

broadcasting from Writtle, and when he had to leave the BBC in 1929. At that time, 

the Daily News described him as "the father of broadcasting in England", with very 

impressive credentials: 

A pioneer long before the first British Broadcasting 
Company was established ... right at the head of the 
technical radio experts of the world. He is responsible 
for every development in Britain ... every listener owes to 
him the unrivalled service now supplied by the B.B.C.28 

On the same day a more personal description was published by the Evening News in 

an item called "Peter the Peace-Maker": 

I think most of his friends realised that Captain 
Eckersley, the retiring chief engineer of the B.B.C., was 
not an enthusiast for the routine of an office job. He at 
least is no bureaucrat, but a rather peculiar combination 
of scientist and diplomat. 

He knows as much as anybody about the 
technique of wireless, but it is his charming personality 
which has been of most value to listeners.29 

Among his colleagues outside the engineering department Eckersley was respected and 

it seems usually liked. Arthur Burrows who, as head of 2LO before the BBC was 

formed, had reprimanded 2MT for its frivolity (PBM 42), nevertheless wrote of the 

Chief Engineer as "one who shines as an organiser and director of a large and many-

sided department, yet at the same time is capable of the most delicious fooling ... ".3o 

Cecil Lewis refers to Eckersley as a wit whose humour was never malicious, and 

whose clowning had achieved the seemingly impossible: rendering Reith himself 

"helpless with uncontrolled laughter" (BFW 152). Lewis commends the speed, range 

and efficiency of Eckersley's work, his positive impact on the mood of the office, 

and his capacity as "a tactful all-round man" (BFW 153). In interview Lewis 

contrasted the characters of the brothers Roger and Peter Eckersley, saying, "Peter 
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was an innovator but of course Peter was much too dangerous, he was away he ... was 

worse than me". 31 

Was Eckersley, charismatic, amusing, brilliantly inventive as a technician, sacrificed 

to Reith's concept of the moral responsibility of broadcasters when he .left the BBC in 

1929, following a scandal in his personal life? Perhaps the threat he represented was 

more accurately caught by Eckersley himself when he wrote, 

My friends told me that, divorce or no divorce, some 
way would have been found to get rid of me because I 
was not sufficiently subservient. (PBM 153) 

Eckersley admits that he often criticised BBC policy, with perhaps more force than 

coherence; but he insists on the integrity of his motivation: a "genuine conviction that 

the B.B.C. was missing a great opportunity" (PBM 153). He was an innovator and a 

risk taker; living with risk and uncertainty was a commitment for everyone of the 

early pioneers at the BBC. Eckersley knew this from the start. When he took up his 

appointment, some of his colleagues at Marconi thought him foolish to give up his 

security in an established company for the unpredictable world of broadcasting (PBM 

47). In his criticisms of BBC policy, Eckersley adopts a tone comparable to that used 

by Reith in Broadcast Over Britain. He claims to have made sacrifices for his ideas -

a sacrifice which Reith would have applauded - but says that he did so 

... because I am much happier working on new things than in 
maintaining the old ones. If I had stayed in the B.B.C. I might now be 
much honoured and well secured; if I had accepted offers made to me 
when I left the B.B.C. I should have been rich but ashamed. (PBM 
251-2) 

He says too that he had been inspired by enthusiasm rather than by any thoughts of a 

career. Perhaps one of the most significant aspects of the natures of Lewis and 

Eckersley was that something propelled them outside the system once the very earliest 

pioneering work had been done. Eckersley's personal crisis may indeed not have been 

the cause of his untimely departure from the BBC; it may instead have been a 

manifestation of something in the character of Eckersley himself and of something in 

the character of the BBC in those days that could not contain a challenge from 

within, with all the consequences for bureaucracy and programme policy that that 
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implied. But banishment rendered Eckersley powerless and frustrated, his confidence 

from the Writtle days g-one,32 his position inevitably defined in relation to the system 

he attacked, and his criticisms losing force because he had been expelled. 

Roger Eckersley 

The importance of Roger Eckersley is as a stark contrast to his brother Peter, and as 

a very long-serving Director of Programmes, following the departure first of Arthur 

Burrows then, in the spring of 1926, of Cecil Lewis. Though a very early recruit to 

the staff of the BBC, Roger Eckersley had not the character of a pioneer, despite his 

nostalgia about the early days, which he expresses in The B.B.C. And All That. 33 

When he became Head of the Programme Department, he was automatically a 

member of the Control Board, which was made up of Reith, Admiral Carpendale (the 

Controller), Peter Eckersley, and the representatives of the administrative, financial 

and public relations departments. On this important Board which met once a week, 

Roger Eckersley was for a long time the only voice for programmes. He did not move 

from this post until 1936 when, desiring a challenge, he became Director of Regional 

relations, later called Assistant Controller (Regions) (BAAT 183). 

In The B.B.C. And All That, Roger Eckersley comes over as very much an institution 

man, who went so far as to criticise those who complained about pay, red tape, and 

mediocrity at the BBC, and to deplore the way they infected morale with such 

subversive grumblings. "I would say to them that they are lucky to be working _in the 

B.B.C.," he says, listing security, reasonable pay, a pension and retirement at sixty as 

advantages .. He even goes into details about leave, hours of attendance required, and 

comfort at work, observing that "The offices are warm and comfortable enough, the 

water in the lavatories is hot and everything is kept bright and clean" (BAAT 198). 

Eckersley's criteria for what makes a good employer are clearly vastly different to 

those of his brother, who wrote frankly in The Power Behind the Microphone: 

Mr. Reith ... chose to surround himself with those whose 
obedience was unquestioned because their outlook was 
unquestioning. He promoted my brother Roger from a 



junior position on my staff to assistant head of the 
programme department in one year. Roger's charm 
would melt a heart of stone. Gentleman Roger! never 
expressing an opinion, seeing both sides of every 
question and, with these safe supports, floating upwards 
to a resting place near, but never too near, the top.34 
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This rapid promotion is evidence enough of Reith's opinion of the usefulness of 

Roger Eckersley. The portrait offered by Cecil Lewis in interview is confirmation of 

the impressions gathered above, in a recollection which moves us on to consideration 

of the personality of Lewis himself, who emerges as mischievous, another rebel and 

risk-taker. 

Cecil Lewis 

... Roger Eckersley was a most charming man ... and was a 
good personal friend of mine. And his value to the 
BBC, and why Reith was glad to get rid of me really 
although of course he never put it that way, was 
because he never knew quite what was going to happen 
next when I was around because I was a sparker and a 
jumper and ... pretty wild ... Roger, you know, you wanted 
to stroke him ... he was good, he was never outstanding, 
he never did anything which could offend people .... He 
would never innovate anything ... he was a typical habit 
man ... but he was a very good man, he was a very nice 
man .... He was not like Guthrie ... and the other people 
who really ... had spark and wanted to drive somewhere -
he didn't want to drive anywhere ... Reith trusted him 
because he knew he'd never do anything doubtful - I 
mean, I got people to the microphone who asked 
awkward questions .... Reith ... didn't want to be disturbed, 
it was growing too quickly.35 

Lewis was identified by Reith as the person who first thought of broadcasting 

drama.36 His long and varied life is material for another thesis. He was truly a 

pIOneer, closer in this to Peter than to Roger Eckersley~ his accounts of the 

atmosphere of those early days are the most vivid. He abhorred everything about the 

BBC that Roger Eckersley promoted as its advantages. In Never Look Back Lewis 

describes his rather impulsive resignation: 

That evening I opted out of a certain career, a 
steady income and a good pension, of all that security 
for which people are ready to sacrifice themselves and 
put up with a lifetime of frustrations and buried hopes. 



I was still under thirty ... Jt never occurred to me that 
with my abilities I could fail. (NLB 71) 
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Whereas Peter Eckersley seems from his tone to have felt keenly the difference 

between his worldly success and that of Reith, Lewis claims to mistrust success: 

... it seems to me that those who reach the summit often 
find themselves impaled on the sharp point of it; an 
uncomfortable position, which precludes any further 
freedom of movement. The idea of saving, safety or 
security has never influenced my course of action. 
Therefore my life has fluctuated wildly .... The spur of 
uncertainty has always kept me on my toes .... we all do 
what we must, at least up to a point. (NLB 200) 

Lewis's attitude to security expressed both courage and restlessness III his 

temperament. His high-energy commitment and enthusiasm, admitted by Burrows and 

Gielgud, was mentioned by Lord Gainford in his Preface to Lewis's Broadcasting 

From Within: 

The value of this work is increased by the fact that it is 
written by a popular officer of the British Broadcasting 
Company whose zeal and love for broadcasting is 
apparent in every page .... (BFW v) 

Such commitment came of a capacity to live in the present and to give everything to 

the present; so that as long as a task required total involvement it would hold him, 

but once comfort set in,· the demands changed character, and became an obligation 

Lewis could not or would not fulfill: 

Broadcasting for me was a job, I did it for a certain 
length of time to the best of my ability and I put all 
what energies and abilities I had behind it. Then I left 
and I went on to films, I went on to writing and I left 
that world behind me ... You have to live now ... Now is 
the moment that matters really .... Now I live, for this 
moment, and the next moment is an adventure, I don't 
know what's going to happen, it's all new .... 37 

The very title of his book Never Look Back shows similar conviction and Lewis gives 

in its pages a reason for leaving the BBC which indicates what in his view happens if 

people don't Ii ve now: 

We were in the full flood of development and nothing 
at that time had crystallised into the dreadful arterial 
sclerosis which sooner or later reduces all big 
organisations to bureaucracy and satisfaction with the 
second rate. ( N LB 69) 
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Throughout his life, Lewis says, he was in at the start of new things, though he never 

led them and never stayed for long (NLB 63). Lewis's attitude to security may also 

have been an expression of personal courage, even recklessness. Proof enough of this 

is to be found in the pages of Sagittarius Rising, his account of his days as a pilot in 

the First World War. It took courage to fly in any plane in those days; Lewis signed 

up fresh from school, still a teenager. In his introduction to the book, Lewis opens 

with a description of men whose education and careers keep them safe from doubt 

and discomfort. He says he sometimes envies these "fortunate men to whom life is a 

continuous developing pattern", and continues: 

No such life has been mine. For to me, and thousands 
like me, that easy developing pattern was completely 
thrown out of symmetry by the First World War. It took 
me from school at sixteen .... But we very young 
men had no place, actual or prospective, in a peaceful 
world. We walked off the playing fields into the lines. 
We lived supremely in the moment. Our preoccupation 
was the next patrol, our horizon the next leave. 
Sometimes jokingly as one discusses winning the Derby 
Sweep we would plan our lives 'after the War'. But it 
had no substantial significance .... We were trained with 
one object - to kill. We had one hope - to live. When it 
was over we had to start again.38 

This is a useful passage to have in mind when considering the early years of 

broadcasting, and the personalities involved. Roger Eckersley, writing at the end of 

the Second World War, valued security; Lewis mistrusted it all his life. Experience, as 

well as temperament, must have led him to this conclusion: 

Security is useless .... If you live according to security 
you put chains and handcuffs round yourself before you 

b . l·f . . 39 start ... you must e Insecure ... 1 e IS Insecure. 

Another aspect of his commitment and his character which fitted Lewis for 

pioneering work was his idealism. Lewis's faith in himself certainly influenced his 

decision to leave (NLB 71 & 105), but while he was at the BBC that same self-

confidence was channelled into the service of broadcasting - as when he invited 

Bernard Shaw to visit the BBC premises (NLB 81-2) - and was translated into 

fundamental optimism about broadcasting and belief in its value and potential. What 

wireless could and should do concerned Lewis very much. In the pages of 



Broadcasting From Within he expresses the belief that it should be above politics, and 

its impartiality beyond question; that it would increase the accountability of public 

figures, educate the people - especially the poor - and reinstate the importance of 

family life (BFW 140-141, 174-5). It is significant that such an idealist should have 

been one of the first important pioneers to leave because of disenchantment. In 

Lewis's case this was brought on not only by bureaucracy, but by the swing from 

quality to quantity of programmes which he saw as an irreversible and fatal step. 

Speaking in Never Look Back of Reith's high moral principles and refusal to relax 

guidelines, Lewis adds his own view: 

I too had standards, though of a different kind. 
I believed in quality. I knew that quantity was its 
bitterest enemy and saw, as time went by, the inevitable 
encroachment of the mediocre, the second-rate. (NLB 
71) 

Lewis saw the validity of Reith's reply to this - that the BBC was a public serVIce 

and must serve the public - "but somehow," he says, "it took the heart out of my 

effort" (NLB 71). 

Lewis was arguably one of the most brilliant and inventive of the pioneers; yet almost 

by definition he and the BBC could not stay long together. He said in interview, 

Imaginary creation, the spark which sets things off, and 
the ability to turn the taps are not necessarily to be 
found in the same man and when you do find them it's 
rare.40 

\Vorking Conditions 

Peter Eckersley recalled his first visit in December 1922 to the office of the BBC In 

Magnet House, Kingsway: 

I found the B.B.C.'s chief executive installed in what 
was little more than a cupboard opening off an office 
in which the rest of the staff, about fifteen people, 
were feverishly working. (PB,'! 45) 

Cecil Lev/is gives his own vivid version of \vhat it \Vas like to work at "'lJgnet House 

in the room made available by the General Electric Company: 



No description I could give would convey to you the 
hectic existence we led in those days. In the centre of 
the room stood a large table, around which about ten 
people were frantically engaged in sorting 
correspondence (the mail wasterrific).Mr. Burrows and 
myself shared a desk and a telephone on one side of the 
room, on the other sat the Secretary and his capable 
assistant, and dotted about in every corner were typists' 
desks, filing cabinets, duplicating machines, half a 
dozen telephones, etc. 

Pandemonium reigned! The telephone never 
stopped ringing, the typewriters never stopped clicking, 
the duplicating machine duplicated for dear life, the 
office was bombarded from morning to night by the 
press, the public, the wireless manufacturer, people of 
every kind and class who, for some reason or other, 
were interested in broadcasting. 

The room was crowded to overflowing, it was 
physically impossible to get any more people into it, 
and in the midst of all this strenuous activity the policy 
and direction of the company were maintained. (BFW 
26-7) 

Clarke in "The Old B.B.C." describes the first BBC studio as 

... what would now be called a "lash-up" in Marconi 
House, Kingsway, and being some hundreds of yards 
distant from the offices, provided the staff, who were 
mostly executants as well as administrators, with many 
an enlivening sprint when the programme hour drew 
near. (Clarke 155) 
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Val Gielgud gives some idea of the need for an improvement In the early pages of 

British Radio Drama 1922-1956: 

... at Savoy Hill there were at least studios, however 
primitive and quaint they might appear to eyes of the 
present day. At Marconi House the sole accommodation 
had been a converted room, some eighteen feet square, 
draped about with a perfect spider's web of thin black 
cables, attached to microphones with quasi-telephone 
mouthpieces. The greater part of the rest of the 
necessary gear was crowded out into the adjoining 
corridor, and the actors shared the room with a grand 
piano that filled the whole of one corner.
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From 14th November 1922 until 1st May 1923, when the Savoy Hill premIses came 

into use, studio accommodation consisted of just this one room at t\larconi House. 

Staff worked on average twelve hours a day during this early period and the strain of 

functioning in such conditions was only eased with the move to 2, Savoy Hill early III 
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1923. Clarke says that the offices came into use in April 1923 and the new studio on 

May 1st, 

... so that for the first time the offices and the studio 
and amplifying gear were housed in the same 
building .... With adequate office space, organisation grew 
apace, though the strain of the early months began to 
tell on the original staff during the autumn and 
winter.42 

The strain had begun to tell sooner than that. Before the move, Lewis recalls saying 

to Reith, 

... '1 shall break down if this goes on much longer.' 
'You might let me know when you're going to do it,' 
was his reply, 'then we could arrange to take it in 
turns'! (BFW 31) 

A description of the first Savoy Hill studio is gIven by Pawley in BBC Engineering 

1922-1972 (Pawley 36-7). A new, larger studio was opened in London in autumn 

1923, so that large orchestras could be more successfully broadcast with the 

improvement in acoustics. More expansion of the Savoy Hill premises took place two 

years later, when the building was extended by the rebuilding of the north-west 

corner, which had been damaged by an aerial torpedo in the war (Clarke 174). Some 

new offices were added, and three new studios with more satisfactory ventilation and 

sound damping arrangements. At this time the London headquarters had been forced 

to spread to other buildings to accommodate the growth of the organisation. 2 Savoy 

Hill was in the Institution of Electrical Engineers' building on the Embankment. By 

1927, according to Geddes, it was too small: its seven studios would clearly not be 

enough to cater for the two independent programmes envisaged in the regional 

scheme, so by 1928 the (by then) Corporation had planned the building of 

Broadcasting House near Oxford Circus (Geddes 18). A fairly detailed account of 

changing studio accommodation in London and the provinces is given by Edward 

Pawley. In a table of "BBC Studios and Transmitter Premises 1922-1926" he shows 

that London's first three studios were opened on 14th November 1922 at Marconi 

House, I st May 1923 at 2 Savoy Hill, and 6th April 1925, again at 2 Savoy Hill 

(Pawley 39). In London, the first Savoy Hill studio was later called studio three. being 



28 

on the third floor. The next studio to open was studio one; it and studio three were 

for general purposes. Later came studio two for drama, four for variety, and five for 

news and talks, all in use by early 1926.43 By the time "Reflex" was writing in 

Answers in November 1928, there were nine studios in use at Savoy Hill, and they 

were not sufficient.44 An important point to remember when in future chapters the 

development of radio drama is considered is that at least up to the end of April 1923, 

in London, working conditions and competition for studio time must have made 

experiments with studio productions of plays practically impossible. The first long 

play came on May 28th, after the Savoy Hill studio was open;45 and if the autumn 

saw the opening of the second Savoy Hill studio, then the branching into non-

Shakespearian drama with Five Birds in a Cage by Gertrude Jennings on November 

29th must have been a sign of better things to come, with more room in which to 

work. 

Small Scale of the Operation 

"Reflex" wrote a series of articles for Answers, during October and November 1928. 

They were about the early days of broadcasting and were said to have been written 

by "one who was intimately concerned in the birth of broadcasting in Britain, and 

who has been in close touch with its development up to the present day".46 The first 

article in the series describes the small scale of the operation in 1922: 

Almost exactly six years ago British broadcasting was 
born in a room, formerly a private film theatre for 
exhibiting films of technical interest and no larger than 
a fair-sized drawing-room, on the seventh and top floor 

. H 4"7 of MarconI ouse. 

The room served as an office in the morning, an audition room in the afternoon, and 

a wireless studio in the evening. Reflex continues, 

Six years ago, a single room and a staff of twenty all 
told, supplying primitive programmes to a few hundred 
listeners at the most .... 

That early staff has grown into a thousand .... 

In the fourth article in the series, Reflex describes how, at the beginning of 1923, 



... a staff of half a dozen was working twelve hours a 
day to provide ... a week's broadcasting programmes, of, 
perhaps, thirty hours in all, from 2LO.48 

29 

Reflex contrasts these early days with the changed situation In 1928, when London 

was providing about 130 hours of broadcast programmes a week, 80· for 2LO and 50 

for the Daventry experimental station, and when there were over 100 programme 

staff. Like all the early pioneers Reflex finds cause to mourn the passing of those 

early days. Growth, he says, had meant specialised departments, and 

... a machine-like precision, which, some people think, 
tends to rob the service of its personality . 

... there was no possibility of such criticism In 

the early days. The unexpected was constantly 
happening - at any rate, in the studio, even if those 
listening were not always aware of anything untoward. 

Because there were so few staff, job demarcation in the early days hardly existed, 

except in the case of the engineers. Peter Eckersley, joining in February 1923, was 

the chief because the only engineer of the BBC. The stations were initially run by 

engineers on temporary loan from the wireless firms with financial commitments to 

the Company (PBM 62). But Arthur Burrows, though he was Head of Programmes, by 

his own account took the title role in the first ever wireless play, The Truth About 

Father Christmas, written by Mrs Phyliss Twigg and broadcast on Christmas Eve 

1922.49 The "Uncles" heard on Children's Hour included Uncle Caractacus (Cecil 

Lewis), Uncle Jeff (Stanton Jefferies), Uncle Rex (Rex Palmer), and Uncle Arthur 

(Arthur Burrows), who according to Lewis continued to receive letters from his 

"nephews and nieces" a year after pressure of work had forced him to give up this 

extra duty (BFW 151). Flexibility was a key requirement in any applicant to the BBC. 

A t head office crucial jobs were sometimes allocated to whichever staff happened to 

be more or less available, as Lewis recalled in his account of the first opera 

transmissions: Burrows had "gone out into the provinces" at the time the transmissions 

started, and Palmer "was a little strange to the work", so Jefferies and Lewis h3d to 

take it on: 
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The day's work and the children's hour over, we 
would snatch up our hats and make for a tavern near by 
to discuss the evening's work while munching meringues 
and cream .... you might have seen us there, pencil and 
paper in hand, Mr. Jefferies with a score of the opera, 
making up the story of the opera by reading through 
the music, while I edited and wrote it down. When it 
was complete (and the meringues all devoured), he 
would repair to the stage of Covent Garden and I to the 
studio to deliver the story of the opera before it began. 

(BFW 34-5) 
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With roles overlapping to this extent, and gIven the cramped office conditions, the 

few people of influence in programme matters in those days must have been thrown 

unusually close together. 

Technology 

Immediate Problems and Original Aims 

There are a number of accounts of the early development of the technology of 

wireless. Peter Eckersley's fourth chapter in The Power behind the Microphone is 

called "Spreading the Service" and is a fascinating first-hand source. Cecil Lewis's 

Broadcasting From Within offers the viewpoint of a close but not expert observer 

whose programming work was directly affected by the developments he describes. A 

more general account is given by DH Clarke in "The Old B.B.C.", and Edward 

Pawley, in BBC Engineering 1922-1972, provides a specialist's overview, detailed, 

balanced, but not first-hand: Pawley joined the BBC in 1931, so did not work under 

Eckersley, who left in 1929. 

The pioneers were operating In a void. They had no precedent, no proper 

accommodation, they had to invent broadcasting. Eckersley recalls his first morning at 

the BBC in Magnet House, when he was called to see Reith, who outlined for his 

benefit the immediate problems: 

I must recruit a new technical staff. 2LO, the London 
transmitter, installed on the roof of Marconi House, was 
interfering with the Air Ministry receivers over the way 
and must be moved to a new position. I had better be 
satisfied that the new stations, to be erected at Glasgow, 
Cardiff, Bournemouth and Belfast, were being properly 



installed. New office premises had to be found. I might 
have to do something to convince the amateurs, now 
working on wavelengths around four hundred metres, 
that they must move off to make room for our new 
transmissions .... Was it necessary for me to live in Essex? 
Hadn't I better get a house in London at once? And 
perhaps a new suit of clothes might help.(PBM 62) 
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Eckersley felt a brief longing to go back to Writtle, but instead, he went to Marconi 

House, got onto the roof, and "looked over London for anything tall"(PBM 63): to 

save money the BBC was at that time using factory chimneys to support aerials. 

In formulating the first ever technical policy of the BBC, Eckersley quickly decided 

that "its main basis should be that everyone should be able to hear one programme 

clearly on a cheap set"(P BM 63). In 1923 the wireless audience was largely composed 

of hobbyists, but Eckersley's chief concern was not to pander to the enthusiasm of 

the few. He wanted instead 

... to enable the listener to forget about the technique of 
the service. I felt then, as strongly as I feel now, that 
the programme is the only thing about broadcasting 
which permanently interests the public.(PBM 64) 

From the very outset, Eckersley's ideal broadcasting service had three main aims: 

... ( 1) to ensure that one programme could be heard 
anywhere in Great Britain without interruption from 
extraneous noise (Elimination of Interference); (2) to 
arrange that the sounds heard were a faithful copy of 
the original (Production of Good Quality); and 
eventually (3) that we should try to give the listener the 
widest range of choice between different, clearly heard 
and faithfully reproduced programmes (Removal of 
Channel Scarcity).(PBM 64-5) 

Spreading the Service 

Before Eckersley joined the BBC in Febr\lary 1923 a plan existed to build nme 1500 

watt stations at London, Manchester, Birmingham, Newcastle, Glasgow, Cardiff, 

Aberdeen, Bournemouth and Belfast. Eight of these had been built by October 1923 

and according to Keith Geddes they gave about half the population of Great Britain a 

good clear signal on a crystal set (Geddes 6- 7). The last main station, at Belfast, was 

opened in 192-1. Each of the nine had studios and programmes of its own. But the 
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service area of each had been found to be only ten to twenty miles around, and 

Eckersley describes a visit to his office by a Mr Lloyd, 

... who burst into my office to say that reception In 

Sheffield, where he came from, sounded like an 
~insurrection in hell'. After visItmg Sheffield I 
applauded the analogy. The signals from the Manchester 
main station, thirty or forty miles away, did not 
penetrate the deep Pennine valley and so local 
interference got the better of them.(PBM 68) 

Thus the decision was made to establish more low power transmitters. The decision 

was not popular with everyone: wireless hobbyists did not want clear reception, 

preferring instead a challenge to their knob-twiddling powers (PBM 66-7). Clarke 

gives a list of the 100-200 watt relay stations' opening dates. 5o According to Geddes, 

the outlay on the relay stations was modest and the result good: 

... they increased to 70% the proportion of the 
population within ~crystal range' of a transmitter; many 
of the remaining 30% could receive a service if they 
used valve receivers. (Geddes 7) 

Once these stations had been opened the problem arose of what programmes should 

be broadcast from them. There was not enough money for each local station to have a 

large programme budget. When Sheffield had been connected to Manchester by 

telephone wires, the Manchester programme's effective service area was increased, 

but "the belligerent civic authorities of Sheffield"(P BA1 69) protested that if they 

couldn't have their own programmes, they wanted the London output. The granting 

of this request generated demands nationwide for the favour to be extended to other 

cities, towns, and villages, and thus it came about that the relay stations were set up 

to broadcast mostly London programmes, whereas the main stations continued to send 

out mostly their own programmes (PBM 70). Along the way the simultaneous 

broadcasting system had to be developed. 

Although simultaneous broadcasting was not fully operational until 1924 the idea had 

come early to Peter Eckersley. Experiments with simultaneous broadcJst transmissions 

hJd begun in January 1923, some time before the relay stations had been 

established. 51 There was a music test on a Birmingham-London circuit in ~1Jrch 
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1923, a Glasgow-London test on 16th August 1923, when overhead lines were used, 

and a test from London to Newcastle, Glasgow, Manchester, Birmingham and Cardiff 

on 13th May 1923.52 In May 1923 regular simultaneous broadcasting began with the 

reading of the news bulletins from London (Clarke 156). Setting up the system was 

difficult; the telephone system on which it depended was not as we know it now -

Eckersley reminds his reader that the First World War had held up its development 

(PBM 71). The BBC worked with the Post Office and the Western Electric Company, 

and Post Office engineers could only use the trunk lines out of business hours. So it 

was a Sunday afternoon in 1924 when Mr Erikson of the Western Electric Company 

telephoned Eckersley and said he might come to take over and run the tests to see if 

everything was working. The system was a success, and went some way towards 

achieving Eckersley's first aim. Main and relay stations could now bring clear, 

uninterrupted reception on cheap sets to people III towns, and the numbers of 

listeners increased as a result. Cecil Lewis called the achievement "This latest, and 

perhaps greatest, triumph of the engineers.,,53 

Rural Areas, Long Waves, Daventry 

The relay stations were cheap to run. Peter Eckersley writes that even the optimistic 

among the pioneers were amazed at the increase they brought in licence revenue 

(PBM 76). But profitability depended on density of population in the area served, and 

the BBC clearly felt its obligation to serve rural as well as urban areas. Eckersley 

perceived that entertainment brought to country homes might as easily tempt the 

young to town as stem rural depopulation, and knew that reaching the lonely 

shepherd with broadcasts was in practical terms probably a nonsense, since the 

shepherd would most likely be sleeping or too tired to listen. The social and physical 

distances that had to be bridged are perhaps hard to imagine nowadays; but Reith, for 

one, was not in the least cynical about broadcasting's potential in this respect: 

I have heard it argued that, in so far as broadcasting is 
awakening interest in these hitherto more or less 
sheltered or inaccessible regions, it is fraught with 



danger to the community and to the country generally. 
In other words, I gather that it is urged that a state of 
ignorance is to be preferred to one of enlightenment. 
This smacks of the Middle Ages ... not only dangerous 
but stupid. (BOB 19) 

A main station using a wavelength of about 300 metres had a range .of ten to twenty 

miles, but experience had already shown that to increase the power of these stations 

would have amplified interference along with the desired sound. Eckersley solved the 

problem by using long waves - a move which, he claims, "was opposed and even 

ridiculed by some experts and I had to fight hard to get my way"(PBM 78). There 

were not many long wave channels, so Eckersley decided to use a single high power 

long wave station "to be located somewhere in the geographical centre of England and 

Wales"(PBM 77). Daventry was the site chosen; on 9th July 1924 the Post Office gave 

permission for experiments to start. The object of the experimental transmissions, 

according to Pawley, was to discover: 

(i) the range of crystal set reception; 

(ii) the extent of interference of a high-power long
wave station with other broadcasting stations; 

(iii) the possible danger of interference with other radio 
users. (Pawley 32) 

Pawley earlier reminds the reader that the BBC owed much to Eckersley's 

imagination: 

During 1923 he recalled the work of 
W.T.Ditcham of the Marconi Company on long waves at 
Chelmsford and conceived the idea of a high-power 
long-wave transmitter located in the centre of 
England .... This was a bold and imaginative concept; it 
led to the building, at Daventry, of the first long-wave 
transmitter in the world to be used exclusively for 
broadcasting.(Pa wley 31) 

The experiments were made from the Chelmsford works of the Marconi Company, 

and the station's call-sign and frequency were later taken over by the permanent 

Daventry station. From 21 st July 1924, Chelmsford broadcast London programmes In 

the evenings after seven o'clock. Reports from all over the country indicated that the 

transmissions were being well received, so on 7th August 1924 the BBC Board 
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decided to ask the Post Office to allow the opening of a permanent high power long-

wave station. Daventry st=-.~ion was officially opened on 27th July 1925; the occasion 

is referred to by Clarke as perhaps the most important event that year for the BBC 

(Clarke 172). Whereas by the end of 1924 70% of the population was within crystal 

range of BBC transmission, once Daventry became operational this figure increased to 

80%.54 

Eckersley had taken two years to achieve two of his aims: elimination of interference, 

and good reproduction. For his third ambition, a choice of programmes, he had to 

wait much longer. Writing in 1941, he said that the BBC had never used his Regional 

scheme as he had intended it to be used, and that though he had had the idea for it 

in 1924 the first permanent station in the scheme was not completed until 1929 (PBM 

115 -6 J. In later chapters the subject of Daventry and the idea of an alternative 

programme will be treated in more detail. 

Outside Broadcasts 

Outside broadcasts are important In this thesis because of the early reliance on the 

relaying of theatre performances, which will be discussed in the next chapter. The 

first outside broadcast took place on 8th January 1923, before Eckersley arrived at 

the BBC. It was also the first British National Opera Company broadcast performance, 

the first opera transmission, and the first broadcast from the Royal Opera House, 

Covent Garden: Mozart's The Magic Flute. This was followed by other 'firsts', 

including the first theatre outside broadcast - a pantomime, Cinderella, from the 

London Hippodrome, on 12th February.55 The daily time signal from Big Ben began 

on 17th February 1924,56 and another important 'first' was the broadcast by King 

George V, when he opened the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley on 23rd April 

1924. The King's speech was also the first broadcast to be recorded, on this occasion 

by a commerci::J.l company, for a second transmission on the SJme day: 

It was estimated that the King's speech was heard by at 
least ten million listeners, a fact that caught the 
imagination of the people and perhaps revealed to many 



for the first time the far-reaching possibilities latent III 

the medium. (Pawley 61) 

36 

Cecil Lewis and Stanton Jefferies took charge of the earliest outside broadcasts. 

Lewis's account communicates the excitement of the staff who heard the first test: 

At first indistinguishable, it soon became apparent that 
we were hearing the talk and rustling of programmes in 
the auditorium. Finally there was a burst of clapping, 
which died down to a dead silence, and was followed 
by two sharp raps; a second later the huge orchestra had 
leapt into its stride, swelled up to a great crash of brass 
and cymbals, which could be heard all down the 
corridor at Marconi House. 

Our excitement was immense .... The sound of the 
great orchestra contrasted so forcibly with our little 
band of seven in the studio, that it came as a revelation 
of what the future of broadcasting might be. (BFW 32-
3) 

The success of the opera broadcasts could be measured in sacks of mail, and Lewis 

and his colleagues realised that many people had heard opera who might otherwise 

never have heard it all their lives. The impromptu nature of early outside broadcasts 

is emphasised in Lewis's account, given above, of the way he and Jefferies concocted 

condensed versions of the stories of the operas. Lewis recalls that in those early days 

the engineers actually allowed him to use the switch connecting the opera house to 

the transmitting set (BFW 34-36). Later in his book he gives an account for the 

benefit of the lay reader of how outside broadcasts worked (BFIV 76-82). The Outside 

Broadcast Department came into being at the instigation of Roger Eckersley, who tells 

the story in The B.B.C. And All That. Eckersley had joined the BBC on 11 th 

February 1924 as assistant to Cecil Lewis and had been transferred to his brother's 

engineering division on a temporary basis. One day, rummaging in a black tin, he 

found a sheet of paper that had scribbled on it pencilled notes such as "Savoy Dance 

Bands - April 1 - 9.30". Thinking of the chaos that would ensue if such scraps of 

paper were to get lost, Eckersley began to look after such things, and found he had 

started his first definite job within the BBC (BAAT 56). 
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Microphones 

In the earliest days at Chelmsford and Writtle, Marconi engineers had used the 

General Electric Company's Peel-Conner carbon granule microphone. This was like a 

telephone microphone, noisy and not very sensitive. 57 It was used for the Writtle 

broadcast of Cyrano de Bergerac - after a rehearsal with a teaspoon serving as 

microphone, as Wynn recalls in the film Cough and You'll Deafen Thousands. The 

same microphone made broadcasting history when it was used by Dame Nellie Melba 

for her broadcast from Chelmsford on 15th June 1920.58 The Western Electric 

Company made two types of microphone in use in the earliest days: type 373, which 

was better than the Peel-Conner but still noisy, and the condenser microphone, which 

if it got damp made a "'frying'noise", according to Edward Pawley (Pawley 41). The 

first microphone generally used by the BBC was the Round-Sykes, or Marconi-Sykes, 

also known as the 'Magnetophone'. Geddes gives a cryptic account of one of the 

drawbacks of this microphone which was nevertheless a considerable improvement on 

its predecessors: 

This was a moving-coil instrument in which the sound 
impinged directly upon a flat coil of aluminium wire, 
which was mounted within the field of a strong 
electromagnet by being stuck on to pads of cotton wool 
with 'Vaseline'; a disadvantage of the design was the 
tendency for the coil to drop off during transmission. 
(Geddes 14) 

The Round-Sykes microphone was usually mounted on a cumbersome wooden trolley, 

and Geddes says that it also exaggerated reverberation and made sound quality from 

small studios poor unless heavy drapes were used. Because the effect of the drapes 

was flattening for performer and listener alike, artificial reverberation was sometimes 

added (Geddes 14-15). The Marconi-Reisz microphone came into use in 1926 and 

though it suffered a slight hiss and a distortion of loud sounds it was smaller, and 

gave better results, than other microphones, and retained supremacy in the BBC until 

1932. 59 In Never Look Back Lewis recalls the first time he saw a Round-Sykes 

microphone: 



These technical wonders were in charge of a small 
tubby man, Chief Engineer of the Marconi Company, 
aptly called Round, and the day when he produced a 
sort of iron jamjar lying on its side in a sling of sorbo 
rubber, and announced (to our astonishment) that it was 
a new microphone and would pick up anything in the 
room, was the first step forward and released us from 
the telephone operator's technique which glued us to a 
'mouthpiece' .(N LB 66) 
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Clarke refers to difficulties experienced by orchestras III 1923 when cramped 

conditions were a hindrance; for chamber and solo works justice could be done "as 

far as their own microphone technique and the technical advance of the period would 

allow" (Clarke 156). This is a reminder that expertise in the use of microphones and 

not just the sensitivity of the equipment itself had yet to be acquired; Clarke goes on 

to note that to start with, 

... when an instrumental combination was employed, the 
balance between various instruments or sets of 
instruments was obtained by distributing to each set a 
microphone, and varying the sensitivity. A few months 
later the present practice was adopted of placing the 
different instruments at suitable distances from one 
common microphone. (Clarke 156,159) 

Microphone technique also had to be learned by the announcers at the BBC; this is 

evident in the warning sigIJ. which faced them at their work and which gave the title 

to the film referred to in this chapter: 

Echo 

If you COUGH or RUSTLE your PAPERS you will 
DEAFEN thousands of people.6o 

Peter Eckersley wrote an article for the Radio Times of 12th October 1923 III 

response to listeners' queries about echo.61 He says that a two to one majority of 

listeners preferred broadcasts to have 

... that 'echo effect,' that peculiar, resonant, full 'outside 
the 'phones' feeling that is heard from the Opera, the 
Aeolian Hall, or the Rutherford speech broadcast. 

He describes the different kinds of echo, showing the importance of background and 

foreshadowing experiments to come and results taken so much for granted now. 
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Eckersley goes on to say that the "echoy stuff" heard through earphones made a sound 

that seemed to come "from a big circle rather like a halo" round the hearer's head; 

whereas a studio or non-echo broadcast "is just so intimate that the voice comes from 

somewhere just inside the ear." Big rooms with reasonable acoustics . avoided the 

muffled effect but were expensive to hire; Eckersley gives cost as the main difficulty 

in getting acoustics right. Meantime he proposed careful experiment. A start had been 

made with the draping of a small room to get rid of all echo. For every kind of 

broadcast, from Shakespeare where players were twenty feet from the microphone, to 

the Children's Hour, where the Uncles could be right up close or romping somewhere 

far from the microphone, draping had been the basis for experiment with studio 

acoustics. Yet for music, Eckersley recognises that this arrangement was very far 

from satisfactory, because "in an echoless room everyone tends to overstrain terribly." 

Eckersley ends his article by giving the listener more familiar ground on which to test 

new ideas he offers - like the bathroom at home - and a reminder that insensitive 

apparatus would spoil any efforts made by the engineers. 

The kind of information given in this article indicates the early openness in the BBC

audience relationship and reminds a 1980s listener of just how much very basic 

learning there needed to be done - of how wide the step was between the thrill of 

broadcasting any programme even remotely intelligible, and the achievement of light 

and shade, production details so crucial to drama producers. 

Receiving Apparatus 

The cheaper and simpler option for listeners was the crystal set, consisting of a small 

squat box with a knob on the front, which worked the wire 'cat's whisker' over the 

pea-sized crystal detector. Even a slight vibration could lose the signal. The crystal 

set, often home-made, had no amplification, no sensitivity, and lost power if more 

than one set of headphones was connected. The valve receiver could cost £50, needed 

batteries and took some mastering (Geddes 8-10). A problem for Eckersley was that 

valve sets worked by feeding part of the output back to the valve's input - by 
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"reaction', that is - which if handled unskilfully or played with made howling nOlses 

for other listeners in the vicinity. This difficulty with "oscillation', as it was known, 

was not surmounted until about 1927 (Geddes 10), and not before Eckersley had been 

nicknamed ""Don't-do-it-Eckersley'" because of his numerous broadcast pleas for co-

operation (PBM 75). 

An important point for a modern listener to realise is that it took until the late 1920s 

for good loudspeaker sets to allow whole families to listen without earphones. Edward 

Pawley writes that although by the time the BBC was formed in 1922 valve receivers 

with loudspeakers were available, most listeners still had crystal sets with headphones 

(Pawley 11). Peter Eckersley described the earliest apparatus in his 1941 account: 

To-day's listener may have forgotten or have never 
known how crude sets were in the early days of 
broadcasting. Instead of a shiny box and an illuminated 
scale, "old Bill's' receiver of 1924 was typically a cigar 
box haphazardly attached to a jangle of earphones. Its 
back garden aerial was indifferently a clothes line or a 
collector of wireless waves. With a super signal from a 
transmitter III the same town something faintly 
resembling a receiver could get something faintly 
resembling a programme. 

Then there was Mr. Ingenious who had a vast 
collection of valves, coils and condensers which he knit 
together in more sensitive combinations to pull in more 
raucous noises night by night from more distant foreign 
stations.(PBM 117) 

Broadcasters had to realise that the imperfection of listening apparatus might put 

listeners off. But the fear does not seem to have been a serious one, by Lewis's 

account at any rate: 

In those early days some doubts were expressed 
as to whether broadcasting would succeed. Perhaps the 
public would rebel at wearing earphones (for the 
loudspeaker did not exist) and get tired of tinkering 
with the "cat's whisker' of their primitive receivers. But 
we knew from the mail that something new had entered 
the social life of England. We had no doubts .... (NLB 66) 

Peter Black, writing as a listener in the earliest days, confirms both the difficulty and 

Lewis's optimism when in The Biggest Aspidistra ill the World he tells of how there 
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were never enough headphones to go round, and how rooms were divided into those 

who had a pair on and could hear the wireless, and those who had not. He adds: 

What is beyond argument is that nothing in broadcasting 
will ever sound as wonderful, nor can while the earth 
lasts, as those first sounds that came out of the air.62 

Between 1922 and 1924 horn-type loudspeakers began to replace headphones; cone-

type loudspeakers arrived in 1924-1925, and in 1925 the BBC tested a Rice-Kellogg 

moving-coil speaker made in America. According to Pawley, in 1928 permanent 

magnets became a workable replacement for heavy electromagnets.63 

Recorded Sound 

The first broadcast to be recorded for a repeat transmission was the openmg of the 

British Empire Exhibition at Wembley by King George the Fifth, on 23rd April 1924. 

It was estimated that at least ten million people heard the King's speech - the first 

time the Sovereign had made a broadcast, and for many listeners, the first real idea 

of the enormous potential of broadcasting. On this occasion the recording was made 

by a commercial company. It is important to remember that there was no recording 

facility available at the BBC during the period covered by this thesis. A German 

engineer called Dr Stille developed a machine which BBC engineers went to inspect in 

Berlin in 1925; but they were not satisfied with the quality of the recording. The 

BBC urgently required recording facilities for its Empire Service, so that programmes 

could be repeated to different time zones; but it was not until the early 1930s that the 

Blattnerphone, the Philips-Miller system and direct disc recording began to make an 

impact on British broadcasting (Pawley 61, 178-194). 

The Cachet 0/ the Engineers 

The achievement of Eckersley and his staff in the very earliest days of broadcasting 

was keenly felt by senior officials at the BBC. As much as the programme staff, the 

engmeers had to be creative and quick-thinking, and the already glamorous 

reputation which Eckersley brought with him from Writtle grew with the success of 



his work and the emerging flamboyance of his character. Lewis for one seems to ha \e 

had a healthy sense of the mystique attached to the craft of the engineers, and 

realised that the relationship between programme staff and technicians was one of 

interdependence. He gives some account of the engineer's job, and commends the 

efficiency of Eckersley's staff: 

Indeed during the total transmission time of last year 
the breakdown period was equivalent to 1/4%. This is a 
great tribute both to the efficiency of the apparatus 
used and the staff who operate it. 

The qualities necessary to the engineer are fairly 
easy to see. He has got to be first rate at diagnosis, to 
think like lightning when a fault develops, and then be 
a good mechanic to remedy it as soon as he has found 
the defect. 

A responsible pOSItIOn, made more difficult by 
its long spells of inactivity and frantic bursts of energy 
when trouble develops.64 

The amplifier engineer needed both technical and artistic ability, Lewis knew, 

anticipating In this awareness the debates that were to rage over who was to be 

responsible for balance and control (BFW 76). By sheer flair and by the force of his 

personality Eckersley must have done as much to ensure the status of BBC engineers 

in the early days as to -advance the technological frontiers of broadcasting. With 

listeners, as with colleagues, Eckersley's personal charisma worked powerfully: he 

published many articles in the Radio Times and a book called Captain Eckersley 

Explains, in which he answered questions put to him by correspondents among the 

listening public.65 

One more point about the earliest technological development of broadcasting needs to 

be made. Though one of Eckersley's central arguments in The Power Behind the 

Microphone is that the monopoly given to the BBC gave rIse to unhealthy 

complacency in matters of programme making, he was convinced that from an 

engineering point of view there had to be one central power: 

Monopoly was indeed central to a proper plan. Had 
there been no central authority to decide the claims for 
relay stations in relation to a national plan there would 
have been chaos. I did, and always shall support, the 



principle of having a single technical authority to plan 
schemes of national importance, but I recognize that 
even a technical national authority can become bigoted 
or inexpert. Perhaps this is merely saying that, in those 
early days, our enthusiasm was maintained by a 
competition with ourselves: we were on trial against the 
measure of our ambitions and so we never became 
complacent. (PBM 79-80) 

Audience: Old Bill and Mr Ingenious 

.. D 

In the earliest days of broadcasting the audience of the BBC fell broadly into two 

categories: the amateur wireless enthusiast, termed "Mr. Ingenious" by Peter Eckersley, 

and the listener who marvelled at the new invention but whose main interest came to 

be programmes - "Old Bill" (PBM 117). Burrows found that on the whole listeners in 

1922 enjoyed programmes and forgave hitches because the thing was new: "Looking 

back to-day I am satisfied that novelty covers a multitude of sins" (SOB 61). He knew 

who his listeners were: , 

Our unseen audience, although only a few hundred 
strong, consisted in the main of wireless enthusiasts who 
understood our difficulties and who were always ready 
to give advice and sound criticism. (SOB 72) 

Indeed at the outset a very high proportion of listeners was a close-knit group of 

responsive amateurs, whose support Eckersley had enjoyed at Writtle, but whose 

disfavour he incurred when he tried to improve reception for the growing audience 

of less specialised wireless fans: 

The amateur enthusiast was quite satisfied if, out of the 
noisy air, he fished the faint resemblance of music and 
called the station 'Zlonk, somewhere in the Balkans'. 
Foreseeing that air-fishing would be the craze for a 
small number I insisted that the aim of broadcasting 
transmission was to make it possible for listeners to get 
clear reception of many contrasted types of programmes 
with cheap receivers .... But for many years I was to 
argue with the knob twiddlers.(PBM 68) 

The number of Old Bill listeners grew at an astonishing rate: licences numbered 

36,000 in December 1922, 600,000 in December 1923, and 2,200,000 In December 

1926,66 and evasion was already a problem, so there were many more listeners th~n 

licences. For this wider audience too, the magic and wonder of the new invention 



were very powerful. Peter Black was a child at the time, but recalls the sense of 

mystery: 

On the whole the public shared the belief that there was 
something special about radio, until they got used to it. 
I think this was because it was mysterious as well as 
extraordinarily cheap and simple to make. I built several 
crystal sets, all of which worked quite well without my 
having the slightest idea how, or what I was doing. It 
was difficult not to wonder if we were tampering with 
some powerful force. 67 

He begins his second chapter, "The End of the Beginning", with the observation that 

public interest in broadcasting was so strong that 

.. .if the BBC had put out nothing but weather forecasts 
and hymn tunes the rise in listening would probably 
have been only slightly affected .... (Black 23) 

The wireless craze soon grew beyond the original band of hobbyists. As more people 

began to buy sets, so a number of specialist magazines sprang into being to cater for 

the latest fascination: Wireless World was first published as The M arconigraph in 

April 1911 ; Modern Wireless and Wireless Weekly started in 1923; The Wireless 

Constructor, Amateur Wireless. Popular Wireless. Experimental Wireless. and, later, 

Practical Wireless all started around this time (Pawley 17). From being an elitist 

occupation for amateurs who bought expenSIve wireless components to show off to 

their fellow hobbyists, Eckersley recalled that during his first two years at the BBC 

wireless did become a general craze: first for the crystal set, with its nervous eat's 

whisker and cumbersome headphones, then for valve sets with loudspeakers: 

The valve set craze began. Small boys were heard 
talking about rectification, reaction, reflex circuits, and 
tuned anodes; passwords hitherto only used by the 
esoteric. Technical papers with huge circulations came 
out with the latest circuits; blueprints, and detailed 
instructions on how to make ~our latest most staggering 
innovation, "the Nuoduohypertropodyne"'. The ingenuity 
in adapting well-known principles, pour epater Ie 
bourgeois, had no limits. 

I suppose the man in the street was so enthralled 
because wireless was a hobby for making things, which 
in spite of being made at home, really worked on a full 
sc~lle. (PEi'! 73-4) 



The hobbyist approach to wireless lasted throughout the 1920s (Geddes 12); and 

Peter Eckersley continued to be more concerned with Old Bill than with :'Ir. 

Ingenious. 

The spread of enthusiasm created camps among the public, with self -styled experts 

scorning the rest of the listening public. It also led to the troubles with oscillation and 

to some arguments in the press on the issue of special licences for experimenters. The 

Manchester Guardian of 9th April 1923 argued the case for a new kind of licence to 

make legal the home construction of receiving apparatus. At this time only owners of 

BBC sets could receive BBC transmissions. An old licence still existed for 

experimental work by amateurs, but that was nothing to do with the BBC broadcasts, 

and applicants were meant to satisfy the Postmaster General that they knew about 

radio telephony. Such licences were being abused, according to the M anchesler 

Guardian, which nevertheless could see the amateur's preference for his own home-

made set: 

He knows its every wire, screw, and terminal, and takes 
pride in the good results he can obtain from his own 
handiwork. The fact that home-made sets can be 
assembled for about 25 per cent of the cost of retailed 
instruments is a further very important consideration.68 

The third kind of licence advocated by the paper would involve a fee plus BBC and 

patent royalties for entitlement to build a receiver at home and listen to the BBC on 

it. The Daily Express published an article on 6th April 1923 offering to begin free 

broadcasting and claiming that the BBC was making unjustifiable profit out of a 

wonderful but simple invention.69 The same newspaper on 14th April reported a 

deadlock between the Post Office and the BBC on the Question of the third type of 

licence, and stated that the number of applications for experimenters' licences at ten 

shillings each stood at the irresistible figure of 40,000.70 The ,\/ anchesler Guard ian 

took up the story again on 18th April and printed a statement by the BBC which 

cbimed that the Postmaster General's apparent willingness to issue the -t0,000 

experimental licences applied for constituted a breach of faith, "repugnant to the 

whole spirit and intent of the signed agreement".'1 The BBe argued the CJse for a 
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single broadcasting authority on the grounds that Great Britain should learn from the 

American experience of proliferation leading to chaos, and that the Company 

members should have a fair run for the money they had risked until the period of 

protection ran out at the end of 1924. The request for a broadcasting licence by the 

Daily Express was turned down, and the number of receiving licences issued rose.72 

Licence skirmishes aside, the BBC's relationship with the audience seems to have been 

good - a mixture on the broadcasters' part of desire for intimacy with the listener 

and a frightening ignorance of the response programmes were getting. In a chapter in 

Broadcast Over Britain called "The Post-Bag", Reith claims that criticism was welcome 

but should be informed, particularly about the opinions of other audience members 

(BOB 121). Later in the book he refers to the disquieting lack of feedback: 

... we are still left with no definite criterion of success. 
We cannot help feeling at times that after all there are 
no competent, impartial and established judges to whom 
we may finally submit out efforts for approval or 
condemnation. There is so much that is, and always will 
be, contradictory in evidence. We are driven back on 
ourselves. (BOB 208) 

Arthur Burrows echoes this concern in The Story of Broadcasting: 

We are still faced with difficulty in obtaining a true 
estimate of the wishes of our listeners. We differ 
temperamentally from the Americans, who readily 
express themselves when called upon to do so. We 
broadcasters are not in the fortunate position of 
newspapers or places of entertainment, which have their 
circulations and box-office returns as evidence of their 
success or failure.(SOB 114) 

Though Reith claimed that no-one could be indifferent about broadcasting - you 

were either interested or not, he wrote (BOB 77) - Roger Eckersley quoted the 

devastating remark of a Society lady he knew: 

"Broadcasting? Oh, Yes! is that what comes out of the 
boxes that one or two young people I know have 
brought down with them to my house in the country?" 
(BAAT 60-61) 



Lewis claimed in defence of the monopoly that public criticism would produce the 

same effect as competition, and adds, 

We shall always pursue vainly the phantom of a 
satisfied public while it will constantly elude us, 
clamouring for novelty and development. 

We shall always be losers matched against an 
ideal, and this, it seems, will prevent any relaxation of 
effort. (BFW 44-5) 

Yet in the same book he feels confident enough to suggest that "the devotees of 

wireless expect too much of it" (BFW 114), and asks listeners not to assume that they 

will be entertained all the time. Constant listening was excusable in the days when 

programmes were not advertised and broadcasting was brand new. "But now," he says 

- writing, it must be remembered, a book published only in 1924 -

... the early and 
Broadcasting ... though 
the age, is becoming 
to everyday life.73 

enthusiastic days are over. 
still one of the great marvels of 
more and more a regular adjunct 

The public must become more selective in their listening habits, tolerant of technical 

hitches, and careful about listening conditions in the home, making sure that the 

programme was given every chance (BFW 115-119). The plea for selectivity shows the 

broadcasters' awareness that the number of hours to be filled and the variety of 

people listening made their task very difficult. Lewis recognises this as part of a 

statement of the ways in which broadcasting differed from other forms of 

entertainment: 

Broadcasting appeals to a range of public well nigh 
inconceivable. From palace to slum people are listening. 
It is the most democratic form of entertainment ever 
invented by man.(BFW 47) 

Riding the Tiger: Atmosphere. 

The broadcasters were operating in the atmosphere of the early 1920s; post-war gaiety 

and new beginnings were in the air. Peter Black recalls the broadcast of the Armisti(e 

Day ceremony, 

-
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... spreading the silence - that strange compound of 
pride, grief, nostalgia and remorse - across the nation as 
no other communication could. (Black 25) 

BBC personalities must have seemed glamorous in the way that television and film 

personalities still do today. Peter Eckersley had lady admirers in his Writtle days 

(PBM 44); Children's Hour 'Uncles' received mail by the sackful. Perhaps public 

profiles were higher in those earliest days even than in the 1930s when, according to 

Val Gielgud, he found himself a public figure: 

... there was a period when every detail of radio drama 
was news; when a producer's personal idiosyncrasies 
were good for innumerable gossip paragraphs.74 

A sense of wonder was strong in all the pIOneers; wonder which in retrospect often 

became softened into nostalgia. Eckersley wrote in Popular Wireless in 1929 of the 

first time he heard opera broadcast by the BBC as a kind of new beginning in his 

enthusiasm for win(less. He was still at Writtle: 

We tuned in, picked up the 'phones (bored and rather 
professional), and suddenly I received my second 
revelation, as intense and as penetrating as my green 
coil was ... J had seen in a flash all the potentialities of 
broadcasting.75 

In The Power Behind the Microphone Eckersley writes of the encouragement and 

support given to BBC staff by the directors: 

This, and our sense of pioneering a fascinating new 
development, gave the Company an enthusiasm which 
must somehow have escaped through the microphone. 
Those who took up listening in the twenty-threes and 
fours still speak of the 'early days' with reminiscent 
regret and deplore the smug stolidity which has now 
overtaken broadcasting.(PBM 57) 

The pIOneers shared a sense of amazement at the chance that had brought them 

together, sharpened in Burrows's case by realisation of the precariousness of their 

position: 

One cannot look back upon those early days without a 
smile. 

In three different parts of Britain there were 
functioning nightly three groups of men who had never 
met, who had no precedent to work upon, and not the 



faintest idea of what the future would bring forth in 
the matter of a balance-sheet. They had, however a , -
common enthusiasm for their work, a desire to 
demonstrate to the public the extraordinary, but in -the 
majority of instances unsuspected, possibilities of 
broadcasting .... We in London well remember, too, that 
as no permanent appointments had been made, and we 
had no desire to burn our boats, the broadcasting duties 
were carried out for some six weeks in addition to our 
ordinary office routine.16 

Reith, too, had a keen sense of the part chance had played in the situation: 

Early days are crucial ones in either individual existence 
or corporate organization. I repeat, we had no 
precedent; almost everything depended upon the 
personality of those to whom, almost by chance, this 
service had been committed. (BOB 24) 

Later he shows his own susceptibility to wonder: 

Of course it was, and is still, fascinating work, with all 
the romance of pioneering. It is glorious to blaze a trail 
through virgin forests, overcoming the obstacles of 
Nature .... But it is more wonderful still ... when the roads 
to be laid are not merely for the passage of transport 
wagons or railways, but for influences and 
developments which shall be permanent and good and 
widespread, in the sphere of the things which 
remain.(BOB 28) 

49 

But it is Cecil Lewis who gives the most vivid account of the feeling of those early 

days. The phrase "riding the tiger" is his, and comes from Never Look Back, in the 

chapter on his early days at the BBC: 

This is not a history of broadcasting but simply an 
attempt to re-create the sense of riding the tiger of a 
big adventure in my youth. (NLB 69) 

Like his colleagues, Lewis marvelled at the enormity of the task before them. He 

knew, too, the changes that would occur in public awareness of politics and social 

issues, and records, like Reith, the initial hostility of the press. All this made for a 

sense of history: broadcasting really would change the world. Lewis, in Never Look 

Back, in Broadcasting From Within, and in interview, shows above all that he was in 

his element in the early days; his buoyant spirit was the spirit of that time, and this 

with his living testimony represents his chief importance in this chapter of the thesis. 

Already in 1924 Lewis was aware that things would change; had already changed: 



It was a democracy - short-lived, alas! A democracy of 
young pioneers, doomed like all the pioneering of youth 
to come up against the rigidity of age, discipline and 
experience; doomed to be swept quickly into the 
inexorable mills of civilisation and organisation - and 
forgotten. 

We must content ourselves with the memory that 
once for a very short time it existed, that even in the 
heart of London, civilised and organised to death, there 
was a sudden flash - a gesture - made by a handful of 
silly young men who had, with the aid of a microphone, 
the ear of the world. And the irony of the situation IS 

that the world hardly realised what they were up to! 

Great days! Not easily forgotten. (BFW 37) 

50 

And Lewis did not forget. In 1986, the spirit of broadcasting in the 1920s came alive 

again in words fit to close this chapter: 

... we were a bunch of enthusiasts and the sky was the 
limit, we had no idea what was going to happen. 
Tomorrow was a question mark. It wasn't next month 
was a question mark, tomorrow was a question mark, it 
was as quick as that - wonderful, wonderful. ... Those 
first years of broadcasting, one lived absolutely at the 
top of one's form. Everything was open ... all the interest, 
all the excitement, all the imagination of young men put 
in charge for some extraordinary reason of [an] 
absolutely new idea which no-one had ever thought of 
before... the world was your oyster. Fascinating, 
wonderful

7 
I wouldn't have missed those years for 

anything.7 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The First Incentives: Radio Drama Before Jeffrey 

The subject of this chapter is the very earliest radio drama output of the BBC, in the 

days before a Productions Department existed, and before RE Jeffrey came to 

London from Aberdeen to take charge of plays. The most important point to realise is 

that those pioneers involved at the outset were operating in a complete vacuum. No 

such thing as wireless drama existed. For the idea that it could exist, Cecil Lewis was 

given credit, according to Val Gielgud in British Radio Drama 1922-1956: 

I have it on the considerable authority of Lord 
Reith himself that it is to Cecil Lewis that primary 
credit should be given for the first impulse towards the 
broadcasting of Drama ... .lt was Lewis who put it into 
the mind of the future first Director-General of the 
Corporation that Drama Could be Broadcast; that Drama 
was Worth Broadcasting. (BRD 17-18). 

The pages of the Radio Times and Programmes as Broadcast show that in the early 

days by far the greater part of the BBC's early output consisted of music. In 

Broadcasting From Within Lewis admits in his chapter "General Organisation" that 

music was at the time the "largest and perhaps most important side of our 

programmes" (BFW 58), and says that drama was still unevolved: 

This side of our programmes is one which, I feel, will 
come into much greater prominence later. Whether it 
takes the form of comedy, tragedy, or narrative sound
pictures, there is no doubt that a great field lies open 
here, as it did in the case of the cinema, waiting to be 
explored. (BFW 61) 

The reason for the dominance of mUSIC In the programmes Lewis articulated in a 

recent interview, when he spoke of inadequate studio conditions at Savoy Hill. What 

he says would have even more relevance to pre-Savoy Hill days when there was only 

one studio for the entire programme output: 

... drama didn't want these enormous studios ... so then the 
problem of more studios arose .. .1 know we had 
difficulty, because there wasn't enough space, and we 
were asking for different sorts of space for drama, and 
drama was only a part of the BBC programmes -
nobody knew whether it would succeed or not, it was 



very experimental - music, you knew it would work, 
you knew that a man making a speech would work, 
but... to put a play on, then you are ... creating an 
atmosphere of a lot of people doing an imaginary thing. 
And this was quite new, the idea - could you do it, 
how would you do it - you see all those absolutely 
practical questions arose which never arise now ... } 
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Working in a void, and competing for very limited studio time, those who first tried 

to broadcast drama did not immediately embark on the discovery of a new form of 

drama for wireless, but turned for a time to what was already to hand: Shakespeare, 

and with the advent of outside broadcasting, relays from theatres. The first 

comparisons began to be made between theatre and wireless. As drama started to 

create a space for itself in the programmes, two major factors influenced and 

accelerated its development very early on: the row with the Theatrical Managers' 

Association, and the recognition that realism, a convincing acoustic background, was 

a prImary objective. When the Theatrical Managers' Association banned the 

transmission of excerpts from West End plays, the only answer was to bring drama 

into the studio; and the challenge of realism drew the interest of Peter Eckersley and 

Cecil Lewis, who said in interview that it was this that first involved him in wireless 

drama. 

Radio Drama Output Before the Row with the Theatrical Managers' Association; an 

Account of the Row. 2 

Little more than a month after the BBC began broadcasting from London, Manchester 

and Birmingham on 15th November 1922, the first play ever written specially for 

radio was broadcast in the Children's Hour on Christmas Eve. The Truth About Father 

Christmas is listed in Programmes as Broadcast but no indication is given of who 

wrote it or even that it is a play. Burrows took the title role and gives Mrs Phyllis M 

Twigg as the author. 3 The first broadcast from a theatre took place on 12th February 

1923, when excerpts from Cinderella were relayed from the London Hippodrome.
4 

The first dramatic transmission from the Marconi House studio was on 16th February. 

The programme according to Programmes as Broadcast included fifteen minutes of 
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the quarrel scene from Julius Caesar, fifteen minutes of "Mark Antony's oration" and 

finally "Othello's defence".5 There were breaks between the .extracts. Miss Edwin 

records that Professor Acton Bond of the British Empire Shakespeare Society was the 

producer on this occasion (Edwin 1). 

Apart from the Shakespeare excerpts broadcast from the studio of the BBC on 16th 

February 1923, wireless drama in the earliest months of the Company's existence 

consisted of broadcasts from theatres. It was not the practice of the BBC to relay 

plays in their entirety. Acts I, II and III of The Last Waltz from the Gaiety Theatre 

were broadcast on February 23rd, March 8th and April 18th respectively, for 

instance, and just one scene lasting fifteen minutes was broadcast of Marriage by 

Instalments from the Ambassadors. The whole of Act I of a musical comedy, The 

Lady of the Rose, came to listeners from Daly's Theatre on 16th March. The first 

play to be broadcast at relatively full length was Twelfth Night and this was a studio 

production on 28th May 1923, from the new, larger Savoy Hill studio (Edwin 1). 

Clarke notes that there were ten broadcasts from theatres, excluding opera, between 

February and April 1923, and only five during the remainder of the year (Clarke 

159). It was in April that the attitude of the theatres suddenly changed. Broadcasts of 

West End productions all but ceased, and artists were banned by the theatrical 

managers from giving microphone performances (Edwin 1). 

The row was a crucial factor in the speed with which BBC officials came to realise 

the aesthetic character of the medium in their charge. The arguments and conclusions 

given by Reith, Burrows, Lewis, and others, clearly would have surfaced sooner or 

later. But the process might have taken much longer had there not been opposition to 

overcome; the BBC, hard-pressed as it was in terms of staff, studio space, and all its 

resources, would have been bound to identify other priorities.6 By the time Reith, 

Burrows and Lewis published their books about broadcasting in 1924, they were all 

noting the folly of the Theatrical Managers' Association in missing such a grand 

opportunity for publicity for particular productions, and promotion of interest in the 

theatre in general; and even to perceive the apparent setback as a blessing. 
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The "Opposition" 

From the pages of the magazine of the Theatrical Managers' Association, known as 

The T.M.A. Journal, it would appear that the row with the BBC was at its height In 

December 1924, which comes into the next chapter of this thesis. But the issue had 

been aired Quite thoroughly in the February 1923 edition of the Journal, under a long 

and stirring title: 

Resident Managers 

Went to Sleep when the Cinema arrived! 

Resident Managers 

Went to Sleep when the Music Hall took away 
your Dramatic Licence monopoly! 

Resident Managers 

Are you going to wake up now over 

Broadcasting?7 

There follows publication of a letter to the Editor, written by Mr PM Selby, in which 

he gave the views he had expressed at the January meeting of the Association "on the 

danger of still further opposition to the theatrical industry by means of the ever 

increasing popularity of wireless broadcasting". His purpose was to get the reactions 

of members who had not been present. Though some managers agreed with Selby, 

others, he said, thought him an alarmist, "exaggerating what is merely an amusing toy 

into a serious trade opposition". Whereas the Electrophone was costly in terms of 

telephone installation and annual subscriptions, and limited in its physical range, the 

wireless needed no telephone, and a set could be cheaply and easily made: 

... there is no limit to the number of the "listening-in" 
audience, and even with Quite a cheap receiving set the 
radius may cover some hundreds of miles. 

Rejecting the consolation that the BBC was in its infancy and therefore not an 

immediate threat, Selby urges theatre managers to look ahead, and be mindful of the 

issue already of between 60,000 and 80,000 receiving licences: 



... that means between 60,000 and 80,000 entire families 
have the means of an evening's amusement in their 
drawing-room practically free of cost. 
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Theatres were not so prosperous, Selby says, as to think nothing of these figures; and 

the remedy he proposed for theatre managers was unambiguous: 

... declining under any circumstances, no matter how 
enticing the terms may be, to permit of any 
transmitting broadcasting set being installed in any 
Theatre he controls. 

By May 1923 the Journal reported that the Special Broadcasting Committee, which 

included two representatives from the TMA, had passed a resolution: 

"This Association being of opinion that the 
broadcasting of plays, music, songs or other 
entertainments from places of public entertainment is 
prejudical [sic] to the interests of all connected with 
such places strongly urges the several associations to 
refuse facilities for such broadcasting.,,8 

, 
The resolution, proposed by the TMA's Chairman and seconded by Mr Selby, was 

carried unanimously by the TMA meeting. In July the Journal reported a meeting of 

the Broadcasting Committee with the Council of Associated Newspapers. The theatre 

managers wanted to express concern about the free listings given to BBC programmes, 

whereas theatres had to pay for advertising, and to put to the press industry the 

theatrical profession's VIew that broadcasting brought theatres little in the way of 

revenue or publicity. Lord Riddell expressed the Press Council's "entire sympathy" 

with the case put by the Broadcasting Committee's deputation and promised that "this 

matter had given them more serious thought than any other point during the past 

twenty years"; and would continue to do SO.9 

The "Radio Times" 

Further insight into the views of non-BBC participants 1ll the debate come in the 

Radio Times, though presumably the official organ of the Company would not 

publish anything too damaging to the BBC's case. An interview with Mr Paget 

Bowman, advisory director of the British National Opera Company, was published on 
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16th November 1923. Opera does not strictly speaking come within the scope of this 

thesis but the attitude of the BNOC was highly commended by BBC officials,10 and 

the article includes references to the question of drama broadcasts. Paget Bowman saw 

the inevitability of the development of wireless and the extending of its influence, 

and saw too that it could offer publicity and the possibility of popularising opera. He 

argued that wireless could never supply the thrill of the auditorium and urged co-

operation as the wisest course. l1 

Such pragmatism went down well at the BBC. Two weeks later, the more fearful 

though still realistic view of theatrical manager Charles Cochran was given in a Radio 

Times article called "How Wireless Helps the Theatre". Whereas Paget Bowman had 

argued that attendance at opera was more likely to increase than to fall if 

performances were relayed, Cochran was not convinced: 

Broadcasting is bound to remain so popular an 
entertainment as to keep people in their homes when 
they might be going to a theatre. I would gladly join 
my brother managers in any attempt that could possibly 
be successful in bringing about the entire abolition of 
wireless, whether used for the distribution of news or 
entertainment! 12 

Despite his worry about the effect of wireless on theatre attendance, Cochran states 

the necessity for theatre managers to meet competition as it came along, and aim for 

mutual benefit. He says that some plays would not be suitable for wireless, and that 

others might benefit from the publicity involved, citing the case of his own 

production of Little Nellie Kelly. He had heard a test broadcast of the entire play 

with some people who were so delighted by what they had heard that they went to 

see the show at the New Oxford Theatre. Therefore, Cochran writes, he had made 

what he considered a fair deal with the BBC for a broadcast to go ahead. By the time 

the article was published, however, an Editor's Note had to go in with it, to the 

effect that the Oxford Theatre had taken steps to prevent the broadcasting of the 

play, and that Cochran was in no way responsible for the difficulty. Cochran had 

made enemies among his colleagues in the theatre profession, as is clear from the 
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T.M.A. Journal of December. A front page article points ironically to Cochran's 

apparently difficult time with provincial managers, critics, and box office: 

Provincial managers were such unpleasant people that at 
one time he threatened to tour an edition de luxe of a 
theatre caravan sooner than accept their terms. This tour 
had a long run - in the newspapers only. Dramatic 
critics useless - were to be banned or forcibly ejected -
if he did not like their notices.13 

The broadcasting of Cochran's show Little Nellie Kelly had been stopped, according 

to the T.M.A. Journal, because his landlord happened to be Chairman of the Joint 

Protection Anti-Broadcasting Committee, and because of concerted action by 

members of the TMA. The article includes the information that Cochran was not a 

member of any theatrical managers' association and ends by stating that Association 

members should in future insert a clause in all contracts, thus: 

fI THE CONTRACT AUTOMATICALLY CEASES TO 
EXIST IN THE EVENT OF THE PLAY OR OPERA 
CONTRACTED FOR BEING BROADCASTED, 
WHETHER IN LONDON OR THE PROVINCES, 
BEFORE THE CONTRACT IS CARRIED OUT. fll4 

On 14th December 1923 Nigel Playfair, who had already acted for the microphone 

and who was to be producer of Danger a month later, gave his welcome to 

broadcasting in "How Plays Will be Broadcast". Some of Playfair's stated reasons for 

accepting wireless are similar to those of Cochran and Paget Bowman: it had come to 

stay, the publicity might be helpful, not all plays would be suitable for broadcasting, 

and wireless could do much to cultivate public taste, thereby widening the appeal of 

theatre and other arts. He adds to these perceptions the need for the theatre to study 

the views of the consumer and not the producer, and the resistance, met throughout 

the history of mechanical invention, to what is new. Looking back to earlier days of 

cinema, the fears of theatre producers at the time, and the failure of a stage play he 

once saw as a film to work on screen, Playfair is capable of seeing beyond the 

immediate issue of rivalry: 

It took the cmema some time to gIve good 
entertainment. They could not reproduce the old stage 
methods and stage situations. They had to produce their 
own technique, their own actors and actresses and their 



own plays! In the case of broadcasting, I am convinced 
that something rather similar will happen. It may be 
that broadcasting will indeed not want to use the theatre 
in a year or so; certainly they will want to use theatre 
people, actors and actresses, producers and ideas from 
people closely associated with theatre craft. But I 
believe that, ultimately, they will want to do all their 
entertainments themselves. I cannot believe that the 
greatest future of wireless telephony lies In the 
broadcasting of things direct from the theatre. 14 
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This statement may seem obvious now but when Playfair was writing it was a risk 

which presumably he took on the basis of his own contact with broadcasting. His 

experience, he says, had convinced him that he could perform better for broadcasting 

in a studio than in a theatre, and that a stage play would have to be much altered to 

make it suitable for wireless entertainment. Therefore, far from seeing wireless as a 

threat to the theatrical profession, Playfair welcomed the new source of employment, 

refused to join his colleagues' resistance, urged them to capitalise on the new 

medium, and looked forward to the future opportunities for the development of a 

new craft for authors and actors alike. 

Archibald Haddon 

Another perspective from someone linked to the BBC but not fully employed by it 

comes from Archibald Haddon. As the BBC's Dramatic Critic he had begun a regular 

weekly broadcast of his own called News and Views of the Theatre on 8th August 

1923, and his book Hullo Playgoers was a published version of some of his talks. His 

talk "Broadcasting and the Theatre" in August 1923 argued that to hear part of a play 

relayed from a theatre would tempt the listener to go along and see the whole 

performance, and that too much of the show was missing on the wireless for box 

office takings to be threatened. 15 Again, on the occasion of the Company's first 

anniversary programme in November the same year, he wrote in a piece called "The 

Radioplay" of the benefits to the theatre of broadcasting, encouraging people to go to 

see theatre plays "in their only natural environment - the theatre itself" (Haddon 107). 

He writes, 



Letters I have seen from listeners have convinced me 
absolutely that the effect of broadcasting - plays or 
portions of plays from London theatres -is to increase 
the attendances at those theatres. On the other hand I , 
have not seen or heard any evidence whatsoever in 
support of the assumption that theatre attendances are 
lessened by the broadcasting of plays. (Haddon 106) 
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Noting the success of wireless performances of Shakespeare, Haddon goes on to 

identify the birth of "wireless dramatic art" as a result of such experiments, and to 

foresee "the imminent evolution of an entirely new form of dramatic art in the shape 

of the radioplay" (Haddon 1 07). He says that the word "radio play" was coined in 

America: 

I do not know that anything has been said or done or 
even thought by the B.B.C. in regard to the creation of 
the radioplay. The B.B.C. is no doubt immersed to the 
utmost extent in matters of more urgent concern to the 
future of wireless. (Haddon 107) 

He recognises that a new art had to be born for the new medium: 

I suppose that the first desideratum in the composi tion 
of a radioplay is the elimination as far as possible of 
many factors intrinsic to representation in the theatre, 
with the outstanding exception of vocal and 
instrumental expression. Radio-drama must be the 
drama of sound as distinct from the drama of sight and 
action. (Haddon 108) 

This may seem obvious now but at the time it was a pioneering observation. 

The BBe 

Within the BBC, officials were recognising, like Playfair and Haddon, that wireless 

had to respond to the row by evolving its own technique. Arthur Burrows, directly in 

the line or" fire as Director of Programmes at the time, describes how after the 

success of the first opera broadcast the BBC had received suggestions concerning the 

broadcasting of performances of plays. Within weeks, he says, a subterranean network 

of lines for live transmission had been established; and listeners and box offices had 

profited. Then came the change of policy on the -part of the theatre managers: 

The action taken compelled the British 
Broadcasting Company to seek its own means of 



providing dramatic performances by wireless. It 
hastened the development of a new technique. (SOB 81) 
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Reith gIves a chapter of Broadcast Over Britain to the dispute, calling it "Guerilla 

Warfare". He speaks of the alarm of rivals, non-co-operation by many theatre owners 

and concert givers and agents, and the question of performing rights and whether the 

BBC's responsibility here was moral or legal. A committee had been formed of theatre 

owners and managers, concert givers, authors, music publishers, composers, artists 

and stage hands. Reith defends the attitude of the BBC: 

To this Committee we wrote a series of letters early last 
year, friendly as becometh our principles, humbly as 
becometh the young, but with extraordinary lack of 
success with respect to the two particular interests 
mentioned earlier. 16 

He is adamant that co-operation would not poach but increase theatre audiences, that 

obstruction would delay but not stop progress, and that the BBC's present posture of 

tolerance for the sake of hoped-for conciliation could not continue indefinitely. Later 

in his book Reith returns to the subject of the dispute with particular reference to 

radio drama, and shows again his supreme belief in the BBC's capacity to respond to 

the trouble: 

... a failure to reach understanding with the theatrical 
interests will not mean that the development of 
broadcasting is to be retarded. For Radio Drama can be 
developed independently, and it is a separate art in 
itself.(BOB 165) 

Like Burrows and Playfair, Reith derived from the apparent clash of interests an 

early recognition that the aesthetic requirements of radio would be different to those 

of the stage: 

... very few theatrical performances are suitable for 
broadcasting since so much depends on the eye, the 
acting, positions and so on ... 

Radio dramatic art is being developed, and is 
proving extraordinarily effective when well handled. It 
may be of far-reaching importance. It is a speciality 
requiring its own technique, both in writing and 
acting .... As vision does not play a part, the audience is 
deprived of many of the most valuable aids to illusion 
and imagination .... The appeal is to the ear first, and 
thence to the other senses as well. (BOB 165-6) 
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Reith's ambitions for radio drama were nevertheless not very high. Pointing out that 

wireless could not supply the pleasure of a trip to the theatre, he says, 

There is no question of competition in our minds. We 
do not profess any desire to keep people at home when 
there are profitable things to be seen and heard 
elsewhere. Our object in this department of our 
operations might perhaps be described as enabling them 
to enjoy an evening at home which might otherwise be 
tedious. (BOB 168) 

In Broadcasting From Within Lewis, like Reith, expressed the VIew that radio could 

not compete aesthetically or in terms of atmosphere with theatre, and says that 

technically, since players on stage were constantly moving about in relation to the 

microphone, there were good reasons why radio drama would work better in a studio 

than when relayed. This was true he felt of "legitimate drama", whereas "musical 

plays, comedies and operas" could all transmit well and tantalise the listener, luring a 

wider audience to pay to see a performance at the theatre. He ridicules the fear of 

theatrical managers: 

The fear represented to us as being that of the 
theatrical industry is that, having once acquiesced in the 
broadcasting of plays, our programmes would be filled 
with nothing but excerpts from them, that we should 
consequently be picking other people's brains to provide 
amusement for our listeners. (BFW 86) 

The variety of listeners' tastes and interests would never allow musical comedies to 

fill too much airtime, Lewis says, and goes on to italicise the BBC's position: 

We have expressed our willingness to broadcast only 
short excerpts from a play in anyone evening's 
programme; we have undertaken not to do such items as 
these more than twice a week, and we have offered to 
pay for the privilege! (BFW 87) 

Lewis emphasises the value of the publicity offered by broadcasting and, leaving the 

reader to form independent conclusions, closes the subject of the theatres' attitude 

towards broadcasting with a more positive statement of the case for radio drama than 

that offered by Reith: 

... whereas we might have kept people at home listening 
to part of a theatrical performance to which they would 



go in all probability, if they were at all intrigued by it, 
it seems probable that we shall now develop our own 
dramatic technique, and perform plays of all kinds in 
our own studio. This will keep people at home and will 
leave them without the means of satisfying their 
curiosity about these plays at the theatre. (BFW 89) 
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So the result of the opposition to the broadcasting of theatre performances was to 

force the pace of development of radio drama, and to stimulate in BBC officials 

concerned a keener sense of the separate aesthetic identity of the medium and more 

loyalty to the BBC - the latter perhaps resulting in a more inward-looking approach, 

at the expense of a wider cultural perspective. 

A Developing Aesthetic for Radio Drama: After the Row 

Reith's chapter on "Radio Drama" shows that, despite his ambivalent attitude towards 

the arts generally, it was in his nature to make every part of the organisation of the 

BBC worthy of his own careful attention. He was quick to grasp the special 

requirements of radio when it came to broadcasting plays: 

In order to avoid unnecessary explanations, the dialogue 
must portray the setting. Brief references must be made 
by the characters to the scene, and the entrances and 
exits similarly revealed. Other aids to the imagination, 
such as music, incidental sounds contingent to the 
situation, pauses and various dramatic devices are 
introduced wherever possible. Most plays written for the 
stage require specific adaptation for wireless 
presentation. (BOB 166) 

Reith understood the need for vocal contrast and the advantages of keeping casts 

small. He suggests that radio drama might help people develop anew the lost skill of 

concentration, and emphasises the importance of the right listening conditions (BOB 

167-8). Val Gielgud remembers this in British Radio Drama 1922-1956: 

... Mr Reith ... realized, from the moment of his first 
appreciation of the broadcasting possibilities of Drama, 
that it needed more than all else the active co-operation 
of the listener - the darkened room in which to listen; 
the genuine concentration, enabling the imagination to 
work. To gain this co-operation Radio Drama needed 
both Policy and Prestige. That in the long run it gained 
both was due in no small degree to the consistent 
support of the Director-General during the years when 
his personal influence upon programme items was a 



very real and compelling factor III their inclusion or 
survival. (BRD 18-19) 
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Arthur Burrows, though he was Director of Programmes when drama was first 

broadcast, gives the subject relatively little space in The Story of Broadcasting. The 

book is useful for obtaining certain dates and milestones;17 but the attention Burrows 

gives in the book to radio drama centres chiefly on the row with the theatre 

managers. His handling of the subject of wireless drama, the space and context in 

which he writes about it, testify to the multiplicity of his concerns within the 

Company as one of its senior administrators. In this respect Burrows's experience, and 

the fact that according to Reith he left the job because he found the pressure of 

work too much,18 foreshadow the difficulties RE Jeffrey was to encounter III 

functioning creatively under the bureaucratic weight of his job. 

The two officials of the BBC whose earliest views about radio drama concern us 

most, given their degree of involvement with that area of programmes, are Cecil 

Lewis, and RE Jeffrey. 

Cecil Lewis's understanding of the aesthetics and potential of radio drama developed 

very quickly. In Broadcasting From Within, in a chapter called "A Line of Action", 

Lewis sets out the essential differences as he sees them between broadcasting and any 

other form of entertainment. These observations do not apply only to radio drama, 

but are relevant to it. The usefulness of the passage lies in its lucidity and 

compression, and the clear indication it gives of the "entirely new set of 

circumstance, of unparalleled difficulty" which faced the programme makers and 

presumably influenced their work (BFW 48). 

Lewis notes six distinguishing characteristics of radio. First, it was blind. Second, 

perfect reproduction was not possible in early 1924, so "bright tone colour" was not 

available (BFIV 47). Third, the sheer number of performances broadcast by the BBC 

was unique at the time. Fourth, radio had to appeal to a very wide audience. Fifth, it 
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had to compete with domestic distractions in listeners' homes. Sixth, performers had 

no audience physically present in the studio, so they had no feedback. 

When Lewis comes to talk specifically of radio drama in a section entitled "A New 

Art", he quickly establishes his conviction that wireless had to develop a separate 

technique of its own and that plays "dependent on conversation and sound for their 

effects" would be written specially for broadcasting (BFW 120). He writes of new 

qualities that would need to be found in actors' voices, such as delicacy of tone to 

convey feeling. Scripts, he knew, would be different, too: 

They must be short, develop quickly, each voice 
character being sharply contrasted in tone; for the 
listener, blinded as he is, cannot concentrate indefinitely 
on any theme however enthralling it may be. There 
must be, also, a very limited number of characters or 
else the hearer soon becomes mazed in a whirl of voices 
and argument out of which he can make no sort of 
order or purpose. (BFW 120) 

The radio playwright, Lewis wrote, could set his play anywhere in the world, but a 

background of sounds had to be supplied as appropriate, so that the quality of silence 

- "that confusion of small sounds ... painfully absent from a studio where the 

microphone is in circuit and nothing is said" (BFW 121) - did not destroy the 

listener's illusions. Out of this necessity came an idea in Lewis's mind of a new form 

of drama, 

.. .largely narrative in form, given in a series of sound 
pictures and linked up by a Voice which carries story 
and action forward. 19 

Lewis would be the kind of person to do whatever he was doing with all his energy 

and when he no longer felt able to do that, he would leave. So his commitment to 

radio drama as the thing of the moment would be sincere and total despite the 

inadequacy of his 1986 description of wireless drama as, aesthetically, a "three legged 

donkey".2o As something new in 1924, it would be worth staying in for, in Lewis's 

understanding; whereas Reith apparently had less real respect for wireless drama as an 

exciting vehicle for the latest aesthetic experiments in drama, regarding it perhaps as 

a by-product, however valuable for occupying tedious evenings spent at home. For 
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Lewis, radio drama was the sharp end of experiment for a while; though he could see 

beyond the immediate excitement, he knew that it was real and worth a fuss. 

The first time the future head of radio drama offered his thoughts on the subject to 

the public was on 6th June 1924, in an article called "Wireless Drama" in the Radio 

Times. Most of the text matches an undated memo of the same name which, however, 

contains some passages cut from the published version.21 There is a tendency in the 

piece to spoil helpful perceptions with ill thought-out developments and examples. 

Jeffrey's approach is inventive up to a point, but flawed in the execution: a sign 

perhaps of what to watch for in the coming chapters of the thesis. 

What is however immediately interesting about the piece is its identification of the 

psychological strengths of the wireless play over a stage production. Jeffrey grasped 

that the stage of the radio play is the mind of the listener. His tone is at times 

overpowering and self-indulgent, and his assumptions about the stage are often 

simplistic, as for instance when he talks about the crudity of stage scenery -

"unwarranted absurdities presumed to produce an illusion in an intelligent mind" -

and says that the reality of the emotions roused by the efforts of actors on the stage 

is "seriously counter-acted" by the artificial stage setting - "probably the direct 

opposite of the sub-conscious picture". Nonetheless the positive element in Jeffrey's 

argument is one which can be identified in modern writing about radio drama: Martin 

Esslin's "The Mind as Stage" would be one example, and Frances Gray's 'The Nature 

of Radio Drama" another.22 The basic argument is that radio drama can activate the 

subconscious memory of emotions and experiences and make the play vivid and 

unique for every listener: 

The amazing advantage of listening, without 
sight, to words which are arranged to build emotion
compelling situations, is that every person places the 
emotion in a setting fitted to, or known by, him. Thus 
the emotion becomes a power inter-acting with personal 
experience .... the emotion of the situation is universally 
accepted - it becomes a personal picture adapted to the 
mentality of the individual and assumes a reality which 
can be far greater than any effect at present provided 
on an ordinary stage. 
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The reality supplied by individual members of the audience strengthens the lines 

spoken by the cast and there is no clash, as in a theatre, between the memories stirred 

in the mind and the scenes or figures confronting the stage audience. Jeffrey says 

that this being so, plays with mystic or divine players would work well on wireless: 

illusions and mind pictures would be unbroken, and the power of the imagination 

released and undistracted. 

Though the Radio Times had published articles which were relevant to radio drama 

output, Jeffrey's article was important as a published attempt by a BBC official to 

discuss the special aesthetic nature of wireless drama, and the impression that an 

effort was being made to give radio drama more of an identity is strengthened by the 

placing alongside Jeffrey's piece a second advertisement of a playwriting competition. 

Authenticity as Motive 

This was Cecil Lewis's reply in interview when he was asked how it happened that he 

could be credited with the first impulse to getting drama on the air: 

It happened because at the beginning of the BBC 
nobody knew anything about anything and everything 
was experimental so you really could do or try anything 
you liked, and as soon as you started to do something in 
the drama line there was a ... conflict between what 
people were saying and any noises or effects or 
background sounds you wanted to accompany the 
speech, and in order to give any idea of 
verisimilitude ... you had to have these general effects of 
motor cars passing and people [opening] doors and using 
teacups and pouring out tea and all the noises that 
accompany life that we take for granted. You had to get 
those at the right volume and the problem simply was 
how to do it, and nobody had tackled this before. 
Somebody had to tackle it and as I was very interested 
in that as a programme producer. . .it fell to me to try 
and devise something that would work.23 

The impression is that though Lewis was in any case interested in drama, and was as 

he says in Never Look Back "greatly excited by the possibilities of radio drama" (NLB 

69), it was the practical question of how to achieve convincing sound effects that first 

drew him III and occupied his time at a practical level. Programme staff clearly 

depended on the technicians for help with experiments. Peter Eckersley wrote 
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"Broadcasting and Realism" for the Radio Times of 4th January 1924, in which 

though he expresses the view that "too much realism kills the very essence of art" and 

gets in the way of a desirable degree of escapism, he also says that "The background 

is the thing" and that in this respect the radio writer "must...keep us engineers busy": 

Scene 8 is the home of the dandy, and one must hear 
the creak of the trouser-press and the clank of the 
manicure-set. The villain dashes away by the Scotch 
express. Our microphone must hang in the rheumy, 
echoing vault of a main terminus. Love in a cottage will 
be indicated by the tinkling of washing-up, the squalls 
of the babies, and the heavy tramp of the rate collector, 
mixed up with the drip of the rain pouring in through 
the roof into a tin bath.24 

Eckersley stresses the programme makers' dependence on the scarcely-born 

technology of wireless drama: 

Don't blame the programme people if you think 
there is too much straight studio 
are just a year old, and that 
suitable apparatus take time 
accumulate, and that the art 
technology advances. 

stuff. Remember, we 
both experience and 
and experiment to 
can only grow as 

In Broadcasting From Within Lewis tells of how the pIOneers quickly found that real 

noises do not sound like themselves on the air: 

.. .it is tantalising to find that rustling paper on the 
broadcast sounds like waving dried grass, and hitting 
broadswords together sounds like wooden sticks, without 
any metallic ring whatever! (BFW 63) 

For people of the calibre of Lewis and Peter Eckersley to have made a priority of the 

improvement of realism in wireless drama meant that it became a spur to the 

development of the art. 

Output After the Row: A General Account 

The person most closely involved in the practical response to the dispute with the 

theatre managers was Cecil Lewis, according to Val Gielgud and Miss Edwin.25 She 

gives an idea of the flavour of wireless drama during this in-between time, when 

relays were not allowed yet no plays had yet been written specifically for wireless 

production: 



Plays were therefore produced in the studio, and 
Mr.C.A.Lewis, Organiser of Programmes, was chiefly 
responsible for the early work in this direction. He 
obtained the assistance of Miss Cathleen Nesbitt, the 
actress, who prepared various Shakespearian plays for 
the microphone (chiefly by cutting, without much 
adaptation) and obtained the players, besides helping to 
produce (the players were chiefly from the British 
Empire Shakespeare Society .... ) (Edwin I) 

71 

It was in this way that Twelfth Night was prepared for broadcasting on 28th May 

1923 - no mean achievement, according to Gielgud, bearing in mind that the move to 

Savoy Hill had only happened in March 1923, and the first studio opened on 1st 

May.26 Shakespeare had already figured In studio broadcasts, in the first drama 

broadcast from a studio on 16th February and on 23rd April, when the British 

Empire Shakespeare Society had performed the trial scene from The Merchant of 

Venice and other excerpts from Shakespeare. According to Miss Edwin the Society 

was giving matinee performances at the Haymarket theatre, and coming along to the 

studio in the evening to do a show about once a month (Edwin 1). Between 28th May 

and the end of 1923, most of the studio drama was taken from Shakespeare. In Never 

Look Back Lewis refers to "our first series of Shakespeare that Nigel Playfair was 

producing".27 Presumably availability of artists to work for radio was seriously 

affected by the theatre managers' ban, and perhaps also by uncertain financial 

resources at the BBC, for the cast lists for drama broadcasts from the studio in 1923 

reveal a surprising degree of participation by Burrows, Rex Palmer - then director of 

London station - and Cathleen Nesbitt, who was still helping to "prepare" scripts. 

Nigel Playfair and Cecil Lewis were also much involved as performers, with Lewis 

speaking the Prologue for broadcast versions of Twelfth Night, (28th May), The 

Merchant of Venice (15th June), Romeo and Juliet (5th July), A Midsummer Night's 

Dream (25th July), and readings from Macbeth (l8th October), when the cast included 

Cathleen Nesbitt and John Gielgud. 

Various reasons were advanced for the reliance on Shakespeare. Reith suggested that 

wireless could do much to popularise the plays and that they were suitable for radio 

because Shakespeare 



... had little in the way of setting and scenery, and relied 
chiefly on the vigour of his plot and the conviction of 
the speakers to convey his ideas. (BOB 168) 
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There is a sound enough notion here that characters and a strong narrative spine 

could do much to bring a radio play alive. Cecil Lewis can be Quoted as saying that 

So far, we have largely contented ourselves (I think 
wisely) with Shakespeare, whose amazing beauty lies 
almost entirely in the spoken word as a means of 
presenting character and situation. No better plays for 
broadcasting could have been written. (BFW 61-2). 

But he is also the one who wrote, later in the same book, that drama broadcast up to 

early 1924, being Shakespeare and short modern plays, could only ever be 

... partially successfuL. because they have been written 
originally for Quite a different form of presentation. 
(BFW 119) 

However well Shakespeare's plays worked on radio, their predominance in the early 

output must have owed a great deal to the fact that radio drama had at the time 

simply not been invented. Given the opportunity that wireless offered to bring 

Shakespeare - along with opera, mUSIC and state occasions - to people who would 

normally be out of reach, for reasons of taste, income, education, or physical 

distance, and given the total unfamiliarity of the medium and large ignorance of how 

it could be used, it is hardly surprising that the broadcasters should have relied 

heavily on familiar works that certainly were not unintelligible by wireless, or that 

they should have used Shakespeare as a base from. which to explore and develop the 

aesthetic nature of the medium. John Drakakis in his introduction to British -Radio 

Drama adds a further dimension to this issue: that of its place in a wider literary 

context at the time: 

... the terms in which the debate about Shakespearean 
performance was conducted during the 1920s bear a 
striking resemblance to those in which the early 
broadcasters themselves defended the new medium. 
Issues such as the Question of the intimacy of the 
relationship between actor and audience, the swiftness 
of the transition from one scene to another made 
possible by the removal of naturalistic backgrounds, the 
primacy of poetry and the rhythms of performance 
generated by the variety of the spoken dialogue, all 
appeared as part of the early justification for radio 



drama itself. .. .It is also worth remembering that 
experiments with literary form, as evidenced in James 
Joyce's Ulysses and T.S.Eliot's The Waste Land, both 
published in 1922, reinforce the view that the 
development of radio drama requires to be seen in the 
larger context of experimentation in all the arts during 
this period.28 
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Detailed study of the literary atmosphere of change and experiment is not within the 

scope of this thesis. But while remembering the very practical considerations which 

largely dictated early progress and conscious efforts to establish the aesthetic 

uniqueness of radio, some awareness must nonetheless be maintained that radio had to 

define itself in terms of what was already familiar: theatre, opera, concerts, 

newspapers; and Shakespeare. 

Apart from the Christmas play by Mrs Twigg, the first play to be broadcast from a 

BBC studio that was not Shakespeare was Gertrude Jennings's one act farce, Five 

Birds in a Cage, which went out on 29th November 1923.29 It was produced by 

Milton Rosmer. Clarke records that during 1923 plays were handled by outside 

producers (Clarke 164); one of these, Lewis Casson, was introduced in the Radio 

Times as the husband of Sybil Thorndike and a producer well-known to the theatre-

going public. He was responsible for a number of non-Shakespearian plays broadcast 

in the early part of 1924. Casson asked the London Play Company's Mr Blackburn to 

find plays for broadcasting, and the result was the announcement of a radio play-

writing competition in the Radio Times of 30th May 1924, and again on 6th June 

1924, alongside Jeffrey's article "Wireless Drama". 

Particularising Progress: "Danger" and "The Death of Tin tagiles" 

Danger 

Although Phyllis Twigg's The Truth About Father Christmas was broadcast more than 

a year before Richard Hughes's Danger, a number of sources give Hughes the 

distinction of being the author of the first ever play written specially for 

broadcasting, and it has therefore come to have historical importance.
3o 

In time, the 

BBC itself gave it that status, to the extent that on 15th January 1974 Radio Three 
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broadcast a programme to mark fifty years of radio drama, including an interview 

with Hughes, transmission of the play, and the reading by Hughes of his article "How 

Listening Plays Are Done", originally published in the London Evening Standard on 

16th January 1924.31 However, when the play was announced in the Radio Times of 

II th January III a small item entitled "Plays by Wireless. Important New 

Productions",32 though notice was gIven that Hughes's play was specially written for 

the microphone, there is surprisingly little emphasis on its being a milestone. 

Information is given in advance in a manner that suggests a growing awareness that 

radio drama might have special requirements. Readers are told that none of the four 

dramas due to be broadcast together on 15th January would be more than twenty 

minutes long, and that all were quite different;33 also that 

The assumption we have made is that, since all visible 
aids to the imagination are missing, the interest cannot 
be maintained for such a long period and whatever is 
given must be of a tabloid nature. 

Some advice on how to listen to Hughes's play is offered: 

The scene of this play is laid in a mining quarry, and to 
help the atmosphere, it is suggested that listeners might 
well sit in darkness to correspond with the play's 
setting, which will also be in the darkness of a mine.34 

The piece concludes with a request for audience feedback: 

Wireless drama is still in an experimental stage, 
but we shall be glad to know whether you think those 
efforts are successful. 

In the 1974 interview, Hughes's recollections reveal that this momentous though short 

script came into being by chance. He had brought a company of Welsh actors to 

perform at the Lyric theatre and one night had dinner with Nigel Playfair to talk 

about this. Playfair told Hughes that he had to fill two hours of airtime the following 

Tuesday, and had assembled some dialogue from Jane Austen and AP Herbert. 

Playfair said, 

"Well of course this is an entirely 
really needs something written 
(illterview p2) 

new medium, and 
specially for it." 
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Hughes agreed; Playfair said what a pity there was not time for Hughes to write 

something for the programme, since it had to be taken to the BBC next day at 

lunchtime. Hughes sat up all night to write the play, and gave it to Playfair at 

breakfast next morning. He speaks in the interview of how he got his idea: 

And I argued to myself like this, there'd never been 
before anything which people had had to take in by 
their ears only, anything dramatic I mean, so it 
occurred to me that obviously the best thing was to 
choose a theme which would happen entirely in the 
dark, and ... an accident in a coal mine suggested itself 
and that's how it came that I wrote this play beginning 
with the lines "The lights have gone out". And it was 
hoping that everybody would listen in the dark and get 
the feeling of the darkness that way. (interview p2) 

The interview with Raikes covers the practical aspects of putting on a play in the 

very early days. For instance, there is a mine explosion in the play, which presented 

difficulties for the effects man. Miss Edwin writes that he was a Mr Van Dam, 

manager of the Tivoli theatre, who brought three men and his equipment and was 

paid £20 for the job.s6 As Hughes's account shows, working in almost total ignorance 

made people inventive and bold: 

HUGHES: Yes well of course we knew nothing when 
we started in this production, as to what noises were 
possible, we had only one microphone, and there was no 
control panel; and we, amongst the things we found of 
course, was that an explosion any louder than the 
popping of a sweet bag would blow all the fuses. That 
didn't worry Playfair, he put the journalists in a room 
with their own loudspeaker to listen to the play, and he 
gave them a private explosion of their own in the next 
room, which they got through the wall. (interview p3) 

Hughes's account of how Playfair obtained and used Welsh miners to sing in the play 

is amusing, but is also a poignant insight into the social climate of the time: 

HUGHES: Well in those days, I'm afraid, there were 
plenty of unemployed Welsh miners singing on the curb 
for coppers, and we simply walked out into the Strand, 
collected the nearest choir, and brought them in. Of 
course having only one microphone the difficulty was 
that they'd no conception of when to start and when to 
stop; in other words once they'd started singing, nothing 
would make them stop, so Playfair put them outside in 
the corridore [sic], where they sang continuously, and 



he opened the sound proof door when he wanted the 
sound of their singing to come over, closed it when he 
didn't want anymore, they'd no idea, they just went on 
happily singing, until they were turned out. (interview 
pp3-4) 
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The article "How Listening Plays Are Done" describes the bizarre gomgs-on m the 

studio, which Hughes likens to a "stage temple" draped with carpets and hangings to 

deaden echo, and with no furniture: 

... only a thing in the middle like a heathen altar, the 
microphone, and brilliant electric light. And yet, in 
front of this strange altar, stand three devotees type
script in hand. you listen to what they're saying. (article 
pp5-6) 

The girl in the play has to scream, but if she screams too close to the microphone she 

will blow fuses; so she rushes to the door and screams onto the landing. The different 

skills required of actors in radio plays were emerging already: Hughes watched in the 

studio a man standing alone, yet complaining that he was being throttled, and all the 

cast speaking into buckets - "is this a savage ceremony, or a channel crossing?". He 

saw "Mr Van Dam's troup of noises" on the stairs outside, and a platform on which 

one of the cast had to stamp up and down (article p6). 

Hughes marvels that the startling confusion in the studio conveyed the play quite 

clearly to the listener, and tells of some of the lessons the BBC programme makers 

had already learned. Perspective was one: 

How does the Microphone restore order to this 
higgledy-piggledy of sound? In the first place sound 
had perspective as well as sight. Not only must the 
quality and volume of every sound be accurately 
gauged, but also its exact distance from the 
Microphone. If you stand at the back of the studio you 
get the perspective of sound in its wrong order and it 
makes nonsense. If you stand close to the Microphone it 
all sorts itself out and comes right. (article p6) 

The tricks the microphone played with sound effects also presented challenges: 

Mr. Van Dam's first attempts at a flood, sounded 
splendid in the studio, but when I went into another 
part of the building and listened in, they sounded like a 
shop window full of puppies. He had to experiment till 
it sounded just right. (article p7) 

Hughes concludes his article with the observation that 



.. .if Mr. Nigel Playfair's programme has demonstrated 
anything, it is that the listening play, the unseen drama, 
will become an art of its own, as separate from the 
stage-playas its elder brother, the film-play, has 
already become. (article p7) 
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Audience response to the play was, it seems, enthusiastic: according to Hughes over a 

thousand letters and postcards arrived at the BBC over the two or three days 

following the production, including one from Ellen Terry in which she wrote: 

"No greater performance have I ever heard which has 
produced such a thrill on an unseen audience, another 
step forward has been taken by the BBC." (interview p2) 

The journalists' private playback - live, there being no recording in those days - had 

been organised so that they could give the play a fair hearing in terms of reception 

conditions (interview p3). The problem of reception reliability for anyone trying to 

make a critical assessment of a programme is raised by Archibald Haddon in his 

report on Danger's first transmission in Hullo Playgoers! His broadcast from 2LO on 

January 23rd 1924 identified radio drama as "a new responsibility" for drama critics: 

For my own part, I hesitate to criticise a radioplay 
unless I am positive that the reception does justice to 
the performance .... Listening at a headphone, I am at a 
loss to decide whether an inaudible delivery of a 
passage of dialogue is the fault of the speaker or of the 
mode of transmission or reception. (Haddon 159) 

Haddon had heard the play thirty-five miles from London and could not tell whether 

failings in the broadcast were due to stagecraft, or transmission, or reception. 

However, when it was clear that the apparatus was working well, a judgment could 

be made: 

Thus I was in a pOSItIOn last week to say that on the 
whole the first radioplay was a triumph of the 
broadcaster's art. Its intention was to thrill the listener, 
and undoubtedly the listener was thrilled .... the 
performance was a revelation of the possibilities of the 
radioplay as a new form of drama. (Haddon 160) 

Finding the ending of the play too abrupt, Haddon wondered whether some substitute 

for the curtain in a theatre might be found: "I suggest that a single stroke on a deep-
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toned gong is likely to meet the case" (Haddon 161). It is interesting to compare 

Haddon's reaction to the sound effects with Hughes's account, above. Haddon writes, 

... the muffled sound of miners singing in another part 
of the coal-mine was admirably conveyed, but I doubt 
whether the rushing-in of the water would have been 
realistic without the explanatory dialogue. (Haddon 161) 

He also suggests that the way in which effects were obtained should be kept a secret 

from the public, the better to preserve listeners' illusions.36 

The text of Danger was published by Chatto and Windus in Plays. a volume of plays 

by Richard Hughes. In a note concerning "direct presentation" - that is, performance 

not for wireless but for an audience physically present - Hughes says that the play 

... should be acted in pitch-darkness, and is thus better 
suited for performance in a room, without a stage at all, 
than in even a small theatre.37 

The darkness, the danger, the sense of the characters' being trapped and helpless, 

literally suffering a degree of sensory deprivation, waiting to see whether they will 

live or die, show an instinctive grasp on Hughes's part of what the separate aesthetic 

qualities of drama on the air might be. There are three characters whose voices would 

inevitably be clearly differentiated: a young man and a young woman, and an elderly 

man. The announcer tells the audience that the scene is in a coal mine; and the play 

begins abruptly: 

MARY(sharply). Hello! What's happened? 

JACK. The lights have gone out! (Plays 175) 

The information given by the announcer is conveyed again within the script. This 

may have been to do with early styles of presentation, but Hughes does seem to 

display an over-anxiety to fill in the blanks for the listener, as when Mr Bax makes 

his first speech: 

BAX (distant. muttering). Of all the incompetent idiots, 
turning the lights off just when a party of visitors were 
seeing the place! Call this a coal-mine! A damned, dark 
rabbit-hole I call it, a rotten rat-hole, a dratted, wet, 
smelly drain-pipe ... The dithering fools! (Plays 177) 



79 

Hughes's tendency to over-write comes perhaps from an anxiety to compensate for 

the darkness, which he makes less effective for being noisy. The characters, 

moreover, are over-articulate in the face of disaster and perhaps therefore less true: 

Bax's speech about life being a trusted old friend is one example: 

BAX. Well, if you want to make a scene, you shall have 
one, sir! D'you think it is any easier for the old to die 
than the young? I tell you it's harder, sir, harder! Life 
is like a trusted friend, he grows more precious as the 
years go by. What's your life to mine? A shadow, sir! 
Yours, twenty-odd years of imbecile childhood, lunatic 
youth; the rest a mere rosy presumption of the future! 
Mine, sixty solid years of solid, real living; no mere 
rosy dream! Do you think it is as easy for me to leave 
my solid substance as you to leave your trumpery 
shadow?39 

Hughes had not yet learned the power of silence on radio, nor the laconic nature of 

the medium, its power to convey emotion in understatement or broken sentences, to 

let the listener make things happen. These things jar because Danger is not a fantasy 

but an attempt at realism. But the instinctive grasp of the effectiveness on radio of a 

group of people being trapped, and of how danger would feel in the dark, are strong 

positive moves towards realisation of the separate aesthetic identity of radio, and the 

efforts with sound effects were pioneering, too: a Welsh choir, the sound of a pick, a 

fall of coal, footsteps, the echo effect, all doing more perhaps than the dialogue to 

bring the situation convincingly alive. 

The Death 0/ Tintagiles 

An adaptation for wireless of Maeterlinck's The Death 0/ Tintagiles was broadcast on 

1st April 1924 as part of a two hour programme of three plays, produced by Lewis 

Casson. There is a script of a wireless adaptation of the play at Broadcasting House in 

London on microfilm, but it is for a production broadcast on 10th December 1929 

and directed by Howard Rose. Nevertheless a short account of the play is interesting 

for present purposes. 

The adaptation belongs to a long line of radio plays - including MacNeice's The Dark 

Tower - which use fantasy and the notion of an evil which is the more threatening 
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for being invisible. The Death 0/ Tintagiles is short - eighteen pages - and fast-

developing. Two sisters, Y graine and Bellangere, their little brother Tintagiles,. and an 

old man, Aglovale, are in a room in a gloomy castle ruled by a Queen, their 

grandmother, whom they have never seen. Thus the characters in the play and the 

audience have something important immediately in common. The nature of the threat 

represented is not defined except that we know she means to harm Tintagiles, and 

that the other characters, who love him, will not be able to save him for ever. In this 

make-believe world Lewis Casson could capitalise on one of radio's richest qualities: 

the appeal to the imagination and private fears of individual listeners. Though 

unexplained, the sequence of events is gripping: the Queen's servants come for the 

boy while he and his protectors sleep; they cannot wrench him away and have to cut 

hair to take him from his sisters. Ygraine follows a trail of hair dropped by Tintagiles 

as he is carried off, and finds herself in a forbidden part of the castle. When she 

locates his voice on the other side of a heavy door, though he has broken free she 

cannot reach him or touch him; he tells her that he can't see, and can't feel anything; 

then that he can feel "her" on him, that she has him by the throat; then there is the 

sound meant to be his body falling, and he speaks no more. Ygraine ends the play 

pleading and sobbing, and without getting back to the others. 

The characters in this play, like the characters in Danger, are doomed and helpless; 

trapped as they are, their senses are no use to them, and at the end Y graine cannot 

even touch her brother, and he cannot see or feel. The feeling of the characters' 

imprisonme~t, of the deprivation of a full life, would perhaps operate more forcibly 

on the stage of the mind than on a stage in a theatre; as Frances Gray observed in 

"The Nature of Radio Drama", 

... the theatre of the skull does not display those little 
signs that twinkle so comfortingly in the theatre during 
the most despairing analysis of the world - the ones that 
say "Exit".4o 

Casson's harnessing of this power that radio drama has to feed on the unnameable 

terrors of each person's mind, the fear of isolation, imprisonment, helplessness, loss 
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of loved ones, deprivation of sensual stimulants like light and fresh aIr, may have 

represented an early, intuitive understanding of what radio uniquely could do. 

Archibald Haddon does not talk in these terms in his response to the broadcast, 

though he mentions what he sees as the moral and intellectual benefits of the exercise 

of the imagination stimulated by such a play. He also approves of Casson's answer to 

the curtain in a theatre - the announcer "observing in impressive tones, appropriate to 

the situation, 'The end of the play.'" (Haddon 190). Haddon admits to being affected 

by the end of the play - "many listeners like myself must have been present at the 

scene In spirit" (Haddon 190) - and by the "vocal tones" of the actress playing 

Ygraine. 

Actors: The Need for a New Technique 

Actors and actresses who performed for wireless in the earliest years of the BBC had 

to learn very quickly that new techniques were required of them, and that a glittering 

career on stage by no means guaranteed microphone stardom. Cecil Lewis pointed this 

out in Broadcasting From Within: 

It does not follow that a well-known actor on the stage 
will be successful on the microphone. 

Extreme sensitivity of vocal colour is essential, for this, 
after all, is the whole thing. Clear enunciation and a 
certain mellowness are assets, though an acutely 
unpleasant voice may be the making of some thankless 
or humorous part where the voice is not used to give 
pleasure, but to provoke or amuse. 

The choice of voices is a thing which is still in 
its infancy. But that the voices chosen should contrast 
with each other is essential so that the listener can 
differentiate characters at a word. (BFW 62) 

Some idea of the practical problems facing casts may be gathered from an article 

written for the Radio Times by Peter Eckersley, who in the early months wrote 

regularly for the magazine, taking the opportunity to explain the technical side of 

broadcasting to the listeners. In "'Blasting!' Some Secrets of the studio", he described 
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some of the difficulties with microphones which BBC technicians were trying to 

overcome: 

We mean by 'blasting' or 'over-control' letting too much 
power come momentarily to the wireless set from the 
microphone. The microphone is curiously sensitive to 
sudden changes of intensity of the sounds in its locality . 

... the instrument is mechanical, and it would be 
very difficult to make it adapt itself to sudden changes 
automatically without distortion.4o 

Performing artists conSCIOUS of their own importance sometimes disregarded 

instruction from the engineer, and Eckersley describes a scenario which must have 

been familiar at the time: 

The heroine is by the footlights (slap over the 
microphone), the villain is way back stealing over the 
(imitation) rocks, what time the thunder (tin plates, half 
right) peals and the wind (sandpaper) shrieks behind the 
drop-scene. 

Heroine (fff. two feet from microphone): "Help!" 

Villain (pp. between teeth twenty yards from 
microphone): "You shall die now, curse you!" 

Heroine (same): "Help!" 

Villain (still in same place): "Curse, where IS my 
revolver? I have left it at 'The Towers.'" 

Operator: "Help!" 

The feelings of the Wireless Set may be 
imagined; one moment every needle is straining against 
the stop, the next not a flick of modulation, and the 
average 'listener' may wonder what on earth is the 
matter with the heroine, or was it someone oscillating 
next door! 

The listeners were not the only ones to have trouble with actors' microphone 

technique; the artists themselves must have found the newness a strain. The silent 

film actress Mary Pickford wrote in the Radio Times of her first experience of acting 

for the microphone, and pronounced it more nerve-wracking than working to camera. 

Though she and Douglas Fairbanks were both wireless fans, Miss Pickford felt they 

would not perform for wireless again: 



It is not our forte. We are silent actors, and when we 
resort to speech we are out of our province as well as 
out of our element. 

.. .1 prefer acting before the camera ever so much 
better. It is not so productive of nerves. Speaking to 
people one cannot see is quite different from acting for 
people one cannot see. Speaking is so much more 
personal. 41 
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- Endnotes 

Cecil Lewis, personal interview, 10th June 1986 
Sources for earliest drama: Programmes as Broadcast, kept at the Written 
Archive Centre of the BBC at Caversham, is the most accurate record of what 
was broadcast as opposed to advertised, and is the only source for pre-Radio 
Times days (ie before 28th September 1923). Another very important source is 
Miss Edwin ("From Miss Edwin's Black Book of pre-war archives"), in WAC 
R19/276 (abbreviated hereafter to "Edwin"). Also useful are certain texts 
referred to in Chapter One: Clarke, Briggs (FFY) , Reith (BOB), Lewis (BFW) , 
Burrows (SOB). 
SOB 74. The play is listed in Briggs's list of milestones - see FFY 364. Clarke 
does not include it on his list (188). 
P as B. Edwin pI, and Clarke p188, call it a pantomime; Briggs (FFY 364) calls 
it a play. 
Briggs writes that the extracts came from Julius Caesar, Henry VIII and Much 
Ado About Nothing; see Briggs I, p202. His information matches Gielgud in 
BRD p17. Clarke just gives quarrel scene from Julius Caesar (pI88). Edwin (pI) 
gives quarrel scene and two others, not named. 
The row is also important more generally as representing a whole set of 
difficulties faced by the BBC relating to other areas of its output, notably news 
and music, which influenced the way such items developed as a service to the 
listener. Fear and territorial jealousy had to be overcome, in the case of music 
and news; for drama, the answer was to evolve a quite separate art. For music 
see BFW 90 ff. For news see BOB 142 ff. 
The T.M.A. Journal, February 1923, p6, Bold typeface as in Journal. 
The T.M.A. Journal, May 1923, p6 
The T.M.A. Journal, July 1923, p5 
See BOB 107, SOB 84, BFW 89-90, Clarke 160. 
Paget Bowman interview: "Do You Enjoy Grand Opera?", Radio Times, 16th 
November 1923, p269. In the T.M.A. Journal of January 1925, it was argued 
that the BNOC had made a profit the season before they began to allow 
broadcasting, against a loss of "MANY THOUSAND POUNDS" during the year 
they did allow it. (p4) 
Charles B Cochran, "How Wireless Helps the Theatre", Radio Times, 30th 
November 1923, p349 
T.M.A. Journal, December 1923, p5. 
The bold capital letters are as they appear in the T.M.A. Journal. 
Nigel Playfair, interview, "How Plays will be Broadcast", Radio Times-, 14th 
December 1923, p429 
Archibald Haddon, "Broadcasting and the Theatre", Bullo Playgoers: Talks 
Broadcast to the British Isles from 2LO. (London: Cecil Palmer, 1924) 30-31. 
BOB 96-7. The two parties were theatre managers and owners, and concert 
givers and agents. 
For instance the date of the Writtle broadcast of the first ever drama on 
wireless - Cyrano de Bergerac - Peter Eckersley was responsible but gives no 
date in PBM, whereas Burrows does: 17th October 1922 (SOB 58). He also gives 
details of the first ever play written specially for broadcasting, a distinction 
often wrongly attributed to Richard Hughes's Danger; in fact Mrs Twigg's The 
Truth About Father Christmas was broadcast more than a year earlier. See SOB 
p74. 
WAC Rl /3/ 1. Director General's Report to the Board of Governors, 4th 
January 1927. Reith said Burrows went to Geneva to be Secretary General of 
the Union of European Broadcasting Organisations (set up at the BBC's 
instigation) because he "was unable to carry the responsibility" (p7). 
BFW 121. Clarke (168-9) in his section on the first half of 1924 says that at the 
time a type of programme began to develop which "for want of a better name 
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was called a 'Feature programme' ... which can only be described as an unseen 
but heard moving picture." 

20 Cecil Lewis, personal interview, 10th June 1986. This disparaging description 
misses the point that any medium of expression is largely defined by its 
aesthetic limitations. 

21 WAC RI9/276. Undated memo, "Wireless Drama". Article by RE Jeffrey, 
"Wireless Drama", Radio Times, 6th June 1924, pp438-9. Quotations will be 
from the Radio Times. 

22 Martin Esslin, "The Mind as Stage", Theatre Quarterly I iii, July-September 
1971, ppS-lI. Frances Gray, "The Nature of Radio Drama", in Radio Drama, 
ed Peter Lewis (London: Longman, 1981) pp48-77. 

23 Cecil Lewis, personal interview, 10th June 1986 
24 PP Eckersley, "Broadcasting and Realism", Radio Times, 4th January 1924, p44 
25 BRD 19; Edwin 1 
26 BRD 19. Clarke (164) gives move to Savoy Hill date as April 1923, but 

corroborates studio opening day. 
27 NLB 81. The reference comes in an account of Lewis's invitation to George 

Bernard Shaw to introduce the series; he refused on a postcard: "'Shakes pear 
[sic] by himself is all right and so am I. But the mixture would be a bore and a 
failure.'" 

28 John Drakakis, Introduction, British Radio Drama ed Drakakis (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1981) 2. Drakakis refers to Styan's The Shakespeare Revolution 
(Cambridge 1977) and Bertold Brecht's "The Radio as an Apparatus" in Brecht 
on Theatre, trans. John Willett (London 1964), ppSI-3. See also Jeffrey's 1927 
memo on the drama studio in Chapter Five, and the discussion in that context 
of how far he was aware of contemporary thinking about theatre. 

29 Miss Edwin lists it as a milestone in these terms (pi). 
30 Val Gielgud says " ... R.E.Jeffrey produced the first play actually written for 

broadcasting - Danger, by Richard Hughes ... "(BRD 20); he included it in his 
1933 Festival of the Original Radio Play (BRD 66). Briggs, perhaps using 
Gielgud as his source, writes of the year 1924: " . .in January, Jeffrey had 
produced the first play actually written for broadcasting - Danger, by Richard 
Hughes ... "(Briggs I p281). The 1974 programme to which reference is made 
below included a transmission of the play, and an interview with Hughes, and 
the announcer refers to Danger as "the first ever play for radio", though in the 
course of the programme Hughes definitely gives Nigel Playfair as the first 
producer of the play. Miss Edwin gives Nigel Playfair as producer; she also 
refers to the playas "A Comedy of Danger by Richard Hughes the first play to 
be written for broadcasting (apart from Children's Hour)" (Edwin 2). The title 
of the play was not always the same: originally A Comedy of Danger, it was 
also called The Mine Play and was published as Danger, a title also used by 
Raymond Raikes, Hughes's interviewer in the 1974 programme. 

31 References to this programme will read interview, or article, with a page ref.. A 
transcript of the programme, excluding the text of the play, can be found in 
the Play Library at Broadcasting House, London, in the Danger file. For 
references to the text of the play see Richard Hughes, Plays (London: Phoenix 
Library-Chatto & Windus,1928). 

32 Radio Times, 11th January 1924, p89 
33 Broadcast with Danger were The Blacksmith's Serenade, by Vachell Lindsay, 

recited and sung by Nigel Playfair and Joseph Farrington; the proposal scene 
from Pride and Prejudice, with Playfair as Mr Collins; and Ladies Night by AP 
Herbert. 

34 The same advice is given by Hughes to listeners in 1974 (interview S). 
35 Edwin 2. Hughes says that effects were the province of "the effects man from 

the Tivoli Cinema, who came round with his wind machine and his other 
apparatus" - interview p3. 
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36 Of the other dramas broadcast with Danger, Haddon says that they, and Danger, 
showed him "the astonishing capacity they possess for the clear and incisive 
differentiation of character by the employment of vocal tones alone" (pI62); 
and he concludes his criticism of them by saying that "the first original 
radioplays broadcast from 2LO were fruitful in technical suggestion as well as 
in entertainment" (pI63). 

37 Richard Hughes, Plays (London: Phoenix Library-Chatto and Windus, 1928) 
171. 

38 Plays 182. Haddon commented favourably on the line comparing life to a 
trusted friend (Haddon 160). 

39 Frances Gray, "The Nature of Radio Drama" in Radio Drama, ed. Peter Lewis 
(London: Longman, 1981) 61 

40 P.P. Eckersley, "'Blasting!' Some Secrets of the Studio", Radio Times, 5th 
October 1923, p53. See also BFW 123-5 for Lewis on singers and blasting. 

41 Mary Pickford, interview, "Film and Microphone Compared", Radio Times, 2nd 
May 1924, p221 
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CHAPTER THREE 

1924-1925: Jeffrey's Mission: The Discovery of Radio Drama 

This chapter covers the period from Jeffrey's move to London in July 1924 to take 

charge of the newly-created Productions Department, l until the end of 1925. The 

intention will be to assess the achievement of the infant radio drama department 

during this time: how awareness in practitioners of the special aesthetic nature of 

radio drama had been sharpened or extended up to the end of 1925, and to what 

extent developments in thinking about radio drama translated into the output of the 

department. 

RE Jeffrey: Background and pre- HQ BBC Career 

Early issues of the Radio Times sometimes carried profiles of members of staff in a 

column entitled "B.B.C. Personalities", and Jeffrey was the subject on March 14th 

1924. He is described as "One of the foremost figures in the Scottish entertainment 

world",2 and as having been prominent for sixteen years in Scotland, and particularly 

Glasgow. He had been a successful lecturer on public speaking at Glasgow 

University;3 his "efficient and persuasive methods of teaching" and his own "fine 

speaking voice" are commended. As an author Jeffrey had published books on public 

speaking, and seven plays which he had produced in the provinces and Scotland. As 

provincial actor he had played "Raffles" four hundred times, and as a producer, 

among other projects, he leased the London Aldwych theatre and presented Macbeth 

with JK Hackett and Mrs Patrick Campbell in the leads. The success of Rob Roy, 

broadcast on 6th October 1923 from Glasgow, clearly played a part in Jeffrey's 

appointment as a BBC official, as the writer of the profile suggests. Miss Edwin notes 

that Rob Roy made Jeffrey's name as a producer of broadcast drama,4 and without 

referring to Jeffrey, Clarke in The Old B.B.C. gives the production importance in 

1923 developments: 



Ambitious programmes were now being regularly 
arranged, notable among which were a dramatised 
version of Scott's novel "Rob Roy" at Glasgow, which, 
as a combined reading and play, was something quite 
new, and unique to broadcasting .... 5 
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Being something of a milestone the production was gIven a few paragraphs in the 

Radio Times of 28th September 1923 - the very first issue. The broadcast was 

described as "One of the most interesting radio events of the week ... to be transmitted 

from Glasgow to ... Newcastle, Cardiff, and London".6 In the listings for the day of 

the broadcast Jeffrey is given as adapter, producer and director of the show, and he 

and his wife as Rob Roy and Helen MacGregor. 

Jeffrey was appointed as Aberdeen station director on 19th September 1923, and the 

official opening took place on 10th October 1923. Apart from the success of Rob Roy, 

the writer of Jeffrey's Radio Times profile indicates that he was highly thought-of 

before and after his appointment to Aberdeen: 

Aberdeen was then a new venture of the B.B.C., and it 
was realized that a man of personality, tact, initiative 
and wide experience of the entertainment world would 
be essential to make the new station a success. The 
choice of Mr. Jeffrey fulfilled these essential 
qualifications, and those who are fortunate regularly to 
listen to the Aberdeen Station are willing to admit that 
his programmes are second to none broadcast from any 
station of the Company. 

The small scale of regional operations meant that staff had to be prepared to do all 

kinds of jobs, and it is apparent from the Radio Times listings for Aberdeen that 

Jeffrey employed himself as announcer for 2BD and as an actor from early on in a 

wide range of programmes. A brief comparison of drama output in Aberdeen and 

London gives an idea of the impression Jeffrey must have been making in London. 

Jeffrey more than kept up in terms of volume; for instance during March 1924 

London broadcast no drama, but Jeffrey was very busy on the productions side. The 

range of entertainment broadcast from 2BD was commendable: excerpts from 

Shakespeare, work by other playwrights, experiments with "word pictures" and "sound 

pictures",7 a comic opera, evenings of songs and plays, scenes and characters from 

Dickens, and programmes of songs shaped into little dramas. Burrows as Director of 
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Programmes visited stations of the BBC and recorded his impressions in a series for 

the Radio Times, and when it was Aberdeen's turn he commented on the station's 

success in catering to local needs and tastes.8 Given these successes it is little wonder 

that Jeffrey should have had his article on wireless drama published in the Radio 

Times in June 1924 or that the announcement of his move to London should be 

enthusiastic: 

Mr R.E. Jeffrey, the popular station director at 
Aberdeen, is to be transferred to headquarters staff to 
take charge of the production of broadcast plays. His 
success in this direction has been marked since his 
appointment to the Aberdeen Station.9 

The BBC's intention in setting up the department is announced in an issue of the 

Radio Times published soon after he moved to London, on the "Official News and 

Views" page. Under the heading "The New Dramatic Director" we find this: 

In the interests of listeners who like plays and 
play-going, a special department for the investigation of 
microphone effects and the development of Radio 
Drama generally has been created at the headquarters of 
the Company.lO 

Readers are told that Jeffrey had arrived in London and begun his duties as Dramatic 

Director, and are given information similar to that outlined above from the Radio 

Times profile. Emphasis is placed on Jeffrey's success as Aberdeen Station Director 

and, significantly in terms of his appointment to head a new department, on what is 

described as his "experience in productions of a novel nature". It seems that those 

responsible for choosing Jeffrey thought he would be an innovator. In the next 

paragraph, "The Radio Play", Jeffrey's own earliest priorities are described: 

Mr. Jeffrey is convinced of the need for the 
development of [sic] special Radio technique for plays, 
just as some years ago it was made amply clear that a 
special technique was necessary for the cinema. He is 
also confident that when advances have been made in 
this direction, the Radio play will take its proper place 
as a popular feature of broadcast programmes. 

So for Jeffrey, the period covered by this chapter was one of intense effort to 

stimulate a sense of the separate aesthetic identity of radio, and to define or create 

his own role as head of the new Productions Department. He came down to London 
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very well aware that he had before him the task of evolving a totally new form of 

drama. This sense of Jeffrey as a man with a mission is the main emphasis in the 

period covered by this chapter. 

Other personalities: "Gingering Up" the Staff. 

Staff changes within Productions are monitored by Miss Edwin and reflect the 

increasing output and status of drama achieved by the creation of a separate 

department in August 1923,11 as well as general expansion of broadcasting at the 

time. 

Arthur Whitman began helping Jeffrey with effects work and became a permanent 

member of staff on 17th November 1924. From December 1924 he had an assistant, 

Mr KV Wright, who was not made permanent until January 1926. 

Howard Rose had been working as a microphone actor when in July 1925 he joined 

the BBC as a producer. Val Gielgud in his accounts of the radio drama of the period 

never mentions the name of Howard Rose without a word of praise. Writing in Years 

in a Mirror of the time of his appointment, he notes that 

The state of the Productions Department - as it was 
then termed - was neither happy nor particularly 
efficienL .. The departmental staff - with the shining 
exception of Mr Howard Rose - was notable neither for 
talent nor for loyalty.12 

Later on the same page he provides an interesting comparative assessment of the 

input of Lewis, Jeffrey and Rose: 

I have on occasion been called a pioneer in the field 
of dramatic broadcasting. This distinction I cannot 
claim. Cecil Lewis did a good deal in the shape of 
initiation while he was Director of Programmes. R.E. 
Jeffrey, whom I succeeded, did a little. Howard Rose 
did most. It was as a result of their efforts that it was 
realised that any attempt to broadcast plays from the 
stages of theatres was futile; that the broadcast play 
must be brought into the studio; that in consequence new 
techniques both of production and acting had got to be 
developed. (Mirror 121) 

In British Radio Drama 1922-1956 he refers to Rose as "doyen of producers until 

1946" (BRD 19). One of the most interesting aspects of Rose's BBC career is that he 
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began as an actor, became a pioneering producer less than a year after the formation 

of the Productions Department, and stayed until 1946, though once the Department 

was established he turned to less innovative work. Rose was, according to Gielgud, 

one of the first regular microphone actors. He was the producer of The White 

Chateau, and Gielgud credits him with the production of the first novel adaptation -

Westward HoI in April 1925.13 In Years of the Locust, Gielgud pays tribute to Rose's 

qualities of loyalty and professionalism, evident in his lack of resentment when 

Gielgud, at twenty-eight years old, was brought in as successor to Jeffrey, despite 

Rose's greater maturity and experience. The personality and preferences of Rose are 

clearly indicated in Gielgud's account of actors' responses to him as a producer. 

Though they sometimes found his methods over-meticulous and his approach 

impersonal, Gielgud says that the more actors worked with Rose, the more they 

tended to appreciate him. He goes on to give a fairly exact picture, written looking 

back from 1947, of where Rose belonged in the development of radio drama: 

One of the disadvantages of radio work IS the 
undeniable truth that it is the producer of slightly 
unusual 'minority-audience' programmes who is likely 
to get credit and attention both from critics and the 
broadcasting hierarchy. The 'bread-and-butter' 
programme, which must and should form the backbone 
of the output, tends to be taken for granted. Yet to 
broadcasting the maintenance of standard, the insistence 
upon integrity, by the producer of the latter type is 
absolutely vital. Among such producers Howard Rose 
stands high. His contribution to radio-drama has been 
no small thing. (Locust 72) 

This solid support and capacity for hard and initially pioneering work would have 

counted as big advantages for Jeffrey, making available to him the freedom to 

experiment while Rose carried other burdens as they became more familiar; though 

the period for this chapter was one of discovery rather than consolidation. 

Donald Calthrop joined the BBC in October 1925, according to Miss Edwin, "in order 

to strengthen the dramatic side of broadcasting and bring in new ideas" (Edwin 2). 

She notes that he left on 19th January 1926 "owing to private debts, etc.". Val 

Gielgud identifies the appointment as evidence of the BBC's "considerable inferiority 
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complex in its hankering for the support of 'outsiders' to 'ginger up' its permanent 

staff, and perhaps to give a-more respectable air to an organization that might seem 

to have been rather hurriedly 'jumped up'''(BRD 20-21). He writes that Calthrop came 

with a reputation as a stage producer and character actor, and that " ... the combination 

of Jeffrey and Calthrop can hardly have been either fortunate or happy". He gives no 

clues about the circumstances of Calthrop's departure. 

George Grossmith is written off by Gielgud as "quite simply, ineffective" in his role 

as "'unofficial adviser' to the department" (BRD 21). Miss Edwin does not mention 

Grossmith in her account of the appointments at this time, though Moseley enters 

him as Programme Adviser to the BBC from 1925, and refers to him as "a 

distinguished actor, author, and theatrical manager".14 

It would appear from such details as are available of movements in and out of the 

department that the BBC had good reason for wishing to "ginger up" its staff. It 

would also appear that the response to the problem was inexpert, and that the 

invaluable Rose, perhaps an influence complementary to that exerted by Lewis, was 

found by luck rather than by judgment.I5 

Thinking About an Aesthetic for Radio Drama 

Notes on Technique 0/ Playwriting is an undated document filed between Miss 

Edwin's Dramatic Department document and the Stocktaking document dated 10th 

September 1925. The latter contains a reference to a series of Notes prepared in 

September 1924 by Jeffrey," ... describing the type of play, the mode of construction, 

etc., most suitable for Radto [sic] Transmission. Many of these have been sent to 

would-be writers with, in some cases, satisfactory results."16 It seems likely therefore 

that the document Notes on Technique 0/ Playwriting may be dated September 1924 

or thereabouts, and the author taken as Jeffrey. 

The Notes represent Jeffrey's first attempt in his role as head of Productions to 

articulate his own developing perception of the aesthetics of wireless plays. The 

emphasis is on suggesting techniques for making mind pictures and defining types of 
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play suitable for radio, with consideration of the special needs of a listening audience 

and on how the limitations of the new medium might be turned to advantage. 

The Notes begin with a statement of why they had been written: 

At the request of several authors, these notes are 
set down for the interest, information, and possible 
assistance, of those who care to turn their attention and 
ability to the development of a new art-form and 
technique peculiarly suited to broadcast.17 

So the notes are a direct response to a need felt by writers for some guidance as they 

set out on what Jeffrey goes on to refer to as "the beginning of the road". Jeffrey is 

aware that whatever advice he could give was based on limited experience and might 

become redundant: 

I can only indicate such lines of development as have 
occurred to me up to the time of writing. (Notes 1) 

The first part of the Notes suggests technical tricks which might help the author to 

overcome difficulties experienced by the audience, whose powers of concentration 

and imagination were not at the time very highly rated by Jeffrey. He seems to feel 

that initially crude audience response required initially crude treatment at this early 

stage of the development of radio drama. Authors may distract the listeners' attention, 

he says, 

... quite unconsciously, by not taking into account the 
mental condition of the main body of public, and by 
ignoring or mis-reading the elementary principles of 
present-day psychology. 

Until the public imagination is trained to almost 
instantaneously create a complete picture from a subtly 
insinuated description, moderately broad methods of 
building and sustaining the required picture must be 
used. (Notes 1) 

Some of the advice given in this part of the Notes, being concerned with the need to 

equip listeners with convincing mental pictures of scenery and characters, suggests an 

emphasis on development of realistic plays rather than fantasies. Attention is given to 

the necessity of avoiding confusion over identification of characters and sound 

effects, and of providing "Frequent, though not obtrusive, fingerposts" to build 

atmosphere and a sense of the dramatic shape of the play. The use of pointers in the 
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dialogue is suggested as a way to create expectation and occurrence of entrances and 

exits, to suggest location, and to anticipate sound effects (Notes 2-3). Much of this 

general advice seems made up of sensible suggestions - often still valid, and 

occasionally sophisticated - on how to deal with the kind of problems - of character 

confusion, scene creation, and convincing sound effects - that would only arise in 

production of a radio play. In other words, Jeffrey's advice, where it is not more 

generally applicable to playwriting rather than to radio's peculiar demands, seems to 

respond to the aesthetic nature of the medium at least as much as to the incapacities 

of the audience, which Jeffrey himself gives as the reason for taking care. 

The second part of the Notes contains Jeffrey's identification of the three types of 

play suited to broadcast (Notes 3). Type one he defines as "Plays with action set in 

one scene", and as "similar to the usual stage play". Type two is "plays with action set 

in one scene but introducing imaginative pictures". Type three is concerned with 

movement of physical place: "Plays with action which moves from place to place 

following the characters' adventures"; and type 3A is a kind of subsection to type 

three, one in which "practically simultaneous action in two different placed [sic] can 

... be presented, as we have the apparatus to 'fade out' any scene at will, and 

simultaneously 'fade in' another scene going on in another studio" (Notes 4). 

Jeffrey's characterisation of these different types of radio play seems somewhat 

undeveloped and does not show any obvious awareness on his part of the importance 

of the distinctions he is making. For instance, in elaborating type two, Jeffrey is 

rather unambitious, limiting himself to suggesting equivalents - one on stage, where 

"an illuminated gauze cloth" allows two scenes to be shown at once; and one a "cinema 

play", where pictures of characters' thoughts appear on screen. The seed is here for a 

more forceful recognition of radio's ability to move between different realities, to 

slide in and out of the mind of one or more characters, to invade the mind of the 

listener. He does point out that type three "has practically no adequate stage 

equivalent", but does not make comparison with cinema in this case or the next, type 

3A. The grouping of types 3 and 3A together shows that Jeffrey saw the generic 
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factor as being concerned primarily with physical locations in the plays, instead of 

identifying the more exciting potential in using the stage of the mind to gain freedom 

from physical place, or from any debt to logical time sequences; he sees a similarity 

where potentially there is a very radical difference; his categories fail to grasp the 

new, specifically radio possibilities presented. This is a significant failure, since it 

took until 1927 for the first radio drama using cinema technique to emerge in Cecil 

Lewis's adaptation of Lord Jim, and until 1928 for Lance Sieveking to produce The 

First Kaleidoscope, which is perhaps more like a development of type 2 than any of 

the other types. I8 

In the next part of the Notes Jeffrey discusses the possible uses of music in wireless 

drama. Music as an occasional background is familiar today; so too would be music 

"as a relief for dialogue", if Jeffrey did not rather surprisingly continue,"in the form 

of whole or portions of musical numbers performed by a character or characters in 

the play" (Notes 4). It seems valid to suppose that the listener may "be wearied by 

continuous concentration required in following a wholly spoken story" - especially 

given poor reception conditions at the time - but rather drastic to turn any play using 

this relief into a musical. The third use for music Jeffrey suggests is "as a definite 

interlude", a means as he sees it of indicating a scene change as in a play of type 3A, 

where two scenes are happening simultaneously. It is not clear from the way Jeffrey 

phrases this use for music whether or not he feels it should be always used in plays 

of that type. The specific restriction of interludes to plays where we are following 

simultaneous action in two places suggests that Jeffrey sees it as a way to avoid 

confusing the listener about where the action is; as, therefore, almost a necessity; one 

which at the same time releases the writer from the need to be clear, and misses the 

potential in this type of play for fast drama and technically challenging scene shifts. 

The last part of Jeffrey's Notes is called "A Few General Observations". It begins with 

the advice that the best running time for a radio play was "at present" between fifteen 

and forty minutes, and that anything longer should contain musical effects. This 

should be taken in the context of the difficult reception conditions obtaining in 1924: 
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concentration on radio drama is hard enough without static interference and tuning 

difficulties. Jeffrey's next stricture concerns selection of both plot and method of 

development, which, he says, should be guided by the writer's knowledge of 

psychology; since the audience was so heterogeneous, the plot should be based "on 

some situation, emotion or experience (actual, or psychologically imaginable) which 

will be appreciated, or rather applicable to the average mind" (Notes 4). This and a 

later paragraph on how the listener creates scenery for a radio play are observations 

made already by Jeffrey in his article Wireless Drama published in the Radio Times 

in June of the same year, though in that article the point about the individual 

listener's personal reality is perhaps more developed in terms of the emotional 

resources made available.19 Jeffrey states that writers should "avoid minor plots, sub

plots, and counterplots as much as possible" (Notes 5); he leaves the reader to find 

explanation from earlier advice. The possible effectiveness of setting a radio play in 

darkness and the question of what might offend or wound listeners are mentioned, 

with tricky subjects identified in terms of the BBC's moral position and concern for 

audience sensibilities rather than in terms of the aesthetic nature of the medium. To 

discover unsuitable subjects, Jeffrey writes, the author should place himself or herself 

"in the position of the listening public as a composite mind". This crude approach to 

the matter of giving offence or pain to the public comes across paradoxically as 

insensitive In its sweeping scope and in its apparent belief in the notion of a 

"composite mind".2o Moreover it does seem inconsistent that Jeffrey should write in 

the Radio Times of June 1924 of the advantages of being able to activate the 

listener's emotions and memories, then in this November 1924 statement to want to 

edit so heavily life as represented in radio drama. 

Almost a year after Jeffrey put together his Notes for writers, he published an article 

called "The Need for a Radio Drama" in the Radio Times of July 1925.21 This was 

an account for the general reader of the present stage of progress of radio drama and 

its peculiar nature. Most importantly the article was a public recognition that there 

had to be "a new type of play for radio". Jeffrey begins with clear acknowledgment 
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that the days of success derived from simple novelty were over, and that there now 

needed to be a "radio drama": 

By this is meant the creation of a playwriting 
technique which will produce the best possible type of 
drama for broadcasting purposes, overturning the many 
obstacles and, perhaps, turning to advantage the 
peculiar limitations of the medium. 

Jeffrey's arguments stressing the need for this to happen are not developed in much 

detail, so the focus is general rather than sharp; but the article does at least inform 

listeners of awareness in the radio drama department that new techniques of writing, 

acting, production and even listening had to evolve for the new medium. Radio 

drama was, Jeffrey knew, having to overcome scepticism such as that already faced 

and dispelled by cinema practitioners; but he felt optimistic, and cited the popularity 

of work by Reginald Berkeley and Richard Hughes, among others, as reason to hope 

for the future of wireless as a medium of entertainment for the masses. The main 

intention in the article is suggested by the title and summarised towards the end: 

Presenting stage plays on the radio is merely a 
stop gap. They have been written for visible acting and 
speaking, and it is accidental if they are suitable for 
broadcast. Policy must not rely upon fortuitous 
circumstances. Hence the necessity of insisting upon a 
new type of play for radio. 

Some Contemporary Responses. 

Jeffrey was not operating in a cultural void; theatre personalities of his time were 

also attempting a response to the developing medium and some of them had their 

views about it published in the Radio Times. 

One of the strongest early articulations of the separate requirements of radio came 

from George Bernard Shaw in an article written by Cecil Lewis for the Radio Times 

of 24th November 1924. The BBC - III the person of Lewis - had been trying to 

involve Shaw in broadcasting and had drawn his frank censure for a treatment 

proposed for Twelfth Night. Shaw criticised the idea of telling the play's story: 

"Instead of supplying a very brief description of what 
the listeners would see if they were in a theatre, and 



leaving Shakespear [sic] to tell his own story, you are 
kind enough to help the lame dog of Stratford over the 
stile by telling the story yourself in your own inimitable 
way, leaving him to repeat it superfluously and to damn 
your impertinent vanity .... ,,22 

Shaw's response to the BBC's efforts is by his own admission very rude: 

"Scrap all that foolish twaddle, and read the play 
straight through just as Shakespear (who really knew 
better than you) wrote it .... Forgive my expressing 
myself so rudely, but if people are not talked to in that 
way they pay no attention." 
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Notwithstanding the playwright's impatient response to Lewis's overtures, apparently 

there followed a correspondence in which Shaw suggested how radio drama might 

develop: 

"As to broadcasting plays, I think you are on the 
wrong tack about it.. .. You want to broadcast plays; and 
instead of recognizing that the invisible play is a new 
thing, and cannot be done in the old way, you persist in 
asking handsome actresses - and well-known pictorial 
producers - to get up ordinary theatrical performances 
and allow the public to overhear the dialogue. That is 
absurd. What use are ----'s stage pictures to people 
who cannot see them?" 

Shaw suggests the establishment of a permanent dramatic staff who had the right 

vocal qualities but whose age and appearance would not matter. He also advised that a 

"good uncle" be retained to help authors adapt to the new medium: 

The uncle should be clever enough to study the 
conditions of the invisible drama, and to make the 
requisite suggestions to the author when some 
modification of the dialogue - for instance, make the 
characters address one another by name more frequently 
- is needed to supply the lack of vision. 

Shaw realised that wireless offered work for actors and actresses who had lost the 

youth, looks, and memory necessary for sustaining a stage career; and he 

recommended that the permanent company of BBC actors could turn invisibility to 

advantage, evolving "a special art of broadcasting'" and putting on a weekly drama 

better for broadcast purposes than anything that could be achieved by relaying 

excerpts from theatres. 
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John Drinkwater contributed his "Reflections on Radio and Art" in September 1924. 

Radio, he writes," ... communicates through the ear, which is the most delicate and 

subtle of all approaches to man's comprehension".23 Later he 

continues," ... artistically ... wireless by its nature at once challenges perfection of an 

ideal nature such as is demanded, perhaps, by no other kind of public performance". 

Drinkwater recognises that the novelty factor would soon wear off and that the 

broadcasting authorities had to choose whether to insist on perfection, or pander "to 

the lowest common denominator of mob intelligence". In spirit this seems close to 

Cecil Lewis's feeling that quantity would kill quality on wireless. Drinkwater 

envisages a possible future for wireless as "the most valuable ally of the great arts that 

our modern civilisation has found", and counsels that the way to achieve this end is 

"by rating the public intelligence high and refusing to compromise in its 

determination that the public intelligence shall be high".24 As far as Drinkwater was 

concerned it was the aesthetic nature of the medium that dictated high standards. 

Having already said that the ear was the most delicate and subtle way to 

communicate, he writes later that 

.. .it is almost impossible to listen stupidly. People who 
do not listen at all prefer inferior music and the back
chat of buffoons; but they must have them supported 
by the appeal of personali ties and arenas. 

Because of this, radio would inevitably draw superior material, and would therefore 

"become the most difficult of all mediums whereby to make a spurious reputation, the 

surest of all ways to the recognition of genuine merit". Furthermore, lower standards 

would, according to Drinkwater, be the death knell for art on wireless: 

It might survive as a transmitter of current news in one 
form or another; but I am convinced that it can have no 
future whatever as a transmitter of inferior art. 

It is very interesting to note his emphasis on the subtlety of the ear, contrasting with 

Jeffrey's view expressed in July 1925 that plots had better be melodramatic rather 

than subtle,25 and the conclusion to Jeffrey's Notes, which gives as an aim for radio 

drama practitioners the creation of a "new Radio Play Art-Form ... amongst the useful 
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entertainments for the great public" (Notes 5). As a goal this is very different from, 

though perhaps no less ambitious than, Drinkwater's vision of "the most valuable ally 

of the great arts that our modern civilization has found". Drinkwater's approach, 

though thought-provoking in terms of the aesthetics of the medium, is admittedly 

blinkered. Sometimes it is just mistaken, as when he asserts that cinema has less 

promise artistically than radio because it had "mainly addressed itself to the indolence 

of the public" - this because "man in his most indolent moods is more ready to amuse 

himself by looking at things than by any other exercise of his faculties". His remarks 

disappoint most in their failure to suggest in detail what kind of play might be 

evolved for wireless given its aesthetic nature and alleged appeal to the higher mind 

of the audience. 

This question is addressed slightly more directly, but still briefly, by William Archer, 

the dramatic critic, who wrote "The Future of Wireless Drama" in August 1924. He 

says, for instance, that "the form of drama best suited for wireless performance ... has 

yet to be created".26 Briefly he suggests what might dictate the form of future radio 

plays: 

The wireless drama properly so-called must 
contain very little movement, and must depend for its 
effect upon the emotional interplay of certain clearly 
indicated and vocally contrasted characters. 

Most of the article is concerned with the impact of wireless on the acting profession 

- the highly desirable demands that wireless drama would make upon performers, and 

particularly in its possible future as "a highly developed vocal art". Archer considers 

somewhat sweepingly that "facial expression, as a whole, is vastly overrated ... ". Like 

Shaw, he points out the advantages of radio to actors and actresses who are no longer 

young, or who lack '''stage appearance'" or even have some deformity. Archer's article 

was written shortly after he sat in on a performance of The School for Scandal on 

Monday 11 th August, an experience which prompted also his odd concluding 

suggestion which concerns an important aesthetic blank in radio's repertoire: audience 
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atmosphere. Archer suggests that when a comedy was broadcast, laughter should be 

broadcast too: 

There ought to be no difficulty about this, for the 
orchestra is always present in the performance-room, 
and could easily be trained to laugh, and even to 
applaud, in the proper key and in the proper places. 

Sybil Thorndike's "Where Radio drama Excels" appeared on the front cover of the 

Radio Times of July 3rd 1925.27 She says nothing in her article that we have not seen 

written by someone else already; indeed a debt to Jeffrey's writing on the subject can 

be detected. The interest in the piece is that observations made elsewhere are 

endorsed from a different position - that of a celebrated actress with experience of 

microphone work. Miss Thorndike talks of the challenge radio presents to an actress, 

and the problem of how to hold the attention of "that vast unseen audience". 

Referring to her recent performance in Medea, she suggests some of the problems of 

acting for the microphone: 

What, if any, additional facets of personality 
must I possess? I have to ask myself. How, without the 
help of gesture, and of the direct responsiveness of my 
audience, could I best portray the character of that 
strange-hearted, barbaric woman ... ? 

Like Jeffrey, Sybil Thorndike discounts sightlessness as a disadvantage; stage effects 

often fail, she says, and Shakespeare knew this, choosing settings "that did not 

obtrude on the mental horizons of his audiences". Instead, he stimulated imagined 

detail with word pictures and poetry. Miss Thorndike continues in a vein reminiscent 

of Jeffrey's June 1924 piece in the Radio Times: 

Surely it is not the least important aspect of the boon of 
wireless that it does not deny a people's imagination, 
but, instead, revivifies and, as I think, inspires it! 

She is close to Jeffrey too in her identification of plays "with a mystic appeal" as 

more suitable for wireless than for stage. And again, the resemblance is there in her 

conclusion that the superiority of wireless rests on this capacity to interpret 
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mysticism, and on the co-operative creative and aesthetic nature of wireless as 

compared to theatre: 

In the theatre, each member of the audience is asked to 
accept the same setting and the same identical 
situations. Each member of a wireless audience is 
required, on the other hand, to bring his own individual 
imagination into play, devising his own settings and 
conjuring up images of the situation based on his own 
emotional experience. 

The piece also suggests that wireless would inevitably force a welcome improvement 

in actors' and actresses' diction. The article's resemblance to Jeffrey's writing on radio 

drama is very strong; but if it is a crib, nevertheless it still shows that Jeffrey 

managed to influence a remarkable actress in her understanding of the new medium. 

In the light of evidence in this section, Jeffrey appears to have had a comparatively 

detailed and practical grasp of the difficulties and opportunities inherent in wireless 

drama. Responses from outside were on the whole theoretical and fairly limited, 

though interesting in their own way. Even in more detailed writing on how actors 

should approach wireless, the advice given is broad and general as presumably one 

might expect in a magazine intended for the general reader. 

Output: Congo Night, The Dweller in the Darkness, The White Chateau. 

Important broadcasts are identified as such because of the standing and importance to 

radio drama of the dramatists, the survival of scripts, and with a view to rooting and 

testing the aesthetic perceptions achieved so far. The plays will be taken in date 

order; Jeffrey's Notes document predates all of them. 

Congo Night was written by Richard Hughes and broadcast on 13th November 1924. 

Hughes had already made his mark as the author of Danger, which was to be 

broadcast again on 28th January 1925, but Congo Night was Jeffrey's own first 

production of a play by Hughes. The play was part of an all stations programme and 

is referred to in the Radio Times as "A Short Melodrama Written for Radio 

Transmission".28 Instructions on how to listen and aids to the inner eye are offered in 

the billing: 



The duration of the above play is some fifteen 
minutes. In order that you may derive the greatest 
interest from this transmission and fully appreciate the 
strong dramatic story which the play tells, it is 
suggested that you lower your lights and not allow your 
attention to be distracted by the prosaic things which 
surround you. If you follow out this request, it will not 
be difficult for you to conceive a vivid scene of the 
mysterious Congo night, the thick undergrowth, a small 
clearing, the young English traveller and his 
companions, a nervous young Cockney, a middle-aged 
African gold-prospector, and also the intrepid girl on 
whom the situation pivots; these characters silhouetted 
by the distant background of the glistening black bodies 
of the tribesmen with the accompaniment of the 
somewhat threatening beat of the tom-toms and the 
wailing of the native war chant. 
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These aids to the audience come as no surprise given Jeffrey's advice in his Notes on 

how much could be expected of listeners unused to radio drama. At this stage it 

appears that practitioners' perceptions of the nature of radio drama and the 

imaginative response required of listeners favoured the idea of setting plays at night 

or at any rate in darkness. Hughes used darkness in Danger, Berkeley used it in The 

Dweller ill the Darkness (see below), and in Congo Night Hughes sets his play in an 

African jungle at night. 

The scene and sequence of events from the point of VIew of the characters In the 

play is bewildering though to the audience what is presented is according to the 

Radio Times billing a "strong dramatic story". Certainly there is nothing very subtle 

about the plot, which enjoys a wonderful freedom from any debt to credibility or to 

stage conventions. The beginning is abrupt: the listener is confronted with the fact of 

three English men in the Congo bush at night. In the background can be heard 

tom toms and a scream dying away. Two of the men react with fear, and the other -

Stoddart, who has more local knowledge than the others - keeps calm and makes a 

'signposting' reference to the Holy Diamond of Zambuna, which shortly becomes 

dramatically important. It is not clear from the script what the men are doing in the 

Congo - except in the case of one, who is a prospector - or even how they met, 

sInce, presumably as an attempt to avoid confusion for listeners over which character 

is which, their accents contrast almost ludicrously. Bill is a Cockney - "Ow, them 
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niggers! They ain't fit, they ain't,,;29 Stoddart, the brave one, has an unlikely rural 

flavour - "Go to sleep, darn 'e!". Suddenly a white woman in native clothes ("nigger 

rig-out") crashes on to the scene, pursued by the natives. Hughes knew that radio did 

not have to give a physical presence where a noise off and an idea built on the fear 

of the girl and two of the men existed already; so the natives do not take part in the 

playas separate characters, but only as a sound effect. Stoddart at first helps the girl, 

then pretends to the others that she is dead or dying and must be abandoned, or all of 

them would die. Bill and. Harry condemn and even try to kill him when he runs off 

and leaves her with them. At this point the girl comes to, and we discover that the 
\ 

natives know she has their sacred diamond and will smell it out and take revenge _ 

there is no escape. The noise of the frantic bushmen gets nearer and louder, stops, 

then goes away again. It turns out that Stoddart has made off with the diamond and 

we hear his death scream as the girl wonders aloud if he, knowing all about the 

diamond, was a hero and not a coward after all. 

Congo Night certainly draws heavily on the listeners' imagination and willingness to 

suspend disbelief, and in this respect a modern audience might find it more 

entertaining for daftness and less dated than Hughes's more famous Danger; this 

despite the crudeness of the attempts at vocal contrast and characterisation. 

The Dweller in the Darkness was broadcast from Chelmsford on 16th April with 

Entertaining Mr Waddington by Vernon Bartlett. The first announcement of the 

broadcasts, early in April 1925, said that each of the two plays would last "about half 

an hour; which is, perhaps, the maximum length of time that a radio play can be 

fully enjoyed by the listener".3o In the next issue another announcement gave the 

context in terms of BBC policy and the development of a radio drama: 

.. .it should be remarked that this departure represents a 
further stage in the development of the new Radio 
Drama. The B.B.C. desires to use fresh material in this 
way rather than stage plays which, however good, do 
not always lend themselves readily to wireless 
transmission. In pursuance of this policy, the Company 
has commissioned several well-known authors to write 



plays having particular regard both to the conditions 
imposed by the microphone and those experienced by 
listeners. It is hoped to present plays which will give a 
clear picture of the story and situations as the producers 
desire to convey them to the listener.31 

IDS 

This play merits consideration here because it was specially written for radio; 

moreover the script was published, and the author was destined to be at the centre of 

a row in 1927 about the banning of his play Machines that contributed to Jeffrey's 

departure from the BBC. Berkeley's background is summarised in Who Was Who, 

volume 3, 1929-1940; it gives an idea of the sophistication of one of the most 

important radio playwrights of the 1920s.32 He was born in London in 1890, but went 

to university and was called to the Bar in New Zealand before becoming a Captain in 

the army. In 1919 he was working for the League of Nations Union as editor of 

pamphlets and director of propaganda. He worked in the League of Nations 

Information Section and joined the League Secretariat in 1921, resigning on his 

election to Parliament as the Liberal Member for Nottingham Central (1922-1924). 

Except for Unparliamentary Papers and other Diversions (1924), his published work 

was all dramatic; the Who Was Who list does not include The Dweller in the Darkness 

but Machines is listed. So by 1925 Berkeley already had four careers and at least two 

(stage) plays behind him, though he was only thirty-five years old. 

The Dweller in the Darkness was published in 1926 with no mention of its original 

conception as a play for radio. Since only the BBC could have given a radio 

production, and there is a note on the title page about there being an acting fee 

payable for each performance, this edition was clearly intended for stage use and 

therefore offers clues on how well developed a sense Berkeley had of the aesthetic 

differences between radio and stage, in terms of adjustments made to suit a visual 

medium. Throughout the play there are physical indications - for instance, the lights 

going off and on, or a gleam of light at a crucial moment. Since the play is mostly set 

in darkness, the vocal contrast already identified as necessary in a radio script created 
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a need in the stage edition here for Berkeley to describe the voices of the four main 

characters: 

The players are MRS.VYNER, mature, solid, 
with a heavy contralto voice; HENRY, lean, light
hearted and light-voiced, in the early twenties; 
MORTIMER, an older man, dry, sceptical, speaking in 
a raspinj bass; and PHILLIS VYNER, eighteen, 
soprano.3 

When the other characters come in, their voices are described too: Vyner has a 

Scottish voice, Urquhart's is thin and refined (D in D 6). What marks the playas 

distinctly radio is its quality. The thin plot, poor characterisation and cumbersome 

dialogue would need the advantage of radio's novelty factor. Moreover to work 

properly on stage the action of the play would need reworking. Darkness and ghosts 

playa part and could be made to work well on stage but a seance held in darkness 

risks being silly visually. It may be that Berkeley was just being lazy about the stage 

version, but the lapses nevertheless show that he wrote a play in which he took and 

used the aesthetic nature of radio more genuinely and fundamentally than perhaps he 

realised himself. An example of this comes at the climax, where Mortimer, the cynic, 

has apparently been killed in the dark by the ghost, with a knuckleduster. The stage 

direction -"(MORTIMER is lying in a crumpled heap over by the sofa. They rush to 

him.)" (D in D 16) - is quite unnecessary. The audience has been if anything over-

prepared for the calamity by Vyner's laboriously introduced story of how the six-foot 

hunchback who lived in the house and kept a knuckleduster about his person had 

killed someone with it in a rage at being accused of cheating at cards. A blow with 

the same w~apon "ploughed up the man's features as though they'd been peeled off -

wiped out - obliterated. It killed him"(D in D 7). We hardly need to be told what 

happens to Mortimer when he mocks the ghost. This is one of several indications that 

the play is sufficiently radiogenic to be clearly unsuitable for stage. 

There are at the same time faults that come of inexperience with the medium of 

radio. Some of the play's merits and faults may perhaps be related to Jeffrey's advice 

in his Notes on technique which were quite possibly made available to Berkeley as 
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part of the BBC's encouragement of writing for the medium. Jeffrey wrote that a 

stage play could only hold attention in darkness for a few seconds, whereas "For 

broadcast, a whole short 'black-out play' is quite effective" (Notes 5). Berkeley quite 

possibly invented his plot in an attempt to give the BBC productions department what 

it said it could use. Furthermore, there is a tendency to labour and overwrite, perhaps 

in the effort to make things clear to an audience whose imagination, according to 

Jeffrey, was not yet trained. The plot is extremely contrived: a rented house, an 

electricity meter running out of shillings, a game of bridge so that the table is there 

ready for a seance, above all the story of the hunchback and the clumsy way it is 

introduced.34 The play, though short, starts slowly; the dialogue is unconvincing, the 

explanations pedestrian, the plot overall boring, contrived and predictable. At the 

time the play would nevertheless have had the charm on radio of novelty; it was short 

enough to sustain attention for the necessary half an hour and even today is 

interesting as an attempt to grapple with the aesthetic requirements of the new 

medium. In his choice of story Berkeley showed moreover an awareness of the mind's 

vulnerability to suggestion: the darkness of a haunted house, the terror of the 

unknown, would act powerfully on the stage of the mind, in spite of the crudeness of 

the script and difficult reception conditions.35 

Berkeley's The White Chateau was first broadcast on Armistice Day 1925. Asa Briggs 

describes the playas "the first full-length play specially written for radio" and goes 

on to say, "There was to be unprecedented progress in radio drama in 1927 and 1928, 

but The White Chateau was the limit of achievement in the days of the Company" 

(Briggs I, 282). Gielgud refers to the playas "the coping-stone to the progress of 

Radio Drama in 1925 ... the first full-length play specially written for the medium", 

and says more about its particular achievement at the time: 

This play, which was generally acknowledged as being 
of both importance and quality, marked a great advance 
on anything that had been done before. It was 
particularly important in that .. .it killed the curiously 
persisting doubt as to whether any play that lasted for 



more than half an hour was suitable for broadcasting. 
(BRD 22) 
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Both Gielgud and Briggs gIve Rose as the producer, though III the published script 

Jeffrey is given this credit. 

Certainly there was a sense of the play's significance at the time; so much so that 

Jeffrey, writing in the Radio Times in 1928 about why radio drama had still not 

found its proper form, still used this playas a reference point. The basic argument in 

the article, called "Technique or Dramatist?", is that more time and a genius needed 

to be devoted to radio drama before it could grow and fulfill itself; but Jeffrey 

admits that on the evidence of The White Chateau the very idea that radio drama 

could have an independent technique might be wishful thinking: 

Was not The White Chateau - specially written for us by 
Captain Berkeley, who for its framework used a form 
unknown to the modern stage - a most successful radio 
play? Yet that same play in the same form was a stage 
success, and was hailed by several critics as a great war 
play.36 

Jeffrey was right at least in so far as he identified the playas a challenge to thinking 

about the nature of radio drama. Whereas in The Dweller in the Darkness Berkeley 

might have been exploring technique and testing the, advice given by the radio drama 

department, here for the first time there is evidence of someone having absorbed the 

unique aesthetic possibilities of the medium, using them to write for a purpose 

beyond that of getting a play on the air. This play goes way beyond much of 

Jeffrey's wisdom as shown in the Notes. The White Chateau and its spirit represent 

the central character in the play, and the fact of the action being in one site is made 

pivotal in terms of theme, time, and other characters. The play articulates Berkeley's 

opposition to war but, as he says in the Foreword to the published script, it is 

concerned with an imaginary chateau, imaginary people and events: 

... the story that I try to tell is such as might be 
true in any war between any civilized peoples; for the 
subject of the play is not the war between A and B, but 
War, the hideous Giant Despair of our times. 37 
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Mastery of the medium thus becomes a means to an end, and IS secondary to 

Berkeley's ideological purpose. 

The play is in six scenes, each beginning with a speech in verse by "The Chronicler" 

which prepares the audience for events and attitudes that will emerge in each case. 

Scene one shows the Van Eysen family at breakfast, one moment reading in the paper 

about war in neighbouring countries, the next having their house requisitioned by the 

invading army. By the end of the scene the son of the family, Jacques, has been 

Court Martialled and shot for killing a trooper who kissed his fiancee. In the second 

scene the Van Eysens do not figure; the army Commander in Chief is by now 

installed in the White Chateau and the Minister of War visits him to express 

Government fears that the war, though ideologically popular, is costing too many 

lives, thus risking the stability of the politicians who started it. In scene three, the 

Chateau is occupied by the enemy of those who appeared in scene two, and from the 

trenches the story is told of an English officer, just granted leave to go home and 

visit his newborn twins, who is killed performing an act more of curiosity than of 

courage or necessity; he wants to see the first shot and to spot a second hidden enemy 

gun - the gun that kills him (Chateau 44). In the next scene brother officers enact 

their personal war tragedy when the older brother and senior officer is killed and 

command has to be taken over by the younger brother. In the last two scenes this 

same young officer reappears, first in a Casualty clearing station, where he is nursed 

by the daughter of the Van Eysen family, and they become engaged; then at the 

rebuilding of the White Chateau on the old site, which is where the hero and heroine 

have decided to live. In this last scene the spirit of the White Chateau speaks to Diane 

and questions the wisdom of her faith in rebuilding for the future. 

Berkeley shows in this play that he has absorbed and gone beyond Jeffrey's advice in 

terms of techniques for avoiding confusion, and coping with the range and 

difficulties of the audience. Jeffrey admits the limitations of the listener (Notes I), 

but his advice on how to deal with the problem is turned on its head in The White 
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Chiiteau. Because Berkeley's overriding aim is to do with theme rather than character, 

it does not seem a problem that the principle character is the White Chateau itself, 

that names are not even given to large numbers of military people in the play, that 

there are so many people whose allegiance and purpose in the action is not easily 

apprehended, or that the sheer number of characters in the play would in itself be a 

source of confusion. Instead the confusion identified by Jeffrey as a trap for radio 

writers is made part of the atmosphere of war and feeds Berkeley's purpose: a 

necessity, one of many in this play, being turned to advantage. Another example of 

this concerns the inhumanity and depersonalising effect of war. The first invading 

army, occupying the house in scenes one and two, is turned out by a second army, 

which is then attacked by soldiers from trenches outside in scene three. The 

entrenched army appears from names like Barrington and Courtenay to be English, 

but it is not clear which side is which any more. Thus the question, "Who is the 

enemy?" arises, and the author's purpose is served: if you don't know who the enemy 

is, why fight? At the same time the play manages to suggest the personal fate of the 

Van Eysen family - described by Berkeley in his Foreword as "representative of the 

civilian victims of war in all ages" (Chateau vi) - by bringing back the daughter when 

the wheel of destruction has come full circle. Diane Van Eysen, Philip Luttrell and 

the spirit of the White Chateau are the most important characters in the sense that 

they live in the play beyond anyone scene, but there are other personal focuses for 

. Berkeley to explore, aspects of futility, minor tragedies within the greatest tragedy -

Badger and his twins in scene three, Philip's brother thinking of his family at home 

before he dies in scene four, and not least Diane's brother, whose death in scene one 

is a brutal and symbolic enactment of the death of peace. Jacques tells his father over 

breakfast that statesmen know that in each peace settlement the seed of a future war 

is planted, and quotes Shelley at him: 

"War is the statesman's game, the priest's delight, 

The lawyer's jest, the hired assassin's trade" (Chateau 
15) 
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Jacques's position is not overstated; events move too quickly for that, and besides, his 

apparent wish for peace and idealism are seriously qualified when he kills the 

trooper who kissed his fiancee. Such subtlety of characterisation within so little 

airtime was an important achievement in the context of radio drama at the time. Less 

subtly at the end of the play the voice of the White Chateau refers to Philip and 

Diane as "Youth and Faith, hand in hand, the heralds of Peace" (Chiiteau 78). A more 

consistent use of character to carry an obviously ideological burden comes in the 

person or non-person of the Chronicler, whose function in scenes one and two seems 

to be to introduce and summarise events and prepare the audience. By the start of the 

fourth scene the role has become a vehicle for authorial intervention, to judge rather 

than just to summarise events. For the fifth scene, the Chronicler is both reporter and 

judge: 

You know about the Grand Attack, 
And how we drove our enemies back, 
And how they threw their arms away, 
And fled - and fought another day. 
And how they rallied and how we fled, 
Throwing away our arms instead; 
And turned at bay and fought amain, 
And put them on the run again, 
And kept them running till the end .... 

You know the cost ... a bagatelle, 
A mere ten million souls or so, 
The land a holocaust of shell 
On which no blade of grass could grow -
And every trace of man's abode 
Smashed like a harrow-stricken toad. (Chiiteau 61) 

The "bagatelle" echoes the Commander in Chief in scene two who first used the word 

to talk about loss of life, when taxed by the War minister about casualties being bad 

for public relations. The Chronicler is used to describe the changes brought by war, 

as when "he" indicates the house's changed life in scene two: 

The Grand Headquarters Over All 
In some great mansion - once alight 
With children's voices, loud and small -
Now bare and bleak, directs the fight ... 

(A thread of music) 
Clipped grey hair for a baby's curls, 
Gleam of weapons for gleam of pearls, 
And in my lady's deserted bed 
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A grim old General in gold and red. 
(A bar of martial music fading away) (Chateau 26) 

The Chronicler tells of more changes in scene three: the Chateau's whiteness is faded , 

destruction and trenches turn the landscape into a No-Man 's Land (Chateau 37). This 

is indeed a broad method of building and sustaining pictures, but perhaps not quite in 

the way Jeffrey meant. In breaking with any debt to realism by the use of the 

Chronicler to effect scene transitions, build scenery and audience expectations, and 

articulate the ideological message of the play, Berkeley was ahead of his time - even 

though the Chronicler's verse is doggerel. 

In his treatment of place, Berkeley again goes beyond Jeffrey's Notes on Technique. 

Jeffrey identifies four types of radio play and the closest definition of The White 

Chateau in these terms might seem to be type one, plays with action set in one scene 

(Notes 3). Yet Berkeley makes the place static in one sense, but changing with the 

times, the movement from time to time and the physical changes effected from one 

scene to the next bringing the play closer perhaps to Jeffrey's type three - "Plays 

with action which moves from place to place following the characters' adventures" 

(Notes 3). Just as Berkeley's people and his war are representative of all people in all 

wars, so the sense of place transcends Jeffrey's categorisation, and the freedom 

enjoyed by radio to go anywhere is used to create a sense of timelessness and 

placelessness, or a sense of place which is blown up and depersonalised by war. At 

the end of the play, the spirit of the White Chateau, which has never deserted its 

home, nevertheless questions the determination of Diane and Philip to put down 

roots, to rebuild and reattach themselves to a place (Chateau 73). The play is partly 

about how war rapes the identity of places and of people. 

Berkeley could hardly have chosen a more accessible subject for his play. The White 

Chateau appealed to the audience's memory of the Great War. Jeffrey in his Notes 

stressed the need to protect listeners' feelings, yet Berkeley's play must have been 

heard by millions of people who had been bereaved during the war. The Notes also 

advise against confusing the listener with sub-plots. In a sense Berkeley breaks this 
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rule too, because there are several stories being told here. But again, multiplicity and 

the danger of confusion are serving the theme and not drowning it. Thus though the 

beginning of the play is fast and violent, subsequent scenes exploring a number of 

themes - of war, change, politics - and though several individuals within the play 

have a story of their own, each minor strand bears a clear and simple relation to the 

big story, the story of war. 38 

Before the end of the discussion of The White Chateau mention must be made of 

Berkeley's use of music and sound effects. 

The music for the play was composed by Normal O'Nei11.39 Although in many 

instances music is used in The White Chateau for background and "helpful and artistic 

effect", in Jeffrey's phrase, there are times when Berkeley goes beyond this to giving 

music a directly narrative function - a taste here of more consistent use in Machines 

of music as part of the narrative, effecting mood change, helping to create pictures, 

and heightening or foreshadowing dramatic moments.40 Music opens the first scene, 

and at the end of the scene a few bars of a Dead March tell the audience that 

Jacques has been found guilty by the Court Martial and executed. Again at the start 

of the second scene the narrative function of the music is outlined in detail in the 

script: 

(A great slow theme, given out by the basses and taken 
up by the rest of the strings, suggests the steady forward 
march of a mighty army. A few bars indicate the 
cantering of the cavalry patrols, broken in upon by the 
chatter of machine-guns and the sharp bark of field 
artillery. Always the army moves onward like some 
relentless piece of machinery. This theme dies away and 
is replaced by one suggesting the distant boom of the sea 
breaking on a reef. The voice of the CHRONICLER is 
heard speaking through the music.) (Chateau 25) 

Partway through the Chronicler's speech the music stops, then after eight lines, there 

is again "a thread of music" and finally between Chronicler and action "A bar of 

martial music fading away." At the end of the scene the music drowns the voice of 

the Chief of Staff. Music is sometimes used to signal the beginning and end of scenes 
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in the play - scenes three, four and five all begin, and scenes four and five end, with 

music, which succeeds machine gun fire in scene four and cheering to mark the end 

of war in scene five. 

Sound effects and acoustic background are also important in the play. The first scene 

begins with "the cheerful sounds of the breakfast-table. A bell is struck." (Chateau 

11). Domestic tranquillity is exchanged in scene two for the sound background of the 

Chfiteau as army headquarters: 

(The quick step of a SENTRY on a gravel path outside. 
The click of a typewriter. The undertones of a man 
dictating a military report. -Far off the hoot and purr 
of a powerful car. 

The rattle of the SENTRY's equipment outside as he 
prepares to turn the Guard out. (Chateau 26) 

This direction ambitiously attempts to suggest bustle both inside and outside the 

building and upon the Commander-in-Chief's arrival, signalled by a car's approach 

and the sound of trumpets, the office noises stop. Contrasting again with this is scene 

three, set outside in the trenches. To begin with the sounds of shell and telephones 

are subdued, but once Barrington (Badger) has been shot by machine gun fire, there 

is a crescendo: 

(Far-away BOOM ... a noise like a runaway 
train .... CRRANG, and the thud of falling debris.) 

.... ( tut -tut -tut-tut -tut -tutter- tutter- tutter-tut.) 

.... ( BOOM ... RooooooooOOOoooooo .... CRRANG. The 
falling of masonry.) (Chateau 45) 

The scene ends not with music but with these sounds of shelling and the destruction 

of the Chateau. In scene four, in which Philip's brother dies, again, the sounds of 

battle are muted to begin with, and get closer as the scene progresses until Phil is 

nearly hit and his brother actually dies. When the assault comes, and Phil 'goes over' 

in his brother's place, the audience has been prepared for a climax by the personal 

tragedy affecting Phil, by the tension felt in his coping with grief and his new 

responsibilities, and by the dialogue towards the end of the scene during final 

preparations for the assault. What follows is the loudest part of the play and its 
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turning point towards its peaceful conclusion. There is a countdown - "Only two 

minutes to go now, sir" - "Half a minute to go" - "(quietly) Ten seconds, sir. ... "; then: 

(A pause of that time. Then an inferno of sound. The 
stunning detonations of the counter barrage; and the 
chatter of machine-gun fire.) 

(Music succeeds the din.) (Chateau 57) 

In contrast the next scene takes place in a casualty clearing station and the only loud 

noise is the cheering at the end as the Armistice is announced. The final scene, where 

the White Chateau is being rebuilt, begins with a clever use of ambiguity in sound 

effects, Berkeley again proving himself able to capitalise on rather than merely 

overcome the limitations of the medium: the building operations and works bell need 

not necessarily be peacetime sounds, but we know from the foregoing scene that they 

are; the "tread of many feet leaving work for the night" recalls the tramping feet of 

armies and leaves an echo in the mind as war stays there, though peace has broken 

out; tramping feet mean something different now, though the memory and the threat 

must never be dismissed (see Chateau 71). 

Berkeley drew on a shared experience and preoccupation and used the aesthetic 

advantages of the medium to serve his ideological purpose. He was to write for a 

political purpose again in 1927, with Machines, and the outcome we shall see. Here 

the interest is more that someone for the first time used a perception of the potential 

of radio as an organ of mass appeal. He states his purpose quite clearly in his 

foreword: 

The White Chateau is to this extent a play with a 
purpose, that, on an occasion when the thoughts of 
whole nations turn to the subject of war, it sets out, 
however ineffectively, to reinforce the determination to 
abolish war. (Chateau v) 

He goes on to tell of how quickly the terrible memones had faded and to stress 

that" ... the labour to remove the fears and mistrusts created by the War must be 

unremitting if it is to have success." (Chateau v). At the end of the play Berkeley's 

position - suggested already by the Chronicler - is stated unequivocally in the 

following: 



DIANE: ours was a war to end war. 

VOICE: That is a charming aspiration. But what have 
you done to ensure its fulfilment? 

DIANE: We have made the League of Nations. 

VOICE. That is a picturesque phrase. If it becomes a 
fact your victory is secure. If it remains a phrase your 
destruction will be accomplished through it, and will be 
the swifter. ... For make no mistake, Diane. the next time 
is the last time. The civilization of Europe will vanish. 
You and the White Chateau will go with it, beyond 
possibility of redemption. (Chateau 77) 
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This reference to the League of Nations has behind it the weight of Berkeley's own 

experience in the propaganda and informations activities of the League, as well as his 

war experience. Overt politicism, put here for the first time into a radio play and 

allowed to be broadcast several times, was not permitted two years later in the case of 

Machines for reasons which will be discussed in Chapter Seven. 

The achievement of The White Chateau in terms of the development of an aesthetic 

for radio drama was to grasp and go beyond the sense of the identity of the medium 

as defined by Jeffrey in his Notes; it expressed a clearer sense in the author of what 

radio drama peculiarly could do. In his understanding and use of the nature of radio, 

both limitations and possibilities, Berkeley went beyond technique and coping to 

purpose and exploitation, used radio confidently to do things only it would do, and 

wrote a play that was more than intelligible and entertaining; that was popular in its 

appeal, political or at least ideological in its intention, and - for its day-

adventurous and accomplished in terms of technique. 

Accompanying Developments 

Actors 

Early in 1925 the London Radio Repertory Players was formed from a group of 

. d . h t 41 expenence mlcrop one ac ors. A stocktaking memo kept III the "Drama 

Department 1924-1948" file at Caversham and dated September 1925 does not 



117 

mention the Repertory Players by that title, though there is a section called "Artists" 

which says, 

Further than having formed and developed a few 
special artists for general purposes of Radio Drama 
transmissions, a very large number of well-known 
London Actors and Actresses have performed before the 
microphone from London.42 

A list follows, and the same memo also provides the information that on occasions 

artists were being supplied to BBC stations where local people suitable for parts could 

not be found (page 3). 

Technical changes 

For a detailed account of technical developments during 1924 and 1925 Chapter One 

should be consulted, especially on the spreading and improvement of the service. The 

most significant developments to note are the setting up of the simultaneous broadcast 

system, the opening of Daventry station, the increase in hours of broadcasting from 

about six and a half daily at the start of 1924 to about ten daily by the end of 1925, 

and the allocation to the drama department of its own studio. By the end of 1925, 

most stations transmitted over ten hours of programmes each weekday, and 

Daventry's average was over eleven hours. DH Clarke in The Old B.B.C. describes 

1924 as a year "of consolidation, further development and definite expansion" (Clarke 

166). He says that in 1925, the "most important event was perhaps the opening at 

Daventry ... of the High-Power Station 5XX, which replaced the existing station at 

Chelmsford" (Clarke 172). 

Daventry station 

The first programme broadcast from Chelmsford 5XX High Power Station was on 

July 21 st, 1924, but 5XX did not start regularly broadcasting alternative programmes 

until 28th December of the same year. The primarily technical purpose of 5XX was 

stressed by Peter Eckersley in the Radio Times of 15th August 1924, as was its 

experimental and not necessarily permanent function. 43 However, the question of 
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whether or not the station should offer an alternative programme when it became 

permanently established was raised by Reith in a front page article he contributed to 

the Radio Times two months later. He announces the BBC Board's decision to erect 

and operate a permanent station at Daventry to take over from Chelmsford, offering 

an unlimited service at 25 KW instead of the 20 KW, restricted hours existing service. 

Cautiously he wrote that, for all stations but London, 5XX might indeed provide an 

alternative in the form of the London programme, and mentioned that the possibility 

was being considered of erecting a second station in London which would have a 

different wave-length and send out programmes more specialised than those 

transmitted by 2LO and the high power station. Reith also submits that since so many 

licensees would be able to pick up the proposed 25kw service, there would probably 

be less simultaneous broadcasting among low-powered stations, and more possibility 

of programme choice and linking.44 Just a month later readers of the Radio Times 

were urged in another cover article to consider adapting their wireless sets to the new 

Chelmsford station on 1600 metres, and told that the move from Chelmsford to 

Daventry planned for early 1925 would widen the crystal reception area to at least a 

100 mile radius. The main purpose of this article is to outline programme policy 

planned in providing an alternative on 5XX. The plan was to offer contrast and to 

attempt to accommodate wider ranges of public taste and temperament.45 Yet again 

on 9th January 1925 the Chelmsford station received front page treatment in an 

article entitled "Special Alternative Programmes. An Important Official Statement." 

Apparently the BBC had received letters expressing alarm following the broadcast of 

a concert from Chelmsford on 21st December which was sponsored by a newspaper. 

The issue of commercialism needed to be dealt with publicly, and the Radio Times 

therefore published a statement of the BBC's aim: 

The prime motive of all our activities is the desire to 
provide day by day, for the maximum number of 
people at the minimum cost, the best of the world's 

. 46 
thought, culture, and entertamment. 
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Because wireless was no longer a novelty, the article continues, pressure had grown to 

improve quality and variety, and the attempts to do this had centred on the high 

power station. The present intention was to transmit alternative programmes three 

nights a week, and this in turn opened the door to consideration by the BBC of 

"material provided gratuitously from outside sources." 

Chelmsford station was replaced when Daventry 5XX was officially opened by the 

Postmaster General on 27th July 1925 on the Borough Hill, near the site of the Dane 

Tree. It was the first high power long-wave station designed for broadcasting. 

Reception reports confirmed a range of 150-200 miles for valve receivers and the 

BBC's coverage was thus increased to 85%. Clarke stresses that Daventry was a 

transmitting station managed from London and intended to improve reception, with 

its unique power and wavelength reaching isolated areas (Clarke 172). Pawley gives a 

slightly different emphasis, saying that the opening of Daventry was significant for 

the BBC as a whole and especially for the Engineering Department, 

... because for the first time listeners were 
provided with an opportunity to receive an alternative 
programme if they were also within range of a 
medium-wave station .... {Pawley 34) 

At least initially, it seems that the advantages of planned alternatives escaped 

listeners. A regular alternative programme had begun to be broadcast, from 

Chelmsford, from 28th December 1924. Nearly a year later, a small item in the Radio 

Times of 16th October 1925 described the Daventry alternative on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays a:s "not more than about 10 per cent. alternative", and announced a cutting 

down of the alternative to just one programme a week. It had been found that many 

listeners resented the alternative service and wished to receive London programmes on 

5XX instead.47 

Perhaps had Jeffrey had more personal drive or charisma he might have claimed 5XX 

as a place for radio drama to develop. As it happened, the alternative programmes 

were mostly some form of music, though occasionally plays were transmitted -
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notably Christopher Columbus by Richard Hughes, with a play called Checkmate by 

PL Kim, on January 30th 1925; and Reginald Berkeley's The Dweller in the 

Darkness, with Entertaining Mr Waddington, on 16th April 1925.48 Apart from this, 

during the year 1925 Jeffrey's department contributed little to the alternative 

programme. The overall impression is that drama missed an opportunity of getting 

more airtime , even of using the alternative programme as a safer place to be 

adventurous with the development of the new technique. 

Experiments with Sound Effects 

DH Clarke in The Old B.B.C. writes about Jeffrey's earliest adventures with sound 

effects, in his account of the year 1924: 

The Dramatic Department ... was literally heralded 
with the thunder of guns. The new Dramatic 
Director ... was seized with a desire to make the report of 
a gun sound convincingly real when heard through the 
microphone. To the dismay of the staff, he filled in 
much of his time, with an accomplice, firing a shot-gun 
over the banisters into the well of the staircase. The 
microphone was, we were told, stubborn, and the 
resultant noise suggestive of flat champagne. In addition 
to this feu de joie, however, considerable research work 
was carried out in connection with the microphone 
technique, the finding of suitable types of plays, and 
sound effects. (Clarke 169) 

At the Written Archive Centre there is a notebook compiled by a Mr Dewar who 

worked for the BBC at Glasgow.49 The book appears to be Dewar's own workaday 

reference notebook and as such provides evidence of the early development of. sound 

effects. The first few pages of the book are taken up with a list of effects evolved by 

that time, aOnd includes such surprises as the following: sea effect rice or lead shot in 

tub; door (shutting): Coconut shells; cry of Baby: Small balloon (toy); and Crackling of 

Fire: Copper Sheet. Some of the notes are in pencil, suggesting that technicians were 

constantly trying new ways of getting similar effects at the time when Dewar kept his 

books. The approximate date on the file is 1925-1930, but where Dewar has lists of 

drama broadcast he does not go beyond the end of August 1925. 
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The Row with the Theatre Managers 

The dispute - with the theatre managers reached its peak during December 1924-

January 1925, and agreement took until June 1925. In an article entitled 

'''Advantageous' Broadcasting Bogey Scotched", the T.M.A. Journal of December 1924 

published the text of a letter sent by Tom Davis, President of the Association, to all 

members. Davis tells theatre managers not to fear that if they refused to book plays 

that had been broadcast, then music halls would book the shows; for the TMA had 

secured the support and protection of key figures such as Mr Gillespie of Moss 

Empires. He urges solidarity: 

It only remains therefore for Theatre Managers to stand 
together to stop this serious menace to their business. 50 

The letter concludes with a suggestion that all contracts should include a -clause to this 

effect: 

"It is hereby mutually agreed between the parties 
hereto that should the said play or any portion thereof 
be broadcasted at any time before the date booked by 
this contract for the said play, then the Theatre 
Manager is at liberty forthwith by notice in writing to 
the other party to this contract to cancel the said 
booking." 

The January issue of the T.M.A. Journal gave extracts from members' letters, and 

there were very many of them; it was reported that only fifteen members had not 

replied, and that of those who had given their views all but three were in favour of 

refusing to book plays that had been on the wireless.61 At an unusually well-attended 

December meeting, concern had been expressed that "broadcasting was not beneficial 

to the best ,interests of the provincial theatre", and the support was gained of Mr 

Gillespie, who promised that Moss Empire theatres would not book plays that had 

been broadcast if the Association banned them.52 Further space was given to the 

broadcasting question in the Monthly Report of the December meeting, referred to 

earlier, at which Mr PM Selby - who had given early warning of the threat 

represented by wireless 53 - urged caution in deciding what to do about the BBe. 

Since wireless had come for good, he said, it was necessary to think carefully before 
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forming a policy that might prove difficult to sustain. The clause theatre managers 

we-re urged to include in contracts gave only the right to cancel and therefore made 

those who honoured its objectives vulnerable to competition from those who did not. 

Selby suggested that a better idea would be to try to control the BBC, not the 

managers. A resolution proposed by the association President and seconded by Selby 

was subsequently carried unanimously, thus: 

"Pending further consideration of the whole 
question by the Joint Entertainment Broadcasting 
Committee and a resolution by that Committee, this 
Association recommends its Members not to book any 
play of which any portion is broadcasted after this 
date.,,54 

The Committee reported to the January monthly meeting that it had passed a 

resolution to appoint a subcommittee of six to confer with the BBC; and the TMA 

meeting in turn passed another, stating its objectives in the matter. These were 

firstly, that the BBC should not be allowed to broadcast more than thirty-five 

minutes on one evening in any week, whether from a place of public entertainment 

or from a BBC studio, from any show which "if presented in a theatre or place of 

public entertainment, would require the Lord Chamberlain's license or the license of 

some other appropriate authority"; and secondly, that reasonable fees should be paid 

to theatrical managements concerned. 55 

For its part, the BBC published" An Official Statement of Policy" in the Radio Times 

of January 23rd 1925, in which emphasis was placed on radio's independent attitude 

in the matter of broadcasting theatre plays, as well as on the abundance of good 

material available to the broadcasters and the different aesthetic nature of the 

medium: 

The bulk of our dramatic work involves the creation of 
a new technique, and one which we believe will in no 
way prejudice the interests of the theatre industry.56 

The article goes on to describe the warm listener response to excerpts from theatres, 

to the benefit of the shows involved. Thus "Occasional introductions to theatrical 

productions" were to continue, despite acrimony on the part of some sectors of the 
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theatre industry. The article's emphasis is firmly on the small part of airtime devoted 

to relays from theatres: on the source of the controversy - "it is a contest between 

public opinion and the recalcitrant theatre organizations" - and most importantly on 

the broadcasters' clear recognition that radio drama was something quite apart from 

the theatre: a different kind of programme altogether and one which would have to 

evolve separately.57 

Agreement was reached with the Theatrical Managers' Association in June 1925, as 

reported in the T.M.A. Journal of the same month. 58 The BBC was to be allowed to 

relay once a fortnight a half -hour excerpt from a theatre. First night performances 

were not to be broadcast and the BBC agreed not to present from its studios plays 

touring the provinces during the first year of the tour. The tone of the agreement is 

generally conciliatory and provides for the setting up of a committee of six - four 

from the Entertainment Associations and two from the BBC - to ensure "a regular 

and harmonious exchange of opinions, where the point of view of each side will be 

duly regarded.,,59 Apart from Old Vic operas, British National Opera Company 

seasons, and Covent Garden ballet seasons, Clarke notes that from mid-1923 to mid-

1925 there had been only about eighteen relays from theatres, and only eight of these 

had been musical comedies or revues. After agreement had been reached it seems the 

BBC's arguments in favour of relays were endorsed by the outcome: 

... not only were these excerpts, judiciously chosen and 
prepared for the ~icrophone with the greatest care by 
everyone concerned, successful as parts of the broadcast 
programmes, but, as box office returns showed, were 
invaluable as attractions to the theatres themselves. 
(Clarke 178) 
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51 T.M.A. Journal, January 1925,p12 
52 T.M.A, Journal, January 1925, p4. The same issue of the Journal carried a 

report from of the panic of New York theatre managers whose houses were 
half empty, while audiences stayed at home to listen to a wireless concert of the 
Metropolitan Opera (p5). One of the members to have a letter published was Mr 
Gillespie, who wrote that his organisation had not benefited in his view from 
the broadcasting from the Hippodrome of the first production to be relayed on 
the wireless (presumably Cinderella - ref. previous chapter). He corroborates 
the report of panic in New York, states his belief that broadcasting harmed the 
financial prospects of theatre shows, and voiced support for banning any play 
broadcast in London (p6). 

53 see previous chapter, in account of the row with the TMA. 
54 T.M.A. Journal, January 1925, p13 
55 T.M.A. Journal, February 1925, p5 
56 "The B.B.C. and the Theatres. An Official Statement of Policy." Radio Times, 

23rd January 1925, pI 
57 Reference is made to boycotting and attacks suffered by theatre managers who 

dealt with the BBC, including one - presumably Cochran, see previous chapter's 
account of row with TMA - who had said he would tour his show in a caravan 
if the boycott was made effective. For another view of the row see also "Radio 
the Rival" in Radio Times, 9th October 1925, pp 279-280, by George 
Grossmith, Programme Adviser to the BBC: a discussion of the opposition and 
the need for reconciliation. 

58 T.M.A. Journal, June 1925, pIO. Other parties involved were the Society of 
West End Theatre Managers, the Entertainments Protection Association, and the 
Provincial Entertainments Proprietors' and Managers' Association. 

59 T.M.A. Journal, June 1925, pI ° 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

1926: Problems, Pressures and Gimmicks: A Cultural Role for Radio Drama 

Whereas pressure up to the end of 1925 had been to fill airtime, to respond to the 

challenges faced by the pioneers in broadcasting, and to the row with the theatre 

managers, as the BBC moved into 1926 Jeffrey had to find a response to criticism of 

a general kind of his Department's output both from within the Company and from 

outside. Issues in this period begin to clarify in terms of the translation of aesthetic 

realisations into output; issues of leadership, the notion of a 'cultural service' and the 

determining influence of personality on programme quality and speed of 

development; and the still problematic relationship with stage in terms of aesthetic. 

Conclusions concern how far perceptions were put into practice, the lack of any great 

radio dramatist as a factor during this period of significant innovation, and the fact 

that challenges to leadership and other pressures on genre development should have 

had more discernible results. This was a year when criticism from outside the BBC 

brought into much sharper awareness the issue of how far the BBC was succeeding in 

its programme policy. It was a year quiet in terms of innovation, and the emphasis 

will be on theory, on writing about radio and radio drama, rather than on texts; not 

many from this time survive and in any case the greater interest is not there for the 

period under study. 

Personalities: Exit Lewis, Enter Sieveking 

On 20th April 1926, Reith attended a Programme Board meeting chaired by Cecil 

Lewis, who had taken over from Burrows as Director of Programmes, to make an 

announcement recorded thus as Minute 1: 

Reith dropped in to outline changes affecting the staff 
and organisation of the Company, with special reference 
to Mr. Lewis, who is leaving the permanent staff, but 
whose relations with the Company will still happily 

. ., 1 
remam mtImate. 
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Lewis was absent from the Programme Board Meeting held on 30th April but was 

present again on 7th May; by then, Roger Eckersley was in the chair as the new 

Director of Programmes.2 Lewis continued to have an active role in the development 

of radio drama, as a freelance initiator of ideas and programmes;3 but his departure 

and the reasons he gave for it were of very great significance for the radio drama 

department. In this context it is worth quoting from Sydney Moseley's entry for 

Lewis in Who's Who in Broadcasting: 

"When Arthur Burrows left to go to Geneva, he 
took over his job and ran the programmes of the B.B.C. 
for the next three years. Was Chairman of the 
Programme Board during this time, and there is hardly 
an item in the programme to-day which he did not 
initiate .... He started the full-length plays with Lord Jim 
and Hassan, and wrote Pursuit to make use of the new 
dramatic panel and use six studios at once. He then 
voluntarily retired from his post, as he found the place 
was getting too bureaucratic, and too much energy was 
spent in turning the handle and watching the sausages 
come out, and not enough in using the medium as a 
creative and stimulating force. He became private critic 
to the B.B.C. (who hardly ever listen to their own 
stuff), and also critic to the Observer, and from then on 
devoted himself only to special contributed programmes, 
favouring the idea that, since everyone inside the 
building is stale, a number of specialists should be 
employed, to concentrate on a few carefully thought
out and built-up shows. His experience in Radio Drama 
. . ,,4 
IS unIque .... 

The repercussions are there not just for radio drama but for the whole BBC, and not 

just for 1926 but for the 1980s. This perspective Lewis had reached only after giving 

much time and creative energy to the formation of broadcasting in England: creative 

energy once put into the machine and its setting up, Lewis's idea was to leave the 

running of the machine to bureaucrats and to transfer the creative energy to 

independent programme making. 

But another aspect of this argument is that programmmg and policy need creative 

direction as much as individual programmes. It is therefore just as well for 

broadcasting and for radio drama in particular that Sieveking arrived just as Lewis 

was leaving. He was to become a major innovator in radio drama and is particularly 

well remembered for The First Kaleidoscope, which was broadcast in 1928, and was 
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the subject of a book Sieve king published also in 1928, and for being the producer of 

the first ever television drama.5 He joined the BBC on 15th April 1926. 

Sieveking wrote some "Autobiographical Sketches" which are kept at the BBC's 

Written Archive Centre in the Special Collections, and it is here that his own account 

of the atmosphere he found at the BBC comes to remind us that what Lewis 

perceived as staleness and bureaucracy was still capable of overwhelming a newcomer 

with a sense of wonder and excitement.6 Sieveking's first job was as Assistant to the 

Director of Education; a choice which seemed strange to Sieveking, who claimed to 

have had little formal education. Staff selection at the BBC still seemed far from 

bureaucratic then; indeed in some respects methods would not bear close scrutiny. A 

few pages further on Sieveking describes how he nearly - but not Quite - employed 

Evelyn Waugh, whom he already had met at parties and liked when he received a 

note from a colleague, Geoffrey Fry, asking him to do what he could to get the 

young man a BBC job. Sieve king says, 

... he was obviously well Qualified for the BBC in several 
ways. The only trouble was that Geoffrey had already 
sent me another note asking me only to go through the 
motions at the interview, but not to get him a job. He 
was, Geoffrey's note said, a young man who wanted to 
marry Alathea's sister Evelyn, a plan that did not 
commend itself to her family. What a pity, I thought, 
but went conscientiously through the motions for half 
an hour, discussing and assessing his abilities and 
ending up with a voice test. I was really sorry to turn 
him down.7 

There are two things here. One, the BBC as potential hamperer of genius: Sieve king 

goes on to speculate on the loss literature might have suffered had Waugh been 

ensnared by the BBC.8 But the other uncomfortable feeling in this context is that 

merit and justice did not necessarily dictate the choice of programme makers and that 

the overall approach was a combination of nepotism working for or against 

candidates, and simple amateurishness; of social sophistication mixed with 

professional naivete. 

The atmosphere Sieveking found he describes very eloquently, beginning with the 

information that there were 140 names on the Savoy Hill internal telephone directory, 
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and perhaps twenty or thirty employees without telephones.9 Sieve king then makes a 

very significant point: 

An important fact is that out of that small staff 
only seventeen people were actually employed in 
thinking of, arranging, writing, rehearsing, organising 
and producing the programmes. I brought the number 
up to eighteen. (S61 p42) 

And even among so small a group of programme makers, Sieve king knew himself to 

be different. The others brought expertise, as musicians, educationalists, actors, to 

their work; Sieveking regarded his lack of such a specialisation as the greatest good 

fortune. IO For all the pioneers, Sieveking felt, the variety of work was extraordinary 

and a privilege; "We lived," he says, "in a perpetual atmosphere of fun and miracles" 

(S61 p43). Job demarcation had still not become rigid by mid-1926. Sieveking's title 

of Assistant Director of Education "covered practically everything short of actually 

conducting an orchestra, and even this I did on one occasion as I shall describe".l1 He 

identifies his own sense of his personal experience as a pioneer repeating itself: 

I had been in at the birth of flying and now 
once more I was in at the birth of something of which, 
when you were doing it, no one could say for certain 
what would happen. (S61 p44) 

Sieve king had much in common with Lewis: war experience as a pilot, a spirit of 

adventure, and the capacity to carry that spirit into his work. Gielgud draws attention 

to this kinship in British Radio Drama 1922-1956 , noting also their good looks and 

charm, and the fact despite Sieveking's own protestations that "He had made a 

considerable mark at Cambridge" (BRD 26). Lewis and Sieveking had both been 

decorated and Sieveking had been a prisoner of war. Gielgud goes on to describe the 

kind of personality necessary in a broadcaster and possessed by Sieve king: 

Ambitious, enthusiastic, and with a lively 
imagination tempered by taste, he was ideally placed for 
pioneering work in a new field. It was the worst of luck 
for Sieveking that there was never an experimental 
laboratory available for British Broadcasting. 
Experimental programmes had to be found a place in 
normal programme hours, and "tried out" upon a 
patient, but necessarily largely uncomprehending public. 
And there was not infrequent expression of resentment 
that producers should apparently be learning their 



business at listeners' expense. Inevitably as a result, 
Sieveking got pUblicity rather than credit, while other 
less audacious producers benefited from his mistakes. 
(BRD 26) 
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Again we see imagination and a willingness to take risks as vital in programme 

makers in the infant BBC. For Lewis, this flair amid a growing bureaucracy meant 

that he chose to leave. For Sieve king and later for his fellow Research section 

members, the consequence was resentment from within the BBC.12 Gielgud's 

indications of Sieveking's brilliance and originality are backed up by observations 

made by Lionel Fielden, who worked and shared an office with Sieveking under 

Hilda Matheson in the Talks Department in autumn 1926. Sieveking Quotes Fielden: 

"Lance lived somewhere among the rolling clouds of his 
vivid and sometimes erratic imagination, and 
occasionally from these clouds there fell a shower of 
brilliant ideas. His impact on broadcasting though it 
cannot be measured by any statistical standards was 
considerable. He was to the forefront of all experiments 
and was afraid of nothing. He was a stimulant .... " (S61 
p49) 

On September 3rd one of Sieveking's "brilliant ideas" did reach the public, in the 

broadcast of the "first fantasy 'Feature Programme' on the air". It was called The 

Wheel of Time and Sieveking's description of it, which he Quotes from the Radio 

Times, suggests that it might be the germ from which The First Kaleidoscope was to 

grow: 

"It had been designed to illustrate the idea that though 
time passes, to-day holds always an echo of yesterday 
and a note of tomorrow .... Since in no medium are the 
characteristics of any period so clearly portrayed as in 
music, the songs and recitations will illustrate the 
difference between what was, what is, and what will -
or may - be." (S61 p48) 

Sieveking goes on to describe the programme. Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow were 

represented by, respectively, old time music hall songs, the latest contemporary jazz 

numbers, and a performance of Fa~ade. The performers in the latter were Edith, 

Osbert and Sacheverall Sitwell, Constant Lambert, and William Walton, and the poems 

were spoken through a megaphone and accompanied by the orchestra. As Sieve king 

observes, "This adventure must have sounded pretty strange to the listeners with their 



132 

cat's whisker and headphones or brown paper loudspeakers .... ,,13 He also describes 

some of the setbacks suffered by the programme. There was a walk-out by the 

performers of the Today section who had taken offence at a published remark about 

actors made by Osbert Sitwell; and substitutes had to be found. The crude production 

methods which obtained in pre-Dramatic Control Panel days are indicated: 

... we were all crammed into No.2 studio, a narrow room 
on the first floor, and I had to listen through 
headphones and push people up to the Reiss [sic] 
microphone in its huge gauze box and pull them away, 
waving and making wild signs, which were not always 
clearly understood, as I walked about among them. (S61 
p48) 

The programme ran late and Sieveking, wishing to end the programme dramatically 

on the stroke of midnight, urged Constant Lambert to chant faster and faster and 

stood behind William Walton conducting the orchestra faster than he did. The incident 

is evidence of the spirit in which Sieveking approached his work as much as of the 

technical difficulties he had to overcome. These difficulties did not hamper 

Sieveking's respect for the engineers; he felt that never enough tribute had been paid 

to them for their skill and inventiveness. He describes how once, when he wanted a 

facility for putting an echo on a single word, sound, or phrase of music, the 

engineers found a way of doing it. He writes, 

Reading this to-day is like a description of how 
the wheel was first invented, or the power of steam 
harnessed. But if some of us on the so-called "creative" 
side had had half the creative imagination of some of 
our engineers we might have had a lot more and better 
programmes.14 

Corbett Smith: "Our Radio Programmes: What is Wrong, and Why". 

Lewis was not the only pioneer at the BBC to find the place too bureaucratic. Major 

A. Corbett Smith, formerly the BBC's artistic director,15 published a small book called 

Our Radio Programmes: What is Wrong, and Why, in 1926, and in it mounted an 

attack at the very foundations of the BBC. 16 Though his observations are not 

exclusively concerned with radio drama they represent a useful articulation of some 
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of the criticism facing the BBC during this year. Issues highlighted are to do with 

the type of personality required in broadcasters ; the need for creation rather than 

reproduction to be the guiding principle of programme origination; the fact as 

Corbett Smith saw it that business organisation and artistic creation could not be 

found in the same person; the lack of artistic direction within the BBC, given the 

over-emphasis in terms of attention and resources spent on engineering and, 

particularly, administration; and the need for drastic measures to cure the BBC's 

artistic failure. 

Corbett Smith joins Lewis and Peter Eckersley in his strong identification of the 

BBC's shortcomings as sponsor of the cultural life of the nation, and argues that 

radio's main aim should have been to find out what it alone could do. This is argued 

in a section entitled "Creation needed, not reproduction" (CS 15). "Creation," Corbett 

Smith writes,"implies a performance which is alive, reproduction one which is dead". 

Originality would force consideration of the special aesthetic demands of radio: 

"Radio is an art which is as distinctive as that of the cinema or the stage. It has its 

own individual theories, rules and methods. Merely to transplant the lecture room or 

the concert hall or the stage to the broadcasting studio is to court disaster, or at least 

to fall short of success." To concentrate on this kind of "reproduction" is "as easy as 

falling off a log. But this is not radio art and entertainment". Corbett Smith admits 

that such unadventurous work by the "students and copyists" at the BBC has its place, 

but represents "the line of least resistance" and must be included only if this is not to 

neglect "the vital, human things". He quotes Douglas Fairbanks to strengthen his case: 

"'Directly you get a habit it's the beginning of the end ... we don't allow habits here'" 

(CS 16). 

Part of the BBC's failure is seen III this book as commg from the broadcasters' 

inability to imagine what the people of the country were really like; the BBC could 

not according to Corbett Smith visualise the poor people of the country: "It is beyond 

their comprehension. Or if they see the folk at all it is in such fashion as Gulliver 

viewed the people of Lilliput" (CS 18). Corbett Smith believed that, far from being 
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the democracy it held itself to be, the BBC was aristocratic. Though the engineers 

had brought wireless within range of cheap crystal sets, programmes would be 

ignored unless they were compelling to ordinary people. To use the infant state of the 

Company as an excuse for poor programming Corbett Smith sees as misguided, 

though the work of the engmeers he concedes was marvellous: "Even in its'infancy' 

the work of our radio engineers remains the wonder of the world .... But the artistic 

side of the B.B.C., the work for which alone it exists, is, by comparison, a relic of 

the Middle Ages" (CS 20). 

Other key sections in the book come under the headings "A Machine Without a Soul" 

and "The Programmes Department". Corbett Smith argues that private enterprise, 

businessmen, had created the BBC as a machine, and a machine it remained: 

... there is no leader, no captain. No one to say 'That is 
wrong,' and why. Still less is there anyone to create .... 
Appeals and decisions rest with the business 
administration ... .it can rarely see eye to eye with the 
artist." (CS 22) 

Absorbed in miracles of engineering and administration, staff had no time for 

programmes. Corbett Smith's central argument is stated in the following passage: 

"You will see all the staff engaged all their time in 
oiling the machinery and keeping it running. You will 
see heads of art departments, men already with little 
equipment for their tremendous task, inevitably 
following the line of least resistance, thankful if they 
can but knock together upon the usual lines a 
programme which will pass muster. Or if, by a stroke of 
fortune, a new idea is born to them, you will see them 
striving to develop it under the paralysing knowledge 
that their work will be questioned and criticized by a 
business side out of sympathy and of even less artistic 
imagination and perception than themselves. 

And yet the very essence of the whole, the be
all and end-all of the Service, must be imaginative 
creation. Even supposing that there were in office one 
or two men of genius or even of real talent, what 
chance would they have in such an atmosphere and 
caught up in the wheels of such a machine? 'Heartbreak 
House,'I have heard the place called, and I think it is 
very true." (CS 24) 

There is some praise, but only for programmes where an individual has had free 

control· one of the cases mentioned is Reith for his church broadcasts; another is RE , 
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Jeffrey for radio drama, another Cecil Lewis for "one or two 'feature' programmes 

and also Hassan" (CS 25). But Corbett Smith notes that such successes can all be 

named, because there had been so few of them. 

On the matter of ascertaining what the public wants, Corbett Smith has similarly 

strong views; the public never did and never would know what it wanted, except the 

best. 

The skilled radio director. .. never ceases to create new 
features and new modes of presentation. He sets out to 
make the public enjoy and want what he gives. If the 
public does not respond the fault lies not with the 
public but with himself. (CS 27) 

Lack of criticism had made the BBC complacent, Corbett Smith felt, and cited the 

instance of the Great Strike when the BBC's monopoly on news coverage had found 

the Company at a low ebb in terms of programmes; he speaks of his shame at the 

lack of creative imagination in output at that time. 

Turning to the future and the report by the Broadcasting Commission, Corbett Smith 

finds that lack of artistic direction would inevitably continue if the report was 

accepted. Advisers to the Committee had included two musicians but not other artists; 

Rudyard Kipling was to have been involved but illness finally prevented his 

participation. The Committee's suggestion did not emphasise that the new 

Commissioners for broadcasting should themselves have expert knowledge, but 

recommended instead that they should have access to Advisory Committees. Corbett 

Smith found this extraordinary: " ... the idea of associating a committee with artistic 

creative work is as hare-brained and crazy as having a committee to command an 

army in the· field" (CS 32), he says, and later, "The B.B.C.'s work has been damned by 

committees. Committees spell compromise. Compromise in action spells disaster" (CS 

33), Thus if the report was made effective, the result was predictable: "Initiative, 

imagination and enterprise will be killed stone-dead, or left to wither away under the 

dead hand of discordant officialdom and jealous, argumentative committees.,,17 
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The solution as Corbett Smith saw it was to give the programming side of the BBC's 

activities an equal footing with engineering and administration "and develop it with 

the same imaginative resource and ingenuity and with an intensely human touch". 

Drastic internal reconstruction would have to occur, and unskilled amateurs would be 

recognised as out of place: 

This radio business is a game of dead earnest. We have 
had enough improvisation. The game's the thing .... The 
curse of compromise and evasion and internal intrigue 
must be ruthlessly stamped out. Issues must be squarely 
faced and incompetency checked. The delicately poised 
outlook of the artist must be recognized and met in 
sympathy at every turn, for the enterprise depends upon 
him. But there is no more room for sentiment in this 
business than in any other great organization. (CS 37) 

Criticism of Radio Drama: Jeffrey and the Press 

The press records at the Written Archives Centre include a special drama section with 

material dating from 1926 - presumably about the time radio drama began to receive 

press attention. The Evening News published a very damaging piece on 15th February 

1926, beginning with the question: 

"Why is it," a correspondent writes,"tQ.at the B.B.C.'s 
dramatic fare is of so different a standard to its music? 

"For some time now listeners have learnt to take, 
as a matter of course, first-rate performances of first
rate music. Why not the same standard of drama?,,18 

The correspondent describes the radio drama output in two categories: either an 

isolated half hour of a stage performance relayed for wireless listeners, or "mild 

melodramas 'specially written for broadcasting' played in the studio by somewhat 

unconvincing artists". The newspaper's correspondent wanted instead to hear 

broadcasts of full length and particularly modern work, played by first-rate artists. 

He or she cites as an example the successful and popular broadcast, with the original 

cast, of Flecker's Hassan in November 1925. Jeffrey's answer to the criticism, given 

in the same article, was that in spite of Hassan the reasoning was that listeners could 

not bear to listen to a full length play: 



"We find that it is very difficult to hold 
listeners' attention with unrelieved talking even for so 
long as half-an-hour. 

"To listen to a serious play, however good, for 
five times as long, where no appeal can be made to the 
eyes - is a tremendous strain." 
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This is the "myth" that Val Gielgud thought had been blown up by the success of The 

White Chateau in November 1925 (BRD 22). In clinging to it Jeffrey displays a 

remarkable unwillingness to experiment, or even to learn from experience, especially 

given the notable success of two full length productions behind him. 19 As for the 

theatre broadcasts, Jeffrey falls back on the agreement between the BBC and the 

Theatrical Managers' Association, which prevented the broadcasting of excerpts 

longer than half an hour. Provincial broadcasts of stage plays at full length had been 

a success because, he said, people in the provinces did not have the choice of theatre 

available to Londoners. Jeffrey's interviewer next asks him why in that case 

experiments with theatre broadcasts were not tried from Daventry, which was 

available to listeners within and outside the range of 2LO. Jeffrey avoided the 

question: 

"That is possible," Mr. Jeffrey said. "But I do 
want to impress upon you how difficult it is to hold 
listeners' attention for even half an hour. We have had 
to make a general rule, which we break as seldom as 
possible, against allowing anyone item whatever to last 
for longer than 40 minutes." 

The interviewer made yet another attempt to draw Jeffrey: was it not rather the case 

that it was difficult to concentrate on a mere half hour of a relayed stage show; were 

not people. who had "serious tastes" but not much of an ear for music of some 

importance to the programme makers? Jeffrey's answer is another avoidance: exactly 

those people already go to the theatre anyway, he said. 

The seriousness of the charges made here and the inadequacy of Jeffrey's answers 

must surely have done his standing in the BBC no good, and show at this distance a 

failure to come to grips with the medium or to be willing to experiment: fear of 

failure and a low opinion of audience tolerance leading directly to the kind of 
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mediocrity Reith and Lewis and Peter Eckersley had openly declared themselves 

determined to avoid. 

The interviewer concludes the article with the thought that the BBC drama output 

had been criticised in the early days for over-dependence on Shakespeare, and that 

there must be more demand for serious, topical plays to be broadcast from the studio 

with the theatre casts. Nevertheless Jeffrey's idea to broadcast the Shakespeare's 

Heroines series attracted favourable publicity and letters of appreciation in the 

summer. 20 On 10th August the Manchester Guardian, Daily Telegraph and Evening 

News all reported the inauguration by the BBC and RADA jointly of a course of 

study of wireless acting techniques. The idea was partly a response to the serious 

shortage of microphone performers.21 The scheme was to start from October 1926 

and involved cash prizes for the best students of either sex and the supplying to 

RADA of a studio to assist instruction. Jeffrey took advantage of the publicity to 

answer some of his critics, capitalising at the same time on the success of the 

Heroines series. He told the Manchester Guardian of the difficulty with finding 

original material: 

"We receive here ... about three hundred plays and 
sketches every week, and all are carefully read, but the 
percentage of suitable ones is exceedingly small. What 
we require are plays that will stimulate the imagination 
and enable the listener to build up a mental picture.',22 

Jeffrey compares the suitability in this respect of the work of Shakespeare with the 

unsuitability of Shaw's plays: 

"The brilliant play of words is not sufficient. They 
merely bore the wireless listener, whereas Shakespeare 
sets the imagination to work at once." 

Subtly taking his revenge Jeffrey goes on, 

"I have never thought that our problem can be solved 
by employing the great dramatists of the day. After all, 
they have devoted their genius to a particular medium 
which is very different from the medium of 
broadcasting. I have sought rather to encourage young 
dramatists with a new outlook, and results have shown 
that on the whole that policy is succeeding. 
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He goes on to make some valid points about radio's ephemerality, and some rather 

more dubious points about listeners expecting too much because they spent too much 

time tuned in and because expectations of the BBC were falsely high, given that only 

30% (Jeffrey's figure) of plays produced in theatres were successful; if theatres could 

get away with failure, why couldn't the BBC? If Jeffrey had been talking about 

failure where some innovation had been attempted this would be fair enough; but his 

reference seems general and output at this stage was not adventurous enough to 

warrant the excuse. 

By the autumn the critics were identifying a failure on the part of the Productions 

Department to evolve a separate aesthetic for radio. The Evening News on 2nd (or 

3rd) September argued that of all the scores of plays that had so far been specially 

written for broadcasting, only one or two, such as The White Chateau, had managed a 

degree of imagination and emancipation from stage conventions - and this despite the 

experience of cinema, which, like radio, did not require action to occur in one place, 

but could allow the listener to follow the speaker anywhere. Thus not many of the 

works broadcast had been "in any special sense wireless plays", and programme 

descriptions - one is quoted in the article - were heavily and unnecessarily visual in 

their intention.23 So outside the BBC there was developing a sense that challenges had 

not been answered, that opportunities had been missed, and that a separate aesthetic 

for radio was still waiting to be discovered. The writer of this article expresses the 

opinion that, 

So far, broadcasts of well-known plays 
have ... been easily the most successful of the B.B.C.'s 
dramatic efforts, but it cannot be long before some 
author really discovers how to write for broadcasting. 

The same paper three months later carried a piece which moved from describing the 

BBC's realisation that a wireless comedian had to give a performance different to the 

one he would give for stage, to observations about the "ideal wireless play".24 This 

still undiscovered ideal would be "as different from the visible playas a film story 

from the spoken play ... ". The lesson is clear: 



So the sooner the broadcast studio cuts adrift 
from the stage, and abandons any idea that there is 
anything in common between them, the easier it will be 
for the coming generation of wireless artists. 
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The pressure from outside the BBC obviously had an impact on Jeffrey and on his 

standing within the Company. Not very long after the BBC's drama output had been 

so unfavourably reviewed in the Evening News on 3rd September, Jeffrey had to deal 

with the resulting discussion on the policy of play selection, at a Programme Board 

meeting on 14th October. It is worth quoting the item in the minutes at some length, 

because what is shown is not only Jeffrey's lack of grip on the situation and on the 

development of radio drama, but a general uncertainty on the part of the Programme 

Board, expressed not only in the questions asked but in the rather vague and 

unhelpful conclusions reached: 

Plays: The Chairman asked what prevented us from going backwards 
and doing old plays. Mr. Jeffrey stated that they would be too old 
fashioned and that our policy should be -to advance. Mr. Lewis was of 
opinion [sic] that old plays had generally been written as a vehicle for 
a particular actor, whereas at the present moment a play stood or fell 
on its own merits as a play. Considerable discussion then ensued on the 
general policy regarding the selection of plays. Were we to be content 
with adapting old plays, or was our policy to be one of creation? If we 
were to be content with drawing on the past we should be doing 
nothing to encourage the art of radio drama technique. It was generally 
felt that if we [sic] were desirous of obtaining new plays specially 
suitable for radio, the financial inducement to writers would have to 
be high .... It was finally decided that Mr. Jeffrey should explore the 
possibility in a more general manner than heretofore of -

(I) The adaptation and use of old plays 
(2) The adaptation of books 
(3) The commissioning of an author to write a play specially 

for radio.25 

By the end of the year Jeffrey was reduced to asking for a pat on the head and to a 

paranoid approach to what he claimed was a change on the part of the audience 

rather than an experience from which he could learn: 

Appreciations of Plays: Mr. Jeffrey stated that he would 
like to draw the attention of the meeting to the absence 
of criticism and presence of appreciation of all long 
plays. In his opinion this represented a distinct change 
in the psychology of listeners. The meeting expressed 
their interest in this and agreed that Mr. Jeffrey's 
remarks should be minuted. 26 
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Jeffrey's reaction is not to wonder whether he had previously got something wrong in 

his conception of radio drama, but that the psychology of the audience - collectively 

- had changed. 

The Developing Aesthetic: Articles in the "Radio Times". 

Frank Shaw 

Frank Shaw was the author of The Mayfair Mystery, broadcast in three parts m 

December 1925, and of Which, broadcast on March 1 st, 3rd and 6th 1926. When m 

the Radio Times of April 2nd 1926 Shaw published an article called "Secrets of the 

Radio Drama" he was billed as "a pioneer among writers of plays for broadcasting" 

whose recent mystery plays had attracted wide attention. 27 Many of Shaw's 

observations had been made before; but he had learned already that radio is a laconic 

medium: 

Dealing with a new medium, I am safe in stating 
that a new type of play is demanded. Preferably it 
should not be a declamatory play: it should carry 
throughout an excellent stamp of restraint. Long 
orations are out of place; dialogue should be eminently 
crisp and telling, with - as in the case of the legitimate 
stage-play - no single unnecessary word .... Dialogues 
must be "snappy," conveying definite meaning. 

Subtlety of action is not an option for the radio playwright, and nor is any other kind 

of subtlety, in Shaw's mind: 

A strong and convincing plot is essential; the 
introduction should be crisp and convincing; the 
characters should be delineated clearly, without any 
shadow of doubt as to their personality. Action 
throughout should be brisk; situations cleanly outlined; 
and the whole play should move remorselessly forward 
to its middle-climax. A slight suggestion of anti-climax 
may be permitted when once the listener's interest has 
been secured; but it should only be employed as a 
taking-off place for the final and ultimate climax. Once 
that climax is reached, the play should end, as if clean
cut with a knife. If possible, the ending should be 
unexpected .... 
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On the still-vexed question of how long a radio play should be Shaw hedges his bets. 

He says first, "A radio-play should be short - that is a sine qua non". However, he 

Qualifies this statement: 

It is not so much that a listener cannot be carried away 
by the strength of a play to listen for a two-hour 
stretch; but it has always to be borne in mind that all 
listeners cannot devote a two-hour unbroken spell to 
anyone play; and if a certain portion has been missed, 
it is not possible to cut in and collect an interest in 
what remains. 

Shaw also indicates a clear belief that 

... the time is not far distant when a school of radio
dramatists will arise capable of creating such a new 
form of radio playas will carry the prolonged interest 
of a two-hour play, what time it occupies only - say -
an hour. 

The Question of how long a listener could be expected to concentrate on a radio play 

must be considered in the light not only of the possibility of poor transmission but 

also of physical listening conditions - at this time it was not possible to carry the 

radio around while doing housework, for instance; listening to the radio required a 

considerable social commitment, time spent wearing headphones or sitting near the 

loudspeaker. 

Shaw's observation that the listener can always turn off the radio if he or she doesn't 

like the play is not perhaps the most fortunate concluding note. The article is not 

notable for imagination or grasp of what the medium could do; it still fails to identify 

a drama more intrinsically radio in positive terms, terms that do not just deal with 

the difficulties of wireless drama, but turn those difficulties to advantage and 

adventure in the way that Berkeley began to achieve in The White Chateau. 

RE Jeffrey 

Besieged by the press from outside and suffering from insecurity at Programme Board 

Meetings as the year drew to its close, Jeffrey himself published an article in the 

Radio Times on November 5th, and called it promisingly enough "Seeing With the 

Mind's Eye". The element of self defence is still very strong. In the first paragraph 
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Jeffrey refers to the forthcoming broadcast of a "play of action", a play which the 

BBC might not have put on in the early days: 

. .it was thought...that the plays selected for broadcasting 
must of necessity be full of clever dialogue, 
because ... the action of the play could not be seen, and, 
therefore, it was felt that all such action was useless. 28 

But, Jeffrey says, experience had shown that for dramatic action to work on radio, all 

that was needed was the close attention of the listener. Thinking about the form of 

the radio play had not just moved towards plays of action, but definitely away from a 

reliance on dialogue, which without action becomes in Jeffrey's words "tiresome to 

even the most attentive listener". Jeffrey's sense of where this new realisation would 

take radio drama is expressed in terms that relate to the title of the article, but it is 

perhaps not very clearly or thoroughly developed: 

The makers and producers of radio plays are now 
thinking in forms, not words. We know now that words 
when heard are instantly translated into forms by the 
subconscious, and it is thus that we see them. 

A radio play should, therefore, present to the 
mind of the listener a continuous and ever-changing 
series of pictures. 

This idea, with the suggestion that radio plays need not rely heavily on dialogue, and 

the recognition that a different, non-"visualised" kind of inner landscape might be 

created in the listener's mind, seems relevant to "plays of action". But it also points 

forward to more liberating adventures with a medium not shackled to visual 

conventions at all. Yet Jeffrey does not seem to extend his suggestions this far, even 

when he goes on to say that although the mind's eye can see without the physical eye 

needing to behold a picture, 

... true drama is emotion, and emotion stimulates its own 
picture, not through the eye, but through the sub
conscious - the mind's eye. 

Jeffrey seems to be unaware that he might have just defined two types of radio play, 

Or that in making a distinction between an action play and a dialogue play he left 

out much that radio could do. ~10ving to the end of what seems an unfocussed piece 

of work Jeffrev insists that those who had co-operated as listeners would have found , -
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over the preceding two or three years that their ability to "see" by radio had 

improved; and he points to the evolution of plays "of a type peculiar to radio", citing 

examples which include The White Chiiteau. 

Reading this article it is a problem to know whether the sense of focus being lost and 

general confusion comes from difficulty and compression of Jeffrey's ideas, or from 

his unclear thinking and failure to identify issues, or aspects of genre development. If 

this is the effect of a one-page article, it is small wonder if, as the papers and 

internal pressures on Jeffrey seem to suggest, the aims and identity of the radio 

drama department did not translate into an output generically self -conscious or 

aesthetically adventurous. 

The First Book on Radio Drama: Radio Drama and How to Write It, by Gordon Lea. 

The pressure from within the BBC found another expression in the form of the 

first-ever book on radio drama, published in 1926, and in Reith's decision to 

circulate copies to all main and relay stations with a covering memorandum. His main 

purpose in doing so was to draw attention to what he perceived as a failure so far in 

drama output to break away from the stage and discover radio drama's separate 

identity. He writes, 

I have read the book and feel that much of the matter 
will be of further assistance in developing the different 
dramatic technique which is required for our medium. 

It occurs to me that in many of our productions there is 
too much striving for theatre effect and too little 
attempt at discovering the actual radio effect when the 

I · . d· d· h 29 P ay IS receIve In Istant omes. 

Reith clearly suspects that performers sometimes acted for wireless In just the same 

way as if they were on stage, and he feels this is wrong: 

The quickest way to alienate sympathy for and 
interest in radio plays is for any "staginess" to be 
suggested, either in characters or method of treatment. 

The more the play would be appreciated by 
studio visitors watching it, the less effective it must be 
for the listeners outside. 
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It is interesting to note Reith's awareness that the choice and use of music on radio 

needed less thought than wireless drama, which had to evolve as a separate and new 

form; so at least the press criticisms which had compared music broadcasts favourably 

with BBC drama would not have influenced his judgment. Moreover, the memo 

concludes by saying that Reith had discussed the matter with Jeffrey and had found 

that he supported most of Gordon Lea's conclusions in the book. Yet despite any 

gestures Reith might have made to take care of Jeffrey's feelings, his personal 

intervention and Lea's authorship of the first book on radio drama must have 

reflected badly on Jeffrey and his leadership.3o 

Gordon Lea 

Lea was the subject of a "People in the Programmes" item in the Radio Times of June 

27th, 1924, where he is referred to as "Poet, Dramatist and composer",31 as the 

inaugurator early in 1924 of the Newcastle repertory theatre , and as principal of the 

North Eastern Schools of Wireless Telegraphy. More information about Lea's activities 

in Newcastle may be gleaned from a study of the station's output, taking as an 

example roughly a year beginning September 1925. The name of the producer or 

presenter of drama broadcasts is not always shown but it is clear enough that, like 

Jeffrey in Aberdeen, Lea seems to have had a particularly active practical interest in 

radio drama productions, involving himself in several roles: as producer, playwright, 

and actor. 

The Book 

Lea's book, as Jeffrey says in his Foreword,32 sets out a summary of thoughts and 

methods that had so far proved useful in the development of radio drama, and it has 

the distinction of being the first book on the subject. There are however at least two 

major faults with it: it lacks the imaginative extra dimension brought to radio by 

Sieveking, Berkeley and even Cecil Lewis; and it begins with two chapters which aim 
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irrelevantly and falsely to establish radio's superiority over stage as a medium for 

drama. 

In the first chapter, though Lea admits that within its limitations the stage offers 

some obvious advantages over other methods of presentation, he argues that a failure 

to accept those limitations could turn the advantages to hindrances (Lea 93). The 

"limitations" are then defined in terms of the fallibility of every tool of expression at 

the playwright's disposal: players, producers, scenic artists, lighting, even perfume. To 

suggest as Lea seems to that a given medium has limitations which must be taken into 

account is a weakish way of saying that each medium has its own aesthetic identity; 

but in his second chapter, "Limitations of the Stage-Play", Lea turns the observation 

into a negative comment on theatre. He finds that the cast, scenic designers, and stage 

sets mayor may not do a good job of pleasing or convincing the audience. The 

convention of the missing fourth wall is for Lea a problem: 

True, we are conventionalized and perhaps we 
have ceased to notice it. But, whether we are aware of 
it or not, it makes for unreality. (Lea 28) 

Issues of convention and realism are too complex to be glossed over in this way, as if 

radio did not or indeed should not have its own conventions, as if realism was the 

only choice for a dramatist. Lea goes on to emphasise difficulties that could occur 

with perspective, refreshment breaks between acts which destroy illusion, lighting, 

music, asides and soliloquy, until he is left with what he calls the "one essentiaL.the 

text of the author": 

And if we go still further and remember that the form 
of the text is fixed by these very trimmings, the one 
real essential is something behind the text - the idea or 
dramatic purpose of the author - a purpose which is 
capable of expression in text of a different form if only 
a new set of conditions can be found. (Lea 32) 

Admitting his apparent impertinence, Lea nevertheless insists In a cumbersome 

analogy that the structure he has pulled down may not be the only one fit to house 

dramatic literature, nor its architecture of the best design: 

That which the dramatist wishes to express can 
be expressed in another way - a way which employs a 
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more spacious structure, whose architecture is ultimately 
more artistic and nearer truth. (Lea 33) -

All of this earnest demolition is evidence of the weakness of Lea's argument and 

shows how little sense of radio's strength or aesthetic identity he really had. 

Turning in Chapter Three to a consideration of the new medium, Lea admits fairly 

early on that a proper radio play technique had not yet been found (Lea 35). 

Nevertheless the maIn purpose of the chapter is to argue radio's advantages and to 

insist that its limitations are "of such sort that they only hamper the development of 

the inessential" (Lea 37). One of the most valid points made concerns radio's appeal to 

an individual rather than to a crowd: 

Here there is lacking the help which crowd-psychology 
may give to the illusion of a play - but there is gained 
the direct reaction of an individual soul. (Lea 37) 

The intensely personal nature of the experience of radio from the listener's point of 

view is recognised: "Objectively, they see nothing, but subjectively they can see 

everything" (Lea 38). Later in the chapter Lea enlarges on this, describing how the 

individual can experience "the full and natural reaction to the emotions of the play" 

(Lea 42), because the inhibiting presence of the audience would not be a factor; thus 

the dramatist "can write truth, knowing that truth will respond .... The radio-play gains 

just this intimacy which a stage-play can never hope to have" (Lea 42-3). Moreover 

Lea perceives the extent to which radio is a writer's medium - he says there is less 

risk than with a stage play that the text will be used as a vehicle for an actor's 

personality and "It is the play, as a play, that counts" (Lea 39). Having established the 

directness and intimacy of the experience of hearing a radio play, Lea moves to state 

the central argument of the chapter: 

All art is an expression of imagination - so that 
at the best a stage-scene is a second-hand affair -
whereas the radio-scene is beyond art - it is reality 
itself, not an isolated expression of imagination, but 
imagination itself. (Lea 40) 

There is some development in the following paragraphs in terms of what burden this 

places on the writer to stimulate the listener's imagination; but not enough on what it 
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implies about where the drama happens. Other less general points of comparison made 

concern freedoms in terms of setting and scene change, and removal of difficulties 

with the fourth wall, and the sustaining of an illusion. All these are interesting and 

valid thoughts about the aesthetic nature of the medium - intimacy instead of crowd 

psychology, the closeness of control the writer may exercise, the fact that radio drama 

deals directly with the imagination of the listeners and with an inward, subjective 

rather than a visual and therefore to some extent objective dramatic illusion or 

reality. Yet Lea felt obliged to use his insights as a means of arguing radio's 

superiority over stage; as if stage could not be direct or intimate at all; as if it could 

really be argued so simplistically that radio was as a medium "richer in its 

possibilities than any medium hitherto known" (Lea 43). 

In Chapters Four and Five Lea describes two radio drama techniques: the "narrator 

method" and the "self-contained method". He begins his account of the former with a 

brief look at radio's requirement that everything in the play has to be incorporated 

somehow into the text and the use of sound effects. The narrator method Lea says is 

not very good but is the only way, almost, that stage plays can be adapted; and the 

use of stage material in this way he justifies in terms of radio's infancy: 

... until radio drama finds its great author, all the great 
dramatic literature of the world is in the stage-form. 
(Lea 46) 

The narrator's function is to read a "mind picture" to tell the audience about the 

dramatic situation, the scenery and setting, and to bridge episodes in the drama -where 

action might otherwise be dropped (Lea 53). 

It is important that Lea recognises so forcibly the need to turn away from stage 

adaptations if radio drama was ever to develop, and that he gives the likely way of 

development a chapter to itself. He begins by giving broad indications of what would 

characterise radio plays written by the self -contained method. There would be no 

narrator, no programme, not even a mind-picture, because the text, with music and 

sound effects would incorporate "everything ... necessary to the complete mental vision , 

of the play" (Lea 54). Almost casually Lea makes a cruciaIIy important point about 
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the listener's relationship to the performance In plays of this method: "This is the 

drama that is 'overheard'" (Lea 54). Though this is a restatement of points about 

intimacy made in Lea's third chapter, it is a sharper delineation of how radio's 

aesthetic would translate into writing technique, as when Lea says a few lines later 

that 

The characters should be made to see everything 
objectively and to think of what they are doing 
objectively, so that this will appear in their speech. (Lea 
55) 

The chapter continues with more practical advice about stimulating the listener's 

imagination, avoiding character confusion, not being afraid to put plays of action on 

the radio, and making sound effects convincing by preparation in the dialogue. 

The importance of the chapter is twofold. First, it is a recognition that radio drama 

had to evolve separately and not rely on stage adaptation, though there is also 

admission that in the absence of a genius devoted to the development of radio drama, 

compromises had to be made at the time when Lea was writing his book. Second, the 

recognition of the different relationship of audience to performance and the way the 

writer must guide characters and listeners into that relationship , though not fully 

developed, is a more specific articulation than we have seen before of a fundamental 

difference about radio. 33 

Much of the rest of the book is reiteration of points already made. In "The Listener's 

Part", Chapter Six, there is a slight elaboration on the consequences of drama being 

single-sense. Lea says that whereas at the theatre interest is diffused by the 

multiplicity. of sensual stimuli, radio makes different demands: 

In listening to a radio-play, however, the listener 
naturally subordinates everything to the theme and 
action of the play, since his imaginative contribution is 
controlled and directed by the play itself.34 

There is a chapter on effects containing the interesting observation that part of the 

function is to do with allowing the listener some reprieve from the mental tension 

created from hearing just voices; there is also a warning against overdoing effects. 

The concentrated nature of the radio drama experience is again an important aspect 
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of Lea's chapter on radio acting - "The player should concentrate his thinking as well 

as his voice on the part he is playing" (Lea 76) - but again, the need to get away 

from stage con ven tions is stressed.35 The last chapter , "Effect on Literature", concerns 

possible future publication in printed form of texts of radio plays, and the impact 

this might have on literature. To get anywhere along this road Lea says the author 

would have to develop " ... a style and form which will make the words of the play 

spring from the printed page into actual sound in the mind of his readers" (Lea 85). 

But the greatest influence of radio drama on literature would be in poetic radio 

drama, Lea feels. The thinking in the chapter seems unfocussed, its purpose 

indistinct, evidence of Lea's understandable uncertainty of the place of radio drama 

in the contemporary arts context. 

This insecurity is reflected also in Lea's apparent need to establish radio's superiority 

over the stage as a dramatic medium - a need misconceived and ineptly expressed, 

which damages what amounts to considerable insight into the specific nature of 

wireless drama. Important perceptions on intimacy, the writer's relationship to 

production, the listeners' experience of radio as intimate and how they relate to the 

performance, how writers might evolve a specifically radio-dramatic technique - all 

lose force, clarity and a sense of proper emphasis because Lea's own perspective is 

muddled and inappropriately aggressive. He does not realise, or at any rate emphasise 

strongly enough, the import of what he says about where the drama takes place. Yet 

there is some sense of perspective, in the admission that better lines of development 

might yet be discovered, and in the statement made more than once that radio drama 

could not go much further without a writer dedicated to the work.
36 

Output 1926: Gimmicks, Mind Pictures and Illustrations 

An important point to remember in consideration of the radio drama of the period is 

how small a part of the BBC's output it formed. The Broadcasting Service document 

referred to above and published in July 1926 included an analysis of programmes, 

which gives drama as taking only 1.69% of programme time, compared for instance 
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with music's 62.17% and 20.83% devoted to talks.37 The listings for Daventry's 

alternative programmes do not include much drama. At Programme Board meetings, 

when drama came up for discussion, which was not often, it was as a difficult area , 

and there is a sense of Board members floundering for ideas, or for a sense of what 

radio drama ought to be doing; clearly there was often felt to be a desperate lack of 

material. At a Programme Board meeting on March 9th 1926, Jeffrey raised the 

possibility that publishers might supply the BBC with proofs of new novels "from 

which dramatic incidents might be taken and broadcast". This, he said, would give the 

book publicity and the BBC a cheap supply of material. But someone disagreed on the 

grounds that so many books would flood in, and the Board decided not to adopt 

Jeffrey's suggestion.38 Two weeks later Cecil Lewis suggested that Jeffrey or one of 

his assistants should go to all new revues in London in order to build up a record of 

material suitable for broadcasting.39 The gimmicky flavour of much of the 1926 

drama output is foreshadowed in suggestions by George Grossmith at meetings on 6th 

and 13th April. He proposed that the BBC should broadcast a play with many 

characters but have it performed by only very few artists, and that listeners be 

invited to guess how many people had taken part; and he proposed that Jeffrey 

should commission a dialogue between "shades of the past" with a famous ghost acting 

as compere. Both ideas were approved.4o 

Although scripts for this period are not available, it is possible from the publicity 

given to certain drama programmes to build up a sense of what Jeffrey's department 

was choosing to emphasise at the time. The evidence is that efforts to create an 

audience for radio plays relied on superficial attractions - gimmicks, glamour, 

pictorial illustrations and mind pictures - rather than on real attempts to explore the 

aesthetic possibilities of radio drama. The fact that good radio dramatists did not 

seem to be coming forward clearly had a lot to do with this and with Jeffrey's own 

authorship of Wolf! Wolf!, one of the most publicised drama gimmicks of the year. 
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Gimmicks 

Frank Shaw's Which?, a three part serial drama, was broadcast in March on 1 st, 3rd 

and 6th of the month. There was a competition involved and £ 11 0 in cash prizes, and 

the event was organised in response to listeners who wrote in to say how much they 

had enjoyed the similarly arranged broadcast of Shaw's Mayfair Mystery III 

December 1925. The story is described in the announcement of the competition as 

concerning three men and a girl shipwrecked on a desert island together. The men, 

each "a different type", all fall in love with the girl, and entrants had to guess which 

(if any) of them the girl would choose.41 There is little here to tell us how 

adventurous Shaw's script might have been, though the idea at least uses radio's 

capacity to take place anywhere and recognises the advantage of a strong simple 

story. 

Jeffrey's own Wolf! Wolf! was broadcast on 1st, 3rd and 7th June. Like Which? it was 

broadcast simultaneously to all stations, and again there was £ 11 0 prize money and 

the claim that the popularity of past serial drama competitions had been the reason 

for broadcasting another. A synopsis of the story up to the end of Act Two is given, 

and a list of five questions which listeners had to answer correctly or at least more 

nearly correctly than other entrants. A detailed account of the outcome of the 

competition was published in the Radio Times of 25th June. Thousands of listeners 

had submitted solutions, which kept "a large extra staff of helpers" busy for days. The 

plot as described in the Radio Times is much more complicated than Shaw's plot in 

Which?; only three of the entrants managed to answer all five of the questions, which 

seems to suggest that making the competition challenging had made the play 

confusing. The radio drama department was clearly making the most of the notice 

taken, and included on this page of the Radio Times was a photograph of a scene 

from the play.42 Jeffrey's authorship was not kept secret, though in the billings there 

is a coy reference to the author as one Ernest Hope. 
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In the same month Jeffrey employed another kind of trick, in a twenty minute 

"Double Play" broadcast on 22nd June, called The Play's the Thing. The billing 

continues, 

- but what about the play? First listen to a five-minute 
Drama - then to a five-minute Comedy - and then 
listen to the two plays acted together as one. 

The result is!!!!43 

Mind pictures and illustrations 

Frequent resort to mind pictures and the use of illustrations is further evidence of 

Jeffrey's uncertainty of what he was dealing with, at least to the mind of a writer in 

the Evening News: 

How often one reads this sort of thing: "Scene: 
the kitchen of Giles'[sic] cottage. A bright fire is 
burning in the hearth, and Gaffer Giles is seated on an 
oak settle in front of it. It is 25 minutes past six on a 
foggy October evening.".... In conception, in fact, the 
play is a perfectly ordinary little one-act affair, capable 
of being performed on the visible stage without one 
word of alteration, addition or explanation.44 

Early in the year the pages of the Radio Times showed just this failure to break away 

- an example is in the billing for a play called Will 0' the Wisp , broadcast on 21 st 

February, where the scene - "the interior of a farmhouse at the End of Things" - is 

described - the room, the view from the window, the evening sky, the two candles -

and the drama begun in print: 

Crouching by the fireplace is the ragged figure of a 
strange little girl with a white face and big, wistful 
eyes. The countrywoman is talking to her. 45 

Sometimes there is more involved than a mind-picture. When Jeffrey's "Dream Poem-

Play", 'Twixt Dark and Dawn, was announced in the Radio Times the mind picture 

does more than a visual job; it carries suggestions of atmosphere and emotion that 

ought to have been the business of the script: 

These characters, and all who appear, are costumed in 
flowing garb of a period which might have been 1,000 
years ago, or maybe that of 1,000 years hence. The 
scene in which these move and speak is on the outskirts 



of a city. There are distant lights twinkling over the 
rising ground, suggesting that the streets are within a 
stone's throw. The night is cold and bleak; snow is 
falling with that mysterious silence which always makes 
it seem supernatural. An organ pealing its vibrant notes 
is heard, and the moving sounds of a large body of 
people singing a hymn of praise lifts the emotions high; 
sincerity and intense feeling are present. 

A man appears on the portion of the road which 
is visible; he wears a look of contempt upon his face. 
He looks over his shoulder in the direction of the 
sounds of praise, and speaks.46 

15~ 

Sometimes illustrations , such as the picture used to promote Wolf !Wolf!, were 

published in the Radio Times. When at a Programme Board meeting in September the 

question was raised of photographs of studio plays being published in the Radio 

Times, the value to actors of the publicity was considered. The dangers perceived by 

the Board were concerned on the one hand with the need not to interfere with the 

illusions in the listener's mind, and on the other hand with the risk of deceiving them 

about what a radio performance actually looked like.47 Jeffrey was absent from this 

meeting, but a week later threw his weight behind the idea of printing photos, 

suggesting the hiring of costumes; and the Board saw no objection provided the Radio 

Times bore the expense.48 This aesthetically misguided route to charming listeners has 

to be seen in the context of the glamour of radio's personalities, and the different, 

narrower array of visual material available or relevant to the pages of the Radio 

Times in pre-television days. 

Shakespearian Heroines and other output 

One of the great successes of the year for the drama department was a Shakespearian 

Heroines series of twelve broadcasts by famous actresses, made from 2nd May to 18th 

July 1926. In the month before the series began Grossmith suggested at a Programme 

Board meeting that pictures of the actresses in costume be published in the Radio 

Times to stimulate listeners' interest, and that these pictures be produced as a colour 

supplement to be sold separately.49 Cecil Lewis was a friend of Charles Ricketts and 
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at the Programme Board meeting two weeks later he announced that Ricketts had 

agreed to make the twelve designs for the proposed booklet.5o 

Sales were good, and the popularity of the series is shown in newspaper reports at the 

time - for instance, while the series was still in progress, the Daily Telegraph 

published an account of its success measured in terms of appreciative mail received 

and in what the paper saw as good choices of play and artist. The conclusion is that 

The success of these transmissions supports the view 
that, of all authors, Shakespeare is the most attractive to 
broadcast, and with this comes the reflection that we 
still await the modern genius who can adorn a tale to 
the point of ideality for wireless.51 

The publication of the booklet was announced in the Morning Post of 5th August. Its 

purposes were to commemorate the broadcasts, to help the Shakespeare Memorial 

Theatre Fund, and "to increase the general knowledge of Shakespeare's plays", 52 and 

apart from the pictures contained contributions by actresses and notes on the 

characters included in the series. A few days later the Manchester Guardian contained 

an item about microphone training and cited the Shakespeare Heroines series as an 

example of radio work demanding "the most subtle and skilful elocution.,,53 The 

booklet's level of excellence, the paper suggested, set standards for radio acting, and 

training in wireless performance was being planned accordingly. 

The continuing debate about the suitability of Shakespeare for broadcasting does not 

obscure the fact that though the series stimulated interest in several aspects of the 

development of radio drama, listeners still had to wait for radio plays to be written 

especially for the medium; and that some of the glamour came from the personalities 

of the actresses, glossy pictorial mileage, and the reputation of Charles Ricketts, as 

much at least as from the broadcasts themselves.54 In the Daily Telegraph's report the 

success of the series is seen as due to a mixture of physical and intellectual 

accessibility: 



Items of this character seem to be peculiarly suitable for 
broadcasting. There are few who would make a long 
journey to hear a short Shakespearean recital, but 
thousands of listeners would probably make a point of 
being "in" at the time appointed for such a broadcast.55 
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As far as can be ascertained the Shakespeare Heroines series seems to have been one 

of few major radio drama events of the year 1926. 

There was a second broadcast of Flecker's Hassan on 21st November, not with the 

original cast as for the first radio performance of the play, but with actors used to 

microphone work and for that matter less expensive. 56 DH Clarke marked out the 

production for special mention in "a year of considerable achievement" (not speaking 

of radio drama particularly, but of all programme activities): 

Lastly, the performance on November 21st of James 
Elroy Flecker's "Hassan," with incidental music by Percy 
Fletcher, brought wireless dramatic technique to a pitch 
previously unknown. (Clarke 180) 

The 1926 broadcast is the only one referred to In John Sherwood's biography of 

Flecker. The play had been running for 281 performances and had attracted great 

notoriety since its opening at His Majesty's Theatre on 20th September 1923. The 

1926 BBC production, unlike the broadcast with the original cast in 1925, involved 

the Company in some controversy, because sentences in the play brought in protests 

from listeners. In The Star the morning after the broadcast, the issue became general 

and concerned the BBC's special responsibility not to abuse its monopoly, and to 

observe the maxim, "when in doubt, leave it out". The Star's report concludes with 

the view of a BBC official, who claimed that the broadcast a year earlier had raised 

no objection, and that the Company did not know what the fuss was about: 

"So far as our dramatic department can discover, 
the play, as broadcast yesterday, contained nothing 
whatever to which reasonable objection could be taken. 
I listened to the whole performance, and detected 
nothing which could not be justified on artistic 
grounds.,,57 

The next day there were more reports. The Daily Sketch quoted a BBC official: 



"There is one word in particular to which 
listeners are said to have objected. We have gone 
through the script and cannot find anything that would 
justify any exception, and we have no idea what word 
is complained of . ,,58 
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In the Daily Express emphasis was placed on the broadcast's having taken place on a 

Sunday; a Mrs Eustace Miles had written to the paper protesting that 

" .. .it is a great mistake that a play like "Hassan" should 
be broadcast on a Sunday afternoon, when most people 
need a restful and soothing atmosphere."s9 

But agaIn, the BBC was all innocence, repeating that the performance broadcast a 

year before had not raised a storm, and saying that the Company itself had received 

no protest mail, and that when the Lord Chamberlain had passed the play for stage 

production the offending phrase had been allowed. Sherwood's account of the 

incident is brief and to the point: 

Finally, in November 1926 the infant B.B.C. broadcast a 
performance and had to defend itself - in bland tones 
later to become familiar - against charges of indecency. 
The complaint, it seems, was that Hassan had called 
Yasmin a harlot, but both sides in the resulting 
controversy were too modest to say SO.60 

It is interesting to note that Cecil Lewis was the driving force in this 1926 production 

and that the papers refer to an "official" of the BBC rather than to Jeffrey; either 

someone other than Jeffrey gave an interview which logically should have been his, 

or Jeffrey's name was not published in this controversial context. The Question of 

justifying texts on "artistic grounds" was to cause Jeffrey great trouble in 1927 over 

the BBC's decision not to broadcast Reginald Berkeley's Machines and this 1926 

incident is perhaps an early sign of a failure on Jeffrey's part to know what priorities 

and aesthetic standards he should have had, what he should be prepared to defend, in 

what terms and on what grounds. Meanwhile the conclusion seems to be that the 

greatest hope for the future development of radio drama as aesthetically distinct lay 

not with Jeffrey but - already - with Sieveking, the maker of The Wheel 0/ Time, the 

first fantasy feature programme on the air, and with Cecil Lewis, though he was by 

now an outsider. 
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Technology: The Concept of a Dramatic Control Panel 

Three months before Sieveking's Wheel of Fire production Lewis, two months an 

outsider, attended a Programme Board meeting and showed himself as keen an 

innovator as ever. Minute 10 of the meeting held on 11 th June 1926 concerned studio 

arrangements for dramatic performances. The minute will be quoted in full because 

of its importance in the development of radio drama: 

Mr. Lewis drew the attention of the Board most 
emphatically to the present extremely inadequate 
arrangements available for the Dramatic Department in 
their productions. Mr. Jeffrey said that for some two 
years now he had been asking for an improvement with 
little result. Mr. Lewis said that until quite recently he 
had never realised their inadequacy, but stated that he 
now could not stress the fact too strongly. He said that 
a special control room should be installed so that the 
producer could control all the effects which might be 
taking place in the different studios and that further he 
should be able to speak by means of one microphone 
with four plugs to each or all of the studios in operation 
at once. In this way a tremendous saving of time would 
result and also a true balance between the various 
effects would be obtained. Mr. Lewis also pointed out 
that in rehearsals with no broadcasting taking place the 
amplifiers were working under different conditions and 
that, therefore, a carefully adjusted balance in the 
rehearsal was quite lost when the actual transmission 
took place. The Chairman said that a sub-committee 
consisting of the Controller, himself, the Chief Engineer 
and the Dramatic Producer should go into this matter 
and try to make improvements.61 

It is perhaps not surprising that Lewis should have failed to be aware of the 

difficulties and limitations hampering the development of radio drama, given the 

nature of his recently-discarded role as Director of Programmes; indeed the fact that 

he drew the Board's attention to the matter so soon after leaving the Company both 

justifies his reasons for departure and shows where he wanted his freelance energy to 

go. What is perhaps more surprising is that Jeffrey as head of Productions should 

have been aware of the problem for two years and have been attempting to deal with 

it, but without having any notable impact. Clearly by the time Sieveking directed The 

Wheel of Time no great progress had been made and mental and physical gymnastics 

and all kinds of production absurdities were still to be encountered. At any rate 
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Lewis's representations at this meeting are recorded by Miss Edwin in her account of 

the development of the Dramatic Control Panel as the second step along the road; she 

quotes the relevant minute almost verbatim.62 

Technical advances of this period as they affected radio drama are recorded by 

Edward Pawley in his book on BBC engineering, in the context of the long-running 

debate on who should be responsible for balance and control. The recognition of the 

need for a special balance and control technique dates according to Pawley from a 

decision by Senior Superintendent Engineer, H. Bishop, to appoint a Programme 

Liaison Engineer in November 1926. The man chosen, R. Haworth, had been a 

transmitter engineer at Bournemouth and was transferred to London control room in 

1925. He was from an acting family, and had a strong interest in programmes. A test 

was held in 1926 where musicians and engineers took turns to control orchestral 

programmes anonymously; and the Music Advisory Committee subsequently voted in 

favour of control by musicians. Stanton Jefferies, previously Musical Director, thus 

became first balance and control expert with one assistant; Haworth was moved to 

join the unit, which was expanded to a total of four people. Haworth was the first to 

use two Round-Sykes microphones in one studio, for a revue programme called Radio 

Radiance. Pawley describes the performance of Hassan on 21st November 1926 as a 

more ambitious attempt at balance and control: 

Rehearsals were conducted before the microphone and 
the result was considered to be a great advance on any 
previous attempt. This was no doubt because the 
technical aspects of the production were in charge of 
the same man throughout the rehearsals and the actual 
transmission, and because a great deal of care was taken 
to secure the right balance. The importance of 
"perspective" was already appreciated to the extent that 
the chorus of merchants at the end of the play took "the 
golden road to Samarkand" by going out of the studio 
and up the back staircase, to the accompaniment of 
camel bells.63 

By the time of this production, two channel mixers were available, according to 

Pawley, so that the production can be identified as a major step towards perfection of 

the Dramatic Control Panel. Pawley identifies sound effects and realism - practical 
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rather than aesthetic considerations - as the initial pressure guiding technical 

developments: 

The need for sound effects arose very early, 
because of the demand for realism in dramatic 
performances. At first the effects were produced in the 
studio. In the 1926 production of Hassan, a fountain 
had to be provided in Studio 1; this was built up with 
water tanks, waterproof canvas and hoses, and was 
required to drip for half an hour at a time during the 
programme. As two-channel mixers were available by 
this time, it was natural that the next step should be to 
create the effects in a separate studio, the output from 
which could be mixed into the programme as required. 
This technique was much elaborated in later years and 
finally led to the dramatic control panel.. .. 64 

This kind of information shows again the dominance of practical considerations 

which, as much as any theorising, determined the development of radio drama in the 

1920s. 

The End of the Company 

The change of the BBC's status from Company to Corporation at the end of 1926 had 

little impact on the Productions Department. Clarke concludes "The Old B.B.C." with 

a short section called "The End", in which he notes that though nothing different 

would be noticed by the listeners, the Company ended at midnight on New Year's 

Eve 1926, after four years of "merciless criticism ... determined opposition" and two 

Government Committee vivisections. He ends, 

Its achievements are marked by no memorials. It 
can only be said that the Company retained and 
increased the goodwill of its listeners until at the end of 
its time the number of licences had steadily risen to just 
under two and a quarter millions. (Clarke 186) 

For a full account of this period of transition, the last section of Asa Briggs's The 

Birth of Broadcasting is very usefu1.65 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

1927: A Search for Forms 

Jeffrey made an attempt in 1927 to place radio drama in a wider cultural context. His 

effort to integrate theories which at the time carried little practical influence was 

commendable as was the intention to take and build on the experience of the theatre 

practitioners he had to use, given the still-unevolved state of radio drama as written, 

produced and acted. Unfortunately his attempts were hampered by the dearth of 

exceptional true radio drama written by that time and therefore by the resulting 

unawareness on the part of his audience of any framework of conventions for 

reference, familiarity or challenge. Furthermore, Jeffrey's experience before working 
, 

at the BBC and as Aberdeen station director, and his pragmatism and sympathy in his 

dealing with wireless actors, indicate that he was primarily a practical man of the 

theatre thrown almost by chance into trying to theorise. Cecil Lewis emphasised in 

interview that in the early days practical considerations, and not any grand sense of 

what radio drama ought to be doing, determined its development: 

... what one wrote and what one said and what one 
thought was very much ad hoc to the situation - find a 
good play, find a good subject ... without any question of 
the trend or the direction or what you ought to say or 
whether it was a good idea - all these big questions that 
everybody asks now - ... we didn't ask those questions. It 
was a practical question of would it work or not, and if 
it would work you were a practical playwright trying to 
do something with a new medium and you just got on 
with it. And I think that it would be totally false to my 
own position ... to suggest that I had some ... wonderful 
inner insight of how the thing ought to go - absolute 
nonsense, I had no inner insight at all, I just followed 
my nose, and really that's the truth ... and ! think you'll 
find that many pioneers did the same thing who now 
get given ... big names and big posit.io.ns··1and it's 31so 
bread and butter, I had to m3ke my living. 
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Jeffrey had to create forms and find writers for radio drama with little or no support. 

Within the BBC, what support he had did not take account of the wider cultural 

context that he was trying to tap. That kind of awareness was shown by Reginald 

Berkeley and Cecil Lewis in the plays they wrote, but not by BE Nicolls in his 

challenge to Jeffrey,2 nor by Roger Eckersley in his support. Both responded to 

Jeffrey in almost personal terms; not in the relevant context. To be fair to them, it 

must be admitted that Jeffrey did not distance himself enough from the stage to forge 

a separate aesthetic. The result was failure and muddle in his direction of the 

department and his policy, to the extent that when it came to Machines Jeffrey did 

not identify his proper stance over what represented a contribution to movements in 

theatre and literature - this despite the preparation by Lewis's adaptation of R.U.R. 

for radio's access to some of the literary preoccupations of the time. In the context of 

this thesis there is a link to the criticisms made by Corbett Smith and to views 

expressed later by Lewis and Peter Eckersley of the failure of the BBC in terms of its 

cultural responsibility; and here, Reith's not being "a programme man" is not so 

amusingly idiosyncratic. Note should also be taken that it was Cecil Lewis, working 

freelance, who saw the film Metropolis and drew from it some of his ideas for 

adapting R.U.R. for broadcasting; and that it was Berkeley whose play Machines, 

though in many ways crude, showed (like The White Chtueau whose fate was so 

different) a greater concern with 'moral' purpose than with just coping or 

experimenting with the new medium. 

Jeffrey's Drama Studio Memo. 

In 1927 Jeffrey and his colleagues were still functioning in a vacuum as they tried to 

find an aesthetic for radio drama. Theatre remained the nearest relationship available 

for support. Though it is hard to establish true links with contemporary theory about 

theatre, Jeffrey was nevertheless working in the context of radical ideas that were In 

the air even if they had not yet been widely accepted. 
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The influence on radio drama in terms of themes and ideas - such as a preoccupation 

with mechanisation, the nature of authority and the relationship of authority to 

individual liberty - will be apparent when later in this chapter and in Chapters Six 

and Seven the output for 1927 and 1928 is considered. 

Our present concern is with Jeffrey's Drama Studio memo. He subtitles it, "A place to 

improve, create and present artistic dramatic productions for listeners and visible 

audiences",3 and this indicates the main idea behind it - that a radio play should be 

performed in a drama studio to an audience physically present. Nevertheless, the 

terms in which Jeffrey tries to express this notion suggest a relationship to the 

thinking of theorists such as Edward Gordon Craig and Adolphe Appia, whose ideas, 

though not necessarily having widespread influence in mainstream theatre productions 

at the time, had become more established during the first two decades of the 

twentieth century. These writers therefore provide some useful touchstones for 

consideration of Jeffrey's proposals and the way they were received at the BBC.4 

The Drama Studio memo is undated and can be found in file R19/276 at the Written 

Archive Centre at Caversham. BE Nicolls wrote a response to it dated 13th April 

1927 so this gives some .indication of when Jeffrey's proposals were circulated in the 

BBC. 5 

Some parts of Jeffrey's memo concern the importance of mood and atmosphere and 

the extent of the director's control, and some represent an attack on the drama of the 

commercial stage. Like Gordon Lea a few months earlier, Jeffrey proclaims that 

current commercial drama was stagnant, over-reliant on unconvincing attempts at 

realism, methods, he says, "of the nursery order. They cannot embrace the possibility 

of artistic mental satisfaction"(memo p2). He goes on to suggest that the BBC was in a 

position to help matters for a listening and a visible audience, with three sorts of 

success in view: 

(a) Creating a new type of artist and production for 
broadcast. 



(b) Creating a better and more artIstIC type of 
production and expression for visible audiences. 

(c) Financial. 
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Certainly the first point bears thinking about and on the first page of his document 

Jeffrey's perceptions of the requirements of broadcast acting, though perhaps not new 

by this time, are at least valid in terms of radio. For instance: 

The really successful radio actor must be much 
more highly developed in expressiveness of voice and 
individuality than are our average stage artists. This 
development must be introspective rather than external, 
it must be the development of inward sincerity as 
against that which we know as theatrical effect. (memo 
p2) 

More questionable perhaps is Jeffrey's belief that a new kind of production for 

broadcasting could be achieved by moving the show to an outside drama studio with 

an audience and finding a performance that could be an improvement for both • 

listeners and watchers at the same time. Jeffrey stresses the importance of mood, 

atmosphere, and the director's dominance, and speaks of the "atmosphere ... nearer to 

that of a cathedral than a commercial theatre", 6 and of music and lighting as 

contributing to the mood. Music as the play is about to begin, he writes, 

... gradually makes itself heard .. .It comes from no 
particular place; it is around us. This music is not of the 
entr'acte order, it is not for the purpose of filling in an 
inartistic break, but it is a definite part of an artistic 
whole.7 

While on the subject of lighting, Jeffrey speaks of 

... fine gradations of light as gradually reveal the 
stage, not in the hard detail of a Watteau, but rather 
with the suggestive shadows and lights of a Rembrandt. 
No scenery of the usual type is seen, but broad lighting 
effects and resounding shadows present a picture of a 
mood rather than of the orthodox painted scene. 

He says that the actors must be " ... part of the mental mood induced by the producer 

having used his knowledge of psychological processes" (memo p2). The desirability. 

even necessity, that one mind should oversee all aspects of a theatre production is a 

key element in the thinking of both Craig and Appia.
8 

Though leffrey took the 
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point as far as the production of a play was concerned, there seems no consciousness 

in his memo of how the BBC as a corporation prevented the necessary autonomy, nor 

of the extension of Appia's argument into an assertion that the aim ultimately had to 

be for the author of a play to be also its director or stage manager; in fact for the 

playwright and the idea of a fixed text to become redundant. Craig and Appia both 

express this conviction; but Jeffrey suggests for performance in his new drama studio 

"those works of deep significance and power which already exist in the language" 

(memo p2). 

An important aspect of the emergent theories of the day which is related to the view 

of Craig and Appia that theatre must retreat from dependence on the text is 

expressed, though later in the 1920s, by Antonin Artaud. He quotes himself on the 

subject of the impossibility of expressing any true feeling: 

True expression conceals what it exhibits. It pits the 
mind against nature's real vacuum .... Any strong feeling 
produces an idea of emptiness within us, and lucid 
language which prevents this emptiness also prevents 
poetry appearing in thought. For this reason an image, 
an allegory, a form disguising what it means to reveal, 
has more meaning to the mind than the enlightenment 
brought about by words or their analysis.9 

This brings to mind the thinking of MacNeice, who wrote in the 1940s of his joy at 

discovering a form where saga treatment became possible. 1o His plays show how well 

he understood radio's capacity to deal in allegories (The Dark Tower; Christopher 

Columbus; Persons from Porlock). Jeffrey, however, seems to have missed the 

potential power of image as disguise in its possible relevance to radio, and the link he 

could have made - and which Artaud makes in this essay - with a dream world made 

accessible by the overturning of adherence to lucid language and expression. 

Jeffrey's proposed recourse to a drama studio and the use of well-known classics 

might have come from a recognition that if texts and words were no longer to be 

accepted as valid vehicles of dramatic art, the implication for radio was that avant-

garde thinking had nothing to do with anything the BBC might broadcast and call 

drama, because on the radio action and scene as indicated in that thinking would 
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have to undergo aesthetic reinterpretation if indeed they could be interpreted at all 

by wireless. Though Louis MacNeice could have accommodated some of Appia's and 

Craig's thinking, a fundamental pillar of their thought, that drama in order to live 

had to be expressive in the physical language of the stage rather than intelligible In 

the written language of text, really left radio "drama" out of consideration. 

BE Nicolls's response . 

The response given by Nicolls in his own Drama Studio memo is a common sense 

recognition that Jeffrey's ideas seem to have little to do with radio as opposed to 

stage and that his time might be better spent in improving things from where he 

stood instead of trying to be somewhere else. ll Admitting that he might have his own 

limitations, and despite Jeffrey's recognition that the Corporation had to do 

something new, 12 he nevertheless says that he can "see nothing much in Mr. Jeffrey's 

proposal", and goes on to identify his first objection: 

His proposal seems to involve the abandonment 
of all idea of a separate broadcast technique and merely 
to lead us back to the theatre, a new kind of theatre 
perhaps, but at any rate back to stage conditions, 
which, however, are to be tempered by the film 
technique of dissolving views and unseen orchestral 
music. 

Reith had written of the need for radio drama to free itself from stage dependence in 

the memo to station directors that he sent with Lea's book and it does seem strange 

that Jeffrey should propose a drama studio III the few months after the Director-

General himself had been so clear on this point. Nicolls's professed suspicion of 

Jeffrey's attempt to argue the rottenness of "the legitimate stage" rings true enough 

since Jeffrey does scorn "the drama of the commercial stage" in terms which are too 

sweeping. Probably with some justification Nicolls points out the likelihood that "the 

stage regards our efforts as second-rate", and he suggests that "playing with lights or 

plain backgrounds" is nothing new. Though this is perhaps inadequate as a reference 

to contemporary trends in stage production, there was no reason \I.:hy Nicolls should 

have been aware of the theoretical writing of the time. 
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In the case of his objection to the notion that an artist needs a visible audience, he 

cites film, and Charlie Chaplin in particular, as support. 13 He then moves to a list of 

practical objections which he feels Jeffrey has missed: the extra work and cost if 

actors had to learn their parts; the limited number of plays that could be done on a 

small stage; difficulties of relaying, and of balancing audibility in a theatre with 

audibility through a microphone; the financial risks, as he saw them; and the 

doubtfulness of the advantage of having an audience if, as in Jeffrey's proposals, 

there was to be no applause or other sign of their reaction. Some of these practical 

questions would have crossed Jeffrey's mind in previous attempts to relay from 

theatres and BBC engineers would have been finding ways of dealing with outside 

broadcasts, the technical aspects of which are not for detailed examination here. 

For the rest of his memo, Nicolls's response is devastating in the implied judgment of 

the Productions Department's efforts up to that time. He suggests that none of 

Jeffrey's ideas could not be tested within existing studio techniques, and that 

experiments and improvements could begin "at home": 

... e.g., by eliminating obtrusive declamation ... and by 
working up the studio atmosphere, which, in my 
experience, has often been spoiled by things like 
members of the Dramatic staff entering or leaving 
studios during plays. (I have even seen plus-fours 
figuring in the environment.) 

The humiliation continues unequivocally: 

On the artistic side I do not candidly think that 
we have been conspicuous in the past for artistic choice 
or artistic production of plays and I do not see how 
transferring our attentions to a small theatre, in order to 
secure a visible audience, will help matters. 

1 find that in auditions and broadcasts the artists 
generally visualise their vast unseen audience only too 
thoroughly, and any artist who cannot do so must be 
thoroughly lacking in sensibility.14 

Jeffrey's attempt - if attempt it was - to integrate radio drama into thinking about 

theatre at the time shows neither the common sense applied by t':icolls nor the 

sophistication to perceive a more genuine role for radio. The memo represents a 
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failure in terms of logic and misses such contemporary relevance as was truly 

available to radio's peculiar aesthetic and potential. 

In Personal Terms: the Corporation on Jeffrey 

In July 1927 Roger Eckersley, Programme Controller, wrote a lengthy memo to the 

Director-General and circulated it to Mr Goldsmith, on the subject of the 

Productions Department. The memo was marked "Private and confidential" and beside 

the "Productions Department" heading is handwritten the name of RE Jeffrey. This 

document is very important for an inside account of Jeffrey's calibre and 

achievement as perceived by his superiors, and for an idea of attitudes and weight 

given to plays as part of the BBC's activities. It shows that despite a Questionable 

track record - on the evidence of the foregoing chapters, which Eckersley's 

assessment corroborates - he was given room to improve and the strong support of 

the most influential programme official: a support which perhaps could have taken 

more account of the contemporary theatre scene, and further, might have been better 

directed towards plays and listeners rather than towards a member of BBC staff. This 

may be taken as a sign of a tendency on the part of the BBC to take care of its own 

before heeding its cultural responsibilities as they might have been defined by 

Lewis, Corbett Smith, or Peter Eckersley. There is however some compensation in 

Eckersley's recognition that whoever was in charge of radio drama needed more 

freedom to attend to plays. He suggests that an assistant to take administrative work 

would enable Jeffrey to function creatively and to set aside bureaucratic burdens as 

far as possible. That Eckersley recognised a conflict here is perhaps the most 

significant part of all, given Jeffrey's inconsiderable artistic achievement to date -

Jnd his future mistakes. 

Eckersley begins by stating his sympathy for Jeffrey: 

I doubt if anyone in the office fully realises the 
difficulty of Jeffrey's job. I have always held a brief 
for him. although I know he fails in certain standards.

l5 
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He writes that plays had improved, variety was satisfactory, and musical comedies 

and revues were "definitely good". Therefore, he adds, "The chief bone of 

contention ... would seem to be the question of plays". Eckersley goes on to describe 

the situation: 

The general artistIc standard might doubtless be 
better. More might be done in regard to choice of 
material; little errors of taste definitely creep in on 
occasions, for which Jeffrey has always been pulled 
up, and, I think, are diminishing. Furthermore up till 
quite lately he has had too much to do to attend 
properly to the artistic side. 

This is a fairly damaging account of Jeffrey's work and the judgments by Corbett 

Smith, Lewis and Peter Eckersley, that the BBC was giving too much time to 

bureaucracy to the detriment of programmes, are endorsed by the suggestion here that 

bureaucracy was preventing a creative function. Eckersley does not lament this state 

of affairs in general terms, but as a reason for Jeffrey's failures so far, and he goes 

on with his analysis of Jhe artistic achievement of the department and its chief: 

I think it is an exaggeration to say that his work 
is second-rate. I think it is good, but it has a long way 
to go to reach perfection. What I wonder is whether 
Jeffrey has it in him to bring it along much further 
towards the best standard than he has up to date. We 
should, however, now that he is freer, give him a 
chance to show us what he can do. Apart from all this, 
the question of finding the right man for this work - a 
man who must be knowledgeable in so many directions 
- will be most difficult. So much for the artistic side. 

On the administrative side Eckersley corroborates the evidence of Miss Edwin on 

Barham,16 saying that the staff under him found him difficult, and Jeffrey could not 

work with him, and adding: "I think the man is a bundle of nerves, and lives on 

them." Still on administration, Eckersley gives an insight into the apparent impatience 

of Nicolls and into his own greater willingness to give Jeffrey another chance: 

... when Nicolls says that the work is always behindhand 
I do not think he fully realises the difficulties to be 
contended with when dealing with artists who are most 
unbusinesslike .... 
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Eckersley's pragmatism and tolerance extend to the difficult Barham, who, he feels, 

could replace Jack de Frece when the latter's contract ran out. De Frece had been 

appointed according to Miss Edwin from 9th February 1927 - 31 st January 1928 to 

perform an ambassadorial kind of function: 

.... to develop contact with theatrre [sic] world and bring 
in new artists, particularly on the variety side. His value 
to the Corporation proved to be negligible, and his 
contract was determined when the year had elapsed. 
(Edwin 3) 

On the need for the departure of de Frece, Eckersley had no doubt; it is perhaps 

surprising that he felt the seemingly neurotic Barham could do the job, though this 

may reflect on his picture of artists: 

He knows the artists and he has worked with us long 
enough to know our ways; .. .I believe he gets on quite 
well with the type involved. 

Eckersley's idea of what a gentleman was comes up next as he pictures a desirable 

replacement for Barham, were he to move to de Frece's post. Jeffrey's new assistant 

was to be 

... a businesslike man, who, at the same time, is a 
gentleman. By this I mean he need have nothing to do 
with the variety or dramatic world; must be able to 
handle people; have tact; and at the same time produce 
the proper reaction on Jeffrey and influence him 
educationally as well as artistically. Such a man may be 
difficult to find. 

It seems perhaps strange that the man m charge of programmes should be willing to 

educate the head of the Productions Department at the hands of a subordinate -

albeit a gentleman - and at the expense of listeners. 17 Such an arrangement would, 

Eckersley says, give Jeffrey a chance for a few months to improve before the BBC 

would have to "set about looking for a big man". Jeffrey was in Eckersley's estimation 

"too valuable" to be got rid of - an ironic observation in the light of Jeffrey's rather 

acrimonious departure in 1929. The gentle approach allows the memo to avoid exact 

assessment of drama output up to mid-1927 and to remain vague 3.bout goals: 

The whole thing is intangible, as I think, taking it :111 
round. the work of the department is sound. without 
yet having the particular character and finish which we 



must have: on the other hand it IS not fair to be too 
impatient. 
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In Chapter One considerable attention was given to the way personality was a force in 

the BBC and the personalities of both Roger Eckersley and RE Jeffrey are here 

exerting an influence on the immediate future of radio drama in the shape of 

Eckersley's tolerance, and his care for Jeffrey's feelings: "The trouble about him is 

that he is very easily hurt .... He thinks that nobody realises his difficulties." Eckersley 

urges Reith to see Jeffrey, for Jeffrey's sake and at his request; and he apologises for 

the length of his memo, explaining that he felt a record ought to made because the 

department in question was "always likely to bristle with difficulties as being 

probably the most creative department in the office, and, as such, the most difficult 

to staff adequately and be handled (un)justly". (The "un" is crossed through in the 

memo.) 

Roger Eckersley recognised a conflict between bureaucracy and creativity in Jeffrey's 

job, and this is significant particularly given Jeffrey's inconsiderable achievement in 

the view of some of his colleagues and given, too, his mistakes in 1927 and 1928. If 

Eckersley could see the problem yet make a questionable judgment it still must be 

observed that in his handling of the Productions Department his approach was 

pragmatic more than visionary; which Cecil Lewis knew was the way things happened 

in those days.I8 

Studio Audiences and Aspects of Stage Dependence: Debating in the Press. 

On 12th February 1927 The New Statesman published in its music section an article 

under the title "What the B.B.C. Needs". An important role, as well as funding, for 

the BBC, is envisaged: 

What the B.B.C. should do is to build or buy -
preferably the former - a theatre (not a concert hall) in 
some central or easily accessible part of London. and 
give its dramatic, operatic and musical perfo~man~es 
there for broadcasting and charge reasonable prices tor 
public admission .... by this means we shall find .an 
English national equivalent for the State a.nd city 
subsidised theatres and opera houses of the contment. ... 



It will be interesting to see whether the new board 
which controls the B.B.C. has the courage and vision to 
take this step, or whether enterprise has ceased with the 
transformation of the private Company into the public 
Corporation. 19 
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Though the idea seems to ignore the different aesthetic identities of radio and the 

stage and in this respect to prepare the way for Jeffrey's Drama Studio proposal, at 

the same time it suggests a cultural responsibility belonging to the BBC in a way that 

some of the critics, such as Corbett Smith and Peter Eckersley, would endorse, and 

emphasises the need for the public Corporation to be as bold as the pioneers had 

been. 

Despite Nicolls's response to his drama studio idea, Jeffrey was in the newspapers in 

July giving interviews about the need for an audience. The Evening News on 13th 

July quoted Jeffrey at some length on the difficulties experienced by microphone 

actors and the possible remedies: 

"Sooner or later we must have some sort of broadcasting 
theatre, where our wireless plays can be acted before an 
ordinary, visible audience, which will give the actor the 
solid, palpable sympathy he always demands, 
consciously or unconsciously. 

The scenery would be very simple and 
impressionistic, with most of the effects gained merely 
by a change of lighting.,,2o 

Some recognition of the need to adapt the situation to the existence of two different 

audiences is there in the suggestion that loudspeakers would have to be installed for 

the studio audience, so that the actors' voices could be pitched as for radio - a 

wireless artist must not shout and must be able to whisper, Jeffrey says. The listener 

at home, on the other hand, is urged to use headphones rather than a loudspeaker for 

radio plays: 

" ... not only is he better protected from distracting 
noises, but the voices of the players seem much nearer 

.. ,,21 
and more mtImate. 

The article also reflects on the handicap posed for actors by the lack of need to learn 

their parts and by potential loss of concentration and atmosphere in the studio 
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atmosphere. A reporter for the Manchester Guardian gIves studio conditions as the 

main reason for radio drama's failure to become as successful as broadcast music: 

The chief difficulty is to make the radio play 
real, and it is realised that this cannot be done in a 
studio where the players are working under artificial 
conditions. They read their parts from the book, and so 
far from dressing for their parts they not infrequently 
dress in their shirt sleeves. Further the absence of an 
audience is a severe handicap.22 

The writer seems to accept the view of the "B.B.C. official" - presumably Jeffrey, 

given the Evening News article - that for radio plays to be "really acted" and for 

playwrights' techniques to improve, plays had to be produced "in a theatre under 

normal conditions with scenery and in the presence of an audience". He or she even 

reports a possibility of the BBC abandoning Savoy Hill "in favour of a huge new 

building containing a theatre ... as well as the usual studios and offices". 

Such an idea would not have found favour with Sir Barry Jackson who was the 

author of an article published a week later with the heading "Broadcast Plays. The 

Costume Question.,,23 Reference is made to a previous article in the same newspaper 

in which it seems that in a discussion of the help required for actors in the way of 

costume, lighting, and scenery, the difficulty stressed was that experienced by 

audiences whose illusions suffered because they had "become too conscious of what 

the inside of a studio looks like". 

Jackson clearly has little patience with this line of thinking: 

The B.B.C. is becoming desperately conscious 
that the entertainment it provides , so far as plays are 
concerned, is one-sided, appealing only to the ear. It is 
now scrambling round for some means of adding, if 
only in the mind's eye, some form of visual 
entertainment to what the audience hears, just as the 
cinematograph people have cleverly blended good music 
and effects with their films to satisfy the needs of the 
ear, knowing that any real form of theatrical 
entertainment must appeal to both. 

He quotes the title of the article - "No more Hamlets In Plus Fours" - and goes on 

ironicall\' to imagine the result of proposals to build a theatre and to ha\'e actors dress 

and make up, not as if they were going on stage, but "'in keeping with the 
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impressionistic methods of dealing with radio plays.'" Jackson speculates on the likely 

appearance of an impressionistic Othello and on the inevitable logical conclusion: 

The lecturers on pond life must deliver their talk 
wearing wading boots and carrying shrimping nets if 
their words are to carry conviction. Those who give 
talks about "Channel Swimming, its Cause and Cure," 
must be greased from head to foot before they start 
unless they are to disappoint the listeners-in. 

In his last paragraph Jackson reveals his own limited appreciation of radio, which he 

claims to enjoy in the way a blind man might enjoy a concert or a deaf man a trip to 

the cinema. Theatre, he says, does more than add sight to sound; it has a unique 

capacity to give more: 

... something ... far greater than has ever yet been or is 
like to be achieved by minor mechanical improvements 
upon things which are of their very nature imperfect. 

A somewhat less acerbic tone is adopted by a journalist on the Southern Daily Echo 

who wonders neverthel~ss how far the BBC must go towards dressing and making up 

performers for the benefit of an audience which cannot witness what has been done: 

Would it be sufficient if the B.B.C. suddenly lost its 
conscience and brazenly announced that the actors in 
the play about to be produced were wearing the 
costumes appropriate to the play, when in point of fact 
they were wearing any old thing they had chosen to put 
on?24 

On the question of whether stage plays should be adapted or relayed from theatres, 

there were articles in the press showing a clear turning away from this option. Ivor 

Brown wrote in the Saturday Review of July 23rd that broadcasting in his view 

would derive its main appeal as "a useful transmitter of substitutes" for "those who 

cannot have access to the real thing", and that the days when radio's novelty meant 

that people would listen "for listening's sake" were over. 25 On drama broadcasts 

specifically Brown says that he did not listen any more to plays written for the stage: 

I have in the past applied my ears to the broadcast 
dramas but ne\'er for long. The thing is too silly. It 
appears to me logical to demand that a play should be 
acted in the medium for which it was written. 
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Later in the year the wireless correspondent of the Manchester Guardian wrote about 

the BBC's dramatic policy of developing a special radio technique in preference to 

relaying theatre performances: 

Relays from theatres have not proved particularJy 
popular, because theatre technique is unsuitable for 
radio. It is rather significant that although the B.B.C. 
was given permission to relay 26 plays in the course of 
this year only about ten have actually been relayed.26 

Actresses on radio drama and radio acting 

By 1927 it was becoming more common for wireless artists to formulate a response to 

the experience of working to the microphone. Constance Smedley in March wrote an 

article for the Radio Times, calling it "The Drama of Sound",27 a title which indicates 

the direction of the piece. Sound, she writes, is expressed through "pitch, pace, tone, 

accent, rhythm"; and the drama of sound would use all these more consciously. In an 

article which covers a number of the means by which an actor or actress can bring 

out the story, characters and idea of a radio piece, the quality seen as perhaps the 

most important is reached in the last paragraph, which speaks of an "art and science 

of speech-music" and likens radio drama to Greek drama, 

... when a false quantity was hissed ... and when actors 
and audience alike recognized that the fundamental 
basis of the Art of Sound, as of Movement, IS 

Rhythm.28 

Actress Tallulah Bankhead wrote for the Manchester Evening News an article called 

"Why Radio Plays Fail". She maintained, like Ivor Brown, that radio could only ever 

succeed as a substitute for those who could only rarely go to the theatre. One of its 

failures Miss Bankhead identifies as a lack of "reality", coming from the impossibility 

as she saw it of actors being able to magnetise the audience over the air: 

It is this note of sympathy \vhich cannot be 
con \"eyed through the ether, because the demands of 
wireless tend to standardise not only the acting but the 
actor and actress. In the first place, the transmission 
disguises the vOlce by reducing its timbre, and. 



secondly, changes the tone to such an extent as to di vest 
it of all individuality.29 
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Radio also, according to Miss Bankhead, took away the individual attraction of actors 

and actresses, so that both voice and personality were disempowered. There are more 

practical observations on what it was like for an actress to perform for the 

microphone, and to cope with studio techniques and conditions: 

At no time can she throw herself into her part .... All the 
while she is speaking she has to keep her attention 
concentrated on keeping the proper distance away from 
the microphone. Nor does the feeling of almost 
suffocation [sic] which the silent, padded room arouses 
conduce towards creating a suitable atmosphere. 

There is lack of creative thought. It is much the 
same with film work - the actress becomes merely a 
mechanical part and acts according to instructions, not 
according to her interpretation of the part. 

Two months later another actress, Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies, wrote on radio drama for 

The Star, and like Miss Bankhead pointed out some difficulties for actors in studio 

conditions. Using only the voice to create atmosphere, emotion, and impressions, the 

actor or actress often found all the work wasted when an announcer or other BBC 

person came stealing up with instructions on cards: words like "Louder", "Softer", 

"More slowly".3o Complaints in this article are outnumbered however by things of 

wonder: the BBC's sound effects, and the enthusiasm of those involved, which Miss 

Ffrangcon-Davies explains thus: 

I imagine this is due to the fact that everyone in 
connection with it is young, frightfully eager to pick up 
new ideas, always glad to accept new suggestions, and, 
above all, entirely unhampered by tradition. 

By radio tradition perhaps; but in the context of this chapter the observation seems 

Ironic, given Jeffrey's evident struggle to free himself from stage traditions. Some 

insight is afforded into the mechanics of production in references to R.U.R., a play 

adapted for radio by Cecil Lewis, in which a revolution had to be suggested over the 

air: 



The revolution was produced so realistically that the 
bombs sounded like an air raid, the smell of the smoke 
from them was too dreadful, and one or two doors were 
blown off - thoroughly hair-raising, but great fun at 
the rehearsals. 
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These noises were not heard by the cast, however, because they were III a separate 

room: 

... they are in a little room, the producer is in a little 
glass box, with a marvellous system of switches, land 
lines and lights, and it is he who directs the plays, and 
controls the noises off, which are produced from the 
noise room, in quite another part of the building. 

One of the problems identified here for wireless performers was the throat 

constriction which comes from reading rather than learning a part, with the 

consequent loss as this actress sees it of the colour and vitality of the "spontaneously 

spoken", as opposed to the read, word. Reading, Miss Ffrangcon-Davies feels, "causes 

a certain air of restraint sometimes". 

Jeffrey, with a practical sympathy for actors' difficulties with the medium, had 

already become aware of this problem. In February he was interviewed by the 

wireless correspondent of the Evening News, and talked about a proposal to use a 

magic lantern to project actors' lines on to the wall of the studio. Though actors 

might have already learned their parts almost by heart, there could be no prompter in 

the studio, so scripts had to be taken in instead. It is worth remembering Jeffrey's 

pre-BBC career and success as a voice trainer as we read this: 

"Now an actor hates to have a book under his 
eyes; there are pages to rustle at critical moments, 
places may be lost, and, above all, it is necessary to 
look down in order to read. 

"This means bending the head, constricting the 
throat, and interfering with the voice. So we are ~oing 
to develop a method which we tried some time ago. 1 

Jeffrey is clearly at this time trying to work out positioning of the cast during 

performance; he writes of his efforts with stage grouping and his wish to achieve 

naturalness and the impression that the microphone is overhearing the actors. 
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Technical Developments 

Davelltry Experimental and the Regional Scheme. 32 

After the high power long-wave transmitter had been permanently established at 

Daventry in 1925, some listeners were able to tune in to two different BBC 

programmes - the National programme from 5XX, and the local programme from 

their nearest medium-wave station. Eckersley wanted to give the whole listening 

population a choice. He had conceived the idea of the Regional Scheme in 1924, and 

writes in The Power Behind the Microphone. 

The conception of the Regional scheme came to me in 
two minutes because it was a logical development of a 
clearly seen policy. 33 

That the scheme took five years to implement was due, Eckersley says, to the 

necessity of overcoming "every conceivable opposition" not least from senior BBC 

officials who said "~they didn't see why listeners wanted alternative programmes at 

all'" (PBM 116). Support came consistently from Eckersley's own staff, however, and, 

just as crucially, from Reith. In December 1925 Reith asked the Post Office for 

permission to set up a network of alternative programme stations; and in 1926 the 

BBC was authorised to beg.in experimental broadcasts from a new transmitter at 

Daventry as the start to the development of the Regional scheme. 

The BBC had to design its own high power medium-wave transmitter because none 

existed at the time suitable for broadcasting purposes. Towards the end of 1926 the 

new equipment was installed at Daventry; the transmitter was powered into the aerial 

for the first time on 5th May 1927; tests started on 31 st May; and in August of the 

same year, Daventry experimental station, or 5GB, was opened. The first alternative 

programme for the Midlands started on 21 st August 1927. 

Daventry was the first station to have two transmitters. The success of 5GB justified 

Eckersley's conviction that there could be a choice of programme for the whole 

popui3tion - even though it took until 1929 for the first twin transmitter station, 

which used Daventry as a prototype, to be opened at Brookmans Park. Pawley gi\es 

full significance to Eckersley's original concept: 



Eckersley did not remain with the BBC long enough to 
see the completion of the Regional Scheme, but his 
vision and determination had established the technical 
foundations of sound broadcasting in this country on a 
firm basis.34 
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The Brookmans Park transmitter was the first ever designed to carry two programmes 

at once.
35 

Whereas the aim of the first Daventry transmitter had been to spread the 

service, and the availability of a choice of programme had been almost a side benefit, 

the setting in motion of the Regional scheme had as its principle objective the 

creation of a planned as opposed to a random alternative programme. Pawley notes 

that this original idea was the basis later of the distinction planned between BBC 1 

and BBC 2 on television, but that Eckersley's first idea had been to offer a National 

and a Regional programme (Pawley 85). 

The Scheme was the subject of a series of articles published in the Radio Times 

during October and early November 1927, and in the second of these the point was 
, 

clearly made that though part of the purpose of the Scheme was to increase power 

and hence effect a technical improvement to the broadcasting service, the principal 

motivation was more than this: 

... the main object of the new scheme is to provide two 
contrasted programmes either of which would be 
available to the users of simple and inexpensive sets, as 

. I b 36 well as to those possessmg more e a orate sets. 

In The Power Behind the Microphone, Peter Eckersley devotes a chapter to the subject 

of the Regional scheme. It is evident that he felt it had never been used as he 

intended. His view of the fate of the scheme reflects his thinking about the BBC 

more generally: 

The Regional scheme gave full scope for enthusiastic 
and non-conforming programme directors to use their 
new wavelength experimentally. 

What did happen is an excellent illustration of 
the administrative mind interpreting a cultural idea. In 
practice the extra channel has been used as an o'verflow 
of 3ccumul3ted "hotchpotch" material r3ther than an 
outlet for new ideas. The extra w3 velength is an 
administrative convenience, not an extra facility to 
expand the scope of the service. Not only have they, in 



to-day's practice, the same inspiration but often the two 
wavelengths both carry the same items.37 
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This sorry end - if Eckersley's assessment is accepted - came despite the support 

which Eckersley says he always had from Reith for the idea of the scheme. It must 

be observed here that from August 1927 there was an alternative channel available, 

and that it would appear from Eckersley's long-term judgment of the use of his 

scheme that programmes in general did not take the benefit of real choice to listeners. 

To overcome the bureaucratic obstacles would have required considerable personal 

charisma on the part of any programme official wishing to be one of those 

"enthusiastic and non-conforming programme directors" Eckersley had hoped would 

exploit the new wavelength. It seems that radio drama, and Jeffrey, did not make 

very stunning profit from the opportunity presented by the alternative channel, 

though R.U.R. went out on it for its second broadcast. 

Other Technical Developments 

In the summer of 1927 newspapers reported that new studio and effects facilities 

were almost ready for use in the basement at Savoy Hill. A Manchester Guardian 

correspondent reported a tour of the improvements, with a detailed description of 

various effects equipment and a breakdown of the proposed uses of the four rooms: 

an echo room and three more studios - the main drama studio, a second echo room, 

and a large effects studio.38 

1927 also saw significant progress towards the perfection of the Dramatic Control 

Panel, which was not however achieved until 1928. Miss Edwin records that Jeffrey 

spoke at a Programme Board meeting about his long-cherished plan to have "a 

listening and control room to act as a nerve centre for all productions and rehearsals 

requiring more than one studio for their performance".39 His proposals had been 

approved but subsequently shelved, and by January 1927 there seemed to be no 

suitable accommodation. In the following month Number Two studio was constructed. 

It had a partition dividing actors from effects, with a microphone in each part. and 
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in one part what Miss Edwin calls "an embryo 'control panel''' to control volume and 

with "various signalling devices". The new basement studios were opened, as reported 

in the newspapers quoted above, in June, and according to Miss Edwin the Dramatic 

Control Panel was first used in October 1927. 

Writers on Radio Drama. 

Perhaps the most interesting piece by a writer published in 1927 was "Broadcasting 

and the Theatre", by Reginald Berkeley. This claim can be made not just because, as 

the preface to the article in the Radio Times says, The White Chateau could claim to 

have been "the most popular of all radio plays,,;40 but because of Berkeley's 

suggestion, prophetic in the long term, as to the part radio could play in the 

development of theatre generally: 

The theatre cannot allow itself to stagnate - disaster lies 
that way - but financial considerations compel it to play 
safe rather than risk experiment. The radio-playwright 
can break fresh ground for the theatre, he can open up 
new horizons. It is hardly an exaggeration to say that 
the nursery of the serious, intellectual drama of the 
future may well be the B.B.C. 

Also interesting is the development of this idea, which concerns the staging at St 

Martin's Theatre of The White Chateau, said in a caption accompanying an illustration 

of a scene from the play printed on the same page to be "now one of the outstanding 

successes of the London season". Berkeley uses the example to prove his point about 

the cultural importance of the BBC as potential sponsor of new ideas. His play was, 

he says, "new in conception and construction", and would have been too much of a 

risk for a theatre manager had there not been a popular radio version first. This. 

Berkeley says, was an illustration of how broadcasting could give something to the 

theatre. Earlier in the article he argued that theatre people should not fear 

broadcasting, which posed no threat: 

Do they seriously imagine that it can ever offer a 
substitute for the sheer thrill and magic of the theatre. 
the enchanted expectancy of a crowded auditorium. the 
flesh-and-blood appeal of a favourite artist? 
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Broadcasting had actually created more interest in the theatre, not less, in Berkeley's 

estimation. Also included in the article are a few observations on the art of the radio 

playwright, which comes from awareness of the limited sensory appeal of the 

medium: 

The "idea" behind his play must be a big one, 
one which catches the imagination, and he must take 
care to shape it as faultlessly as is in him; for his 
audience, without the visual and sensual glamour of the 
auditorium to lull and distract it, will be keenly alive to 
flaws in his story's unfolding .... 

... the broadcast play must not be "merely words." 
It must move and develop, it must have drama .... A 
broadcast play, like a stage play, must move, it cannot 
be static - a mere conversation. 

There is an apparent inconsistency in this piece, which suggests that different skills 

and aesthetics are involved for stage and radio, yet also refers to a play which moved 

from radio to stage without indicating changes to the text made necessary by this 

move. Berkeley merely says that for the theatre audience, "It will be ... the same play, 

yet a different one". Berkeley's contemplation of the prospect of the BBC as "the 

nursery of the serious, intellectual drama of the future", and of the transfer of The 

White Chateau as evidence of such a possibility, was arguably prophetic in the long-

term; but his vision turned to ashes for him personally later in the year, with the 

banning of his play Machines. 

Cecil Lewis wrote a short piece to accompany the broadcast of his adaptation of 

Conrad's Lord Jim in February. It was entitled "The Radio Story-Play", because as 

Lewis says the adaptation was "half a narrative, half a drama".41 The difficulties 

facing the radio dramatist in terms of conveying action, exits and entrances, 

distinguishing voices of characters, "sustaining interest without action", and changing 

scene seem, Lewis observes, to lead "to the ideal of a crude plot, three characters, :md 

a play lasting ten minutes". Yet, he goes on, his version of Conrad's novel was two 

hours long, had twenty characters, and would carry no announcements: "It will 

progress unaided, like an aural film with sub-titles". The way Lewis had found of 
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achieving this was in a technique that used the character of Marlow to tell the tale 

with dramatised episodes occurring when the story "becomes so vivid that it breaks 

into life". Though Gordon Lea had identified a similar kind of treatment in his book , 

namely the Narrative Method, Lewis's adaptation is referred to In Miss Edwin's 

records as the "first effort at film technique, with narration" (Edwin 1). Lewis admits 

that Conrad's use of a narrator - "someone only partially connected with the story" -

made the novel "especially suitable for broadcasting", and allowed him as adaptor to 

create "a continuous impression". He also attributes to Conrad what he calls "the three 

essentials of a good radio dramatist": 

... first, the ability to tell a good plain story; secondly, 
the power of writing dialogue with real characters; 
thirdly, a fine sense of vivid descriptive prose. 

Lewis's identification of a link between techniques of screen and wireless 

foreshadows the work in 1929 or 1930 of Tyrone Guthrie. He had already gone quite 

far towards defining a specifically radio technique when he wrote, 

Personally I believe that radio drama must 
employ a photo-play technique: a large number of 
simple scenes, short in duration, linked together and 
carried forward by a storyteller. All manner of variety 
and ingenuity "is possible with such a method. 

Lord Jim and R. U .R. 

Lord lim. 

This was the first noteworthy drama broadcast of the year. No script survives of 

Lewis's adaptation, because Lewis threw all his scripts away;42 but there was some 

response in the press which is illuminating. 

Lewis was interviewed for the Manchester Guardian of 17th February - the broadcast 

was on the 18th - in a short piece which gave the event some importance, "because 

f h . 1 ,,43 L . 
this is the first time a great prose work has been adapted or t e wire ess . eWls 

explained the function of Marlow, the narrator, and described how a background of 

music would be always used behind Marlow's voice so that there could be no 

confusion for listeners between him and the rest of the cast. There is also some 
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background information on the history of the adaptation. Lewis had begun work on it 

five years before, while teaching the Chinese how to fly, and had first tried, without 

success, to get it produced on the stage. That version had only had eight scenes 

compared to the twenty in the radio version. It may be, and is likely given what is 

written about the radio adaptation, that what was involved was not an expansion of 

the first version for stage, but a shift in technique to a swift scene-changing 

approach comparable to that used in 1928 in Sieveking's The First Kaleidoscope. 

Lewis wrote that he hoped he had avoided the risk of boring listeners by the use of 

Marlow as narrator and clarifier of action. 

The review in the Evening Standard maintained that the play had been in the opinion 

of listeners "one of the dullest performances heard for some time". Complaints had 

been expressed about the length of the broadcast - two hours - and the failure of the 

attempt to harmonise narrative and dramatic episodes. The actor who took the part of 

Marlow, Robert Loraine, spoke to the Evening Standard and said that though he 

could not really be objective about the show he could see that a bit of editing might 

have done some good: 

"To listen for over two hours without any aid to 
the eye can, I can quite conceive, be in itself a great 
strain on the attention.,,44 

An unnamed BBC official told the newspaper in response to this criticism that though 

the Lord Jim broadcast was the first of a series which would try to combine narrative 

and dramatic form, 

.. .it was hardly regarded as an experiment. 

"The aim of the B.B.C.," said the official, "is to 
present plays written or adapted by persons who are not 
too hide-bound by stage requirements, and can adapt 
themselves to the unique conditions of the broadcast 
studio, with its limitations of medium, devoid of the 
stage effects of situation and gesture. 

"This necessitates the development of a new art." 
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There was more support for Lewis's attempt in the Manchester Guardian two days 

later. In a review entitled "An 'Aural Film''', the writer admits to having had "only 

faint hopes" on tuning in to Lord Jim: 

The result was, as it happens, thoroughly interesting, 
and the earphones remained on one pair of ears at least 
for the full two hours.45 

Lewis's success is attributed here to his having "a definite scheme suited to the 

technique of broadcasting. It was based on the method of the film play". The 

reviewer describes the method as a combination of narrative and drama, with "the 

intenser parts of the story ... rendered dramatically by the voices of the characters and 

by 'sound pictures'''. The reviewer's comparisons with silent film techniques liken the 

passages of Marlow's narration to the use of captions in film: 

This was in effect a sort of film for the ears. The 
caption is the substitute in the kinema for the spoken 
word; in the broadcast story-play the narration is the 
substitute for the thing seen. 

The linking and explanatory functions of the narrative passages and their use to 

stimulate the listener's imagination, thus preparing the way for dramatised episodes, 

are also referred to in the review, which concludes that Lewis's new technique 

represented radio drama's "most hopeful line of advance". 

Certainly the production stayed in RE Jeffrey's memory: more than a year after he 

left his position as head of Productions, he wrote a series of articles about the making 

of radio plays for Modern Wireless magazine, and in the February 1930 edition he 

cited Lewis's Lord Jim as an example of something between the "monologue Method" 

and the "Narrator Method". Jeffrey quotes short extracts from the adaptation to show 

how Prologue and Marlow gave descriptive monologues which alternated with and 

made intelligible the dramatic episodes. Jeffrey concludes that the method is "an 

interesting form" but best for adaptations of novels into radio dramatic form. Since 

Lewis's manuscript does not survive it is interesting to see how directly the audience's 
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attention is engaged at the moment the play starts. Jeffrey quotes the Prologue which, 

he says, 

... is heard coming through fading music as if it 
continued some story previously started. 

PROLOGUE: ... "And later on many times in 
distant parts of the world, Marlow showed himself 
willing to remember Jim, to remember him at length in 
detail and audibly. Perhaps it would be after dinner, on 
a veranda .... "46 

This promising start shows Lewis fulfilling his own requirement of a radio dramatist, 

as expressed in the Radio Times piece he wrote to accompany the broadcast of Lord 

Jim: that one of the three essentials should be the ability to "tell a good plain story". 

The problem of length came up agam when on 11 th April Cyrano de Bergerac, 

extracts from which had formed the first ever broadcast drama when the balcony 

scene was transmitted from Writtle, received another broadcast. This verSlOn was 

arranged by the actor Robert Loraine, who had played Marlow in Lord lim. 

Rostand's five act romance took an hour and forty minutes of air time and though 

there was praise in the press for Loraine's work as actor and adaptor, and though the 

broadcast was referred to in the Manchester Evening Chronicle as "an excellent 

entertainment", the same review still identifies the length of the transmission as a 

difficulty: 

R.U.R. 

But again we come up against the problem of 
long plays, especially when transmitted at this time of 
the evening. 

Shorter plays and adaptations are generally to be 
preferred, and if there was a fault in last night's play it 
was in this respect. 47 

Cecil Lewis's adaptation of Karel Capek's R.U.R. was broadcast from London on 28th 

f\lay and from Daventry on 18th November 1927. An interview with Lewis in the 

Slar published on the morning after the first broadcast stressed innovation in terms 
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of effects and narrative method - in other words, its context In the development of 

radio drama production and writing techniques: 

In the broadcast version of "R.U.R." last night, 
the B.B.C. scored a big success in the presentation of 
radio drama of an unusual type. 

Apart from the merits of this remarkable play, 
the production was an interesting one, for it broke new 
ground, particularly in incidental effects, in which 
direction considerable progress has been made. 

The imagination of the listener was exploited to 
the full by the method of presentation. There was no 
direction or explanation of any kind, and at the same 
time, almost all the movements of the players were 
clearly conveyed.48 

But the need for that creative technology was born of the play's theme - the 

fascination of machinery and the work ethos - which gives it its other importance as 

a link with Berkeley's Machines, and as representing awareness (at least on the part of 

Lewis) of a wider cultural context. Lewis's account in the Star interview of how the 

script evolved suggests both this awareness, and an alertness to the extent of aesthetic 

and conceptual translation necessarily involved in adaptation for wireless: 

"I took the manuscript with me on a journey to Africa, 
and worked on it there. One day I saw the film 
~Metropolis,' and the photography of some of the 
machinery struck me as being very effective. 

"I thought if only the movements could be 
interpreted in terms of music, it would make a good 
setting for ~R.U.R.'" 

The film had given him the idea of trying to use mUSIC to create atmosphere and to 

suggest the movements of machinery in the robot factory where the action of R.U.R. 

takes place: 

"Four semi-tones played on the harp gave the 
hum of whirling wheels, the steam-hammer motive was 
done by the timpani, the rattle of an overhead crane by 
a side-drum, and the clatter of tools came from the 
xylophone. 

"The whole play was carried out by only 22 
actors and musicians, and they rehearsed seven times. 

"Synchronising of the speaking parts and the 
orchestra and noises was a complicated affair. The 



speakers were in one studio and the instruments in 
another, about 200 yards away, while such effects as the 
sudden swelling of the sounds of the Robot factory 
when the office door was opened, was controlled by a 
mechanic in the amplifier room up in the roof, who 
followed the manuscript and listened to the play at the 
same time." 
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Lewis's innovative approach to effects earned the playa second broadcast later in the 

year, from Daventry experimental station. The November 18th broadcast was heralded 

by the appearance in the Radio Times of an article by scientist Dr. E.E.Fournier 

d' Albe. In the introduction to the article, a brief reference is made to the literary 

context of the broadcast, with R.U.R. and Metropolis being cited as examples of 

writing on the theme of man and machines. But the significance is that the link is 

made both here, and by the very decision to adapt R.U.R. for radio. Fournier d' Albe's 

purpose is to reassure any jumpy readers that the play's meaning was "social rather 

than biological": 

It shows the absurdity of expecting workmen ever to 
behave as automata. It exposes the fallacy of 
standardization by showing that even creatures expressly 
designed to be perfectly subservient are likely to 
develop wishes and passions of their own, and that it is 
wise for even the most hard-headed "efficiency 
engineer" to give due consideration to the human 
factor. 49 

Fournier d' Albe suggests that the play's target is the Russian Government, for its 

attempt to standardise people and "produce the Massenmensch ... a creature devoid of 

human impulses and entirely subservient to the State". 

Although the article ends on a reassuring note - "The machine will never conspIre 

and revolt against humanity, for its very soul is the service of mankind" - the 

preoccupations motivating the playas stated here bear strong relationship to 

Berkeley's banned notions as he expressed them in ;\;f achines. The fascination and 

danger of machinery as an ethos is also ostensibly the theme of Jeffrey's o\\'n play 

Speed, which we come to in Chapter Seven; while for Lewis himself the challenge of 

trying to push radio effects to the limit of invention found further outlet in Pursuit, 
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also covered in Chapter Seven. He was not only making connections for radio drama 

within contemporary literary movements, but forcing the pace in terms of technical 

advances and in terms of aesthetics. Everything we read about R.U.R. points forward 

to the use of the Dramatic Control Panel, and reminds us that it was Lewis who first 

expressed the need for the panel at the Programme Board Meeting in June 1926. 

In R.U.R. Lewis tied radio drama to what was alive and new at the time, yet did it 

in radio's own terms. Moreover it seems that Lewis's adaptation did not make a storm 

as did Machines, though the implied political positions in the two plays may not be 

very different. The difference may have been that in R.U.R. robots, not people, were 

treated as automata; at its most uncomfortable therefore it is allegorical. Berkeley's 

"robots" are real people, an oppressed working class. Nevertheless the answer to what 

appears as inconsistency in terms of BBC response may come from a lack of 

awareness of the wider context, such as is suggested by reactions to Jeffrey, whether 

supportive or hostile. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Machines 

In many ways although this play was not broadcast it is the most important to be 

considered within this thesis. The banning of Machines forced into the open a number 

of issues which had already been raised by Corbett Smith and were to be returned to 

later by Peter Eckersley and Cecil Lewis. These concerned most importantly the way 

in which the BBC interpreted its cultural responsibility; also how it responded to 

criticism, and the Question of when censorship became, in Berkeley's phrase, "passive 

propaganda".! Jeffrey as an individual and the BBC corporately handled the affair 

with political naivete, defensiveness bordering on paranoia, and a muddled if not 

totally failed sense of priorities. While 1927 was a testing year for Jeffrey, and for 

the BBC in its role as sponsor of the nation's cultural life, the Machines issue shifted 

radio drama as a concern of the BBC from the particular to the general. Radio drama 

and its aesthetic development, though at the source of the trouble, became secondary 

to it, a catalyst ultimately less significant than the debate generated as issues 

chrystallized publicly, and the BBC revealed itself corporately as inward looking to 

the point almost of paranoia, unsophisticated, clumsy and paralysed by its own 

bureaucracy. The issue shows that what was already happening was the alienation of 

challenging minds, which is not to say that there were no brains within the BBC, but 

rather that the capacity to deal with intelligent opposition should have ~een viewed as 

an important part of the Corporation's health; not as an evil to be ignored as far as 

possible. The BBC's apparent inability to differentiate between what was politically 

controversial and what was politically biassed made it publicly vulnerable to charges 

of passive propaganda and failure to put emphasis on the artistic integrity of the play 

and the artistic policy of the Corporation. In misconceiving the issues, the BBC, 

apparently by accident, showed what appeared as its own bias, and brough(into focus 

safety as its motivation on the one hand, and on the other, its apparent lack of faith 

in the intelligence and capacity to think independently of its audience. In truth senior 
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officials of the BBC, and notably Reith himself, were pressuring the Postmaster 

General for greater freedom for the Corporation to broadcast controversial matter , 

and ironically it was to further this cause that Machines came to be suppressed. 

Moreover the whole issue must be taken in the context of Parliamentary debates on 

the matter of the degree of autonomy that should be allowed to the BBC. 

The Play 

Machines tells the story of the rise and fall of a working class hero, Mansell, whose 

influence comes partly from personal charisma and what the author intends to appear 

as the justice of his cause, but partly also through the affair he has with the daughter 

of a powerful man on the other side, Colonel Willoughby. Mansell wants dignity and 

a partnership status for the working people; and though he rises to become a Member 

of Parliament he comes to a tragic end, killing his lover Joyce Willoughby in a fit of 

madness, and suffering the death penalty for it. 

The characters in Berkeley's play all are subject In some way to the machinery of 

society: the Law, the State, Fleet Street, industry and literally machinery itself, which 

becomes an image for man's - and especially working man's - subjection and lack of 

self -determinism. In this respect perhaps there is some similarity to some of the 

concerns of The White Chateau in which the aggressors are war and the faceless 

politicians who contrive war for reasons that have nothing to do with common 

humanity. The victimisation of the working classes and the inhumanity of the 

mechanistic age were clearly themes close to Berkeley's heart; the story and imagery 

of the factory make of the play a vehicle for his beliefs to which plot, 

characterisation, and motivation, are all subservient. This is one of the subtle 

hypocrisies of the play, or perhaps one of its ironies: Berkeley uses it as a machine to 

revile the principle of subservience to machinery. Another "hypocrisy" is that Mansell, 

though apparently a worker like the rest in the factory, actually turns out to be 

something of a mystery in social terms: a foundling, self -educated, different. Thus, 

Berkeley offers the listener or, as it turned out, reader. a comfortable me~lnS of 



199 

rationalising the power Mansell achieved. This way out was not used by Jeffrey. 

Neither was the fact that Mansell's idealism and heroism were inconsistent. A truly 

epic hero would not have allowed a love affair to ruin him, but, like Virgil's Aeneas, 

would have maintained a blinkered vision; he would have manipulated Joyce 

Willoughby quite coldly, instead of committing the political sin of genuine 

indiscretion. Despite his achievement of seemingly impossible goals - an education 

and a seat in Parliament - Mansell's personal life is a misery which he fails to tackle, 

and his idealism is not just a mission but a facet of his personality; he cannot use 

Joyce without loving her. Therefore he ends by betraying the workers he inspired and 

led and by himself becoming a spectacular victim of the machinery he hated and 

fought. 

Colonel Willoughby, Mansell's most obvious opponent, represents capitalism and 

stands against workers having a share in decision making. In his characterisation there 
, 

is, as Jeffrey maintained, a definite weighting of the emotional scales, a rape of 

audience sympathies and attitudes. Simple evidence of this comes in indications by 

Berkeley as to how certain lines are to be spoken. When Willoughby and Mansell 

confront each other the former is directed to speak "bluffly" and he is to be 

"Patronizing", whereas the latter speaks "Disarmingly", "Gently", "Still gentle" 

(Machines 51 & 52). Relationships exist in this play not between characters but 

between ideas or standpoints, and conversations between Willoughby and his daughter 

illustrate this. Though this failure comes partly from Berkeley's preoccupation with 

ideas at the expense of character, part also comes from an apparent inability to write 

close-ups and emotional conflicts. When Willoughby discovers his daughter's affair 

with Mansell and her financial support for his cause, Berkeley produces the following 

unspeakable lines: 

Willoughby: By God - what a thing to do! You've set up 
an organization to ruin your country, smash our trade, 
throw people into the gutter right and left -

.... how could you, Joyce! how could you! Your mother 
would have killed you. ...tell me on your word of 
honour, and don't lie - Did you know he was married? 



Joyce: I did not know he was married. And I do know 
how cruel one's father -

Willoughby: Good God, girl! You've done your best to 
ruin me financially, and you've ruined yourself socially. 
Do you expect me to treat it as nothing? 

Joyce: I don't expect anything in this horrible world, 
except pain and unhappiness and misunderstanding and 
deceit ... (Her voice ends in a broken cry). 

Willoughby: (Contemptuously) The brute never told 
you ... and he took your money ... What a skunk -! 

Joyce: Don't talk about it - or him - or anything (She 
breaks down) 

Willoughby:(Trying to comfort her) poor little Joyce! ... 
You're caught in the machines, too!... My poor little 
girl! Caught in the damned machines! It's a damned 
shame! ... By God, I'd like to .... (Machines 136-7) 
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Even allowing for changes in broadcasting fashion this is surely inadequate. Joyce's 

function in the play, apart from being the cause of Mansell's downfall, is to voice 

youthful open-mindedness. Significantly she is a woman and her toy politics are 

tolerated by her father as a harmless luxury. She admits that she took Mansell's part 

and helped him because she was attracted to him. Women do not fare well as 

intellectual beings in Machines. Joyce's relevance ,is seriously undercut by the 

attitudes to her of the men and by the turn of events - her meddling and its 

consequent damage to the cause she wanted to help. The other women in the play are 

working class and like their menfolk they are not portrayed well by Berkeley who, 

despite his evident identification with the workers' cause, seems to have trouble 

avoiding condescension. Mansell's three colleagues do however express a sense of the 

value of loyalty and home as being more important to them than any attempt to 

improve workers' rights; and Berkeley's insight in this respect, and Mansell's lack of 

it in getting involved in an extra-marital affair, are important factors in the play and 

the thinking behind it, expressing perhaps a more real respect for the working class 

than the characters representing it in the play. 

MacAlister is a self -made man who, from being a mill boy, came to own his own 

factory. He is keen on safety at work, has built a model village for his workers, and 



201 

is proud of his achievement. His reluctance to hand over to the workers is born more 

of experience than conditioning and his capacity to see both sides of an argument 

make him a more credible character than those ostensibly at the centre of the drama. 

For instance, he publicly concedes that Mansell is right to point out that capital does 

not take all the risks; that the workers and their families are also involved - and more 

- helplessly - in the dangers, whether economic or physical, that affect industry. This, 

coming from a factory owner, Jeffrey could have noticed and used to make his 

arguments, which we come to shortly, more subtle than they were. 

Not only did Jeffrey miss this and the political significance of Mansell's fate; he also 

failed to realise that in Lord Bouverie and his journalists Berkeley found an outlet for 

a more sophisticated perspective on events. When Willoughby wants to use the 

newspaper to engineer Mansell's downfall, Bouverie will not even consider co-

operating without proof - "I run a newspaper - not a propaganda sheet," he says 

(Machines 103); and a little later he tells the Colonel, "You've got Bolshevists on the 

brain, Willoughby" (Machines 104). He realises, unlike Willoughby, that Mansell's 

news value would be limited: 

[Bouverie:] Let him have his day of news-value and 
disappear, my dear fellow. You'll never hear of him 
again. (Machines 106) 

After Willoughby has left the office, Bouverie agrees with a subordinate's view of the 

Colonel - "He's a silly ass" (Machines 108). One of Jeffrey's objections to Machines 

was that Mansell was rep~esented as "almost the sanest man in the piece'~;2 but 

Bouverie makes both Mansell and Willoughby look naive and childlike. Bouverie 

knows, and· thus shows that Berkeley knows, that a measure of cynicism and timing is 

necessary for survival; that ideals must not dictate though they may motivate action. 

Willoughby's failure to activate Bouverie on this occasion prepares the way 

dramatically for the paper to be later on the agent of Mansell's end. Bouverie and 

MacAlister, unlike the other characters, have more than one dimension. In Bouverie's 

case recognition of Willoughby's foolishness does not prevent admiration for his 
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allowance of publication of the scandal concerning Joyce's affair with Mansell _ 

though Joyce's name was not published. Bouverie comments , 

[Bouverie:] I admire your grit, Willoughby. This 
deserves to rank with the judge who hanged his own 
son for breaking the law. (Machines 143) 

(Today the disposal of Joyce's fate in this way comes across as heartless and 

chauvinistic but we have already seen the inadequacy of Berkeley's treatment of 

women.) Bouverie's feeling for public response to a scandal is a warning to the BBC 

that the author knew the way news worked: 

[Bouverie:] Never overdo the publicity at the beginning. 
Let it grow. This will grow into a tornado .... You've got 
to put it down on a question in the House. That's the 
next move. (Machines 146) 

He is also a sufficiently rounded character to taunt Mansell at the moment the latter 

realises what is happening to his dreams, and to show his hand at last: 

[Bouverie:] The working-people were never better off 
than they are to-day, and they'll be better off still in 
ten years'. time if industry can get a breather from 
enthusiasts like you. I haven't a scrap of ill-feeling 
towards you .... But you can't attack machines and then 
expect protection against them. You've put yourself in 
the power of the social machine, and you must expect 
to be crushed. (Machines 156-7) 

Overall Bouverie is represented as the most sophisticated character in the play; his 

motivation is the most complex and cynical, his idealism the least apparent. He and 

MacAlister, the other convincing character, both work with the machinery yet 

acknowledge its inevitable power over people's lives, and in this respect Berkeley did 

after all deliver a play on the theme agreed with Jeffrey, who described it in a letter 

to the author as being "that the machines tended to get greater than the men" 

(Machines 5 J. Bouverie is Berkeley's most sophisticated word on this theme; because 

however much the listener's or reader's sympathies may go with Mansell and kick 

against Bouverie's willingness to treat human tragedy as a news story. it is Mansell 

who gets crushed; he and the class he champions and ostensibly comes from do not 

after all manage to change the system. 
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The treatment of characters in Machines has been used as a means of saymg 

something about the way the play has been written and to give a perspective on the 

flurry of publicity and difficulties for the BBC that followed the banning of the 

broadcast. Poor characterisation could have been improved perhaps had Berkeley been 

more economical in his use of them. Economy in this respect would necessarily have 

bred other virtues of more rounded characterisation: more convincing motivation 

through better-controlled involvement of characters at different stages of the plot; 

more attention to the relationships and conflicts between real people rather than to 

conflict between ideas, with resort to wheeling talking puppets and functionaries on 

and off the stage of the listener's or reader's mind with bewildering abandon. 

Berkeley does provide variety in aural background; there are scenes in a factory, a 

hotel dining room, a working class home - signified by a cheap gramophone playing 

(Machines 72) - near a weir, in a newspaper office, in a city office, in the House of 

Commons, and in the Strand. This is a different approach to that used in The White 

Chateau, where the scene was the same but what was happening in it made it a 

different place in another sense. 

Construction and foreshadowing are not strong In the play and Berkeley's malO 

concession to these needs rest in his extremely demanding directions as to mUSIC. 

Berkeley can legitimately point out in the preface to Machines that 

... the first thing the writer of a wireless play has to 
think about is inventing a set of circumstances in which 
he can obtain a ~background' by means of sounds. 
(Machines 17-18) 

He also showed alertness to the possibilities of music in wireless drama in The White 

Chateau· but there is a difference between incorporating music to enrich the drama , 

and using it melodramatically. Where the somewhat abrupt strangling of Joyce by her 

lover has to be put down to madness, the musical requirement is this: 

Music. The beginning 0/ disorder invading MANSELL'S 
brain. The throb 0/ the machine motif heavy and 
triumphant . (Machines 169) 



20~ 

Again, in the scene where Willoughby discovers his daughter's indiscretion, Berkeley 

asks for a lot of help: 

Music strepitant and disturbing drowns his voice. The 
surge of human passions at boiling-point. Behind stalks 
the figure of calamity marching to the rhythm of the 
machine. (Machines 137) 

In a play crude and wasteful in terms of character portrayal and not notable for 

convincingness of dialogue, particularly where intense emotion is involved, one 

wonders whether the playwright is asking the composer to take over for him too 

much of the burden of dramatic development and integration of the elements of the 

drama. 

Correspondence and Preface 

Very soon after the first broadcast of The White Chateau and before the idea of 

Machines ever, arose, Berkeley wrote a letter to Reith in response to a suggestion from 

Jeffrey ("the letter you asked Mr Jeffrey to write for you") that he write a play for 

the BBC without a commission. He was not at all pleased: 

... frankly in view of "The White Chateau", which 
Murray tells me was the most succesful [sic] & popular 
broadcast of 1925, I don't think that such a suggestion 
ought to have been madeto me.3 

The letter continues, 

Mr Jeffrey has since explained to me that the B.B.C. 
does not expect an author to regard his broadcasting 
work as anything but a side line. I am not interested in 
side lines; & I think you will find that nothing worth 
the paper it is written on will be the product of such a 
policy. 

This suggests that Jeffrey possibly did not understand the significance of the work he 

was doing, or use much tact or sophistication in his handling of authors. Also in its 

term of address - "My Dear Reith" - the letter suggests a relationship which ought to 

have prevented the later misunderstandings. 

The Machines correspondence begins with a letter from Jeffrey to Berkeley in which 

a fee of 100 guineas is agreed and reference is made to a "chat" author and 
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Productions Director had had in order to discuss Berkeley's idea for his next radio 

play.4 Jeffrey sounds a note of warning as to content: 

... you will excuse me if I again stress my point that the 
B.B.C. has to be extremely careful on grounds of public 
policy not to broadcast anything which could be labelled 
politically controversial or as giving an easy view upon 
morality and virtue (or lack of it!) 

It should be noted that though the storm about Machines centred on politics, 

Berkeley's play also dealt with the other forbidden subjects; Mansell's adultery and 

Joyce's "easy virtue" despite her ignorance of the existence of a Mrs Mansell, might 

have been judged as such by the BBC in 1927. The moral of their story seems to be 

clear, given that they both die; but Berkeley's attitude to the judgers within the play 

qualifies such a simplistic view of the outcome. 

The script of Machines was sent to Reith on 20th October 1927 with a memo 

handwritten by the Assistant Controller (Information), Gladstone Murray. He had 

been appointed Director of Publicity in December 1924,5 and in 1926 was put in 

charge of a number of information departments, which, according to Briggs, included 

not only publications and press but "intelligence" (Briggs I p307). As Assistant 

Controller (Information) Gladstone Murray sat on the, Control Board with four other 

Assistant Controllers, and Reith and Carpendale; this Board exerted enormous 

influence on broadcasting policy though only one member, Roger Eckersley, 

represented programmes. Gladstone Murray's personal prestige in the BBC was high. 

RS Lambert remembers Reith saying to him, "'I regard Murray's as the most sagacious 

mind in the building."'s Lambert never regretted taking the Director-General's advice 

to go to Murray with any difficulties, and praises highly his ability to keep friendly 

with the Press, 

... even when it was most critical of the Corporation's 
policy. Time and again, in those early days, Gladstone 
Murray was called upon to help Sir John out of 
difficult situations, to assume blame and sacrifice 
credit, in order to benefit their common end, the 
welfare of the BBC .... Gladstone Murray was the great 
human ising influence of the BBC; he provided the 
antidote to Sir John's stand-offishness.7 
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Significantly gIven the events surrounding the banning of Machines, and gIven that 

Lambert is writing about the atmosphere and personalities at Savoy Hill in 1927, the 

fault he admits to finding in this paragon is a "tendency to overcomplicate some of 

the situations he was called on to handle" (Lambert, p40). 

Gladstone Murray says in his memo to Reith that Berkeley's play had been given him 

by Jeffrey to "vet". His purpose in involving the Director General was to share the 

responsibility of passing it for broadcasting. He says that the play was "reminiscent of 

the German film Metropolis" but had "dramatic quality and good dialogue". He goes 

on with his fears: 

But from beginning to end it bristles with political 
controversiality .... Therefore it raises issues of the first 
importance and I certainly would not accept the 
responsibility of passing it. It occurs to me that fuller 
advance consultation on the outline might have been of 
advantage.s 

Gladstone Murray concludes by saying that the BBC might consider such a risk later 

on, but not at a time "when extension of power is under review", and he mentions the 

danger of "the impression created on the mind of the listener intervening at a moment 

when some violent repression of opinion is in progress". So Murray's concern seems to 

be with the BBC's "power" and the listener's capacity to retain an independent mind.9 

The "extension of power" is a reference to the report of the Crawford Committee and 

to the ongoing debate in Parliament on the question of controversial broadcasting and 

who should have the power of decision over what should be banned. The Crawford 

Committee had been appointed in the summer of 1925 and submitted its report in 

March 1926; the Postmaster General had announced in July of that year that the 

Committee's mam recommendations had been accepted and that the British 

Broadcasting Corporation would be established by Royal Charter (Briggs I p21). The 

independence of the Corporation had clearly always been a matter of importance to 

Reith, who had given the following oral evidence to the Committee, as quoted by 

Briggs: 

... "the idealism and energy and enthusiasm of the staff 
would carry them through any change of organisation 



whatsoever, save only this, that we might have imposed 
on us such restrictions, if we were to become a 
Government Department, that it would be impossible by 
any action or persistency of action on our part to rid 
ourselves of them." (Briggs I p327) 
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He cannot therefore have been pleased with the wording of the Draft Licence and 

Agreement in which clause 4, subsection 3 reads thus: 

The Postmaster General may from time to time 
. by Notice in writing to the Corporation require the 
Corporation to refrain from sending any broadcast 
matter (either particular or general) specified in such 
Notice and the definition of broadcast matter 
hereinbefore contained shall from time to time be read 
construed and take effect subject to the provisions of 
such Notice or Notices which may have been given by 
the Postmaster General. The Postmaster General may at 
any time or times revoke or vary any such Notice as 
aforesaid. lO 

Sir W Mitchell-Thomson, the Postmaster General, exercised this right of veto In a 

speech to the House of Commons on 15th November 1926. He proposed two 

prohibitions. The first, imposed because of the Government's perception of the 

power of wireless to mould public opinion, prevented the Corporation from 

broadcasting editorial articles "expressing as their own opinion views on matters of 

public policy".ll The second appears more directly linked with the Machines issue and 

represents the Government's response to the recommendation by the Crawford 

Committee that the Corporation should be given an "extension of power."what they 

call a moderate amount of political controversy should be admitted, with a direction 

to the Corporation that they were to preserve strict impartiality".12 The Postmaster 

General told the House: 

". what we propose to do is to maintain the existing 
restriction upon the broadcast, by speech or lecture, of 
matter on topics of political, religious or industrial 
controversy. That I am well aware will provoke 
discussion and criticism ". our view is that this subject 
as yet has received quite imperfect consideration at the 
hands of the public in general, and I do not think has 
even received a very great deal of consideration in this 
House"" My own view is that, if the Corporation are to 
be told that they may broadcast political controversy, 
then the responsibility for keeping within the canons of 
impartiality must fall upon the Corporation and not 
upon the Postmaster-General.13 
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Despite the events surrounding the banning of Machines. Reith was consistently In 

favour of getting more freedom for the BBC. In Into the Wind he refers to the 

postmaster General as the "policeman of the ether", 14 and wrote in reference to the 

Crawford recommendation that the BBC should have more freedom: 

The BBC was still in chains. The Sykes Committee had 
recommended latitude and discretion in controversial 
broadcasting. Nothing whatever had been allowed by 
the PMG except the three political speeches at the last 
general election. One of the most useful functions of 
broadcasting was therefore denied. IS 

He writes of a memorandum he gave to the Crawford Committee before his second 

appearance, containing the comments of "all the other witnesses": 

A further, urgent plea that the time had come when the 
shackles of early days should be removed. "Whatever be 
the future constitution, it is hoped that no bureaucratic 
policies and restrictions will be introduced to hinder the 
development of a service which is still on the threshold 
of its worth and consequence". 16 

Reith's relations with the Postmaster General do not seem to have been fruitful at this 

time. Briggs writes that before the House of Commons speech quoted above, Reith 

had written to Mitchell-Thomson in July 1926 making a strong plea for controversial 

broadcasting, which had been .rejected (Briggs I p359). Reith's account in Into The 

Wind of how the terms of the Charter and Licence came to be "accepted" by the 

governors of the BBC suggests, as Reith himself observed, that the new regime did 

not have an auspicious start. Taking his and the governors' protests and suggestions to 

the Postmaster General, Reith says that he struggled with him for two and a half 

hours: 

Eventually the PMG said that if the terms were not 
satisfactory to the governors he had better get other 
governors. (Wind 115). 

Again, later in the same book, Reith's general attitude towards broadcasting and 

controversy is clear: 

Despite what Crawford had recommended, 
despite the desirability of controversial broadcasting, 
arguments against Post Office apprehensions and 
timidities continued throughout 1927. The ban was not 
lifted till March 1928. (Wind 128) 
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Thus the banning of Machines seems to have occurred not because of a dictate from 

Reith to the effect that controversy was not fit matter to be broadcast, but because of 

a muddle in the interpretation of the Postmaster General's prohibition, a failure to 

distinguish between controversy and political bias - the latter supposedly being tabu 

anyway, though as Berkeley observed the BBC seemed in the event to fall into the 

trap of passive propaganda if Jeffrey's letter, examined below, was to be taken as the 

BBC's statement on the matter. In attempting through Jeffrey to impose the ban on 

"topics of political, religious or industrial controversy" the BBC appeared, though 

passively, to fall foul of the other prohibition, concerning its right to an editorial 

function. The irony is that on the evidence above, Reith actually wanted more 

freedom for the BBC, and Gladstone Murray's hesitation in the case of Machines 

came from a desire not to harm the Corporation's chances of obtaining that freedom. 

Much of the difficulty and scandal would seem to have come from inept execution of 
, 

BBC policy, by Jeffrey initially, and perhaps also by Goldsmith, who also wrote to 

Berkeley after the ban had been imposed. It is still not possible to be sure whether 

Berkeley was attacking primarily the BBC - for its policy, or for its inept execution 

of Government policy, or for its moral weakness in even attempting the execution -

or the Government itself which, as he at one point suggests,17 might already have 

annexed the BBC anyway. It seems likely that Berkeley would be suspicious as to 

what the BBC would do with greater freedom once it had been won. What definitely 

needed to be clarified in the Machines issue was the kind of programme subject to 

the Postmaster General's prohibition; and this did not happen until the whole matter 

had become very public. 

Gladstone Murray's memo has been quoted almost in full; there is no more mention 

of the quality of the writing. Reith's reaction was dated 24th October 1927 and 

addressed back to Murray. He writes that he had had the play for a week and had not 

had time to read it, so he had asked Mr. Stobart - Sieveking's boss as Director of 

Education when Sieveking joined the BBC in April 192618 - "to read it to-day going 
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down in the car to Maidstone while I was doing other work.,,19 Reith's knowledge of 

the play was therefore someone else's impression, and that impression was one 

gathered during a car journey; hardly the best kind of attention for a matter of such 

importance, and hardly an indication of weight given to the programme, or at least 

radio drama, part of the BBC's activities. Reith did however have some idea of the 

importance of the decision concerning Machines, as is evident in the prominence on 

this memo of two stickers marked "VERY URGENT". He writes that Stobarfs views 

made him think it was not worth while holding things up any longer in hopes of 

having time to read the play, and his memo - ironically, in retrospect - concludes: 

In Mr. R.E. Jeffrey's letter to the author of 4.3.27 it 
was made sufficiently plain that controversial matter 
was to be excluded. I should imagine that Mr. Jeffrey 
could deal with it, but perhaps a talk between you and 
him and Mr. Stobart might be helpful. 

It was Jeffrey who wrote to Berkeley a letter rejecting Machines. This letter was the 

first of several to be published with the text of the play; it was probably the point of 

no return for Jeffrey's career at the BBC. He begins, 

The matter of your play has now been gone into 
thoroughly, and I am afraid the report' is of an adverse 
character. The subject of the play is far too 
controversial for purposes of broadcasting. (Machines 5) 

Jeffrey agrees with Berkeley that the denouement "does eventually show the problem 

from a rational angle", but argues that in a playas long as Machines this is not 

enough "to counteract the many difficult statements which occur throughout". He goes 

on with the sentences which in the press storm ensuing were quoted and ridiculed 

many times: 

Much of the context of this play could be extracted and 
used with great force against us as being of a 
propaganda nature. The hero, if I may call him such, is 
drawn as almost the sanest man in the piece, which is 
another argument against our using it. The character of 
Colonel Willoughby, the Conservative, is of the 
conventional type, which again does not help matters 
from our point of view. 

Later Jeffrey finds a more valid way of articulating his objection when he says, 



The vitality of your play, I venture to say, lies in the 
politics of it rather than the dramatic essence which is 
induced by the political argument. 
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Had he concentrated on this line the outcome might have been far different. Jeffrey 

also uses the letter to say what he thought Berkeley's play would be about when 

encouraging the writing of it: namely the idea "that the machines tended to get 

greater than the men". Jeffrey even had an idea of how the emphasis would be at the 

end of the play, to the effect that though man's inventions were marvellous he was 

himself more marvellous than anything he invented. "Such a theme as this," Jeffrey 

writes, "treated less politically than you have treated the matter of your play, would 

have been acceptable." In the paragraph containing the rejection Jeffrey again dwells 

on politics, reminding Berkeley of a "Robot play" - presumably R.U.R. - to which he 

had compared Berkeley's idea and in which, he says, "political considerations were 

entirely wiped out by the drama of the machines". This is an over-simplification of 

the intentions of R.U.R. and an implicit statement that "political considerations" could 

not ever be found suitable for use in radio plays. He goes straight on thus: 

I regret, therefore, that we are unable to accept this 
play; neither can I suggest any way of adapting it 
adequately to suit our medium. Total rejection, 
therefore, is the only course left open to me .... 

In other words Jeffrey's stated reasons for rejecting Machines are to do with politics; 

this despite the fact that the letter contains a reason which, though perhaps 

misconceived, Berkeley would have found more acceptable - that the play had its life 

in its politics rather than in the drama sparked off within the play by politics. Finally 

Jeffrey suggests that in future a synopsis might prevent misunderstandings from 

ansmg. 

Berkeley's reply is lucid, logical, and devastating; it shows him clearly more aware of 

the issues and implications at stake, and aware at the same time of Jeffrey's own 

limitations. This is clear in the second sentence of a letter dated 17th November 1927, 

which begins, "My Dear Jeffrey": 

It would be easy to demolish it [your letter] sentence by 
sentence; but the larger ends which may yet be gained 



would thus be sacrificed to the empty satisfaction of 
scoring off an official who is merely administering a 
system for which he is not responsible. (Machines 6-7) 
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A similar attitude to Jeffrey's part in things is again revealed a page later, when 

Berkeley says he cannot ignore the "attitude of mind" revealed in Jeffrey's letter: 

I doubt if this attitude is your own, and suspect it of 
being an official point of view that you have been 
instructed to convey. But, in either case, it cannot be 
passed over in silence. (Machines 7-8) 

Implicit in these concessions to Jeffrey's incapacities In the matter is the Question of 

whether it is possible for an official of the BBC to deny any personal responsibility 

for the Corporation's policies. At the very least, if Jeffrey was unaware of a sense of 

connivance, this surely in itself made him unfit for the responsibility of developing 

radio drama. The rest of Berkeley's letter suggests as much, as does his description of 

what Jeffrey was doing as "administering a system" - the system in other words 

getting priority over artistic policy. Berkeley says that he has no personal grievance 

over his play's rejection, because he had a reputation that did not depend on the 

microphone. But, he says, the matter could not be allowed to slip by unnoticed 

because the future of broadcasting in general and of radio drama as a separate 

dramatic art-form were at stake. Berkeley begins his refutation of Jeffrey's arguments 

with the issue of controversy: 

... to condemn any work of art in any circumstances 
because it is "controversial" is an absurdity. Controversy 
is the very breath of intellectual life and development. 
Moreover, absurd as a criterion of works of art in 
general, this test becomes the wildest nonsense when 
applied to the drama; for the whole essence of drama is 
conflict. 

Berkeley goes on to tackle the rejection of his play in more detail, professing his 

initial bewilderment on reading Jeffrey's phrase "the many difficult statements which 

occur throughout". Understanding came when he found his script marked in places 

which someone at the BBC had obviously found "difficult". Examples chosen at 

random by Berkeley included the following; 



"Let us be taken into industry on the terms that 
we are our own employers - that we are partners in the 
truest sense; and not merely the servants of capital." 

Again, with reference to a policy of mere money- making: 

"I feel somehow that's all wrong. I don't mean 
dishonest, but just soulless. No good to the world." 

"Failure means annihilation. Every visible 
machine and every invisible one - Law, Church, State, 
Press - everything will be ranged against me." (Machines 
8) 

Berkeley roundly ridicules the BBC's fear of broadcasting such passages: 

These are the kind of thing that you tell me you 
are afraid would be used against you. By whom? Surely 
not anybody outside Bedlam or the Coal Mining 
Association? Has no one at the B.B.C. ever heard of the 
Co-Partnership Association, that pedestrian and hard
working society that meets in back drawing-rooms and 
strives, without much encouragement, it is true, to pave 
the way to the industrial millenium? .... These ideas of 
mine, from which you are trying to protect the public, 
are nearly as old as Julius Caesar. (Machines 8-9) 
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The question of how far the public should in any case be "protected" was to be one of 

the issues debated in the public furore that followed publication of Berkeley's play, 

and the author similarly pointed the way for wider ridicule of the BBC in his next 

observations, which demolish Jeffrey's objections to Mansell's sanity and Willoughby's 

conservatism: 

The hero of my play is a working man. Apparently I 
am to conclude that plays dealing with industrial life 
are unfit to be broadcast unless the working people are 
represented as idiots. Where is this to end? (Machines 9) 

Suggesting a logical conclusion, that for instance Hamlet would be rejected by the 

BBC because princes could not be portrayed as insane, Berkeley goes on to the 

Colonel: 

For the objection to the character of Colonel 
Willoughby, that he is a Conservative of "the 
conventional type," leaves little doubt as to which way 
the wind blows on Savoy Hill. Is the British 
Broadcasting Corporation an annexe of the Conservative 
Central Office? Is that the quarter from which you are 
afraid of attack? (Machines 9) 
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The letter at this point shows Berkeley's experience, and Jeffrey's lack of it, as a 

politician. Twice Berkeley points out that Jeffrey had got what he asked for in 

discussions leading up to the commissioning of the play. He says he had written a 

play "appealing to the intellect, which is a dramatic impossibility without a conflict of 

ideas" (Machines 7); and towards the end of the letter, he reminds Jeffrey that since a 

scene in the House of Commons was specifically asked for it was not reasonable to 

reprove the author for introducing politics into the play. Having exposed what he saw 

as the inconsistencies and hidden politics in Jeffrey's rejection of Machines, Berkeley 

summarises his conclusions. The issue, he says, is a public one: 

The public has a direct interest in the programmes. It 
pays for them. The public is looking for a school of 
radio-plays to develop .... This play.... is rejected, not 
upon artistic grounds, but because it contains ideas. 
These are facts which the public ought to know. There 
is constant criticism of the want of originality in 
broadcast matter. It is quite time that listeners-in 
realized that, so far at least as the drama is concerned, 
it i's impossible for progress to be made under existing 
conditions. 

I have therefore arranged for my play 
"Machines" to be published immediately; and I shall 
reproduce this correspondence in the Preface. (Machines 
10) 

Here Berkeley's letter ends. 

The correspondence published In the Preface included two letters from VH 

Goldsmith 20 both of which concentrate on political aspects of the matter. The first is , 

dated November 18th. Goldsmith writes, 

We did not, as you imply in the second 
paragraph of your recent letter, commit the folly of 
condemning a work of art because it was controversial. 
Our rejection of your play was not on the grounds that, 
being controversial, it failed as a work of art, but on 
the grounds that, being politically controversial, it failed 
as a play required for broadcasting. (1\1 achines 10-11) 

The conclusion to be drawn from this is almost that if, as Berkeley says, controversy 

is vital to intellectual life, the BBC cannot support this life. Almost but perhaps not 

Quite, given Goldsmith's insertion of the word "politically" before "controversial". 
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Goldsmith reminds Berkeley of a warnmg he had from Jeffrey 10 the letter of 4th 

March, quoting from it thus: 

... Mr.R.E. Jeffrey said "you will excuse me if I again 
stress my point that the B.B.C. has to be extremely 
careful on grounds of public policy not to broadcast 
anything that can be labelled politically controversial." 
(Machines 11) 

Goldsmith concludes his letter with mention of the "constitutional limitations" which 

restricted the allowed range of programme material. 

Berkeley's reply welcomes the assurance that his play was not rejected because it 

failed "as a work of art." But, he says, Goldsmith's firm assurance on this point only 

strengthened his argument against the BBC: 

No writer is entitled to complain (however much he 
may deplore it) if his work is rejected as bad or 
indifferent.. .. But he has a legitimate reason for inviting 
the verdict of the public when his work is banned as 
"politically controversial"; even if, as suggested by the 
third paragraph of your letter, the ban is principally 
dictated by fear of what other people may say. 
(Machines 11-12) 

(The third paragraph referred to is the one quoting Jeffrey's letter about labelling a 

broadcast as politically controversial.) Berkeley adds that he cannot see what 

"constitutional limitations" had to do with the case unless these concern the 

Constitutional Club and Winston Churchill's "mercifully short-lived party". In 

Goldsmith's answer, the BBe's Charter is invoked again: 

A constitutional limitation debars us from broadcasting 
your play "Machines" and its artistic quality is therefore 
not under discussion. 

We see no useful purpose in continuing this 
correspondence. (Machines 12) 

Berkeley's response, the last letter in the correspondence published with the play, 

corrects Goldsmith's version of the limitations forced on the BBC: 

Your Charter is directed to preventing the 
microphone from being exploited for political party 
purposes. You have chosen to interpret it as requiring it 
to ban a play merely because it does not happen to 
glorify Conservatives at the expense of working people. 
The public will readily appreciate the distinction; and 



they have only to read Mr. Jeffrey's original letter to 
see that it is a fair one. (Machines 12-13) 
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Berkeley follows this correspondence with his own identification of two issues r~ised. 

He immediately shows his own sense of the relative importance of these issues, and 

implicitly shows also that Jeffrey and Goldsmith differed from him in this respect, 

when he gives only half a page to the question of propaganda (though he returns 

briefly to the subject at the end of his Preface). He questions the limitation as it is 

interpreted by the BBC, particularly in its extension "to works of imagination dealing 

objectively and seriously with industry and politics" (Machines 13). Here we might 

pause to query Berkeley's use of the word "objectively" but the possibility that 

Berkeley himself was guilty of bias is in a sense not as important as the rest of the 

Preface. Berkeley pinpoints the muddle and the inadequacy inherent in the BBC's 

handling of its political objections to the play: 

... by one of those paradoxical blunders that so 
frequently beset the unwary, the B.B.C. (as Mr. 
Jeffrey's letter plainly shows), in its frantic struggles to 
avoid being accused of active propaganda, has plunged 
headlong into the morasses of passive propaganda .... On 
this first issue I venture deferentially to suggest that a 
case is made out for a re-orientation of the rule against 
controversial broadcasting, as applied to literature and 
drama. (Machines 13) 

An important word here is "unwary"; another IS "passive". If their application is 

accurate it is hardly any wonder that BBC officials should have left out of 

consideration in this matter the second issue identified in Berkeley's Preface, and 

explored over several pages. This concerns the role of the BBC as promoter of the 

intellectual life and culture of the people it professed to serve. Berkeley sees that the 

construction and the very nature of the radio play involved a new technique for a 

new medium. Whereas screen plays needed the author to think "in visual images", 

radio plays required "thinking in verbal images" (Machines 14). This, Berkeley says, 

meant more than giving indications of action in a way that took account of the 

blindness of the audience; "in its highest sense," he says, "it means enormously more. 

In my belief, it means the revival of poetic drama" (A1 achines 15). Yet the BBC, in 
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Berkeley's estimation, did not appear to have realised the potential of the invention of 

wireless. This failure of imagination Berkeley says belonged to the BBC as a 

corporation and not to individuals. He writes of the "enthusiasm and faith" of 

individuals working for the BBC. In terms that are reminiscent of Corbett Smith's 

writings, Berkeley declares his belief that 

Enthusiasm and Government Control do not mix well' , 
nothing short of public intervention will prevent 
atrophy from setting in very shortly; and it is in the 
highest degree desirable that atrophy should not set in. 
(Machines 16) 

The BBC could maintain its lead in the development of broadcasting, Berkeley says, 

and it could give England another Elizabethan era in drama: 

The dramatic poet's golden opportunity, if the B.B.C. 
will only help him to take it, lies through the 
microphone. I will take upon myself to lay it down 
firmly that the more imaginatively a play is conceived 
the better it will broadcast. I will add that I can hardly 
think of any play running at a West End theatre at this 
moment that would not sound nonsense through the 
microphone. (Machines 16-17) 

Though The White Chateau did move from wireless to stage Berkeley is at this point 

only restating his belief that radio needed to develop its own drama. In his reply to 

Jeffrey's letter of rejection he makes this point, putting it in the context of a problem 

which he said affected broadcasting generally, 

... and, in particular, directly governs the question 
whether broadcasting is to become, as it should, a new 
dramatic art-form - as distinctive as the theatre or the 
cinema, and inferior to neither - or to linger on as a 
kind of poor relation of the stage, decked out in misfits 
cut down from the old clothes of its elder 
sister .... (Machines 7) 

Like Peter Eckersley, Corbett Smith and Lewis, Berkeley perceives the "retarding 

influence" (Machines 17) of the BBC administration. He tells of his past experiences 

with intervention by administrators in drama output. The Dweller in the Darkness 

apparently had been attacked as "spiritualistic propaganda"; and whereas Berkeley had 

expected that the BBC would turn "a jet of cooling ridicule" on the newspaper 

concerned, what happened was that he found the BBC "aghast": 



The Managing-Director, the Director of Education, the 
Director of Publicity had all bombarded the Dramatic 
Department with their opinions. Something had to be 
done at once. (Machines 18) 
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Though they assured Berkeley that the newspaper attack had nothing to do with their 

change of mind, they asked him to change the last line of the play, to make it 

"innocuous".21 Reith himself spoke to Berkeley about the matter on the telephone; and 

since it did not seem to matter one way or the other, Berkeley agreed. "But," he 

writes, "I warned the Dramati~ Producer that he was pickling a rod for his own back" 

(Machines 19). Even The White Chateau had its problems with the Programme Board, 

who wanted it cut to half an hour, a request put in according to Berkeley only 

because they were offended at not having been consulted about it. When Berkeley 

refused to cut the play, the Programme Board claimed that half its members thought 

the play should not be broadcast at all, because people wanted to forget rather than 

remember the war. This objection surmounted, the next objection came when the 

Treaty of Locarno was signed, and the BBC cancelled the broadcast of The White 

Chateau for fear of offending the Germans. Berkeley went to see Reith, who 

apparently decided to leave the matter in the hands of the Director of Publicity; and 

finally the broadcast went ahead.22 Berkeley pauses to wonder "how any dramatic 

producer could be expected to achieve results in such harassing conditions?" In this 

case as in the case of Machines, he sees 

... the typical Civil Service system of playing for safety, 
which, however good it may be in the Civil Service, IS 

stone-cold death to drama. (Machines 20) 

Berkeley's summarising remarks begin with an admission that his play Jfachilles might 

be no good, and that he had always been treated politely and considerately by the 

staff of the BBC. Nevertheless, he says, he would not accept Jeffrey's invitation to 

write again for wireless: 

... it would be [sic] waste of time to put pen on paper 
until the system has been amended, and until 
broadcasting has been emancipated from the present 
dread of outside criticism. Running away from criticism 
is like shutting out fresh air. Moreover, it is quite time 



that Savoy Hill revised its OpInIOn of the public 
mentality. (Machines 21-22) 
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Berkeley says that though Fleet Street was taking part in the post- war "intellectual 

rebirth of the British people" (Machines 22), the microphone was not; and he marvels 

ironically at "The spectacle of the Wireless Aunts and Uncles diligently protecting the 

great British public from the contamination of modern ideas" (Machines 22). 

Berkeley's Preface concludes thus: 

I have written strongly because I feel strongly. A 
great instrument of intellectual development is being 
blunted and misused for want of courage. It is no good 
replying that British broadcasting is better than any 
other. It ought to be. 

23) 
And it ought to be better than it IS. (Machines 

Thus fear emerges as the greatest crime against the listeners. The story of Machines 

emphasises so far the following. First, a functionary who was known to have 
, 

limitations or at least so far not to have proved his capability had nevertheless been 

left in charge of the fate of drama at the BBC. Second, other BBC officials, though 

possessing all the information they might need to reach proper understanding of the 

implications of the Machines issue, had apparently failed to see what was happening, 

leaving others - outsiders - to define and develop the issues at stake, and showing in 

all this their own ineptitude with regard to actual programmes as opposed to the 

running of the BBC. Third, though Corbett Smith had voiced a challenge to the way 

the BBC was run and to the way it perceived its role, and despite their own idealism, 

officials at the BBC still had not got a grip on cultural responsibility as a priority. 

This is evident not least in the weight given to the issue of political controversy in 

i~f achines and to the constitutional limitations affecting material allowed to be 

broadcast when, as Berkeley's Preface shows, much more than that was involved. 

Moreover Jeffrey could have found other criticisms of the play. That Jeffrey never 

did fully realise what was going on is evident in his own more literal treatment of the 

subject of dominance by machines in the play Speed, which he wrote under a 

pseudonym of Charles Croker and which was broadcast in 1928.23 Berkeley's 
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interpretation of machinery as it affected modern life was more extensive, less literal: 

it included all the engines of the state - the Law, the Church, and the Press, to name 

some. 

Public Reaction to the Banning of "Machines". 

The last of the letters published with the text of Machines is dated 24th November 

1927, and Berkeley dates his Preface November 1927. In the relevant file at 

Caversham there is a press release filed in between this letter and a copy of a 

question asked in the House of Commons on 22nd December. It gives a version of the 

play which shows that in the way it was introduced to the Press, the issue of 

political controversy is highlighted: 

The play deals with a dramatic treatment of a modern 
motif:- the demands of the workers for a share in the 
control of industry by the forceful shop-steward James 
Mansell, who is a foundling. But this protagonist of 
syndicalism in his single zeal, has forgotten the 
insidious power of those other machines - the Press, the 
Police, the Social Code. And that irresistible power 
wrecks at once his ambition and his love. 24 

The separate issues identified by Berkeley - political controversy and the wider one 

of the BBC's interpretation of its cultural role - both receive attention in the press 

but the emphasis is perhaps on the former and as Berkeley maintained the less crucial 

one. This weighting of public reaction may have been determined by the fact that 

there was a question in the House, put to the Postmaster- General by Mr. Hore 

Belisha. The extract from the Parliamentary debate is given here as it appears in the 

Archive file: 

Mr. HORE-BELISHA asked the Postmaster-General 
whether it is the policy of his department that the 
words in the charter of the British Broadcasting 
Corporation prohibiting the broadcasting of politically 
controversial matter should be extended to works of 
literature dealing imaginatively with industrial life; 
whether 10 so interpreting those provIsions the 
Corporation has acted in consultation with his 
Department or as a result of directions from his 
Department; and whether he can see his way to attain 
what is desired without the imposition of a literary 



censorship foreign to the traditions of this country and 
harmful to the development of broadcasting? 

Viscount WOLMER: Under the terms of the licence 
granted to the British Broadcasting Corporation a notice 
has been served on the Corporation directing them to 
refrain from broadcasting (a) statements expressing the 
opinion of the Corporation on matters of public policy, 
and (b) speeches containing statements on topics of 
political, religious or industrial controversy. It is left to 
the discretion of the Corporation to carry out these 
instructions.25 
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Mr Hore-Belisha is here achieving for the BBC the correct focussing of the Issues at 

stake: namely the clarification of the breadth of application of the Postmaster 

General's restriction on controversial matter. 

Though there is a reference at the end of the question to the effect of censorship on 

the wider development of broadcasting, its overall flavour and the fact that the 

banning of the play caused a question to be asked in the House presumably had an 

impact on press response to the published play. Most of this response came in January 

1928. The Daily News on 4th January quoted the opinion of JC Squire, Editor of the 

London Mercury, who said that broadcasting ought to be "a university in which the 

thinking power of the nation is stimulated", and gave the views of its own dramatic 

critic, Mr. E A Baughan, and of dramatist and critic St. John Ervine in a section 

headed, "The Official Mind". Baughan writes of the civil service instinct, affecting 

officials at the BBC, "to play for safety every time." St. John Ervine wonders why the 

assumption was made that wireless audiences were less intelligent than the audience at 

a theatre: 

"We cannot legislate for silly fools. If the entertainment 
provided for the bulk of our population is to be 
reduced to a level fit for half-wits we had better shut 
up shop. 

"As a practical man, I would suggest that nobody 
should be allowed to listen-in until he or she has taken 
out a licence at a Post Office. The condition of 
receiving a licence would be that the applicant must 
show signs of possessing a mind."z6 

The Sew Statesman on :lst January reviewed the book .\fachines, in terms highly 

unfbttering to Jeffrey. With reference to Jeffrey's reservations about ~1ansell's sanity 
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and Willoughby's conventionality, the reviewer speaks of the naIve way in which the 

BBC reveals its own political bias, adding that "It is almost incredible that an official 

of the B.B.C. should have been responsible for this puerility".27 Remarking that the 

play had faults - "a general crudity and a certain stiffness of characterisation" - the 

reviewer nevertheless argues that there were not enough radio dramatists at work for 

the BBC to be able to ignore competent work. G.K.'s Weekly is even more scathing 

about the same passage from Jeffrey's letter to Berkeley. It refers to 

... the new and peculiar tyranny of our time; which is 
the tyranny which does not even know its own mind; 
because it has no mind to know. 28 

Of the giving of Mansell's sanity as a reason against broadcasting the play, the paper 

says, "That .. .is the nearest that the ruling mind can get to an argument". Later it 

interprets Jeffrey's letter thus: 

As it seems to be impossible for the new officials to say 
what they mean, it is fortunately easy for somebody else 
to say it for them. What they mean, when they say the 
play is controversial, is simply that it is not 
controversial on the Conservative side. 

There were many other press items concerning the banning of Machines. or about 

wider issues of broadcast controversy that arose out of the banning. Mrs Philip 

Snowden, a member of the Board of BBC Governors, gave an interview to the Daily 

News on 3rd January in which she declared her intention of forcing the Board to 

agree on a definite policy on censorship. Her public remarks on the matter made 

Reith angry, as his diaries Show.29 The Evening Standard interpreted the Charter of 

the BBC as the Postmaster-General's power to tell the Corporation what to do, and 

concludes its article on the subject with an endorsement of the view of Berkeley and 

his allies: 

Even if the risk of improper use of the wireless 
were greater than it actually is, there are good reasons 
why we should take it. We cannot live without taking 
risks, any more than we can live without controversy, 
and the policy of playing for complete safety IS 

strangling broadcasting before it is fully alive.
3o 
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The focus is brought back to drama by the Manchester Guardian on 13th January In 

an article which, without naming Cecil Lewis's play Pursuit, clearly is referring to it 

in the following; 

But how can the art of drama, which is essentially the 
art of presenting conflict, keep any sort of life if all the 
issues about which people are actually in contention are 
ruled out? The B.B.C. apparently prefers the kind of 
wireless play which records escapes in motor- boats and 
aeroplanes, and we are told that it is particularly proud 
of its skill in simulating mechanical noises .... To build 
up plays round honkings and whirrings is mere 
childishness, and if this is what the ban on controversy 
is going to make of the wireless drama the theatres of 
more intelligent appeal need have little fear about such 
rivalry.31 

The reViewer neglects to say that Lewis's play was intended to exploit the technical 

possibilities of the new Dramatic Control Panel and therefore, though very different 

in intention from Machines. was in its own way a pioneering piece of work. The 

article is nevertheless of value In its recognition of Berkeley's second and to him it 

seemed more important point about the impact of the banning. Berkeley himself 

wrote newspaper articles about his problems with the BBC; one such was published in 

the Daily News on January 10th, and took issue with the case for the BBC as argued 

in the Observer two days earlier. The Observer's writer spoke to an unnamed official 

of the BBC who referred to the recommendations of the Crawford Committee 

concerning controversy, and to the BBC's efforts since 1923 "to get authority to 

introduce controversy into programmes".32 The BBC official said that the Government 

had decided not to allow the BBC to transmit controversial subjects "including 

political speeches, debates in the House of Commons,and so forth", but that there had 

been a change in procedure, whereby the Corporation was given responsibility for the 

functions of censorship which in Company days had been in the charge of the Post 

Office. This change was for a limited period, and, in the official's words, 

It ••• there was no material change of instruction or 
constitutional restriction. 

The Corporation was warned, in fact, that 
during this probationary period the spoken word of 



broadcasting must avoid political, religious, and 
industrial controversy." 

Further justification is offered in terms of looking after the listener: 

"In this service of broadcasting it is essential not to 
move faster than what may be termed the development 
of the listening instinct, or the ability of the average 
listener to appreciate and accept a forward policy." 
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Berkeley's Daily News article was published the day before Mrs Snowden was to raise 

the issue of censorship, and is introduced by a paragraph giving this information and 

stating that the banning of Machines had made the question of BBC censorship "a 

first-class issue".33 One of the main concerns of the article is to state that 

There is nothing in the Postmaster-General's instruction 
that requires the banning of a play on grounds of 
controversy. 

Berkeley believes he knows the real reason for the banning of his play: it was "for 

fear the British public was not intelligent enough to understand it". 
, ' 

Before the Storm: Jeffrey's Diminishing Credit at the BBC 

The extracts from newspapers quoted above give only some idea of the scale of the 

public debate sparked off by the Machines issue. Yet a month earlier, Jeffrey was 

still showing himself seemingly unaware of the likely repercussions of the banning; or 

perhaps only too aware. He addressed a memo to Roger Eckersley on December 15th 

1927, about the time the play was to be published. The Daily News had already 

announced Berkeley's arrangement for publication of Machines in its 25th November 

edition.34 Jeffrey's memo was a response to a request from Eckersley for information 

about staffing and overwork in the Productions Department; and his proposals show 

either a lack of awareness of the likely impact of lvfachines on the BBC in general 

and on his own career there in particular, or else a determination to try to put things 

right. 35 He requests two new men: one to be "more or less in the position of stage 

manager", and to help Rose and McConnel; the other to write up material for the 

Radio Times and to relieve McConnel, Rose, and ~1acdonell of this part of their 

work. ~1uch of the rest of the memo Jeffrey uses to ask for more personal control in 
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the working of his department. In spite of his evident involvement In the 

commissioning of Machines, 36 Jeffrey suggests that many of his difficulties at work 

came from lack of autonomy: 

I ask that consideration be given to the point 
that all matters to do with productions, artists or plays 
are handed over to me before a suggestion of any 
commitment is made by others who may be only 
indirectly concerned. Occasionally I have found myself 
working slightly in the dark which reduces my authority 
and hold over such situations. 

Berkeley's criticisms of the system operating at the BBC included a lamentation for 

the duplication of effort and chaos caused by failure to be clear about job 

demarcation: 

The British Broadcasting Corporation is a living 
monument to the truth of the old proverb of the cooks 
and the broth. Everybody seems to have a finger in 
someone else's business. (Machines 17) 

This seems to support Jeffrey's argument, and it may be that reading Berkeley's views 

gave Jeffrey what he hoped would be his ammunition. The case of Machines he does 

not, or dare not, mention in his memo, referring instead to his reservations about 

Cecil Lewis's contract to write plays as a freelance, and to the expense of having the 

useless de Frece aboard, adding that "If an effort is made to lessen diffusion of 

control the work will be more straightforward". So lack of autonomy IS gIven as one 

problem; the other is continuing overwork. Despite the good help of Farrar, the 

productions executive, Jeffrey says that work had increased to the extent that he still 

could not get "a birds-eye view of the situation". Jeffrey is talking here about wider 

issues of policy and direction of radio drama development, and shows therefore at 

least some sense of what is lacking even if he does not know the cure. Farrar's 

presence should, he says, allow him more freedom. A memo detailing the workload 

of individual members of the Productions Department was prepared by Farrar in 

mid-January 1928 and it certainly supports Jeffrey's contention that he and his staff 

were overburdened: senior staff worked nine or ten hours a day including Saturdays 

. h l'd 37 and the Christmas 0 lays. 
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Eckersley's response, which comes in a memo to Admiral Carpendale, indicates a lack 

of sympathy with the request for "specific control",38 and suggests that the m~tter be 

brought up at the next Control Board meeting. This shows a lack of confidence in 

Jeffrey, which must have taken more of a hold during the weeks of difficulty with 

Berkeley, and which indicates slight withdrawal of the support given to Jeffrey In 

Eckersley's July memo. Nevertheless on January 3rd 1928 Eckersley wrote to 

Goldsmith of the need to support Jeffrey by making a new appointment of 

... a really first-class man to take all the business and 
organisation off Jeffrey's hands, leaving him absolutely 
free on the artistic side but still in charge of the 
department.39 

Eckersley writes that the overwork in the Productions Department "is very real", and 

shows himself still willing to give Jeffrey further opportunity to prove himself: 

... Jeffrey will be freed to have a chance of showing us 
what he really can do in the way of artistic polish and 
presentation, not only in Drama but in Variety as well. 

Eckersley's memo interestingly includes a reference to the forthcoming appointment 

of "two research men" and indicates already a blurred distinction between features 

and drama when he says, 

.. .1 am inclined to think that they might have to work in 
this department, as all Feature Programmes or any 
programmes which require presentation in a particular 
form as a finished whole, seem to pass into the hands of 
the Production people. 

This prepares us for Jeffrey's transfer at the end of 1928 to the post of head of 

Research, and for the issue made soon after that of the merging of Research with 

Drama under Val Gielgud. It should be noted that the date of Eckersley's memo, 3rd 

January, places it just before or at the very start of the storm of newspaper publicity 

of the banning of "'fachilles. Perhaps Eckersley had himself not realised quite the 

scale of the issue. By 25th January he was addressing another memo to Goldsmith 

which discussed new appointments, and concluded: 

I should like to discuss this finally with you on 
vour return, as I feel that the whole question of the 
;taffing and organisation of the Productions Department 
is a very urgent matter. 40 
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Miss Edwin's records confirm the impression gIven by Eckersley when she writes of 

the transfer of McCulloch from Talks to Productions in January 1928, and adds: 

Some concern was felt at this time, as it had been 
previously, at the unsatisfactory standard of broadcast 
productions, and it was decided to strengthen the 
Department by new staff. (Edwin 3) 

"Machines": Conclusions. 

Jeffrey's role in all this seems to have been the offering to Reginald Berkeley of 

ammunition - his letter of November 17th; his lack of control at the point of 

commissioning the script; and his suggestion to Berkeley that writers should see radio 

as a "side line". Further, in the way he carried his rote as representative of the BBC, 

and in his failure to make any kind of stand one way or the other, he shows the 

limitations in his personal influence and his capacity to develop a new medium for 

drama within the institution. His analysis of the play was inadequate; at the same 

time, Machines, with all its faults, demonstrated an early recognition of the persuasive 

power of the medium and provided a chance to test the audience to see how they 

would survive an assault on their artistic and political judgments. Even lacking the 

genuine conflict between characters in the play, even crudely articulated as it was in 

terms of ideas, Machines promised to stimulate some kind of argument through those 

ideas it aired. Looking at the whole issue another way, by suppressing the play, the 

BBC gave Berkeley and his beliefs much more publicity than would have come from 

transmission. There was warning of this within the text; if anyone, including Jeffrey, 

had been more alert to the implications of the press office scenes and Bouverie's 

observations on how the machinery of the press worked, instead of obsessed with 

more obvious controversy, the play might have been broadcast. This play and its fate, 

like the views of Corbett Smith and later of Peter Eckersley and Cecil Lewis, force a 

certain perspective on the output of the Productions Department under Jeffrey. The 

opportunity handed to Berkeley to make the accusations he made in his Preface and 

in the press was so much more valuable than transmission of his play would have 
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been that it is even conceivable - gIven Berkeley's standing, his experience as a 

politician, his writing on the medium, and his authorship of The White Chiiteau - that _ 

Machines was to its author a political tool; not an end in itself; a spanner deliberately 

thrown into the machinery of the BBC, a challenge not recognised as such until it was 

too late. Whether or not Berkeley anticipated or even intended the ban, he knew how 

to use it when it happened, and subjected the (in his view) paranoid sensibilities of 

the Corporation to public torture, while Jeffrey missed his chance. Having failed to 

anticipate the danger to the BBC, and to protect it, Jeffrey presumably had little to 

lose by publicly adding his voice to Berkeley's as the storm swelled. But he missed 

this second chance to establish his own integrity, and seems not to have realised the 

seriousness of his position or the personal implications of what he had and - more 

significantly - had not done. To all of Berkeley's arguments, whether or not the 

platform for them was manufactured as such, Jeffrey could have and should have 

assented as a man more devoted to the development of radio drama than to the 

bureaucracy that crippled him. But Jeffrey lay low. He was not to join the agitators 

until after he had left the BBC, when his voice came with the resentful impotence of 

a rejected official rather than as the measured opinions of a man of influence. 

Creativity needs conflict, the papers said, and Berkeley said, and Corbett Smith; 

Jeffrey was capable of filling airtime, of pioneering In an extension of an 

administrative role, but not of recognising or responding to a more complex 

challenge, when the conflict missing between characters but existing between 

ideologies articulated within Machines transferred to the larger arena of the press. He 

did not even know whether art or administration was his master; even serving 

administration first he could still have made allocation for art and for his own 

limitations, as Val Gielgud was later to dO.41 Creativity could not function under 

Jeffrey's leadership, or lack of it; there was no real sense of direction or policy in the 

Productions Department in his time; and more hardy policy-forming pioneering was 

simply beyond his intellectual and personal scope. In 1928 as throughout Jeffrey's 

reign adventures in radio drama took place because individual creators managed to do 
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something new independently of, even In spite of, Jeffrey, rather than guided and 

inspired by him. 
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CHAPTER 7 

1928: The Dramatic Con trol Panel 

Dramatic Control Panel: Impact and Impulses 

In 1928 perhaps the most important event in the development of radio drama was the 

perfection by ADG West of the Dramatic Control Panel. The availability of a multi

studio technique and fade and cross fade meant that it became more possible to think 

about form and technique, rather than simply getting a programme on the air. The 

Panel therefore stimulated creative thinking about radio drama. Increased 

sophistication made available opportunities for greater realism and for experiments 

with the form and fundamental conception of the play. At the same time there was 

still some attempt to transmit adaptations of stage plays, in the Great Plays series 

begun in this year at Jeffrey's instigation. Val Gielgud gives some indication of the 

significance of the invention of the Panel when describing Sieveking's The First 

Kaleidoscope, a broadcast which will be further examined later in this chapter: 

Here for the first time the mechanical ingenuities of the 
Dramatic-control Panel were used not simply as 
producing expedients. They were welded together, and 
~played,' as Sieveking always insisted, like a musical 
instrument.. .. Here was a rhythm which flowed - ... And 
this flow was due to the controlling intelligence at the 
Dramatic-control Panel; to the imagination which had 
conceived what the proper balance and co-relation of 
the output of seven or eight separate studios could do; 
.... No longer was Radio Drama to be cabined within the 
bounds of theatre form and stage convention. The 
shackles had been struck off. If the wings could only be 
grown there was nothing to prevent soaring. (BRD 28-
9). 

Miss Edwin gives an account of the development of the Panel which has already been 

referred to in previous chapters. From its February 1927 "embryo" version of a panel 

controlling microphones in the two sides of a partitioned studio 2, the Panel grew 

with improving drama facilities: a new echo room in the basement of Savoy Hill in 

June 1927 and three studios - a large drama studio, an effects studio and an echo 
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room. According to Miss Edwin, "The dramatic control panel was first used In 

October 1927. Constructed in Room 97 at Savoy Hill".1 She refers her reader to a 

number of articles in the BBC Yearbook and the Radio Times. 2 

We have seen, for instance in Sieveking's account of his production of The Wheel of 

Time, that anything but the simplest drama broadcasts were difficult to manage from 

a technical point of view in pre-Panel days. Cecil Lewis's account of the development 

of the Panel in the Radio Times of 3rd November 1933 re-emphasises the crudeness 

of early attempts at multi-studio technique: 

Sometimes we had an orchestra playing in the passage 
outside. The microphone picked them up through the 
open door, and when we wanted to fade them out we 
closed it.3 

He goes on to describe the improvement brought about by the partitioned drama 

studio, one half carpeted, the other concrete-floored; one for speech, the other for 

effects; and the control, panel with rheostats controlling volume and with signalling 

devices: 

... a number of buttons, which, when pressed, lit up 
signs in the studios, reading 'LOUDER', 'SOFTER', 
'BACK', 'FORWARD', to control the position of the 
artists and the effects during a transmission. 

Lewis concludes his article with a recognition that an ability to use the Panel and all 

the new technology would not by itself make a play work. 

The Panel gave producers eight studios, yet at the time of its installation there were 

no radio plays in existence which needed more than three, according to Lewis; and 

that was why he wrote Pursuit, and Jeffrey wrote Speed. One of the articles referred 

to by Miss Edwin appears in the B.B.C. Handbook 1929 and is called "The Problems 

of the Producer." In a section headed "Mixing" Studios, it becomes clear that one of 

the major impulses towards the invention of the Panel was balance: 

When noise effects were first used they were made in 
the same studio as that from which the players spoke. 
Difficulties of balance immediately became apparent. 
Listeners complained that they could not hear the 
dialogue for noise. The obvious remedy was to operate 
the "noises" from another studio, and this was the first 
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The strangeness of the system for cast and others involved in the performance side of 

a production is pointed out: 

It is a peculiar system for those taking part, as 
they may carry out their portion of the work without 
knowing what the others are doing, or hardly what the 
play is about, their "sound" entrances and exits being 
indicated by a system of warning lights. 

The Handbook 1928, that is to say the one concerned with the BBC's life during 

1927, refers to the difficulty of balance and fading in and out faced by the producer 

before the addition of a talk-back facility and a satisfactory loudspeaker in the 

control room to allow precise mixing. Before this was available , the cue sheet had to 

be followed blindly. 5 

A more detailed look at the working of the Panel comes in a Radio Times article 

published on the cover of the June 15th 1928 issue, and written by "P. W.D." as part , 

of a series known as "Savoy Hill with the Lid Ofr'. The writer of the article describes 

radio plays as a popular and important part of the output, and gives a useful 

indication of what had been settled for the time being on the question of who was 

responsible for what parts of the production. Here, we are told clearly that the radio 

producer sits at the Panel all through the performance of a wireless play, and that "it 

is upon him that the technical 'slickness' of the production depends".6 The crude 

early methods of achieving multi-studio technique are sketched as a preliminary to a 

description of how the Panel worked. The basic difference from the old pre-Panel 

days is given as the interception of studio sounds in the mixing room, whereas earlier 

productions had gone straight from studio to central control room, where an engineer 

controlled programmes on their way to the transmitter: 

By the producer turning the appropriate knobs 
one way or the other, the sounds from any of the 
studios can be accentuated or even faded out completely 
and mixed up in such a way that the most realistic 
results are passed on by a common output to the central 
control room where they are dealt with in the normal 
course by the engineers. This, then, is a simple 
explanation of what the dramatic control panel does, 
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A diagram shows the progress of sound from studio to listener and there is a 

photograph of the Dramatic Control Panel. More detail on the advantages of the Panel 

and how it could be used follows, with some emphasis on the new and vital facilities 

available to the producer of communicating with the cast and cueing musicians with a 

buzzer. Thus greater subtlety in terms of interpretation and generally less trouble with 

practicalities are stressed. 

A less practical analysis of the help afforded by the Panel is offered by Val Gielgud 

in the fourth of a series of six articles he wrote on The Wireless Play for the Radio 

Times in June 1929, soon after he took office as Productions Director. Though it 

might be argued that Val Gielgud's contribution was to conventional and not 

necessarily adventurous drama on the air he is clearly recognising at this very early 

stage in his career at the BBC that radio drama should not be seduced by the wonders 

of technology away from finding its proper expression; that there was interesting 

comparison to be made with film; and the suggestion is there that something beyond 

realism was available on the radio. He writes more for the aspiring wireless dramatist 

than for a general reader, and goes so far as to say that 

... anyone writing a play for the microphone without an 
elementary knowledge of the dramatic control panel is 
attempting the impossible.7 

Though Gielgud admits that much of what he has to say would be stale news to some 

readers, he still feels bound to point out that a radio drama producer could handle up 

to six studios simultaneously; yet, he insists, writers must not get carried away by 

technology: 

.. .in radio drama, as in all good art, simplicity is more 
effective than complication. To use six studios merely, 
as it were, for the fun of the thing, when the theme 
and characters of a play are simple and straightforward, 
is merely stupid. 

Gielgud rejects the practice of American radio drama producers, who kept all the 

speech and music elements of a radio play in one studio; his reason endorses the 
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importance attached by experimenters like Lewis, Sieveking, Guthrie and others to 

the fluidity available in radio drama: 

The 'fade' is the basis of radio drama technique. It is 
the control and mixing and crossing of these fades and 
of their handling through the panel that give to modern 
radio drama its particular shape and its particular 
continuity. As the scene in the film scenario ends with 
the moving of the camera, so the scene in the radio play 
ends with the fade. 

The film analogy may not be very apt or precise in Gielgud's application but at least 

the idea of an aesthetic relationship is emerging. Artistic intention and production 

panache are involved in Gielgud's assertion that the Panel "(like most machinery) is a 

good servant but a bad master", and in his characterisation of the advantages of the 

'fade' system: 

... quite apart from the relative strength .. .it secures 
continuity - again most comparable with that film 
technique according to which one picture dissolves 
gradually into another without any break. Good writing 
for the microphone and good producing for the 
microphone in the former case require, and in the latter 
produce, 'slick fading' from scene to scene. 

Gielgud's perception of this film-radio relationship is perhaps more fruitfully 

expressed In his article for the special radio drama edition of the Radio Times in 

March 1929. He says that radio and film had both, naturally, looked to the stage for 

their first material, but that things had to change: 

I do not want to stress the cinema parallel; but it is 
quite true that the development of the radio playwright 
tends more and more to the writing of scripts 
approximating to film scenarios rather than to any other 
art-form. But after five years we realize more clearly 
every day that stage plays are, as it were, written in a 
cramped two-dimensional medium, while radio work 
should be ,: Jne in a free single-dimensional one. 
Perhaps the work of Cecil Lewis shows very clearly 
what I mean.8 

Other accounts of the evolution and uses of the Dramatic Control Panel exist but on 

the whole they either restate what we have seen above or come outside the scope of 

the thesis. Cecil Lewis wrote in November 1933 that up to that time there had been 
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only small refinements to the original Panel design.9 For a more exact idea of how 

much or how little things had changed in the earliest years of the Panel's use 

reference may be made to Miss Edwin's other recommendations, as well as to the 

booklet published by the BBC in 1932 called A Technical Description of Broadcasting 

House. 10 

Thinking About Radio Drama After the Panel 

This section will consider two articles, one written by Jeffrey and the other by Eric 

Maschwitz - Val Gielgud's former boss at the Radio Times, and later to be Head of 

Variety - using the pen name of Holt Marvell. Jeffrey, writing in September 1928 -

after the broadcasts of Pursuit and Speed - argued that the techniques of radio drama 

production and radio playwriting should not be confused; that post-Dramatic Control 

Panel advances were being made with production but not at the earlier stage of 

aesthetic conception of the radio play. Maschwitz talks about "fluidity" making radio 

drama more comparable to a novel than to a stage play, and insists that the last thing 

a radio playwright should strive for is a sense of stage. Both Jeffrey and Maschwitz 

see a relationship to film, but both advocate the search for what was truly 

characteristic of radio. Thus one important aspect of thinking about radio drama in 

the months following the advent of the Panel was a stronger recognition than ever 

before of the need for radio drama to find its own form. Critics and practitioners 

writing about plays broadcast at this time often linked Speed, Pursuit and The First 

Kaleidoscope together as post-Panel experiments; in this section and the next any 

distinction made between plays which explored new production techniques and those 

which concentrated instead on a more radical change in the conception of the play 

must be treated with care since at the time it might well have been perceived as . , 

false. 

A II the same, Jeffrey showed considerable insight into the division of interest and 

possibility involved in the development and use of the Panel in an article he wrote 

for the Radio Times of ~8th September 1928. The article's title is "Technique or 
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Dramatist?" and its mam concern is to lament and explain the continuing failure by 

practitioners to discover what Jeffrey terms "the ultimate technique of radio drama".ll 

Jeffrey is writing, it should be noted, just days after the broadcast of The First 

Kaleidoscope on September 4th, about which he says nothing; perhaps because of the 

date of going to press; but even so the broadcast must surely have been "in the air" 

long before it actually went out. Yet he is suggesting that radio practitioners had 

managed to be inventive with production techniques specifically for radio; but not at 

the earlier writing stage of the conception of the play . According to Jeffrey, the 

aesthetic possibilities of the medium were being extended technically but not 

conceptually; and things would not change, he felt, until "the rising of a single-

minded, artistic genius who will envisage its tremendous potentialities and devote 

himself to moulding them to his own use". He goes so far as to suggest there might 

not even be a new technique for radio drama: 
, 

Radio drama is not being retarded because we 
cannot find the new technique - even assuming there is 
one; the reason that it has not yet completely found 
itself is because no author of acknowledged genius has 
set himself to study and write for this medium of sound 
minus sight. 

Jeffrey does take account of worthy efforts by Berkeley, Lewis, Charles Croker -

Jeffrey's own pseudonym - and Hughes, but says:· 

.. .I doubt if they have succeeded in adding one brick 
solid enough to form part of the foundations of a new 
art. The thing they have done is to entertain, and 
entertain artistically. But success in entertainment by 
radio does not predicate the creation of an original 
technique in that entertainment. 

Lewis's Lord Jim and Pursuit were both, Jeffrey says, hailed when broadcast as 

showing a new technique; but that technique was not in either case according to 

Jeffrey peculiar JO radio: 

But the technique of these plays is no more the 
monopoly of radio, because we happen to have fading 
devices to present scenes swiftly, than the revolving 
stage at the Coliseum is anything to do with the 
technique of stage-play-writing. 

His next sentence is the most important in the article for our present purposes: 



Let us not confuse the technique of radio-production 
with the technique of radio-play-writing. 
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The article continues with a reference to Berkeley's The White Chateau. Jeffrey 

wonders whether a search for "an art-form for radio" is a search for a "will-o'-the-

wisp"; Berkeley's play worked when transferred to stage "in the same form". The fact 

that in Jeffrey's personal view Lord Jim "was, without doubt, the most artistic piece 

of work done by broadcast" was due, he says, to merit inherent in Conrad's writing 

which deserved Lewis's "admirable and entirely efficient adaptation". The 

introductory paragraph to the article sums up Jeffrey's argument, drawing the parallel 

with film but making apparent the ambivalence of Jeffrey's welcome for experiments 

with form: 

Much has been written of radio drama. Experiments 
such as Lord Jim, Speed and Pursuit have drawn 
attention to the fading device and the use of multiple 
studios which make possible a dramatic technique of 
breadth' and movement similar to that of the film 
scenario. But does the future of broadcast drama depend 
vitally upon this so-called ~radio technique'? Is it not 
more vital to find the master dramatist with something 
significant to say than to trust what is, after all, no 
more than a slightly novel means of his saying it? 

Soon after Val Gielgud succeeded Jeffrey as head of Productions, Eric i'.1aschwitz 

suggested the idea of adapting Compton Mackenzie's novel Carnival for broadcasting. 

Maschwitz took the name of Holt Marvell and worked closely with the novelist 

towards the broadcast; and under the same name he wrote an article called "Look to 

the Novelist for your Plays!" for the Radio Times of 1st March 1929 (the special radio 

drama issue). Being published so soon after Jeffrey's move from drama, the article's 

frame of reference comes within the scope of the thesis. The article is interesting 

chiefly because of its analysis of how radio practitioners should use the Dramatic 

Control Panel to emancipate radio drama from stage conventions and disco\'er its true 

and distinctive character. 
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"Marvell" first asks whether the very notion of there being a radio drama to discover 

is more than merely an attempt "to bolster up the confidence of the broadcasters In 

their medium?" His answer is unequivocally and enthusiastically "yes": 

The way is now clear for a radio drama of large scope. The' 

saviour of the radio play from the last cramping limitations of the 

stage form is the device known as the Dramatic Control Panel, which 

has made possible such experiments as Lord Jim, Speed, Kaleidoscope, 

Carnival. and, this week, Squirrel's Cage. 12 

Maschwitz lists briefly the techniques which the Panel had made available, and cites 

Kaleidoscope as a programme which illustrated them: fading, superimposition, use of 

sound effects and music as a background to dialogue. Giving an insight into how the 

pace of plays must have been helped by the Panel, he writes: 

~The Panel' eliminates the necessity for a formal change 
of scene indicated by either a pause (and how long 
those microphone pauses are!) or a passage of narrative 
explanation. It enables the radio playwright to use sound 
~expressionistically' as the film producer uses light. 

This kinship with film was stressed by Guthrie, both in his radio scripts and in his 

writing about the medium; writing in the introduction to a 1931 published edition of 

three of his own microphone plays, he describes the effect of using the Dramatic 

Control Panel to fade and cross fade as one which "rather resembles that of 

superimposed photography in the films".13 Others, too, had already made the 

comparison: Val Gielgud for instance. Again sharing a perception with Gielgud, 

Maschwitz warns that radio dramatists or producers must not allow mechanical 

ingenuity to dominate: 

But 
important 
Exaggerated, 
the medium. 

this mechanical aspect of the thing, 
though it is, is not all-important. 
it may lead to the sacrifice of the play to 

Having warned against the dangers of seduction into an irrelevant or blind line of 

development, Maschwitz characterises the true potential offered by the Panel: 



It gives ... a fluid quality in which it compares more 
exactly with the novel than with the stage play. In a 
novel the drama flows; we see it develop, step by step, 
like the drama of real life. The stage-dramatist can 
never be fluid in style .... When he attempts to be strictly 
'realistic,' he fails completely, because the shape of a 
play, like the shape of a theatre, is not the shape of 
life. When it comes to picturing life and its many 
complex inter-relations, both the screen and the 
microphone can achieve more than the stage. 

2~1 

Disregarding the crudeness of the reference to stage, this passage pushes the 

contemporary preoccupation with realism beyond sophistication with sound effects 

and acoustic backgrounds into a pre-production stage of the creation of a radio play. 

Maschwitz's idea of the future of radio drama envisages use of "music and 

expressionism", a discarding of stage restrictions, and the achievement of something 

not better than the stage can offer, but 

... something different and something characteristic, and 
it is by concentrating upon that which it alone can give 
to its listeners that broadcasting will live and flourish. 

He writes that the stage adaptation of Carnival had failed, but that on the radio it 

had been told "with somewhat of the technique of the novel" .14 He goes on, drawing 

his arguments together to fit the title of his article: 

I believe that for the development of the 'fluid' 
technique we must, in the future, look to the novelist. It 
would be a mistake to imagine that the novelist has no 
sense of drama. He shares this quality with the 
dramatist, who is distinguished only by his 'sense of the 
stage' - the last quality demanded of a radio playwright. 
Whether the novelist will take advantage of the new 
medium remains to be seen. If he does not, it will rest 
with the adaptor to make radio plays of his novels. 

Output After the Panel: Different Approaches to Realism 

As Jeffrey's article suggests, the Dramatic Control Panel made possible two broad 

categories of innovation. One was expressed in attempts to make realism more 

convincing m formal terms, through use of sound effects and acoustic background. 

The other, which involved more radical changes, attempted to experiment with the 

form of the script itself. 
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The former area of development demanded its own kind of inventiveness and 

interested writers of the calibre of Lewis. For him and for Jeffrey, in their first 

efforts to exploit the Panel, the emphasis initially was on realism as the province of 

sound effects and on the possibility of rapid scene changes to achieve what was called 

in reference to Pursuit a "more than kinema rapidity" .15 The latter category of 

experimentation attracted innovators such as Sieveking, and later Guthrie. For them, 

the Panel freed radio drama to find its own true nature; it took some practitioners a 

while to want to move beyond the mechanical fascinations and possibilities. Tyrone 

Guthrie wrote in the Introduction to a volume of his radio plays published in 1931 

that the engineers had always been ahead of the programme makers: 

From the beginning the programme designers have been 
panting after the engineers and they will not overtake 
them until the focus of public interest shifts from the 
practical and mechanical to the artIstIc and 
philosophical applications of this new medium. 16 

Any tendency to over-emphasise the importance attached at the time to experiments 

with form should contain awareness of this fascination on the part of the public with 

the mechanics of sound production: thus Jeffrey's preoccupation with getting sound 

effects right, and Lewis's sharing of that concern, appear differently, and might have 

been more in line with audience demand than aesthetically more adventurous 

experiments of the kind practised by Lance Sieveking. 

Cecil Lewis's Pursuit 

Pursuit was broadcast on January 7th 1928 and Lewis by his own account wrote it to 

demonstrate what the Dramatic Control Panel could do: 

I personally was greatly excited by the possibilities of 
radio drama and with the help of the engineers 
developed what was then called ~the multi-studio 
technique', the original ~mixing panel' by which sound 
from different studios could be brought in and blended, 
music, artists, sound effects, into a single transmission. 
It is the commonplace of today: then it was an exciting 
innovation and I wrote a play to demonstrate its 

ff
' 17 e ect! veness. 
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In his 1933 Radio Times article, "Producing a Radio Play - then and Now", he wrote 

of how once the Panel had been invented people realised that nothing had yet been 

written to make use of more than three studios, and says: 

To remedy that, and really exploit the machine we had 
been provided with, we got busy. R.E. Jeffrey wrote 
Speed, and I wrote Pursuit. 18 

Before the play was broadcast an accompanying article was published In the Radio 

Times of 30th December 1927. Much of the article is concerned to show that plays 

of action work well on radio. 19 The argument is that since action "is not only visual, 

it is imaginative", there is scope on the radio for action and for the art of the 

storyteller: 

Now the Radio dramatist IS really the 
reincarnation of these age-long institutions a 
twentieth-century Scheherezade. If he had to rely on 
getting his fees as the Eastern story-teller does, he 
would soon learn the ABC of his business - to tell a 
good tale, with all the suspense, action, and climax that 
implies. ' 

The article is helpful in determining how Lewis thought the Dramatic Control Panel 

could further the development of radio drama. He recalls his adaptation of Lord Jim 

into twenty-three scenes linked by "a narrator supplying aural sub-titles". Pursuit 

drew on this earlier experience, he says, adding that though half as long as Lord Jim 

it had nearly a hundred scene changes. He admits freely that his ambition for the new 

play was limited: 

Let me say at once it is not a 'literary' play. Its interest 
lies only in the fact that it explains this new technique 
of cinema presentation. 

This unassuming line comes after Lewis's admission that he could not be didactic 

about radio drama: 

Radio Drama is undiscovered gold. The young dramatist 
of today has a fresh field before him. His artistic and 
spiritual influence on the world has unimagined scope. 
His audience may be numbered by the million. His 
name will sound from pole to pole. 

To see the potential influence and cultural responsibility of the radio practitioners at 

the same time as restricting his own artistic ambition to a technical arena represents a 



different approach to that taken by, for instance, Berkeley, whose notion of what the 

writer should do with the influence in his power led him to write a play perhaps 

deliberately intended to challenge ideas of how the BBC should interpret its cultural 

role. In Lewis's play the drama was in the action, and the thought devoted to 

mechanical skills. Pursuit was challenging to the listener, as Lewis recognises when at 

the end of his article he gives a warning: 

This is not a programme where you can afford to miss 
the beginning .... The beginning, as in all plays, is the 
most difficult for the playwright and the audience. It 
lays the foundations of the story and, in the case of 
Pursuit, shows the principal characters in a series of 
aural close-ups. 

These "close-ups" are telephone conversations, and the trick works well as a means of 

introducing the characters, whetting audience curiosity about them and the possible 

connections between them. Before the script, which is kept at Broadcasting House in 

the Play Library, a note says that the play uses fade and cross fade with four studios 

- one for speech, one speech and music, and probably two for effects. 

The story is of the abduction by Seth Kent of Jenny Bristol whose father, years 

before, had made off with Kent's (presumably willing) fiancee. Bob, a taxi-driver, 

and Esme, a manicurist, help Kent, though Bob is lured to the other side after 

Jenny's father has given him an unsigned cheque. The play has very many short 

scenes separated by fade, crossfade, and music. There is a lot of movement from 

place to place, and many journeys including a car chase, a taxi in traffic, and a light 

plane chasing a motor launch across the Channel. Incidents to give the effects people 

more fun included a car crash, a storm at sea, the capsizing of the boat, and the 

'pancake' landing of the plane beside it. Pursuit draws on Lewis's wartime experience 

as a pilot with jargon, jokes on the flight control talkie system, and evident 

knowledge of airports and flying technique. The characters are clearly functional, 

vehicles for a mechanical experiment. Jenny the girl is predictably spirited, Bob the 

taxi-driver predictably cocky, and Freddy the fiance is the ideal brave young pilot 

complete with a DSO for skill and "pluck". The confrontation between Jenny's father 
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and Kent, which should have been the emotional climax, clearly did not interest 

Lewis at all, and the closing snatch of dialogue when all is well demonstrates 

deference to good manners - restraint on the airwaves - and slick familiarity with 

what the Control Panel could do rather than with real emotion: 

Freddy: Jenny? 
Jenny: Yes? 
Freddy: Better? 
Jenny: Yes 
Freddy: Happy? 
Jenny: Yes 
Freddy: Love me? 
Jenny: Yes 
Freddy: That's the stuff to give 'em.20 

Indeed the last line is almost conspiratorial, a joke with the audience not meant in 

any way to convey emotional realism. Towards the end of the script there is even a 

note indicating Lewis's purpose thus: 

(From this point the noise effects are more important 
than the dialogue. most of it must be shouted over 
them, till the end of the play.) 

Reactions to Pursuit 

In the previous chapter, during consideration of the press furore that followed the 

banning of Reginald Berkeley's Machines, reference was made to an article in the 

Manchester Guardian of 13th January 1928 which asked how drama could be kept 

alive if real contention was censored. Though Lewis's play is not mentioned by name 

it is clearly the target for the following scathing criticism: 

The B.B.C. apparently prefers the kind of wireless play 
which records escapes in motor- boats and aeroplanes, 
and we are told that it is particularly proud of its skill 
in simulating mechanical noises. In that case the 
dramatic staff of the B.B.C. must be very easily pleased, 
more easily, we fancy than listeners .... To build up plays 
round honkings and whirrings is mere childishness, and 
if this is what the ban on controversy is going to make 
of the wireless drama the theatres of more intelligent 
appeal need have little fear about such rivalry.21 

The same newspaper nevertheless published two more favourable re\iews of Lewis's 

play. The first. which appeared on 9th January, gave the view that Lewis, \1ich3el 
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Hogan the assistant producer, and the cast, together had "provided a most interesting 

and exciting hour".22 The title of the review was "The New Radio Drama" and 

towards the end Lewis's new technique is briefly described in terms which suggest its 

appropriateness for radio above all other media, including the screen, though the link 

in that case is still pointed out - which is interesting given this play's greater 

preoccupation with achieving realistic acoustic background than with aesthetic 

experimentation: 

The new technique seems to have consisted 
largely of the sound effects mentioned and the more 
than kinema rapidity with which scenes could be 
multiplied. One could hear at one time the dialogue on 
the aeroplane, another on the motor-launch, and 
another on the mail packet. The whole story was told by 
dialogue with no explanations, and the differentiation 
of voices made it perfectly clear who was speaking and 
where you were. The indefinite multiplication of scenes 
and of moving scenes was certainly characteristic of the 
kinema and impossible to the theatre, but as the essence 
of a play is in the dialogue and not in what is seen the 
wireless ought to win. 

Two days later the newspaper reported a favourable response from listeners: 

Mr. Lewis seems to have demonstrated that the 
film type of play can hold the interest of listeners, and 
that is a big step forward in arriving at the new 
technique that must be evolved before the radio play 
can become a success.23 

Some idea of responses to the production within the BBC can be gathered in an 

internal memo containing comments by Head Office staff. "R W" considered that the 

press and the author had over-emphasised the importance of the aural close-ups 

which began the play, and thought they had not worked anyway: 

... the conversations followed one another too quickly to 
enable one to ~et more than a muddled mental picture 
of the position. 4 

Peter Eckersley's remarks are of special relevance, since Lewis's ambitions were to do 

with exploiting the new technical sophistication, which was of concern to the 

engineering department: 

I thought the play bad because of bad production. The 
idea on the other hand was excellent. The idea as I saw 
it was that the theme was mechanical ...... from big to 



little .... telephone, taxi, Bentley, aeroplane, ship; there 
was a mechanical crescendo. This could have been best 
conveyed by a varying "tempo" in the voices, as it were, 
but in fact, there was a most sustained monotony in the 
spoken word. The noises too were most unconvincing; a 
fundamental difficulty confronts us here as the big 
crashes cannot be made to contrast enough with the 
smaller noises. In details too the motors were 
indistinguishable from the aeroplane ..... racing motors 
"plop" more. It was a most ambitious effort, an excellent 
idea, but to "come off' production was everything, in 
fact however production was really bad - let's try 
again!" 
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CG Graves wrote that he was "frankly interested in the play which held me from 

start to finish, an unusual thing as I generally get bored with dramatic 

productions"(memo p2). He goes on, however, to offer some strong criticisms of the 

writing and production: 

The play itself was, of course, a very poor 
specimen and could have been written by a child, but 
that Lewis I know realised as he was out for effects and 
new technique and nothing more .... The noises were not 
particularly good. It rather showed us up as only being 
capable of dealing with such things as telephone bells, 
motor cars, aeroplanes or motor boats. Actually, of 
course, we got all the wrong type of noise. One would 
never have heard sitting in a motor the kind of noise 
that came out of the loud speaker, the smashing of a 
taxi window would not have sounded like breaking a 
half inch thick piece of glass with a sledge hammer. 
The smash of the motor was ridiculous.(memo pp2-3) 

Graves also objects to the advertisement given to a make of motor car, and describes 

conversations that took place in the air as "much too long drawn out and ... boring". 

"R W", too, had thought the airborne dialogue "too protracted"(memo pi). Graves's 

conclusion nonetheless is that Lewis had done what he set out to do: 

... namely to give a very large number of scenes, none of 
them too long to make one's interest flag. By constant 
change of scene the interest was maintained and from 
this point of view the play, to my mind, was 
successful.(memo p3) 

The longer-term BBC opinion of Lewis's experiment as represented by Val Gielgud 

after he became head of Productions shows a deepening of respect as the time went 

on and the perspective changed. In March 1929 he wrote in the special radio drama 

edition of the Radio Times that the work of Lewis illustrated radio's relationship with 
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film and its need to work "in a free single-dimensional" medium. 25 "Pursuit," he says, 

"was written for the microphone; it is capital". When in 1956 Gielgud wrote about 

Pursuit in British Radio Drama 1922-1956, he said that it "had all the virtues and 

faults of "quick-fire' thrillers largely concerned by what the Panel could mechanically 

do" (BRD 24). He also included the play in his 1933 Original Radio Play Festival (see 

BRD 66). 

RE Je//rey's Speed 

Speed was written by "Charles Croker", alias RE Jeffrey, and was broadcast on 2nd 

April 1928. The authorship of the play is given by Val Gielgud in British Radio 

Drama 1922-1956, when he has just described the Dramatic Control Panel, and goes 

on to say: 

It was not surprising that Jeffrey, with Speed. Cecil 
Lewis, with Pursuit. and Lance Sieveking, with The 
First Kaleidoscope, should all have wasted little time in 
experimenting with and exploiting its possibilities.26 

It is an important part of the story of the play that Jeffrey wished to keep his 

authorship a secret, at least officially, though at this distance it is hard to tell how 

genuine or successful the cover-up really was. The newspapers kept up the pretence, 

at any rate. The Daily Telegraph of 18th April reported in an article headed "B.B.C. 

Staff Talent" that Speed "was written largely by a member of the staff under a 

pseudonym",27 while the Star on 1 Oth March describes the play thus: 

It is a tragi-comic fantasy, specially written for 
the microphone by "Charles Croker," a pseudonym that 
covers the identity of a playwright who has written a 

28 number of West End plays. 

The last paragraph of the article may give the reason for Jeffrey's apparent wish for 

anonymity: 

Mr. Jeffrey thinks that "Speed" is the best play 
the B.B.C. has yet secured, and is certain that listeners 
will be really interested in it as a play. They will get 
plenty of thrills, too. 



249 

The Star's wireless correspondent had been allowed to see the script and gives his (or 

her) own opinion as a positive one: 

"Charles Croker" has been studying wireless technique 
for a long time, and he has made a remarkably good job 
of the task he set himself. 

The thematic and other similarities between Speed and Reginald Berkeley's Machines 

have been noted in the last chapter. In the latter play George, one of Mansell's 

colleagues at the factory, refers to an industrial accident that happened to a man 

called Croker: 

You know what 'happened to Croker in number seven 
snift on'y this mornin'. Caught up and tore 'is arm off 
because 'is filthy machine turned vicious on 'im. You 
know well as I do they do turn vicious. you can't say 
why. (Machines 115). 

Not only is the name surely more than a coincidence; the sentiments about the 

ruthlessness and inhumanity of the machines expressed in Berkeley's play are 

significantly close to those voiced in Jeffrey's play, for instance by the Chief 

Engineer, O'Brien, when he says that "Life's going too fast.. .. Human nature's being 

forced under".29 Jeffrey's play shows all humanity suffering because of one man's 

obsession with speed and machinery. No-one escapes; no political belief, and no 

distance from actual physical contact with the machines, buys exemption. The gods of 

Olympus laugh at the folly and helplessness of mortals; they are mostly indifferent, 

intervening on a whim to amuse themselves. So although audience sympathy may be 

invited, responsibility for what happens is not settled. The emphasis is on the 

inhumanity of the machines and the indifference of the gods, rather than on anyone's 

political beliefs. Jeffrey had objected to the sanity of Mansell, Berkeley's politically-

motivated working-class hero; his own capitalist, Sir Arnold, is represented as 

obsessed to the point of insanity. Thus by an impudent hypocrisy Jeffrey renders him 

politically harmless. Berkeley must have listened to Speed, if he did listen to it, with 

a gloomy and ironic sense of self-satisfaction. It represents an attempt to take 

Berkeley's theme and - chiefly by the introduction of the immortals - bleed it of 

controversy; the timing almost suggests that Jeffrey might have wanted to 
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demonstrate to Berkeley what he could have had passed for broadcasting, This seems 

naive, not just because it shows questionable integrity as an author; there is also the 

question of his seeming unawareness of the damage the Machines issue had done to 

his own career. Jeffrey seemed to be wielding with considerable public nOIse an 

influence which by this time must have existed mostly in his mind. The published 

version of "Croker's" motivation did not obviously establish the link with Berkeley 

and the trouble Jeffrey had got into over Machines. Instead, the other area of 

Jeffrey's intentions was stressed, for instance in the announcement of the broadcast in 

the Radio Times: 

This, it is claimed, is definitely a radio play: a play 
written for broadcasting, in technique founded on the 
needs of the microphone and not on the traditions of 
the stage. There is, therefore, no occasion to give details 
of "scenes" nor any "stage directions". If the author has 
been successful, this fantasy of the gods on high 
Olympus and the speed-mad, self-destructive mortals 
below will tell its own story in its own way. 30 

The report in the Star on 10th March gives details of the technical demands of 

"Croker's" play which required five studios, three producers, five stage managers and 

five sound effects people, in addition to a fairly large cast.31 Again prompting 

comparison with Machines and with Jeffrey's stated objections to it, there is evidence 

in the same newspaper review of the drama department protecting the public from 

real life, in terms of editing the "tragic side" of the story: 

Every character except one meets with a violent 
death, but there is nothing sordid in the play. One hears 
the noise of a collision between an express train and the 
lorries at a level crossing, for instance, but one only 
learns of the death-toll afterwards through a character 
making some remark. 

The script of Speed is available at Broadcasting House in London, and a brief look at 

it is warranted. Characterisation is very thin. The function of the gods is to express 

derision or indifference towards the antics of men, or to interfere whimsically. They 

speak in pedestrian verse and pronounce overt pedestrian judgment on human values, 

as if they actually had values of their own. Depiction of human beings is also 

simplistic; the mortals are cardboard representations of good, bad, or muddled 
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motives. The tycoon Sir Arnold worships speed and is obviously riding for a fall. 

Jack, Ethel, and the old engineer O'Brien Question his ethos; Jack temporarily catche_s 

Sir Arnold's mania, while the other two are afraid of it. Blinkered by his obsession 

Sir Arnold makes a god of speed and in so doing brings about a series of deaths and 

disasters involving his employees, his family, and finally himself. Overt moralising is 

not the monopoly of the gods; O'Brien voices his reservations about speed and 

mechanisation, and Ethel has her turn too: 

... this problem has to be solved by someone, and it 
seems to me that a woman is better equipped to do it 
than a man. She has more vision and less desire for this 
vice of power. (Speed 20) 

Jack's reply - "I say! You are growing up!" - shows that Berkeley and Jeffrey seem to 

have shared views of the intellectual capacities of women. The accidents caused by 

Sir Arnold's fixation happen in a variety of settings - a factory, a ship at sea, a train 

crash with lorries, a car crash, and a plane crash - and this and the alternation 

between gods and mortals presumably provided enough distraction to prompt the 

letters of appreciation reported in the Daily Telegraph of 5th Apri1.32 All the 

principal characters die because of Sir Arnold's mania; only his wife, whom we never 

meet, survives, watched from heaven as the play ends by Ethel, Jack, and Sir Arnold, 

who discuss being dead, the triviality of life, and how well mother seems to be 

coping. 

Clearly the play has different intentions to those of Machines. Jeffrey's play 

-
condemns a lunatic human being's obsession with mechanical speed and productivity, 

and condemns also his disregard for all other human values. Machinery as a term 

applied to Berkeley's play extends to similarly impersonal controlling forces 

represented by, for instance, Fleet Street and the Law; whereas Jeffrey does not 

seriously Question a system which can allow one patently idiotic industrialist to exert 

such damaging influence over people's lives. The gods must have something to laugh 

at, after all; they seem at one level to be a crude representation of the author's 

opinion and a focus for the inadequacy of the play's attitude to its audience. It is true 



that the course of events and the Olympians make it impossible for the listener to be 

unaware of what he or she is supposed to think, even if he or she doesn't think it. In 

the sense that the outcome is clear from the start there is no tension in the play. The 

tension comes rather from the distancing impatience with the level of intelligence 

assumed in the listener. The play contains approximately one idea, and that a silly, 

crude one, which presents no challenge, political, moral, or creative. Berkeley's play 

may have lacked true dramatic conflict within the fabric of the script but it was 

cunningly promoted and it contained and stimulated thought; and that, given Speed. 

seems a worthy achievement after all. 

Reactions to Speed 

Reactions to Jeffrey's play were quite restrained. The Daily Telegraph review, which-. 
reports favourable response from listeners and a request for a French translation, 

nevertheless says that "The production was to some extent experimental and there are 

crudities to be overcome". The verdict is, however, kind: 

In construction and technique the play was a definite 
contribution to radio drama, and it has pleased the 
public it was intended for as a somewhat melodramatic 
piece.33 

The reVIew In the Observer was not so mellow. The newspaper's "Special 

Correspondent" found that the play relied too heavily on not entirely successful 

technical tricks to be genuinely noteworthy: 

... "Speed," sought too many of its effects from the 
railway "shocker" to rank high among recent 
productions. We soon began to guess the next horror, 
and the repetition of calamities (with "effects" of 
diminishing effectiveness) speedily lost the thrill that 
undoubtedly attended the first. The element of pity 
should have entered into our minds more strongly ... .It is 
very doubtful if the radio playwright can find success 
on these lines, but these are the days of experiment.. .. 

34 

Val Gielgud's reservations about Speed we have seen earlier in this chapter. It is 

worth noting that despite all the fanfare accorded to Jeffrey's play In the Radio 

Times and the Star, it was not included in the 1933 Original Radio Play Festiva1.
35 
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Nevertheless Gielgud's retrospective assessment of the play in Years of the Locust IS, 

on balance, kind. He puts it in the pioneering context and gives it its due, thus: 

I fancy that I was lucky in the moment at which 
I was fated to tackle my new job. The hardest of the 
pioneering work had already been done. Authority had 
been convinced, largely by the painful method of trial 
and error, that it was impossible to broadcast plays, 
even scenes from plays, from the stages of theatres. 
R.E. Jeffrey and Cecil Lewis had proved that a drama, 
which should be a genuine drama of the air, was a real 
and exciting possibility. I fear that my personal reaction 
to the former's original radio play Speed was critical 
rather than enthusiastic. It seemed to me to be 
pretentious in conception, turgid in wrItmg. 
Nevertheless, at the bottom of that swirling maelstrom 
of words and sounds there glimmered the jewels of 
"What Might Come to be Done." For all its faults Speed 
was a milestone. Another was when Cecil Lewis made 
the adaptation for broadcasting of Conrad's novel Lord 
Jim. A third was Lance Sieveking's First Kaleidoscope. 
(Locust 72) 

Sieveking's The First Kaleidoscope 

Sieveking's script of The First Kaleidoscope was never published because, as testified 

by Peter Black in The Biggest Aspidistra in the World, only about twenty per cent of 

it was written down, the" rest being sounds.36 Sieveking's own account is available in 

his "Autobiographical Sketches", as well as in his book, The Stuff of Radio. The sense 

of his own excitement and apprehension and the tension at the studio are vividly 

conveyed, as is the awareness of the risk that things might go wrong, since radio 

drama was in those days broadcast always live. John Gielgud was Sieveking's "Voice 

of Good" in the play, Val Gielgud his studio manager. As he sat before the Dramatic 

Control Panel, Sieve king looked at his red and blue marked script, and wondered: 

Would I forget? Would I be able to follow my own 
directions? Would there be a page missing in the middle 
of the play? Would John Gielgud die before the 
microphone just at the most dramatic moment? Or 
would Val Gielgud press a button in one of the studios 
and disconnect me? Would "Daventry" or "2LO" break 
under the strain of my manipulations and, as it were, 

. '1 ?37 burst m to SI ence . 



254 

When the moment came to begin, Sieveking says, he recognised the feeling that took 

hold of him: 

.. .I felt exactly as I felt on that cold bright morning 
when I had been told to take the aeroplane into the air 
alone for the first time. Exactly.(S61 p64) 

The first two or three pages passed in a trance for Sieveking; but he did not lose his 

place: 

My fingers knew well enough, even if my head did not. 
Just as they do on the piano or 'cello .... Now it was play, 
play Illay the instrument if ever you did anything in 
your life. (S61 p64) 

This likening of the panel to a musical instrument Gielgud remembered In his own 

account of The First Kaleidoscope: 

Here for the first time the mechanical ingenuities of the 
Dramatic-control Panel were welded together, and 
'played,' as Sieveking always insisted, like a musical 
instrument, giving the piece its essential shape and 

, rhythm .... (BRD 28-9) 

This is an important insight into the direction Sieveking sensed for radio drama of 

the future, and links him to Louis MacNeice who wrote in his Introduction to 

Christopher Columbus of the importance in a radio script of construction and rhythm: 

If radio drama is poetic, its poetry - like poetry 
in general - must consist of a great deal more than 
rhythmical patterns of words; it presupposes a wider 
and deeper pattern, beginning with a careful and 
intuitive selection of material and culminating in a large 
architectonic. The first virtue of a radio script is 
construction.38 

The importance of rhythm in Sieveking's perception is emphasised by his choice of a 

subtitle for his play: "A Rhythm, representing the Life of a Man from Cradle to 

Grave".39 The relationship to the film technique of superimposed photography which 

Guthrie saw - and used - is also there, as shown in Sieveking's description of "the 

first of the 'Kaleidoscopes''': 

Everything depends on the timing, that it shall be exact 
to a psychological second. 

So now give them their cues and one after 
another fade them up: the big orchestra, one of the 
singers, the musical box, the untuneful voices singing 



Tipperary, the Quintet, the Dance Band: then mix them 
about. Whirl whirl, WHIRL goes the kaleidoscope. 
Swoop goes the "Good Influence" of the big orchestra 
playing the Beethoven - swoop goes the Dance Band 
doing the "Evil" stuff all full of "hot dirt" as they call it, 
swoopety-swoop comes up the Quintet sleepily oozing 
Vienna Woods, arm in arm with the singer of the 
German ballad in a different key, and crash come in 
the boys with their marching feet and so up, up, up, 
comes the big orchestra doing the Beethoven and I 
watch their faces, for they're all astonished and 
bewildered and n'now's the moment: FLICK him! (S61 
pp64-5) 
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The long-term repercussions of Sieveking's experimentation are suggested by Val 

Gielgud when, in Years in a Mirror. he links the names of Sieveking and Guthrie: 

It was due mainly to Lance Sieveking and Tyrone 
Guthrie that it was learned that plays could be written 
which owed nothing in their writing or construction to 
conventional stage models. There is, I believe, a direct 
link between this first breaking-down of the 
conventions of ordinary play-writing and the 
contemporary New Wave in the Theatre and even - a 
more doubtful blessing - the Theatre of the Absurd: 
freedom, and looseness, of construction; emphasis upon 
atmosphere rather than plot; reliance upon words rather 
than action. (Mirror 51-2) 

Gielgud goes on to refer to the successful microphone work of Beckett, Pinter, John 

Mortimer, NF Simpson, Robert Bolt, Giles Cooper, Adamov, and lonesco, and to give 

credit for involving these writers to Donald McWhinnie who worked for a number of 

years as Gielgud's deputy. He continues: 

But all this is a long way from Savoy Hill and 
the days when Lance Sieve king, intoxicated by the 
potentialities of the Dramatic Control Panel and the 
technique of multiple studios, contributed to 
broadcasting history with his production of The First 
Kaleidoscope; when Squirrel's Cage was no more than a 
twinkle in Tyrone Guthrie's eye. These first steps in the 
craft of pure radio were of course important. They were 
also immense fun, albeit regarded under raised 
eyebrows by amused and indulgent elders and betters. 
Two jobs seemed to me then, and indeed seem to me 
now, more immediate and more vital: first to give the 
Drama Department prestige and standing within the 
Corporation; secondly to achieve - and deserve -
equivalent standing and prestige for B.B.C. dramatic 
output vis-a-vis the world of professional entertainment. 
(Mirror 52) 
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Sieveking's notoriety Gielgud refers to elsewhere, for instance in British Radio Drama 

1922-1956. where he recognises - perhaps slightly in contradiction to the above - that 

Sieveking's willingness to experiment inevitably "got publicity rather than credit, 

while other less audacious producers benefited from his mistakes,j(BRD ~6). 

Reactions to The First Kaleidoscope 

The sense that Sieveking was making broadcasting history was immediate. In the 

Observer the reviewer recognises the need to conduct some experiments in public 

rather than "in the laboratory" and admits the extreme interest of the production, 

... not least in showing us some of the exciting 
possibilities of that most fascinating toy in the world, 
the control-board.4o 

Some criticisms follow of the way songs "hung up the action and the interest", and of 

the dialogue for being neither impressive nor subtle enough. But as a direction-finder 

the play was welcomed: 

There is room for the development of this new idea, 
either in some similar type of morality play ... or in 
presenting a wireless form of "expressionism" (using the 
term to mean the conveying of strong impressions by 
means of exaggeration and the multiplication of 
impacts). The humorous possibilities should be 
remembered. 

An attempt was made In the Radio Times announcement of the production to 

interpret it for potential listeners, and the space given shows a sense of importance 

attributed to the broadcast: 

"Kaleidoscope" is admittedly an experiment. It is 
an attempt to make a connected dramatic whole - a 
pattern or rhythm of the influences going to mould the 
life of an ordinary man - out of a number of carefully 
selected pieces of prose, verse, music, and certain 
original passages of dialogue. At the turning points of 
this life, the battle of conflicting influences will be 
heard, mingled together kaleidoscopically, un til the 
victorious influence, defeating all others, rises clear 
above them. 41 
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The review published in the Evening News the day after the broadcast also carries a 

strong sense of occasion. The write-up is entitled "A Real Wireless Drama" and calls 

the play "one of the most extraordinary feats of broadcasting which has ever been 

carried out".42 The plot, so far as there was one, is outlined, and the technique and 

its achievement given space. The contents of the seven studios involved are listed in 

the article as orchestra and choir; dance band; quintet; cast of actors; pianist and 

singers; gramophone; and effects operator. The effect and technique are heralded as 

"extraordinary" and "of the greatest interest"; and the way in which the effect was 

achieved as "more amazing still". The opening paragraph of the report suggests that 

the production had had considerable impact: 

Listeners in all parts of the country to-day are 
discussing their strange experience last night when they 
lived through the emotions and fears and tragedies of 
another man's life. 

This fantastic transmigration was caused by 
means of one of the most extraordinary feats of 
broadcasting which has ever been carried out. 

Some longer perspectives are offered by Eric Maschwitz, Val Gielgud and Sieveking 

himself. In the March 1929 special radio drama edition of the Radio Times 

Maschwitz, writing of the possibilities afforded by the Dramatic Control Panel, 

suggested that Sieveking's play was very much of its time: 

The first Kaleidoscope [sic] aroused interest both by the 
story it had to tell and the method by which it told it. 
The method here was, perhaps, more important than the 
story· that was pardonable in an experiment, but it , . 
would be fatal now that listeners are becommg 

h · 43 accustomed to the tec mque. 

In one article in his six-part series on The Wireless Play written for the Radio Times 

in the summer of 1929, Val Gielgud suggests a similar inadequacy in The First 

Kaleidoscope when he refutes any notion that radio drama is "an abstract medium": 

There are even enthusiasts, in my opinion definitely 
misguided, who conceive of the ultimate ideal of radio 
drama as dealing purely with abstract sounds - sounds 
without any interpretative significance whatsoever; but 
this is only a reductio ad absurdum of a practice which 
has built more than one radio drama about characters so 



abstract or so symbolical that they are without sufficient 
identity to make them interesting. Even extremely 
successful radio plays - for example, Kaleidoscope the 
First, Kaleidoscope the Second, and Squirrel's Cage _ 
lacked something, in so far that by the end of the play 
you knew as little about the dramatis personae as you 
did at the beginning.44 
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Sieveking himself wrote in his "Autobiographical Sketches" that when more than five 

years after its first production the play was revived - The First kaleidoscope was 

included in the 1933 Festival - it went almost unnoticed, except by people interested 

in radio drama who viewed the play "from an almost archaeological standpoint" (S61 

p65). He goes on: 

The reason for this is that many of the things 
attempted in that play have long since been absorbed 
into the technique of radio plays and programmes as a 
whole. Some of the things attempted in that and other 
early plays have not been absorbed nor even repeated: 
an experience which has doubtless been shared by many 
writers and producers in this medium. (S61 pp65-6). 

Other output 1928 

Lewis's Year 

Though the most important broadcasts in terms of this thesis have been discussed 

above, it is significant that throughout 1928 Cecil Lewis was involved in most -

though not all - of the noteworthy drama productions. The range of work attempted 

by Lewis testifies again to the wider cultural perspective he brought to the wireless.45 

When Good Breeding was broadcast on 1st August, there was a long accompanying 

announcement in the Radio Times, describing the differences between Lewis's various 

experiments: 

Here is an original play which furnishes an excellent 
basis for discussion of that vexed question, the future 
of radio drama. It is by a playwright who has provided 
outstanding indications of the possible lines of 
development of the broadcast play. 

Very many listeners will remember. since it has 
been twice performed, Lord Jim as adapted for 
radiation; that was an example of the mingled use of 
direct and indirect speech, a device aptly suggested by 
the original form of Conrad's romance. 



Then came Pursuit, frankly an exhibition of the 
purely technical resources of radio scene-shifting. 

Cecil Lewis was the author of both. 

Now, in Good Breeding, he presents for our 
consideration a third possibility - a play which must 
depend for its success not upon action and spectacular, 
or shall we say auricular, effects, but upon the purely 
human interest of a theme worked out in the dialogue 
incidental to the plot. 

Good Breeding is a symposium of points of view 
of a modern social problem, but at the same time, 
excellent comedy; the 'love interest,' even, so far from 
being absent, is a necessity to the story.46 
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The script of Good Breeding is not available, but correspondence between Lewis and 

Jeffrey suggests that its subject matter was slightly controversial. Jeffrey wrote 10 

May 1928 saying that he thought it would be more popular in Germany than 10 

England, and adding: 

Although I quite admit it brilliant in many parts, and 
the turn of some lines is very excellent indeed, I really 
cannot congratulate you on the selection of that type of 
theme for a broadcast audience. However, that is 
neither here nor there - we live and learn!47 

Lewis agreed in his reply that the play would go down better in Germany: 

... because Germany takes the theatre seriously and 
expects it to stimulate, whereas the London theatres 
exist on good thumping adulteries! Now you won't let 
me give you g.t.a. - or rather the prigs who have the 
say won't - although its [sic] 10 to 1 they're all living in 
sin themselves - so what's a poor chap to do?48 

At least on the subject of controversy, Lewis had more to say, as was clear. in an 

article he wrote for the Radio Times ostensibly in reply to a "play-hater" from 

Barnstaple who had written to the editor to ask that plays be dropped from the 

programmes.49 Lewis concludes his argument by saying that his real reason for 

wishing to convert" A.E.A." was to do with the lack of stimulating drama forced by 

censorship: 

... the only thing an intelligent person like yourself can 
do is to make such a fuss about the hypocrisy of 
turning a blind eye to the actualities and problems of 
current life, that at last you get your own way .... Radio 
Drama is the best pneumatic pick to break up the 



worn-out concrete of men's OpInIOnS yet invented. It 
can set the whole population arguing, disputing, 
evolving, thinking - in a word: living. If you don't 
believe in the deadliness of existence as opposed to 
Life, I can't expect you to agree with me; but you do 
agree? 50 
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This attitude bears on wider Issues discussed in this thesis and calls to mind, in 

contrast, a passage in a letter Lewis received from RE Jeffrey, written the day after 

the one which voiced Jeffrey's reservations about the suitability for broadcasting of 

Good Breeding's theme. Taking note of Lewis's new address - admittedly lovely 

sounding (Villa Sasso del Moro, Arolo, Leggiuno, Lago Maggiore), Jeffrey writes, 

Letters coming from such an entrancing address 
as you put at the head of your paper make me filthily 
envious to throw off the bonds as you have done, but 
lack of pluck & weight of years (ahem!) hold me down 
to grim realities. 51 

Twelve Great Plays 

The Radio Times of 31 st August 1928 carried an article by Hubert Griffiths, the 

drama critic of the Evening Standard, on the forthcoming series of "Twelve of the 

Great Plays of the World", which was to begin on September 12th with King Lear. 

One play a month was to be broadcast, and Griffiths remarks that the scheme could 

not have been possible much earlier, because it had taken the listening audience until 

recently to become used to listening to radio drama for more than twenty minutes 

consecutively, and because production techniques had not been up to the task. The 

"acclimatization" of the public is described thus: 

Where, in the early days of wireless play production, a 
play showed signs of lasting as long as the space of a 
single act in an ordinary theatre, letters would be 
received in Savoy Hill from a grateful public entreating 
the directors to cut the entertainment still shorter and to 
break up with more music and interludes the 
unaccustomed agony of listening to unseen actors on a 
wavelength. Where, in recent experiments, there has 
been a tendency to keep in too much music and 
interludes, an equal number of letters are now received 
asking that the continuity of thought and action shall be 
broken up as little as possible. 52 
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Griffiths gIves only scant details of the plays selected for the series and offers an 

idea of what guided the choices made: 

The general idea of the selectors has been the choice of 
representative great plays from as many countries of the 
world as possible, not, let it be added, so much in the 
overworked name of 'Education,' with all its 
unfortunate associations of schoolrooms and slate
pencils, as with the simple idea of plucking good and 
entertaining examples of the world's drama in whatever 
country they have flowered. 

Reports about the intended series had appeared 10 the press as early as May 1928, 

when the Evening News announced the scheme and said that part of the intention 

was to enable wireless to "do for the drama what it has done for music".53 The 

Manchester Guardian reported the scheme in July, calling it "undoubtedly the most 

serious dramatic project yet attempted by the B.B.C.", and adding: 

It is stated that it is hoped to do for drama, in the way 
of educating the public, what has already been done for 

, music.54 

Close to the time of commencement of the series, the Times gave details of which 

plays had been chosen, and announced that they would be broadcast on the second 

Tuesday of each month from 5GB and on the second Wednesday in each month from 

2LO, 5XX and other stations. 55 Reference is also made in the article to the 

preparation of an accompanying series of booklets which would contain "the story of 

the play to be broadcast, a synopsis of the action, a list of characters, and an 

authoritative article on the drama of the country whose art is represented by the 

play".56 There is neither space nor justification here for giving reactions to each play 

broadcast in the series. 57 However, it is worth noticing in the March 1929 special 

radio drama edition of the Radio Times - while the series was still going on, though 

Jeffrey was by then in Research and soon to leave the BBC altogether - that Val 

Gielgud contributed "Leave the Stage Alone", an article already referred to, which 

argued the difference between the "cramped two-dimensional medium" in which stage 

plays were written, and the "free single-dimensional one" available to radio drama.
58 

Gielgud stresses the need for radio plays to be written for the microphone: 



Pursuit was written for the microphone; it is capital. 
Montezuma was originally written for the stage; 
comparatively, it is a failure. 
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Later in the article he says, " ... we must put the stage play out of our minds and think 

again".59 

In the same edition of the magazine, JC Squire insisted that there would always be 

scope for radio versions of stage plays, despite all the fascinations of "pure broadcast": 

It is not conceivable that the time will arrive when the 
cinema public will be satisfied by the exhibition merely 
of films which are 'pure cinema' without an admixture 
of 'straight dramas,' .... Nor with the wireless (though 
here the 'consumer' has not, and cannot have, the direct 
control exercised by the supply or withdrawal of 
shillings for seats) will our demands be met by 'pure 
broadcast,' however exciting may be the panoramic 
wireless plays of the future, with their fadings and 
swellings of music and crowd-noises, their swift and 
frequent changes of scene (impossible in the theatre), 
their mingling of play and linking comment, their 
elimination of every word which is wirelessly 
ineffective, their freedom from so much of the 
mechanics which handicaps the dramatist In the 
h 60 t eatre .... 

The usefulness of Squire's view is that it sees the intrinsic nature of the medium of 

radio as well as the scope for wireless adaptations of stage plays; he is not resorting to 

stage plays for want of a better vision. Direct reference to the Great Plays series is 

not made. For that, we have to go to Gielgud's retrospective assessment in British 

Radio Drama 1922-1956, when, speaking of Jeffrey's limitations in terms of facilities 

to experiment, he continues thus: 

... while he could sponsor a series of Twelve Great Plays 
_ direct predecessors in genre to World Theatre, 
initiated a good many years later - he hardly realized 
that for the listening audience in pre-Third Programme 
days a classic must have entertainment possibilities over 

. d . 61 and above a stone reputatIon. 

Writing about the series in a memo in 1948, Gielgud's assessment is more precisely 

critical. Acting and production of the series had not, he says, been sufficiently 

professional at the time to tackle classics; and the choice of plays, dictated by their 

literary reputations and representation of their countries of origin, resulted in 



... a succession of performances of most worthy intention 
and equivalently crashing boredom. A further result was 
to make it difficult for me for several years to persuade 
my elders and betters in the programme field to let me 
tackle anything in the nature of classical plays except 
Shakespeare.62 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The End of an Era 

People coming, people going 

RE Je//rey 

Internal evidence of the exact circumstances and reasons for Jeffrey's departure from 

the BBC are hard to find. At the end of 1928 Jeffrey moved to Research, and Val 

Gielgud took over as head of Productions. Miss Edwin's account of the change over 

reads as follows: 

It was decided by the end of the year that Mr. Jeffrey 
was not the right man as head of the Productions 
Department, and as from 1st January 1929 he was made 
head of a new Research Department under Assistant 
Controller (Programmes), the other members being Mr. 
Sieveking (who was the original research member, 
having undertaken this work since July 1928), Miss 
Allen (frQm Children's Hour), Mr. McConnel, Mr. King 
Bull and Mr. E.A.F. Harding, from Music.· (Miss Allen 
did not actually join it until June 1929). Mr. Val 
Gielgud was transferred from Radio Times staff to take 
charge of the Productions Department. 1 

Gielgud admits his own ignorance on this matter when writing of his relationship 

with Jeffrey in British Radio Drama 1922-1956, after a passage on the qualities and 

temperament of Cecil Lewis: 

R.E. Jeffrey was in every way a less obviously 
impressive personality.... Fated as I was to succeed 
Jeffrey at the beginning of 1929, our mutual relations 
could hardly be other than a trifle bleak, though I like 
to think that they were always correct. Of the causes of 
his ultimate resignation I know nothing. (BRD 25) 

The next chapter of Gielgud's book gives some insight into why Jeffrey might ha\'e 

found his last months at the BBC particularly difficult, for it begins with the 

information that Gielgud heard of his appointment as Jeffrey's successor as early as 

autumn 1928 (BRD 30), when Jeffrey still had some months ahead of him in office as 

heJd of Productions. 

Press coverage of Jeffrey's departure and the reasons for it comes in t\\'o stages, 

,ecause Jeffrey resigned twice, being persuaded - by his account - by Reith himself 
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to withdraw his resignation the first time. Before this persuasIOn had taken effect, 

Jeffrey gave a number of interviews to newspapers in March 1929, and here there is 

no bitterness. The emphasis is rather on the BBC's progress to date with sound effects 

and on Jeffrey's new post as head of the Sound Production Department of British 

International Pictures. In one of these interviews Jeffrey even went over the old 

ground of his dream of having a "radio theatre", with an audience present to stimulate 

the cast's performance. On this occasion he suggests a link with the talkies: 

"For such a theatre the scenery would be 
impressionistic, and the sets would not be changed by 
scene-shifters, but by a manipulation of the lighting 
effects. By the same means the scenes could be rapidly 
'changed' by throwing a light sideways on the glass so 
that the audience could not see through while the stage 
lighting was being rearranged .... 

These things, of course, are at the 
moment only ideas with which experiments will have to 
be made. From some such idea, I think, the perfect 
'talkie' will be evolved, and when the perfect 'talkie' 
has been made perfect television will also be possible.2 

This interview, with The Star, concludes with the information that Jeffrey was to 

leave the BBC "next week". In the Evening Standard of 21st March 1929 emphasis is 

placed on Jeffrey's pioneering work with sound effects during his time at the BBC; 

and in the Daily Telegraph on 27th March there came a hint of disenchantment, 

when he said to his interviewer, 

"The future of broadcast drama is still in the 
boiling pot.. . .I have strong doubts whether great radio
drama will ever be created. It will be superseded with 
the perfection of television, and we shall have to 
reconstruct everything." 

Jeffrey's final date of departure was probably between 1st and 4th May 1929. Miss 

Edwin says that he left "in May 1929, and as from 6th May, the Research Department 

was transferred to Productions Department under Mr. Gielgud" (Edwin -t). This time 

Jeffrey said more about his reasons for leaving. On 4th May Popular Wireless 

published an interview with Jeffrey which had apparently taken place a few days 

earlier and was introduced with a paragraph saying "Jeffrey ... has left the B.B.C.".3 

This helps to date the departure. The article promises to disclose "exclusively" 
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Jeffrey's "real reason" for resigning. That reason IS couched in terms familiar to 

anyone who has read Corbett Smith's book, examined in Chapter Four of this thesis. 

The arguments might also have been advanced by Peter Eckersley or Cecil Lewis as 

they sought to name their dissatisfactions with the Corporation. Jeffrey speaks of the 

difficulty of doing creative work in a fast-developing organisation like the BBC 

which, he nevertheless admits, "'must of necessity be efficiently administered'''. A 

free hand and the chance to work alone were in Jeffrey's opinion vital if an artist 

was to be as good as was possible (magazine's italics): 

"Departments are anathema to him, observing 
channels of routine, conferring with others concerned and 
endeavour to make his own opinion or his own conception 
agree with their views, cools the fever heat of inspiration 
which his idea has given him. It often confuses his mind 
into doubts, and sometimes goes as far as to almost 
destroy his urge and initiative. 

"It has almost the same effect of two or three 
people trying to drive a high-spirited horse with 
different sets of reins." 

Jeffrey's resentment flared into the open during June, emergmg for instance in the 

Evening News of 7th June in a report having several headings, one of them "Unhappy 

atmosphere that kills enthusiasm".4 Jeffrey's letter of resignation is given in full, and 

he is quoted: 

"I did not leave because of any question of 
salary ... .I left because the atmosphere at Savoy Hill was 
unhappy, and because people of initiative and 
experience were stone-walled by the system there." 

He also condemns the "'crippling system of committees"'. The article contains 

inaccuracies which brought humiliation for Jeffrey. His letter of resignation says, 

"The supporting of my position of Programme 
Director and the carrying out of the necessary work and 
development of my department have of late become 
increasingly difficult." 

This point was challenged by the BBC in a statement published in the same paper t\\'o 

days later. Jeffrey's letter as quoted in some newspapers, including the .\forning PO)!, 

had been dated 15th November 1928, but according to the BBC was withdrawn five 

days later at Jeffrey's request. Furthermore, the BBC statement points out that Jeffrey 
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was not Director of Programmes but "'had been for some time In charge of the 

section of the Programme Branch concerned with dramatic work.'" Jeffrey's 

resignation to go to British International Pictures came on March 22nd and his letter 

to Reith on that occasion was, it seems, given to the papers by the BBC in order to 

undermine the version of events that Jeffrey had preferred to make known. The 

rather resentful tone of the November letter IS in contrast to Jeffrey's earlier 

gratitude and respect for Reith's leadership: 

"'During the past six years, I have had cause to 
thank you, on many occasions, for the consideration you 
have shown me. Under your personal leadership I have 
been stimulated to great enthusiasm over my work, and 
it was this stimulus which contributed in large measure 
to any success I may be said to have attained in the 
past. 

"'It is with regret that I am compelled to sever 
myself from this leadership.",5 

The Morning Post, on asking Jeffrey to react to this statement, got from him a second 

letter, about which presumably he had kept quiet before, in which he apologised for 

any impertinence or disrespect as might have seemed to be conveyed in his letter of 

15th November 1928; and to ask, as a result of "'very kind and frank talks'" that 

Reith had '''been good enough to accord me''', that he might withdraw his resignation. 

Jeffrey, though obviously being made to look foolish by the BBC, took particular 

exception to a phrase in the Corporation's statement which said that after he had 

resigned "'it was arranged to give Mr. Jeffrey another chance.'" This, Jeffrey said to 

the Morning Post, was laughable: 

"Why should a man who has resigned be 'given another 
chance'? When I tell you that I was engaged at £500 per 
annum, that my salary rose to £ 1 ,215 plus expenses, 
within six years, and that a special position was created 
for me, you will agree that it is ridiculous to talk of 
being 'given another chance."' 

Despite the silliness of his position, Jeffrey was determined to fight back, saying that 

his point when discussing his resignation with Reith was the following: 

'''I insist on being a man; on being allowed to think as a 
man; on doing my job as a man - and not as a mere 

automaton. '" 
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It might have been pointed out to Jeffrey that the force of his own personality should 

have secured these privileges for him; there is a sense of personal powerlessness more 

than of the nevertheless real questions of, for instance, individuality functioning 

within the Corporation, being discussed or even properly raised. Elitism is another of 

Jeffrey's charges: he complains that the opinions of "five people", unnamed superiors, 

had to matter more to him than those of the listening public if he was to carryon at 

the BBC in drama.6 

At around the time this was happening or a little earlier, the press began to report a 

series of departures for the talkies by other BBC staff, and sometimes Jeffrey's own 

departure was put in this context.7 Some papers decided that low pay and the more 

profitable lure of the "talkies" was the cause of the trouble; others referred to more 

personal causes. One, in The Wireless Constructor of August 1929, gave the issue a 

wider perspective, looking back to the happy old days at the BBC: 

There was a spirit of enthusiasm, new ideas and general 
buoyancy which is, to say the least, conspicuous by its 
absence to-day at Savoy Hill. 

Too Much Red-Tape 

Consequently, men like Cecil Lewis, Mr. Rex 
Palmer, Mr. R.E. Jeffrey, and Captain Eckersley, found 
it more and more irksome to work under such red-tape 
conditions and when better offers came along it was , 8 
not unnatural that they should accept them. 

Jeffrey himself is quoted as saying: 

" ... there is no one on the programme side who knows 
enough about the entertainment side of the business." 

He observes also contradictory failings in the BBC: 

"They are too confident, and too afraid to take a 
definite step. Nothing must be done in a hurry, and 
meanwhile the public can go on waiting and the staff 

keep on leaving." 

The professed hope of the writer of this article is that the publicity attracted by the 

resignations would make the BBC mend its bureaucratic ways. There is no suggestion 

that anyone at The Wireless Constructor had any idea of the real reason for Peter 

Eckersley's departure. 
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Altogether Jeffrey personally seems to have attracted more notice by his gomg than 

by anything else he did as head of Productions. The humiliating effect of the aBC 

statement correcting Jeffrey's own version of events strengthens an impression that 

although Jeffrey did indeed finally join Lewis, Berkeley, Peter Eckersley, Corbett 

Smith, and later Tyrone Guthrie, in the ranks of those who criticised the SSC's 

management of its cultural responsibility, his timing weakened the impact of his 

move, and suggested that neither courage nor integrity was the primary deciding 

factor in his leaving. Moreover, it cannot have betokened vast respect for "Ideas" on 

the part of the appointing powers, if they felt Drama's ex-chief, departing basically 

because of their dissatisfaction with his work, was the right person to run the new 

Research section. At least one newspaper said as much in June 1929, upon Jeffrey's 

final resignation from the BBC. The Daily Herald, reporting a stream of resignations, 

suggests that some BBC officials were finding their positions untenable because of 

, 

clashes of temperament, and cites Jeffrey's case thus: 

Mr. R.E.Jeffrey was removed from the head of 
the dramatic department and appointed with a great 
flourish of trumpets to the "Ideas" department, which 
had little or nothing to do. In the Army this is called 
being "stellenbosched."g 

A similarly cynical view is adopted by Wireless ,\1 aga=ine in an article entitled "The 

Trek to the Talkies". It says that Jeffrey's departure had "caused a minimum of 

consternation", and goes on: 

For a long time this official had felt that he was not 
being given an unfettered hand in the directing of radio 
drama and that he was being subjected to criticism by 
officials outside his department. 

The situation created by the appointment of Mr 
Val Gielgud as dramatic producer and the transfer of 
Mr. Jeffrey to a specially created post, that of Director 
of Dramatic Research, could not pass muster as 
promotion for R.E.J.,[sic] and whe~ he decide.d to thr~w 
in his lot with the "movie-talkies," 1t was a W1se step. 

. h t~ Roger E'~kersle\"s pleading for There is always the possibility that smce muc 0 "'-

Jeffrey had been along the lines of the difficulties for the drama director of being 

simultaneously creative and a good administrator, Research was considered to be the 
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best possible place for him. It may also be that part of the reason for Jeffrey's 

transference was not to do with the supposed value of the Research team or the idea 

of having one, but with a tendency in the BBC or at least on the part of Roger 

Eckersley to protect employees sometimes at the possible expense of the listening 

public. But Jeffrey was bitter, and remained so for some time. By waiting until he 

was more or less pushed, instead of making a positive choice and a statement by that 

choice, Jeffrey put himself in the position of a resentful exile; when in fact he had 

had plenty of reason in the past to make a more meaningful and effective statement 

by word and deed. 

Val Gielgud 

Lance Sieveking gives an account of how Val Gielgud came to be employed as Head 

of Drama. He was a friend of Sieveking's wife, and had met Eric Maschwitz, editor 

of the Radio Times, at the Sievekings' house, before joining the BBC as Maschwitz's 

assistant. Not long after taking up that post, Gielgud was asked to produce a play put 

on by the BBC staff Dramatic Club. The play was Tilly of Bloomsbury by Ian Hay, 

and both Reith and Admiral Carpendale took part. This, by Sieveking's account, was 

most important to Gielgud's career: 

Neither of them had ever tried to act before and were 
immensely impressed by the Producer's mastery during 
rehearsals. Val came of a family with an illustrious 
stage tradition - the Terries - and was not intimidated 
by finding these two impressive and powerful figures 
among his actors. He firmly corrected Reith where he 
thought necessary, and this won Reith's respect. So 
much so that when R.E. Jefferey,[sic] the Drama 
Director, left to take up a film job, Val was appointed 
to take his place, and filled it with distinction for over 
thirty years.ll 

Gielgud himself backs up the suggestion that earning the respect of Reith would be 

an important factor in his own elevation to the post of Productions Director, when he 

writes in Years 0/ the Locust that though Reith probably liked to be feared, "to 

. . h· t t ,,12 H·s 0 n version of his confess fear of hIm was certamly to earn IS con emp . 1 W 

appointment attributes it to "quite outrageous" luck: 



There can be little doubt that lowed this astonishing 
opportunity less to any obvious qualifications for the 
job in question than to the absence of any outstandingly 
obvious alternative. (BRD 35) 
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His theatrical family background, his experience as an actor, his having begun to 

write plays and to want to be a producer, all notwithstanding, Gielgud felt himself 

but little qualified for the job. He had assisted Sieveking with the production of The 

First Kaleidoscope. That experience had changed his formerly dismissive attitude to 

radio drama, as he admits in British Radio Drama 1922-1956: 

.. .I had been inclined to share the widespread view that 
the broadcast play was at best a pis aller, and could 
never hope to be anything more. That attitude of mind 
was changed for good by The First Kaleidoscope.(BRD 
24) 

Not only radio drama, but the BBC in general, had been the subject of Gielgud's 

scepticism during his early days with the Corporation. He writes in Years in a Mirror 

of his first impressions of Savoy Hill: 

Not least among the handicaps to the service m the 
early days of broadcasting was the fact that a number 
of the staff had drifted into the business with little 
belief in its prospects and less awareness of its 
potentialities. With the definite exception of the first 
Director-General, and the probable exception of the 
members of the Engineering Division, of whom one saw 
far too little, the staff seemed largely composed of 
individuals who had abandoned other careers in which 
they had not exactly shone, or who had come straight to 
the B.B.C. from their universities or from the Services, 
and lacked worldly experience accordingly .... Hence, on 
the entertainment side, there was an almost complete 
lack of professional standards, implying inevitably an 

f . I d· 13 equal lack of acknowledged pro eSSlOna stan mg. 

While working as Maschwitz's assistant, Gielgud had written letters to the Radio 

Times under a pseudonym criticising Jeffrey's output; but his practical knowledge of 

how a Production Department would be run was nil, and he had had only six months 

at the BBC. So chancy an appointment cannot have helped Jeffrey to cope with his 

transference to Research. 



Tyrone Guthrie 

According to Miss Edwin, Tyrone Guthrie was appointed as a producer in the 

Productions Department for three months from 16th April 1928 (Edwin 4). The 

appointment was part of Roger Eckersley's remedy for the Department in its last 

months under Jeffrey. Guthrie's significance here is that his experIence of and 

attitude towards working for the BBC shows that the dilemma was over and over 

again the same. Like Lewis and Gielgud, he was a BBC employee who brought to his 

work a wide-angle and realistic perspective; and like Lewis, he found that the 

Corporation hampered his creativity. Also of interest is his recognition that 

dependence breeds a need to rationalise a course of action, such as staying long-term 

in safe work. Guthrie's first experience of working for the BBC was in Belfast, when 

he was taken on in September 1924 as the junior member of the station, which 

opened in June that year. 14 Guthrie describes the extraordinary range of his 

responsibilities, observing that "It was all very interesting and would have been highly 

unsuitable, if anyone had taken it seriously"( Life p31). He is perhaps less 

sentimental than, for instance, Peter Eckersley or Cecil Lewis about how things began 

to change to the point where he, too, wanted to leave: 

But, as the power of broadcasting became more 
apparent, and not before it was time, the B.B.C. began 
to put its house in order. Young men of twenty-three 
no longer convened its committees and improvised its 
policy. Regulations, like nettles in a hotbed, took root 
and flourished exceedingly. Things sobered up, but also 
dulled down. Gradually a routine of administration 
evolved. Memos passed from wire basket to wire basket. 
Questions were asked and answered in triplicate, files 
bulged, secretaries multiplied. Gradually officials in the 
B.B.C. became more and more like civil servants, 
concerned with administrative and not with creative 
work. 

After two years in Belfast, I began to feel the 
time was coming for a change.(Life 33) 

Guthrie's return to the BBC came about for practical and personal reasons: his father 

died in February 1928 and his mother, being almost blind, needed him to li\e with 

her; they rented a house in London, and Guthrie was out of work (Lift! 48). It was 
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at this time that he wrote Squirrel's Cage, described by Miss Edwin as having marked 

"a new stage in studio drama by its use of impressionistic interludes linking the six 

episodes during the life of a man" .15 He did not much enjoy his work at Sa \'OV Hill. 

In an interview in June 1986, Cecil Lewis said that once he had moved away from 

the BBC he left radio behind, and went on to do something else; that he had a 

capacity for living in the present, for changing and growing away from what he had 

been and from past concerns. Tyrone Guthrie appears to have this quality; perhaps 

being able to live now is characteristic of a pIOneer, a sense of separateness and 

independence making time spent doing a certain thing more valuable for the element 

of choice rather than dependence. Guthrie says later in A Life in the Theatre, looking 

back to his days at the BBC, that he invested his work there with the faith he needed 

to have in it: 

Like most other people, I rationalized what I 
was doing to make it seem more creditable than, in 
fact, it was. While I was with the B.B.C. I made myself 
believe that radio drama was a potentially important 
new means of expression, that statements thus made 
could have a unique quality simply because the listener 
was deprived of every faculty except hearing. This I 
still think is the case; but, now that I am no longer 
economically or artistically dependent upon radio, it no 
longer seems quite so important.(Life 308) 

Guthrie says "Like most other people". What is different in his case, and in for 

example Lewis's, is the awareness of the trick, a realism and perspective probably 

easily lost within a large institution. Reassuring common sense seems to colour 

Guthrie's retrospection: 

I worked in radio drama because it was the most 
congenial of the limited selection of work then available 
to me. (Life 309) 

This, comwg from the playwright who contributed to broadcasting history with his 

microphone plays, must be taken seriously. 
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Taking Stock 

1929 was a very significant year for radio drama. Apart from the appointment of Val 

Gielgud from 1 st January, Tyrone Guthrie's Squirrel's Cage and the adaptation for 

wireless of Compton Mackenzie's Carnival were milestones. There was evidence in the 

Radio Times of the growing status of radio drama: a special issue in March, and 

Gielgud's series of six articles during the summer. Reference has already been made 

to some of this material. Although it would appear that it was only after Jeffrey left 

the Productions Department that real progress began to be made, it must be 

remembered that the progress of 1929 and after grew out of what had gone before. 

Gielgud himself, despite reservations about output in his predecessor's time, 

acknowledges the debt in every account he gives of the period up to the end of 1928. 

For instance, in British Radio Drama 1922-1956 he writes: 

It should also be noted that during what may 
fairly be called the Jeffrey-Rose period there appeared 
embryos 'of practically all the later and well-known 
offspring of the Drama Department.(BRD 21) 

A few pages further on he again gives credit, this time acknowledging also the 

difficulties faced by Jeffrey and his colleagues: 

The foundations had certainly been laid, and 
with their laying the names of Cecil Lewis, of Jeffrey, 
and of Howard Rose must always be honourably 
associated. Their gear was primitive, their difficulties 
were great. They suffered particularly from the 
contemporary view of the members of the theatrical 
profession that there was nothing in broadcasting but 
script-reading and the equivalent of cigarette-money; 
from the lack of genuine conviction on the part of the 
B.B.C. hierarchy that the broadcasting of plays was 
more than a frivolous - indeed, a mildly disreputable -
trimming upon the main architecture of Programmes. 

(BRD 25) 

In Years in a .\-!irror Gielgud makes a "direct link" between 0Iew Wave Theatre and 

the Theatre of the Absurd, and the "first breaking-down of the conventions of 

ordinary play-writing" as achieved by early experiments in radio drama (\[irror 51). 

His perception of this long-term dimension comes after, and so connects closely with, 

this tribute: 



I have on occasion been called a pioneer in the 
field of dramatic broadcasting. This distinction I cannot 
claim. Cecil Lewis did a good deal in the shape of 
initiation while he was Director of Programmes. R.E. 
Jeffrey, whom I succeeded, did a little. Howard Rose 
did most. It was as a result of their efforts that it was 
realised that any attempt to broadcast plays from the 
stages of theatres was futile; that the broadcast play 
must be brought into the studio; that in consequence new 
techniques both of production and acting had got to be 
developed. It was due mainly to Lance Sieveking and 
Tyrone Guthrie that it was learned that plays could be 
written which owed nothing in their wrItmg or 
construction to conventional stage models. (:\1irror 51) 

The point is made yet again in Years of the Locust: 

I fancy that I was lucky in the moment at which 
I was fated to tackle my new job. The hardest of the 
pioneering work had already been done. Authority had 
been convinced, largely by the painful method of trial 
and error, that it was impossible to broadcast plays, 
even scenes from plays, from the stages of theatres. 
R.E. Jeffrey and Cecil Lewis had proved that a drama, 
which should be a genuine drama of the air, was a real 
and exciting possibility (Locust 72). 
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Gielgud wrote in 1948 a memo entitled "Considerations relevant to broadcasting 
• 

drama based upon experience in the years 1929 to 1948", in which he gives another 

perspective. Perhaps the most powerful recognition of Jeffrey's difficulties in the 

evidence available is Gielgud's acknowledgment that during his nineteen years in 

office he had not achieved what must have been his primary objective: 

It must be regretfully admitted that in the field 
of original radio plays we have failed to discover more 
than a minimum of first rate work, and equally to 

f d · d . 16 establish any real school 0 pure ra 10 ramatists. 

Jeffrey's own assessment was gIven m a low key at the end of the Popular Wireless 

interview of 4th May 1929. "'Anyway,'" Jeffrey says, "'we haven't done so badly these 

1 17 ast few years ... "'. 
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Endnotes 

1 Edwin 4. The • refers the reader to a note handwritten by DH Clarke on 9th 
July 1958 saying, "I don't think Harding was ever in music. He joined 'as an 
Announcer". 

2 WAC P566: Personal Publicity 1928-1929. 7: Staff. The Star, 22nd March 1929. 
See also in this section Evening News, 23rd March 1929; Evening Standard, 21 st 
March 1929; Daily Telegraph, 27th March 1929. 

3 WAC P566.7:Staff. Popular Wireless, 4th May 1929. 
4 WAC P566.8: Staff Enquiries. Evening News, 7th June 1929, 
5 WAC P566.8. Morning Post, 10th June 1929. 
6 This is a reference to the Control Board. With Reith and Carpendale, members 

were Peter Eckersley (Engineering), Gladstone Murray (Information), Roger 
Eckersley (Programmes), VH Goldsmith (Secretariat), and T Lochhead 
(Finance). Writing of changes to the organisation of the BBC in 1926, Briggs 
says that this Board "met regularly and took all major decisions on broadcasting 
policy. For the first time within the organization there was beginning to be a 
clear-cut distinction between 'them' and 'us'." (Briggs I 393). 

7 Examples of press reports of the exodus from the BBC are found in WAC 
P566.7 (Staff) - Manchester Guardian, 10th May 1929, in which Cecil Lewis 
was described as "unquestionably the pioneer and the best authority on 
broadcast drama"; Popular Wireless on 25th May; Daily Herald, 10th May 1929 
- and in WAC P566.8 (Staff Enquiries) - Yorkshire Evening Post on 8th June 
1929; Morning Post on 7th June; and Popular Wireless on 22nd June, which 
contained an article by A. Corbett Smith called "Seven at a Blow". 

8 WAC P566.8 The Wireless Constructor, August 1929, pp 193-4. 
9 WAC P566.8. Daily Herald, 7th June 1929. 
10 WAC P566.6. Wireless Magazine, June 1929. 
11 WAC S61: Special Collections. Lance Sieveking, "Autobiographical Sketches", 

p67. Sieve king seems to have got the sequence of events slightly wrong as 
regards Jeffrey, who was for a few months head of Research before leaving the 
BBC to go to films. 

12 Locust 69. Gielgud goes on to refer to the same encounter with Reith in 
amateur dramatics as lucky, and as possibly having earned him latitude from 
the DG on the basis that Gielgud was "ineradicably tarred with the histrionic 

brush!"(p69). 
13 Mirror 49. Gielgud's picture of the Department at that stage was not glowing. 

Again in Years in a Mirror he says: "The state of the Productions Department -
as it was then termed - was neither happy nor particularly efficient. ... The 
departmental staff - with the shining exception of Mr Howard Rose - was 
notable neither for talent not for 10yalty."(Mirror 51) 

14 In his book A Life in the Theatre (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1961) Guthrie 
accounts for his appointment in terms by now familiar in accounts of the early 
days: "I presume I had been appointed because I am Irish. Not a bad reason. But 
no one had given me any brief. I had not the faintest inkling of what I was 
supposed to do. About the policy of the B.B.C., its constitution, fina?ces or 
function, I had not one clue. I knew that politics, religion and advertisement 

were tabu, unmentionable." (Life 31) , 
15 Edwin 1st page, headed "Dramatic Broadcasts" (not the same as "EdWIn I"). 
16 WAC RI9/276. Memo dated 19th June 1948, p2. 
17 WAC P566.7 (Staff). "Why I Left the B.B.C.", Popular Wireless, 4th May 1929. 
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APPENDIX 

Drama and Features 

The Research Section: Gielgud's Unicorns 

Evidence for this section comes from a period outside the normal scope of the thesis; 

but the need for the four original members of Research to be given their brief grew 

out of the period under study and the issues raised by the way things turned out are 

directly relevant. The story of Research, put briefly, is that the Productions 

Department, observing the bureaucratic requirements of the BBC, had not in Jeffrey's 

time as its head managed to achieve much in the way of experimentation towards an 

understanding of the true nature of the medium of radio. To remedy the situation an 

experimental section was set up separately from the Productions Department and for 

that matter from any other department. Then it was found that the individuals 

concerned, lacking the support of a department taking responsibility for them, could 

not function after all within the bureaucracy of the BBC. Research was therefore 

absorbed back into a loose kind of belonging to Productions and to Val Gielgud. 

When people - Gielgud, Gilliam - said that the feature was the programme most 

intrinsically radio, what did they mean? What, to summarIse, were the distinguishing 

characteristics of feature programmes as then conceived? They were the product of 

one mind. They were experimental almost by definition in those early days, 

representing as they did the BBC's attempt to alleviate the listeners' boredom with the 

form of radio programmes and to find out what "pure radio" might be. They were as 

time passed hailed as the expression of radio's most true self; they were 

characteristically the dramatisation, radiogenically, of documentary material. The 

story is one of pressure creating genre. Experimentation emphasised temperamental as 

well as generic characteristics and peculiarities. The innovators had certain traits in 

common, traits which might profitably be traced in their programme output, and the 

chief of these was emancipation: from other media in the case of programmes, from 
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bureaucracy and convention In the case of individuals, though freedom had to be 

contained, as we have seen, for continuing approval and support to be gr3n ted. 

Guthrie and Lewis could not strike those bargains, so they left the BBC. Sieveking 

stayed, and produced the first television play. It is interesting in this context to see 

Peter Black's brief analysis of the rise and fall of the Features Department. During 

the period 1947-1955, he says, all the Italia prizes for drama were won by the 

Features Department. But things began to change: 

The art of pure radio as defined by Sieve king remained 
with Gilliam's department; but the techniques it had 
developed began to spread, noticeably in Drama with 
the arrival in 1953 of Donald McWhinnie as assistant 
head. One can see how he altered Drama by looking at 
the BBC's Italia Prize entries for 1956-1962. Five of 
them were from his department; they included two 
Samuel Becketts, a Harold Pinter and a Giles Cooper. l 

In Chapters Five and Six, evidence was shown of Roger Eckersley's recognition that 

Jeffrey's failure to achieve much progress for radio drama could have come at least in 

part from his over-absorption in the administrative burdens of his job. Partly as a 

response to this and partly, by Val Gielgud's account, because Reith had respect for 

Sieve king, the BBC set up a Programme Research Section. Gielgud gives descriptions 

of the origins and aims of the Section. The following is from Years of the Locust: 

I believe that it is almost entirely due to Sieveking, and 
out of consideration for his abilities, that Sir John 
agreed to the formation of the first Programme 
Research Section. Of this section there were four 
original members, who roused, I fear, no little envy in 
the breasts of their less fortunately situated colleagues 
by having neither fixed office hours of work, nor 
concrete programme assignments. Their business was to 
be free to use their imaginations, to preserve the 
sensitivity proper to the creative and artistic mind, and 
ultimately to contribute results in broadcasting form. 
(Locust 73) 

Again In Years in a .lfirror, Gielgud attributes the move to Sieveking: 

For the embryo of Features, as for many other 
significant movements in broadcasting. Lance Sieveki~g 
was responsible. Towards the end of the Sa\:oy HIll 
period he persuaded the powers that were .tha.t .It would 
be valuable to establish a small section of indiViduals III 



the Programme Division, responsible 
department, with a roving commISSIon 
programme field. (Mirror 67) 

to no single 
over the whole 
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He gives the names of the four people chosen: Sieve king; Archie Harding, who later 

became Programme Director of the Northern Region and head of staff training; E1 

King-Bull, formerly a naval officer and administrator; and Mary Hope Allen, who 

had worked as secretary to the novelist Naomi Royde-Smith. He goes on to say what 

these four had in common: 

All in their separate ways had won and deserved 
attention for gifts of imagination and intelligence which 
hardly fitted in with or conformed to the routine 
activities of the conventionally categoried departments. 
All of them believed, although working along 
individually different lines, in a theory of 'pure' radio, 
in programme-items that owed little or nothing to stage, 
concert-hall, or lecture platform: items conceived in 
terms of radio, and only capable of production in terms 
of radio's specialised technique. (Mirror 67-8) 

Having made what seems a thoroughly unbureaucratic decision, however, the BBC 

was not as it turned out able to back the idea with the necessary resources, and again, 

Gielgud is a good source on what happened: 

The intention, indeed, was to achieve the "laboratory" of 
which I have spoken. But the machine was inexorable. 
To produce results implied the use of studios, of actors, 
of engineering gear. It implied competition with the 
regular producing departments. It was hardly surprising 
that the experimental free-lancers failed to stay the 
course. Without the aid of the normal machinery 
automatically at the disposal of the "bread-and- butter 
programme boys," ideas could burgeon - but they 
tended to blush unheard. (Locust 73) 

From the point of view of the four individuals concerned, the situation can hardly 

have been comfortable, as Gielgud recognises in Years in a Jfirror when describing 

how the insatiable demand from the public for programmes put pressure on studio 

facilities, and how therefore the Research section, having no department head to 

argue for them, found they had no effective way of testing their ideas: 

As a result the individuals in Research, lacking the 
support of any regular departmental organis~tion, 
vulnerable to allegations that they ",:ere conscIOusly 
'highbrow' or 'dodging the column', hardly beloved of 
colleagues who were tied strictly to office hours and the 



daily round, found themselves in the POSItIOns of very 
lonely unicorns. Their ideas blushed unheard. Their 
programmes remained on desks or in files. The tidier 
minds of the Corporation were offended by their 
irregular situation, and seriously questioned any virtue 
in their continuing activities.2 
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In Years of the Locust Reith's own VIew is expressed as a doubt as to "whether his 

concession to unconventionality was really justified" (Locust 73). All of this talk in 

terms of departmental categories, conventionality, and office routine highlights the 

problem that the Research section's formation was intended to alleviate: and the 

caving in to resentment from less free employees, though perhaps neither surprising 

nor reprehensible in terms of practical common sense, suggests an order of priorities 

that would perhaps be unwelcome to such critics as Corbett Smith. When Jeffrey 

finally resigned from the BBC in May 1929 to go to the "talkies", Gielgud was issued 

with a confidential ultimatum: if he would not take the Research section into his 

department and make it his responsibility, it would cease to exist. So Gielgud agreed, 

despite crucial reservations: in Years of the Locust he says, 

... as something of an individualist myself, I fancied that 
a team of talented persons given the exploitation of 
individuality as an assignment, would be impossible to 
drive and difficult even to lead. (Locust 73) 

The same and more is expressed in British Radio Drama 1922-1956: 

I knew that the individuals concerned valued nothing so 
highly as their independence; their freedom from 
hierarchical control and supervision. But their qualities 
were obvious, their hypothetical value for the future 
immense. In addition, Sieveking was an old friend of 
mine ... .! accepted Research accordingly. But I believe 
that it was some years before its members could be 
persuaded that I had not been privy to a deep-laid plot 
to deprive them of their specially privileged status .. My 
consolation was that during those years the foundauons 
were laid of what was ultimately to become first the 
Features Section of Productions, and ultimately the 
Features Department.(BRD 28) 

The relationship with Features is very important and we will return to it. It is useful 

here to note that Gielgud was aware of the issues in \01 ved Jnd was not 

unsympathetic. The relatively early collapse of so enlightened. even radicJI, an idea as 

the granting to certain individuals a freedom from routine in order that at least 



284 

someone at the Corporation could gIve full attention to programme ideas is not 

surprising. Within an institution such as the BBC the scheme was almost bound to be 

unworkable in its original form. 

Institutional Relationships 

During the year following his taking responsibility for Research, Gielgud submitted 

reports on the individuals concerned and their progress and achievements once under 

his charge. These give insights into Gielgud's awareness of, and response to, the 

problem of how to find a place for individualism within the BBC, and how to 

harness the outstanding creative abilities of certain employees and use it for the 

betterment of programmes. 

Gielgud sent two memos to the Director General through Roger Eckersley, still 

Director of Programmes at the time. They were it seems commissioned by Gielgud's 

superiors; an internal memo addressed by the Assistant Controller (Administration), 

VH Goldsmith, to the Director General and dated 2nd May 1929 - that is to say, 

immediately on Jeffrey's final departure from the BBC - shows evidence of 

awareness among some at least of the senior executives that those working for the 

Corporation needed feedback - and that the Corporation needed to keep aware of 

progress and achievement, too. Goldsmith says that his campaign for the work of the 

members of Research to be assessed was based on points within his purview: 

.. .in regard to staff dependent on us for their pay and 
future it is essential that there should be some judgment 
to assess their rewards .... There is the intangible but 

3 
immensely important effect upon the men themselves. 

He shows considerable understanding of the difficulties for Sieve king ::md his 

colleagues of working on so isolating a commission, though that very isolation was of 

COurse just another facet of what could also be called autonomy or independence: 

Scarcelv anv artist can exist without the stimulus of 
knowin-g th~ response of others to his work. whether it 
be hostile or laudatory .... We employ the Research 
Department ... in their capacity as artists. and unless 
afterwards they have a person whom they resp~ct as a 
judge of their metier with whom to discuss their work 



they, ,h,ave little encoura~e?Ient, and scarcely any 
possIbIlIty of progress, for It IS a peculiarity of this one 
art that the artist can neither see nor hear his own 
work. 
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Goldsmith notes that Reith had directed Gielgud to take charge of Research and to 

report on it in three months - hence the memos shortly to be examined - but suggests 

in addition the employment of "competent listeners". 

Gielgud's first report is dated 17th September 1929. He makes clear his recognition of 

the importance of personality in the BBC's quest for ideas, and his feeling that 

routine work was likely to be inimical to creativity: 

... the whole question of Research is essentially one of 
the individual personalities of the members of the 
section. 

.In an organisation like our own Programme 
Branch, the qualifying and, as it were, editorial 
influence of a few individuals whose minds are 
comparatively untrammelled by sheer routine activities 
is of extreme value.4 

Another factor in the need for such people to be part of the department was that 

outside authors lacked the necessary understanding of the medium, of the studio 

technique and working conditions peculiar to production of radio drama. Thus in 

Gielgud's view the question was not whether the Research section'S existence was 

justified, but of whether the right people were in it. Assessment of the merits of the 

four individuals was bound to be difficult: 

But the work of Research Section cannot solely be 
judged by results as they appear in programmes. ... 
Their best work is as likely to appear in the shape of 
internal memoranda as in actual programme items. 
(memo p2) 

This recognition of the potential significance to programme creation of internal 

f f ot' the two memoranda, and the existence and very personal terms 0 re erence 

memos currently under consideration, stress the importance of individualism and the 

way in which employees' personal qualities were taken into account \,,,oithin the sse. 

Gielgud felt that the absorption of Research into Productions had been necessary f()r 

two reasons. Firstly, to simplify practical aspects of programme building, such as the 
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booking of studios; and secondly, to glve the team "both a link and a superv ising 

authority In the building to take routine responsibility for them" (memo p2), instead 

of having them work directly to the Director of Programmes who could not be closely 

enough involved. The arguments had, Gielgud writes, been justified; this "despite a 

certain amount of friction as always arises between the individualist and the 

departmentalist" (memo p2). So Gielgud recognises a conflict here, yet commends the 

influence of Research on his department; and he feels that the majority of the 

members of the team would agree on the success of the transfer, which, he says, 

... has not shackled them unduly, and ... has given them 
the use of an executive machinery which is of definite 
assistance to the smooth progress of their work from the 
stage of ideas to the stage of programme items. (memo 
p3) 

Gielgud then moves on to glve his own close personal impressions of each of the 

members of Research in turn, stressing personal qualities. Sieveking, he says, "is 

undoubtedly in his right place as a member of Research". 5 The qualities that enabled 

Sieve king to do "much of the work proper to Research" were thus: 

His unusual imagination, his wide circle of 
acquaintance, his energy, and his undoubted keenness 
with regard to everything related to 
broadcasting .... (inemo p3) 

The weakness was in Sieveking's case in the execution of his good ideas: 

It is unfortunate that his writing ability should be so 
unequal to his imagination ... if the ideas are seldom 
perfected in performance they are none the less 
interesting and stimulating.6 

This was clearly going to be one of the possible risks in having an • ideas' section: that 

programmes that looked brilliant on paper or sounded good in conversation about 

them could still somehow fail to work in production. Another likely risk, that of 

Research ideas seeming too intellectual, was in Gielgud's view contained by Harding, 

of whom he wrote, 

It is not, I think, unfair to describe him as an 
unashamed high-brow. Equally, I feel we can well 
afford one individual of that category in any research 
Section. (memo p3) 
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This recognition of there being a place for an intellectual - even if only one - IS 

significant; especially smce m Gielgud's View Harding was "In some ways ... the most 

valuable member of Research". Harding's excellent work is commended, as are his 

education, his clarity of thought, and his felicity of expression. 

The problems Gielgud had with Research seem mostly to have come from King Bull, 

who apparently was the one who most resented the transfer and whose personal 

relationship with Gielgud was difficult. The importance of personality and attitude 

thus emerges again as of key importance in determining how anyone employee would 

or could function creatively within the BBC. According to Gielgud, King Bull's 

resistance to authority came from his conviction "that the combination of an artistic 

free hand with a certain executive inferiority is impossible". He finds that King 

Bull's work suffered "for much the same reasons as he found it difficult to adapt 

himself to the transference"; namely that it was "almost beyond him temperamentally" 

to work to a schedule, to give some of his time to routine work, and to be able to 

anticipate "eventualities". Though King Bull could be good on ideas, and had "an 

active and observing mind", Gielgud's conclusion is that 

... the adaptation of his temperament to the 
circumstances in which he must work is vitally 
necessary if that work is to be as good as it should be. 
(memo p4) 

What Gielgud seems to be saymg is that creativity and the freedom to think rather 

than do can only be contained so far within an institution; they must find some 

relationship with the reality of life in a bureaucracy. That the point is made after 

credit has been given to the unbureaucratic qualities of Sieve king and Harding makes 

Gielgud's case the stronger and, perhaps, throws the issues back towards personality. 

Gielgud's observations on the work of McConnel need not concern us here, sin~e he 

. . t" d to Revue before man\' man ths was not one of the four ongmals and was trans erre . 

had passed. The paragraph on Mary Hope Allen is only interesting for its -:on~luding 

observation: "It is certainly sound that one member of the section should be 3 wom:w" 
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(memo p4). How much ahead of his time Gielgud was in saymg this is hard to 

determine, since the BBC clearly did employ women, though not in senior posts at 

this stage; it would have been interesting to know why Gielgud thought it was 

"sound", and even why just one woman; one highbrow, one woman; the Research 

Section being a home for people normally perhaps not automatically considered 

eligible to the ranks. 

Gielgud's second report on Research comes in a memo dated 4th February 1930. This 

gives his reactions to the Research section after it had been working within his 

department for a longer judgeable period. Gielgud begins by affirming his continued 

support for the section, for what he calls its "general" and "particular" work: 

By particular I mean, of course, their actual programme 
output. By general I mean the investigating and 
collaborating activities of a few people with definite 
individuality and brains working on and thinking about 
broadcasting as a whole with comparatively free hands.7 

He proceeds to an assessment of the work of the four concerned, and again, the terms 

are personal. Gielgud still felt that the question was not whether the Research section 

should continue, but whether the right people had been chosen for it. Harding's work 

had confirmed Gielgud's view that he was "definitely the most valuable member" 

(memo pi). On Sieveking's work, the assessment had changed little: still "his execution 

is seldom equal to his ideas"; still praise for his imagination, energy, and "continuous 

desire to experiment" which, Gielgud says, "can only be for the good of any medium 

so fluid as at present radio drama must continue to be" (memo p2). Sieveking's 

individuality Gielgud characterises as "out of the ordinary ... and therefore a little 

incomprehensible"; but because he worked hard Sieve king is here exempt from too 

much censure on that account. This, despite Gielgud's belief that the kind of "stunt" 

programmes with which Sieveking's name was often associated had had their day. 

Gielgud is again fairly brief in his attention to Mary Hope Allen's 3.chievements, 

noting however that she had an inferiority complex whi~h was blocking her talents: 

there was a middle line between this and King BulL then: Research needed sciI' 
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esteem In its members, not cowed submission. As if In slight criticism, Gielgud's 

notes on Miss Allen conclude: 

She seems to depend on a good deal of direction of one 
sort or another. But she is reliable and undoubtedly 
intelligent. (Memo p3) . 

King Bull was still proving difficult to work with, and for the same reasons that had 

applied before. Gielgud calls him "the principal problem of the section" (memo p3), 

and says that despite the man's intelligence and imagination, his work though 

interesting was not often successful. As a prelude to giving his view that King Bull 

should be removed from drama and given more freedom elsewhere - though Gielgud 

cannot say where that might be - or else made clearly subordinate to the head of 

Productions, Gielgud restates the importance of personality in programme work and 

the need for even the freest of BBC employees to come to some arrangement with the 

practical realities of life in the Corporation: 

Frankly, I believe the trouble to be largely 
temperamental. I believe the conditions of our work to 
be fundamentally antagonIstIC to King Bull's 
nature .... He does not adapt himself well to what must be 
from their very nature extremely pragmatical 
conditions. He certainly suffers from an inferiority 
complex which takes the form of an agressiveness [sic] 
which one can tolerate but which it is extremely 
difficult to sympathize with, and that this is not entirely 
a personal matter with regard to myself is proved, I 
think, by the fact that the various people with whom he 
has collaborated at different times ... undoubtedly find 
him difficult to work with. (memo pp4-5) 

Again, what Gielgud is saying about the need for creative thinkers to come to terms 

with practical working conditions should be taken in the context of a memo which 

endorses the continuance of the Programme Research section and gives clear support 

for Sieveking, despite the latter's poor track record in terms of executing ideas 

however brilliant and despite his "continuous desire to experiment" (memo p2). 

Moreover Gielgud's notion of where to look for evidence of progress or lack of it 

shows insight and a willingness to deal in near-intangibles: 

It is only possible to judge ... by, on the one 
hand the results they individually produce, and on the 
other', the weight and reputation that their opinions and 



theories now carry with responsible people after some 
experience of them. (memo pi) 

Towards a Definition of a Feature Programme 
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Gielgud's support for Research came from a perception that their work was the 

future of broadcasting and it is worth looking ahead slightly to trace the link, as 

Gielgud did himself, between this early Research section and the Features 

Department; also to attempt some definitions of a Feature, as opposed to a play, since 

the discovery of the true identity of radio through its own genres was the purpose of 

Gielgud's team of unicorns. Features originated in the Productions Department and 

thus its history is related to the underlying purpose of this thesis: original wireless 

drama was the experimental laboratory because, unlike news and music, it had to be 

re-invented for the new medium. In other words Lewis's identification of the greater 

risk represented by drama as against news or music, which everyone knew would 

translate onto wireless without much adaptation or aesthetic rethinking, was 

simultaneously a recognition that drama - and later features - represented radio's 

quest for self -discovery. Lance Sieveking in The Stuff of Radio justifies the title of 

his book in the same terms, saying that "practically all the things which go to make 

up the evening broadcast programmes existed before broadcasting was invented", and 

giving a definition of his own of what was "peculiarly the stuff of radio": 

No, there is only one true stuff of radio. One 
kind of thing, one genre of arranged sounds, that is 
peculiarly, particularly, and integrally the stuff of 
radio, The radio-play, and the "feature-programme", are 
of this genre. A "Feature-programme" is an arrangement 
of sounds which has a theme but no plot. If it has a 
plot it is 'a play ... .in both of the~e, the S?u~d effect is 
made use of. And that .. .is the radiO of radiO. 

This is not the place for full analysis of the distinctions between drama and features: 

that task has been fulfilled elsewhere, for instance in Catherine Whitehead's thesis on 

the Third Programme. 9 We have seen in an earlier chapter Clarke's early definition 



of a feature programme, as articulated 10 "The Old B.B.C." Wrl'tl'ng of 

developments in 1924, he said: 

A type of programme which began to be developed, and 
for want of a better name was called a "Feature 
Programme," was one which can only be described as an 
unsee~ but. heard moving picture. With descriptive 
narratIve, dIalogues and episodes, with sound effects 
and music, the listener was taken through historic 
events and strange lands with a realism that was quite 
extraordinary. The Empire Day Programme was of this 
type, for listeners were not only taken round the 
Empire, but heard it built up. (Clarke 168-9) 

291 

programme 

Later recognition of the existence of a need for something that was almost drama but 

somehow not quite is found in a newspaper article the first paragraph of which is 

devoted to writing up the achievement, limitations and response to Jeffrey's play 

Speed. The heading of the piece is "Broadcasting 'Feature' programmes. New B.B.C. 

departure." The idea and origin of feature programmes are outlined in the second 

paragraph: 

A new activity of the dramatic department at 
Savoy-hill [sic] is the evolution of "feature" programmes. 
Complaints have been made from time to time that 
broadcasting is becoming stereotyped, and that the 
programmes are identical in form. To overcome this, 
attempts are to be made to "frame" the evening's 
entertainment and dispense with announcements. Such 
programmes will present an artistic whole based on a 
central idea, topical or otherwise. lo 

It is interesting to note that the idea was there from the start that the Productions 

Department was the place for Features to start; that it was a response to complaints of 

boredom with the form of radio programmes; that from the first, features have been 

associated with experimentation; and that even the idea of some "artistic wholeness" 

was there this early. 

Val Gielgud's own attempt at a definition comes in Years 0/ the Locust and his 

description of how the term first came to be used supports the newspaper account 

quoted above. Having admitted that a~ "experimental laboratory" had been lost when 

Research had to be absorbed into Productions, Gielgud still insists that some of the 

best work of the 1940s - when he was writing this book - owed its existence to the 
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early work of Harding and his colleagues in Research. He cites names - for example, 

those of Bridson and MacNeice - and goes on to attempt a definition of a feature 

programme, thus: 

I do not think it is unfair to claim for the work of 
"Features" that it is the most essentially "radio" of all 
programmes broadcast .... Definition, heaven knows, is a 
dangerous and thankless business, but it may not be too 
far wide of the truth to reply: a Feature Programme is 
any programme item - other than a radio play - whose 
author makes use of the specialised technique of radio
dramatic production. Its range therefore is exceedingly 
wide. (Locust 74) 

Laurence Gilliam as head of the Feature Department in its heyday edited some of his 

producers' scripts into a volume called BBe Features, which was published in 1950. 

His Introduction offers perhaps the best concise insight into what a feature 

programme was and how it came into existence. He begins by saying emphatically 

what has been suggested above: that feature programmes were the results of attempts 

to experiment with finding radio's own true form: 

Once broadcasting had got over its initial 
intoxication with its own existence, it started to wonder 
what it was for. It spent its first ten years happily 
cutting and adapting works created for other forms of 
art, entertainment or instruction. But slowly, 
obstinately, and with growing success, a group of 
writers and producers insisted on exploring the 
possibilities of the radio medium itself. ll 

Noting that the Second World War gave sudden power to broadcast features as tools 

of propaganda, Gilliam passes to a definition: 

In broadcasting the term has come to signify a wide 
range of programme items, usually factual and 
documentary, presented by a variety of techniques, ?ut 
mostly making use of dramatisation and edited ~ctuallt~. 
The essential quality of the feature programme IS that It 
should be the expression of one mind, whatever 
technique it uses. It is the answer that each individual 
writer finds to the problem of making a statement by 
broadcasting, with the greatest possible force ~nd 
coherence, emotional and dramatic impact, best SUIted 
to the nature of his material. 

The significance of the feature progrJmme . is. 
then. that it is the form of statement that broJdc3stmg 
has evolved for itself, as distinct from those other forms 
which it has borrowed or adapted from other arts or 



methods of publication. It IS pure 
instrument for the creative writer 
(Gilliam 9-10) 

radio, a new 
and producer. 
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Though feature programmes had according to Gilliam achieved most success In 

"documentary rather than imaginative creation" - a surprising claim, given the work 

of for instance MacNeice in Features - their purpose had always been to "make the 

listener feel as well as think, to entertain as well as to inform" (p I 0). A feature 

programme would aim to achieve the authenticity of a talk and convey it with the 

dramatic force of a play. Like Gielgud and others, Gilliam names the original 

members of the Research team, and Guthrie, as the true founders of his department. 

In doing so he identifies radio drama as the first experimental laboratory of 

broadcasting and justifies the focus chosen for this thesis: 

Almost from the beginnings of broadcasting the 
B.B.C. realised the necessity for stimulating original 
work. The first field for experiment in radio writing 
was radio drama, and a group of avowed 
experimentalists was formed, charged with the task of 
exploring and testing the boundaries of the new 
medium .... From this group of pioneers, who included 
such writers and experimental producers as Tyrone 
Guthrie, Lance Sieveking, E.1. King Bull, E.A. Harding 
and Mary Hope Allen, came many of the techniques 
which are common practice today. Their imaginative 
daring, their mistakes as much as their triumphs, sowed 
the seeds of creative broadcasting in Britain, and all 
who work creatively in radio will remain in their 
debt. 12 

Issues and conclusions about Research 

Programme Research began as the experimental arm of the Productions Department, 

as its quest for self; owed its existence to a recognition on the part of Roger 

Eckersley, Reith, and Gielgud that something had to be done to protect creativity 

from deadening routine; could not function, practically, or prove itself, in J VJcuum. 

and so was brought, though loosely, back within the department whence it CJme. The 

Features Department of the 1940s thus grew out of drama JS its shJrp experimentJI 

self in search of a proper form for radio, came on a quest for iJentity: flourished: 

d h · t'l ence of Donald \lcWhinnie. then with the decline of Features and un er t e 10 u 
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experiment and adventure once more became the province of the BBC Radio DramJ 

Department. The brief independence of four individuals was the start of it all; and 

Val Gielgud sees the original blessing given to them, "'to think, rather than do'''(BRD 

27), as very much to the credit of the BBC, despite the events of 1929. In a chapter 

of British Radio Drama 1922-1956 called "Birth of the Feature Programme" he 

articulates the likely objections: 

It might have seemed at the time that this absorption, or 
amalgamation, marked the end of a promlsmg 
experiment; that hierarchical red-tape, a prejudice in 
favour of tidy administration, had won a victory at the 
expense of artistic freedom and originality of 
mind .... But without the amalgamation, the Section might 
easily have been either disbanded or left to waste its 
efforts in a vacuum of theory.(BRD 47) 

At the end of the same chapter, he offers further vindication to close: 

At the time of writing Sieveking and Mary 
Allen are still working with the Drama Department, 
King-Bull with Features. When the record of their work 
over twenty-five years is considered it seems hardly 
credible that the meaning and value of what they 
represented were seriously questioned in the days of 
Savoy Hill. It must surely be held to the credit of an 
organization so often reproached for being hidebound 
and intellectually constipated that the questioning was 
settled in their favour. Final justification appeared 
when Features became a department in their own right. 
More important still, it can reasonably be claimed that 
without the prestige achieved by certain Feature 
Programmes, their producers, and their authors, it is 
most unlikely that the Third Programme, the most 
unique and perhaps the most important of British 
contributions to Broadcasting in general, would ever 
have been thought of. 13 

At least there is a sense that whether or not one agrees all or even some of the time 

with Gielgud's arguments, he did know - and own up to knowing - whJt the issues 

were; and that is perhaps a lot to hope for in tackling any of the problems in hand. It 

may be the quality in a leader most likely to earn respect, from both supporters and 

opponents. 
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Endnotes 

1 Black 183. cf Gielgud gIvmg credit to McWhinnie for keeping radio drama in 
the forefront of avant-garde during his time as Gielgud's deputy ('\-firror 51-
52). Sieveking's definition of pure radio appears in The Stuff of Radio 
(London: Cassell, 1934) on pp25-6, and is given below in the section "Towards 
a Definition of a Feature Programme". 

2 Mirror 68. It is interest~ng to note that at the start of this paragraph, referring 
to the lack of an expenmental laboratory for ideas, Gielgud remarks that what 
was true of radio in the late 1920s was true of television at the time of his 
writing Mirror - 1965. 

3 WAC RI3/288. (Productions Department 1927-1932). Memo headed "Research 
Department", VHG (AC) to DG, 2nd May 1929. Goldsmith speaks of "men" 
because Mary Hope Allen was not at this stage part of the Research team. 

4 WAC RI3/288 Memo dated 17th September 1929; pI 
5 This stage of his career Sieveking viewed similarly, as is clear in his 

Autobiographical Sketches. In 1928, he says, "I had discovered my proper metier 
at the BBC ... .In fact, during my career at the BBC, again and again I almost 
became an administrator. It would have been like the case of a surgeon I knew 
who became chairman of his hospital, and never did another operation." (WAC 
S61 p66) 

6 Memo p3. Exactly this problem had been identified by Cecil Lewis when 
reviewing a programme originated and produced by Sieveking in 1927. Lewis 
says, "We can always rely on Lance Sieveking for impudent and amusing 
ideas. But somehow, translated into microphone terms, they do not always come 
off." WAC P128. Observer, 18th December 1927. 

7 WAC R 13/288. Memo dated 4th February 1930. 
8 Lance Sieveking, The Stuff of Radio (London: Cassell, 1934) 25-6. Peter Black 

observes when he gives Sieveking's own definition of a feature programme: 
"Almost everything on radio - music, talks, variety, the news, stage plays -
showed radio as a pipeline carrying stuff from other media. The only true radio 
was in the creation of arranged sound, as in the microphone play and the 
feature programme, defined by Lance Sieveking as 'an arrangement of sounds 
which has a theme but no plot.'" Peter Black, The Biggest Aspidistra in the 
World (London: BBC, 1972) 43. 

9 Catherine S. Whitehead, "A Literary History of the Third Programme 1946- 70". 
Doctoral thesis, Christ Church College, Oxford, 1985. See Chapter Seven: 
"Features and Drama" - esp. n(i) Problems of Definition", pp 185-190. 

10 WAC P 129.7 (Drama & Plays). Daily Telegraph, 5th April 1928 
11 Laurence Gilliam, BBC Features (London: Evans Brothers Ltd in assoc. with the 

BBC, 1950) 9 
12 Gilliam p 11. Gilliam also goes on to speak of the 'forcing underground' of the 

original 'experimental spring', and of its re-emergence under Gielgud, to whom 
he gives credit for his "support and critical faculty"(pp 11-12). 

13 BRD 52. Miss Edwin is a useful alternative on the fate of the Research team 
members. In May 1931 the five, including McConnel, were still grouped in 
Research under Val Gielgud according to her records (Edwin 5); McConnel was 
however on the same page of Miss Edwin's records said to be part of the Revue 
section, still within Productions, from 24th March 1930. He was ~ransferred to 
the Music Department from 3rd October 1932 to take on StudIO Opera and 
Light Opera (Edwin 6); he was then moved ba~k t~ Variety fro~ Music on 1st 
June 1933 when Eric Maschwitz from the RadIO Times ~as p.ut I~ c~arge of a 
new separate Variety Department. On I st June 193~ Sleve~lDg IS listed as. a 
producer in the Productions Department, and Har~lDg, KlDg. BU.II and \1IS~ 
Allen as still in Research under Gielgud. "The big ReorganIsatIOn Sche~e 
effective from 1 st October 1933 included King Bull's transfe.r to Presentatl?n 
staff, Harding's transfer to Northern Region as Programme DIrector. and \1155 
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Allen's move to undertake special programmes, Sieveking remaining a "straight" 
producer; thus "the Research Section came to an end" (Edwin 7), Gilliam was 
moved from the Radio Times on 20th October 1933 to work on special 
programmes in Productions. 
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Postscript 

The issues raised in this thesis did not die in 1929. A sense of the aesthetic identity 

of radio drama, the problem of creative functioning in the BBC, and criticisms of 

BBC programming, all found part of their answers in the setting up of the Research 

section, and a connection in this respect with the later Features Department. Radio 

drama, despite complaints of critical neglect, has received attention in studies of other 

periods of its development than that which is covered here, and in recent anthologies 

by Peter Lewis and John Drakakis.l But through the decades between 1929 and 1987 

there has nevertheless been relatively little work on the subject to give a sense that 

the questions had all been answered. The shortage of critical attention to radio drama 

through the years, and the testimony of the work that does exist, show a continuation 

of old, dismissive attitudes identified by Gielgud at the time of his appointment, both 

in the theatrical profession and the BBC hierarchy.2 Similarly there have been few 

books of real help to would-be radio dramatists. Apart from the books by Lea and 

Gielgud, there were MacNeice's Introduction to Christopher Columbus, published in 

1946, and Felix Felton's The Radio-Play: Its Techniques and Possibilities, 1949. The 

next significant attempt to describe radio drama's peculiar requirements was 

McWhinnie's The Art of Radio, published in 1959. And as Val Gielgud's various 

assessments of Jeffrey's work show in Chapter Eight, the dearth of good dramatic 

writing for radio continued well beyond Jeffrey's time in office. The BBC's 

interpretation of its cultural responsibility is still controversial; there are still 

complaints about programme policy and priorities. Personality is, as ever, a major 

determining factor in what happens to broadcasting, and the difficulty of functioning 

creatively in the BBC continues to perplex. This problem was not solved by 1948. 

when Val Gielgud wrote his memo "Considerations relevant to broadcasting drama 

based upon experience in the years 1929-1948" in terms that are not unfamiliar tod3.Y. 

as the BBC rethinks its policy on the ratio of staff to non-staff creati\e input. 
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Gielgud perceived that long-serving radio drama producers suffered from the safety 

and sameness that their careers at the Corporation gave them: 

The producer of radio drama tends to find himself as a 
specialist in a cul-de-sac, and to become frustrated or 
discontented accordingly after a number of years 
service. I feel it may be worth serious consideration, 
when thinking in terms of recruitment, whether 
producers should not be engaged on contract for a term 
of years rather than as members of the permanent staff. 
While inevitably implying higher rates of pay, it would, 
I think, tend to a greater liveliness and vitality, apart 
from that regular infusion of fresh blood so important 
for any branch of creative entertainment.3 

Tyrone Guthrie made a similar point in A Life in the Theatre, which was published 

in 1961. He writes that the BBC acquired its "civil service tinge" because it allowed 

permanent staff to control its operations, whereas in Guthrie's view, only purely 

administrative posts should involve long-term appointments: 

Better if the vast majority of official appointments had 
been on a short-term basis - somewhere between six 
months and two years . 

.. .it is the policy of hiring on a long-term basis 
which accounts for so much Bumbledom in British 
broadcasting. The conditions attract the prudent, rather 
than daring men and women; once in, there is every 
incentive to play safe and none to stick your neck out. 
Artistic or, for that matter, administrative achievements 
_ are only to be had by sticking your neck out as far as 
ever it will go. (Life 52) 

In this light, the superficial attraction of having a separate Research section and of 

giving individuals a brief to think about programmes is as understandable as the 

decision to abandon the idea was inevitable and wise. Guthrie's characterisation of the 

problem takes us back to the first chapter of the thesis and to the analysis of the 

psychological map of the BBC in its earliest years, and forwards to the present day.4 
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Endnotes 

John Drakakis, ed. British Radio Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press. 
1981); Peter Lewis, ed. Radio Drama (London: Longman, 1981). 
See BRD p25. 
WAC R19/276. Memo dated 19th June 1948, pp6-7 
BBC policy is now to offer staff working on radio drama the option of taking 
shorter contracts, with higher salaries but without the traditional job security 
attached to BBC careers, so that they can maintain a freelance career. This is 
long-term policy for London and the regions according to Richard Imison, 
Deputy Head of Drama (Radio): telephone consultation, 12th January 1988. The 
BBC also offers grace term leave to long-serving staff, so that after a minimum 
of twenty years' employment at the BBC they can take two months' leave, or 
three if they add it to ordinary annual leave. 
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