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Alan Clarke

NO DIRECTOR n Bntish teievi-
sion’'s hustory stayed mofe true 10
the one -off play than Alan (larke.
From Alun Owen scnipts for Asso-
cuated Rediffusion in the rmiddie
Sixties to work in the late Eighties
that, by television’s lights, was pos-
itively auteuwrist, Clarke was an un-
swerving champion of the indmd-
ual voice and the nonconformust
VISIOn.

He was bom in Liverpool and
never lost a certan scallywaggish-
ness. Among the Oxbridge worri-
ers, the Canadian bamn-stormerns
and the mynad exotics who
swarmed into the BBC to direct
the “Wednesday Plays” m the
days of teledrama pienty, Clarke

and the gnitty Scotsman James
MacTaggart shone like good
deeds.

Io 1969, the year Alan Clarke
directed his first “Wednesday
Play” (Peter Terson’s pgently
- comic The Last Traiw Through the
. Hurecustiv Twamel), that strand
alone ran to 7 new productions:
unthinkable now. A director
might work across a wide range
and Clarke did so, embracing Don
Shaw’s alarming army memotr
Sovereign's Company and Douglas
Livingstone's pawky scaside com-
edy [ Can't See My Little Willte,
Tony Parker's meticulous re-
production of prison in 4 Life Is
For Ever and David Yallop's cam-
paigning reconstruction of the
(raig and Bentley case, To £n-
| courage the Others.

Through the Seventies, he de-
veloped an enviable reputation as
a wrnters director. Colin Wel-
i land’s first BBC play The Hallelu-
jah Handshake and David Rud-
kin's Penda’s Fen for BBC Birm-
mgham both treated of individuals
awkwardly placed i the Chnstian
Church. The latter film. one of the
most remarkable achievements in
all television drama, enjoyed an
unlikely repeat on Channel 4 on
Sunday, in the last 36 hours of
- Clarke’s life. lis special effects
' may have revealed its age but 50
did its senousness and its power:
contemporary television simply
doesn’t expiore ideas as danger-
i ous as these.
~ Notable too were David Hare's
- {irst teleplay Man Above Men,
suicedyv the best ever written about
. the mvoary. and two diversions
i into a more theatncal tradition,
though tackied m the director’s
blithely irreverent maanner: Sol-
zhenitsyn's dour parable The Love
Girt and the Innocent and Buch-
ner's cerebrally enticing Danton’s
Death.

But a particularly happy work-
ing partnership with the wnter
Roy Minton (Horace, Funny

Farm, Fast Hand-<} led 10 a famous

row and a npew tHrust in Clarke’s
work. Scum (1977) was an uncom-
promising account of life in Bor-
stal. Clarke shot it in a style of fast
super-reaiism, but it was too su-
per-realistic for the BBC, and the
filen was refused transmission. His
subsequent feature film version of
the same story missed the degree
of vensimilitude the television
play had achieved,

The protracted public debate
over Scum was & watershed in
Clarke’s attitude to his work. He
moved away from the conven-
tional modes of his eartier produc-
tions and embraced highly stylised
- camerawork and editing, tech-
niques that made formal or ritual-
stic or dreamlike a choice of ma-
terial that was in vanous ways
difficult: private, inert, frighten-
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~can hope

among business executrves and
Clarke shot it on a long lens so
that the protagonists who strolled
in pairs and negotiated deals
never vistbly progressed. Psv-war-
nors was a studio prece wheren
the camera partook of the training

of an anti-terrornist squad. the
viewer being required to use al-
most as much initiative as the SAS
men. And Made in Britain brought
the full glue-snitfing rage of skin-
head aggro into your Ining room
and woun the Prix Italia '

" Qut of this work came a fascina-
tion with Northemn lIreland. In-
creasingly opecrating as his own
writer or' co-writer, Clarke made
thre¢ graphic umages of the be-
nighted province: the relentlessly
bleak domestic piece Chnstine,
the saimost wordless, Prix-Lo-
carno-winning Contact, which
recreated an army recce using a
night-light camera; and the ex-
traordinary Elephant, an entirely
wordless, uncontextualised suc-
cession of sectarian slayings shot
on the run in the streets and dem-
onstrating beyond argument why
the politicans have failed to solve
the Irish conundrum.

His last two pieces were per-
haps his finest. Jim Cartwnight's
Road was already a theatre hit of
the highest onginality, a rare ex-
ample of rough stage poetry.
Clarke reshaped it into something
that owed nothing to the state vet
reconceived with a steadicam the

strange intimacy that Cartwright |

had achieved n a prom staging.
And Al Hunter's The Firm, again
controversial, took the audience
where it had never been before,
inside the head of the vocational
football hooligan, Clarke daring
to face the most excruciating cru-
elty in the quest for the meaning
of these young men’s ntuals.
There were a couple of features
— the widely liked Riza, Sue and
Bob Too and the catastrophically

misconceived Buly the Kid and the -

Green Baize Vampire — but

Clarke’s commitment was clearly
- to-television. Hss body

as bold and as rich as any that the

medium has played host to. Like

that other trve  artist
James MacTaggart, he has died
wretchedly young (of spinal can-

cer) and largely unrecognised out-

side his profession. No director
now bullding a television carcer
to enjoy the opportuni-
ties that Clarke’s generation took
for granted. And for that reason
(but not oaly for that reason),
teievision will never again be re-
warded with the engagement and
the courage of an Alan Clarke.

W. Stephen Gilbert

Alan Clarke, film director, bom
Liverpool 28 October 1935, mamed

Jane Kinsey (one son, one daugh-

ter), died London 24 July 1990,
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