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TV, VIDEO, RADIO, HOME ENTERTAINMENT

HE THOUGHTprocesses
of televisionexecutives

are rightup therewith
the most mysticalele-
ments of the universe,

Barry Williams suggests with a
mischievouslaugh.
The irreverentpresidentof the

AustralianSkepticsSocietyis at a
loss to explainthe

proliferation

of
TV programsabout the paranor-

mal — at least
scientifically.

But it
is certainly not the firstinvasion

of its kind.

Popularinterest in sciencefic-
tion and the

supernatural

is often
peggedto

developments
in tech-

nology;the industrial revolution in
the 18th and 19th Centuries fol-
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lowedby the
emergence

of the mil-
itary-industrial

complex and the
exploration

of spacein the 20th
Century.

JulesVerne,the fatherof mod-
ern sci-fi,beganwritingaboutfan-
tasticvoyagesto the moon,the
centreof the earthand the bottom

of the oceanin the 1850s. A few
decadeslater,acrossthe English
Channel,H. G. Wellsintriguedhis
readerswith talesof time travel

and alien landings.

Whilestillin its infancy,the
electronic media quicklygrasped
the

potential
for

exploiting
our fas-

cinationwith
extraterrestrials

and
the

supernatural.

In 1938 Orson
WellesreducedAmericato a state
of panicwith his. radioversion of
The War of the Worlds,H. G. Wells'

1898 accountof a Martianinvasion.

, The adventof
television brought

theseotherworldslightyearsclos-
er.

In 1953,five yearsbeforeNASA
was established,the Britishmade
the firstof four seriesof Quater-

mass,one of them starringSir
John Millsas the

lab-coatedhero,
Professor Quatermass (a name
pluckedfrom the Londontelephone
directory).

In the openingepisode,an unfor-

tunateastronautdevelopedan in-
fectionand slowlyturnedinto a
rampagingvegetablewhen his
spacecraft veered off course before
returningto earth.That was the
comic-book story,but the loftier

theme was science, especiallymili-
tary science, zoomingaheadof hu-
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man ethics.

Acrossthe Atlanticthe topicwas
justas popular.In 1959,Rod Serl-

ing created, hostedand frequently

wrote The Twilight Zone where
space-timeco-ordinatesstylishly
intersectedthe imagination.

In 1963,

LeslieSte-

vens picked

up where
Serlingleft
off with

The Outer
Limits,

an

anthology

of
supernat-

uralstories
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ly
developed

an enduring cult fol-
lowing.

Backin Britainin 1961,the BBC
screened the thriller A for Androm-

eda by sci-fidoyenFredHoyle.It
is mainlyrememberedtodayas the
launching

pad for the
celestial

ca-
reer of an unknowndrama student

called Julie Christie.

Two yearslater,mindfulthat cu-
riosityaboutthe cosmosis not
confinedto adults,the BBC began

producing hundreds of episodes of
a

children'sseriesthat provedjust
as popularwith parents.Dr Who
introduced a travelling time lord
whose principalopponents, the
Daleks,have now passedinto the
official lexiconas meaning"any
aggressive robot with rasping
speech".Blake's Seven, another
kids' series,was also

appropriated

by adultsin searchof cult
viewing.

The '70sand early'80swerea
quiet time for mattersunexplained

on television, althoughHollywood
producedblockbusterssuch as
CloseEncounters

of the ThirdKind,
Alienand ET.

But the late '80s and '90s have

seen a resurgenceof interestin
sciencefictionand the supernatu-

ral on
television, popularlyled by

The X-Fileson Ten
Capital.

A qual-

ity US series,it shrewdlycombines

beliefand scepticism in stories

that are neverresolvedbut dabble

in alternative explanationsfor
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eventsgone wrong,particularlyof
a militaryand medical nature.

The revivalextendsacrossthe
dial. In the top-rating Australian

show, The
Extraordinary, original-

ly on Prime,now on WIN,a Dalek-

voiced WarwickMoss presents
hokey re-enactmentsof unex-
plained miracles,incredible stories
of survival,freak accidents,near-
death experiences, ghostlyconfron-
tationsand closeencountersof ev-
ery kind.RobertStackis doing
much the same in Unsolved Myster-

ies on Ten
Capital.

Earlierthis year, WIN also
screened The RoswellIncident,a
documentary claimingto contain
footage,

longcoveredup by the US
military,of a 1947

postmortem
on

alienswho had crash-landedtheir
spacecraftin New Mexico.

This obsessionwith UFOs and
alienseven reachedthe ABC'sLa-
teline.Following screeningof The
RoswellIncident on WIN, Lateline

aired a three-waydebatebetween

sceptics and
converts.

It was pre-
cededby a

predictably

soberreport
that nevertheless contained the
alarming disclosurethat so many
Australians

claim to have been ab-
ductedby aliensthat a support

grouphas been formedin Sydney

to helpthem.

For sheer
entertainment

on Sat-
urdaynights,the ABC is running
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Ghosts,a new supernaturaldrama
seriesfromthe BBC.In a promis-

ing first episodea convicted

murdererused a near-deathexperi-

enceto embarkon an astralkilling

spree.

And we
haven'teven
touched on

close encoun-
ters of an
every-dayna-
ture in Star

Trek and
Earth2. Peter

Sutton,who
producesand

Extraordinaryfor 70 countries,

says the show unashamedly

pitchesitselfas "a news magazine

of the
unexplained"

for the mass-
entertainmentmarket.

However,he says everyeffortis
made to screen

contributors,

cor-
roborateevidence, run technical

checkson material and submitda-
ta to scientificscrutiny.

Sutton believesthereis a resur-

gence
of.interest

in this type of
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programming becausepeople are
bettereducated and more open
minded.

He is awareof the critics,but
believes they don'ttake the time to
talkto peoplewho havehad unex-
plainedexperiences:"You can't be
sceptical about realitystories.
Boats disappear, planes disappear,

people surviveaccidents against
the odds.Thesethingshappen."

Sutton agrees that sometimes

storiesare given a
supernatural

spin,but onlyif thatangleis still

dominant after both sides have
been lookedat. "We'renot the
ABC. We'renot The

Investigators.

This is entertainment television."

PeterSutton left the clearim-
pressionhe was aggrievedthat
more attentionwas being focused

on the show's credibility

than on
its vibrantsuccessas an Austra-

lian export earner.

Continued
on page 12

Continuedfrom page 1
PRODUCERChristineMorrissaysmany peoplephonein to The Extraor-

dinarybecausethey have had a simi-

lar
experience

to one shown,and theysim-
ply wantto talkto someonewho willtake
them seriously.

As partof the realitycheck,she saysany-
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one who wantstheirstorytoldmust submit

it in writing, with namesof
corroborating

witnesses:
"A smallnumberof peopleare

off-the-planet,

and they are usuallyobvious,

but most peopleare
legitimate."

As well as screening contributors,

Morris
also produces the

re-enactments, elaborate
mini-dramas

in
themselves,

she says,and as

true as possibleto the
witnesses' account of

the actualevent.

The AustralianSkepticsSocietywas
formedin 1980.Says

Williams,
"No one can

rememberthe exact date, so astrologers

can'tpredictour future".But, like the Dem-
ocrats, "it aims to keep the bastards honest"

by
investigating

and reportingon pseudo-sci-

entificand paranormalclaims.The society's

1600 membersshare an interest,although

not
necessarily

a career,in science. Skeptics

are not
non-believers.

They just want proof.

"We apply critical thinking to evidence

peopleproduce. Some thingscan neverbe
proved.But we won'tacceptan

explanation

thatseemsto fly in the faceof
everything

we knowaboutthe world... But somepeo-
ple thinkthatif theyfirmlybelievesome-
thingto be trueit is

evidence."

Sci-fi programsof the 50s and 60s were
bornof a genuineage of

discovery.

But scep-

tics find today'spreoccupation
with the

paranormalmore difficultto explain.Wil-
liamsis not opposedto programssuchas
The X-Files, whichnot only presents itself-as

fiction,but offersa sceptical perspective.
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He is concernedthat networksare dishing

up
pseudo-scientific entertainment

at the ex-
penseof the real thing,whichhe believesis
infinitelymore

entertaining:

"We don'tap-
preciate

we livein an age of
miracles

that
have a very solid scientific background."


