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OVERVIEW

Serial Title: Silver Nemesis

Writer: Kevin Clarke

Director: Chris Clough

Original UK Transmission Dates: 23 November 1988 – 7 December 1988

Running Time:	Part One: 24m 31s

Part Two: 24m 12s

Part Three: 24m 36s

UK Viewing Figures: 	Part One: 6.1 million	

Part Two: 5.2 million

Part Three: 5.2 million

Regular Cast: Sylvester McCoy (the Doctor), Sophie Aldred (Ace)

Guest Cast: Anton Diffring (De Flores), Metin Yenal (Karl), Fiona Walker (Lady Peinforte), Gerard Murphy (Richard), Leslie French (Mathematician), Martyn Read (Security Guard), Dolores Gray (Mrs Remington), Chris Chering, Symond Lawes (Skinheads), David Banks (Cyber Leader), Mark Hardy (Cyber Lieutenant), Brian Orrell (Cyberman), Courtney Pine, Adrian Read, Ernest Mothle, Frank Tontoh (Jazz Quartet)

Antagonists: The Cybermen, Lady Peinforte, De Flores

Novelisation: Doctor Who: Silver Nemesis by Kevin Clarke. The Target Doctor Who Library #143.

Responses:

‘Some cool moments, a couple of enjoyably awful puns and one superb character.’

[Ian Berriman, SFX, August 2010]1

‘A bit of a mess, really. Some passable scenes, but the story lacks pace and character involvement.’

[Paul Cornell, Martin Day and Keith Topping, The Discontinuity Guide.]2



1  Berriman, Ian, ‘DVD Review: Revenge of the Cybermen & Silver Nemesis’, SFX, August 2010.

2  Cornell, Paul, Day, Martin and Keith Topping, The Discontinuity Guide, p346.


SYNOPSIS

Part One

In South America, former Nazi officer De Flores toasts the Fourth Reich and leaves in an aircraft, carrying a silver bow. Meanwhile, in space, a meteor containing a statue heads for Earth.

In the England of 1638, Lady Peinforte shoots birds with her servant Richard while a mathematician calculates that the Nemesis comet will reach Earth on 23 November 1988. Peinforte and Richard drink a potion which allows them to travel to that date, where the Doctor and Ace already are watching a jazz concert.

An alarm goes off but the Doctor can’t recall why. When two men wearing headphones force them into the river by shooting at them, the Doctor uses Ace’s tape deck to remind him that the planet is in danger. They take the TARDIS to a vault in Windsor Castle, looking for a silver bow, but it is missing, so they leave for Lady Peinforte’s house in 1638, where they find the mathematician	 murdered and the Doctor explains that Peinforte made a statue out of Validium, a living metal capable of great destruction. He had launched it into space, but due to a miscalculation on his part, it had returned much more quickly than expected.

Back in 1988, Peinforte and Richard watch two policemen being gassed by the newly arrived Nemesis meteor. While the Doctor take the TARDIS to modern-day Windsor, hoping to enlist official help, De Flores and his troops secure the meteor and the statue it contains. When the Doctor tells De Flores that the statue needs the silver bow and arrow to activate, the Nazi goes to shoot Ace, only for a space ship full of Cybermen to land.

Part Two

The Doctor grabs the silver bow from its case while the Cybermen and Nazis fight it out and he and Ace escape in the TARDIS. With De Flores in retreat, the Cybermen cur out the Nemesis statue from the meteor. The Doctor uses the bow to track down the newly released statue to a nearby tower; Peinforte and Richard deal with two muggers and leave them hanging from a tree.

The Doctor plays a jazz cassette to jam the Cybermen’s signals, and the travellers from 1638 track the statue to the same tower as the Doctor – but it is nowhere to be seen. They fight of a cyber attack using a gold tipped arrow. Using Nitro-9, Ace destroys the Cyber spaceship. De Flores offers tan alliance to the Cybermen and says he will destroy Lady Peinforte.

The Doctor explains that the Nemesis meteor’s orbit brings it close to the Earth every 25 years, when its malign influence caused two World Wars and the assassination of JFK.

Peinforte discovers the Nemesis statue in her own tomb about before she can do anything De Flores forces her and Richard to flee down a secret passageway, leaving behind both the statue and the silver arrow. De Flores believes he has won – until he opens the bow case and discovers it empty.

 The Doctor discovers an invisible Cyber fleet, thousands strong, in orbit round the Earth.

Part Three

Back in the tomb, De Flores and his last remaining follower Karl escape from the Cybermen by throwing gold dust at the Cyber Leader but Karl betrays his commander and hands them both over to the Cybermen, who fit them with headphones.

Collecting some gold coins from Peinforte’s house in 1638, the Doctor and Ace return to the meteor, while Peinforte herself hitchhikes there with Richard. Arriving in the middle of a battle between the Cybermen and the gold coin wielding Ace, Lady Peinforte threatens to give up the Doctor’s secrets to the Cybermen, but they are not interested. De Flores and Karl arrive and are killed by the Cyber Leader while attempting to steal the bow, and the Doctor gives it to the Cyber Leader, who uses it to launch the Nemesis. Lady Peinforte is absorbed into the statue, the Nemesis destroys the Cyber Fleet, acting on the Doctor’s earlier instructions, and Richard destroys the Cyber Leader before it can kill Ace.

The Doctor and Ace return Richard to 1638. Ace asks the Doctor who he actually is, but he says nothing, only holds his finger to his lips.


1. ‘METEOR APPROACHES ENGLAND’

On 27 March 1987, Patrick Troughton walked onto the stage at a Doctor Who convention in Columbus, Georgia to take questions from fans seated in the convention hall. One asked if he would ‘be back for the 25th anniversary next year?’, prompting a round of applause from the audience. Troughton, who had returned to the role he’d played from 1966 to 1969 three times, on the last occasion barely more than two years before, answered ‘I hope so!’, provoking laughter and another ripple of applause. The actor smiled. 18 hours later he was dead, suffering a massive heart attack in his bedroom at the convention hotel, and dying before medical assistance could arrive. 

Troughton’s death capped a miserable two-year period for Doctor Who and its fans, and despite that question to him the night before he died, how the series’ 25th anniversary would be marked in 20 months’ time was not, in March 1987, a priority for anyone involved in making Doctor Who. 

Long-term Producer John Nathan-Turner and his newly appointed Script Editor Andrew Cartmel were living the equivalent of a hand-to-mouth existence on a programme whose longevity no one in British television felt like celebrating. Bluntly, Doctor Who’s silver jubilee was not on Nathan-Turner’s mind, because there was no guarantee Doctor Who would reach it. 

From 1971 to 1984, Doctor Who’s annual renewal had been in practice a formality1, but the programme had been unexpectedly cancelled in February 1985, during the transmission of Troughton’s last – and now final – guest appearance as the Doctor. This was followed by an unprecedented and semi-public battle between the Doctor Who production office and the senior management of both BBC Drama and BBC One, represented by head of department Jonathan Powell and Controller Michael Grade, respectively. Remarkably, it ended with the commission of a 1986 series in order to stave off public embarrassment for the corporation. Nathan-Turner had saved his programme. The price had been a dent to the series’ public reputation, a savage knock in the production team’s confidence, and a distinct cooling of enthusiasm for the programme even within areas of the corporation uninvolved in the abortive attempt to end it. 

The scripting and production of that series, a 14-part epic entitled The Trial of a Time Lord, was chaotic, with Cartmel’s predecessor as script editor Eric Saward resigning midway through, citing exhaustion and frustration with Nathan-Turner. Saward had also been deeply affected by the sudden and unexpected death of Robert Holmes, a writer for the series since Troughton’s time in the title role, and someone who had become something of a mentor, even an idol, to him in the three years they’d been working together. 

A final argument with Nathan-Turner over the editing of a script of his own he’d left behind to be made led to Saward giving a ‘warts and all’ interview to the magazine Starburst. Its publication resulted in another public knock for Doctor Who’s reputation and lasting enmity between Saward and Nathan-Turner. Not least because the producer faced the grim situation of having to attend a run-through for one of the episodes Saward had left him to complete alone, immediately after reading the interview, knowing that much of the crew and even members of the cast had also read what amounted to a character assassination in print. 

By this point, Nathan-Turner himself was, understandably, fully resolved to leave Doctor Who behind. While a 1987 series was commissioned in August of 1986, he did not expect or intend to produce it, and did little work on preparing it. He would later cite a wish not to tie his successor’s hands, but in the absence of a script editor2, and thus de facto covering the position himself, and with four episodes left to record and most of the season left to post-produce and finalise for transmission, there would simply not have been time for him to do so anyway in the late summer and autumn of 1986.

On 21 October, with most of the 1986 series completed and half of it transmitted, Nathan-Turner was instructed by Powell, himself seemingly acting on orders from Grade, not to pick up sixth Doctor Colin Baker’s contract for that already commissioned 1987 series. Nathan-Turner was also told that he would have to inform the actor of their decision. Decades later, David Reid, Powell’s predecessor as Head of Drama Serials and Series, and a mentor to both Nathan-Turner and Powell called this ‘an extraordinary thing to happen,’ noting of Grade’s involvement ‘The Sixth Floor just didn’t get involved in casting decisions.’3

In return for de facto firing Baker, Powell guaranteed Nathan-Turner that he would be moved to another programme within the Drama Serials department. Nathan-Turner did as he was told, expecting it to be his last act as producer of Doctor Who and, he later said, seeing some glimmer of logic to it. The new producer might want to cast their own Doctor, after all.

In recent years Peter Davison, Colin Baker’s predecessor in Doctor Who and at the time the star of BBC Drama’s A Very Peculiar Practice (1986-88), has often voiced his firm opinion that it was not Baker but John Nathan-Turner that Jonathan Powell wanted to be rid of4. Powell would have asked Nathan-Turner to sack whoever had been in the part, because they had been cast by Nathan-Turner, and Powell anticipated the producer refusing and then either resigning in protest or being sacked for refusing to carry out a direct instruction from higher management. This would resolve the problem as Powell saw it, and is also a plausible reason for Grade’s involvement. Baker was, simply, a pawn in a game that Powell was playing against Nathan-Turner. 

Powell was, and indeed is, unsparing in his criticism, personal and professional, of Nathan-Turner, despite the latter now being long dead, and the disadvantages of having Nathan-Turner at the BBC but not on Doctor Who were twofold. A producer Powell thought more of than Nathan-Turner would be wasted making Doctor Who, while Nathan-Turner would be messing up a series Powell thought more of than Doctor Who; and Powell thought more of just about anything currently being made for television than he did of Doctor Who.

Making Nathan-Turner an offer he couldn’t accept would have at least spared Powell the job of finding the producer a different series to work on. But then he did accept it, and Nathan-Turner’s acquiescence to his request created a new problem. If this truly was a bit of brinkmanship on Powell’s part, he had perhaps underestimated Nathan-Turner’s willingness to humiliate himself in order to retain his BBC staff producer status. Or simply his need to pay his mortgage. Whatever the motivations of Nathan-Turner or Powell, neither emerges well from any plausible interpretation of this interaction. But in almost any imaginable interpretation, Powell emerges the worse. 

On 28 November 1986, Nathan-Turner was informed by Powell that he would have to produce the 1987 series of Doctor Who after all. The alternative was logically for him to be a staff producer without a show, a situation that would quite quickly lead to redundancy - in part because the staff producer programme was already in the process of being wound up as the BBC adapted to changing times. Perhaps realising that another casualty of the 1985 battle over Doctor Who’s existence had been his own career, Nathan-Turner acquiesced. Again, Powell’s unorthodox move against someone he persistently underestimated had somehow not resulted in the checkmate he seemingly expected.

28 November 1986 was a Thursday, two days before the penultimate episode of The Trial of a Time Lord was shown. It was also just four months until the necessary recording dates for the first serial of the next series of Doctor Who, if it were to meet a September 1987 launch date. Four months that included the Christmas and New Year periods, with their attendant bank holidays and extended leave periods. Four months in which work would also have to begin on a second story to be made in May, and a third and fourth to be made in June and July.

That’s fewer than 100 working days, including a period of annual leave for Nathan-Turner himself, booked long ago, which he could not cancel as he was using it to direct a pantomime at the Theatre Royal, Brighton near that mortgaged home which he shared with his partner, BBC staff production associate Gary Downie. This pantomime starred the actor he’d just phoned and sacked from Doctor Who.

Doctor Who’s 20th anniversary special, The Five Doctors (1983), had been a passion project for Nathan-Turner. In 1981, he had written to his departmental superiors about his desire to mark the date with a special programme featuring multiple Doctors, in line with the 1972-73 serial The Three Doctors, but with the caveat ‘if I am still producing the show in 1983’ in his carefully worded text5. 

Doubtless that ambitious young man, a favoured protégé not just of Reid but of the then Head of Drama Graeme MacDonald, did not imagine he would be working in the same production office, and wrestling with worse versions of the same problems, so many years later, and yet here he was – Doctor Who’s reluctantly reappointed producer, with no script editor and no scripts; no lead actor and no directors booked; no support from his Head of Department, and very little desire to do the only job on offer. Yet he had no option but to, in the words of the Fred Astaire song, ‘pick yourself up, dust yourself down, and do it all over again,’ and when he returned to his desk at the BBC in January, he did exactly that6. 

In the first week of 1987, having completed his stint in Nathan-Turner’s pantomime, Colin Baker gave an incendiary interview to The Sun ‘newspaper’, putting his side of the story concerning his removal from Doctor Who.7 While Nathan-Turner was not personally criticised, Michael Grade was, and it doubtless increased the background noise for the producer as he went about the difficult task of simultaneously hiring a new script editor and a new Doctor. 

For the first, he interviewed a number of young writers who were interested in joining the BBC and was impressed by Andrew Cartmel’s confidence, ambition and directness. Aged only 29, the London-born, Canadian-raised Cartmel had a different generational sensibility, and a bevy of influences – such as jazz and the then ‘British Invasion’ of the American comic book industry8 – alien to Nathan-Turner. But they also had common ground. Both men had read ‘Claws’, an unsolicited script for a television play about power struggles between pedigree cat breeders by a writer called Stephen Wyatt, and been hugely impressed by it. Cartmel cited Wyatt as the kind of writer who should be asked to contribute to Doctor Who. Nathan-Turner had already made contact with his representatives. Something clicked. Cartmel was asked to join the BBC as Doctor Who’s script editor, subject to a second interview with, and formal approval from, Powell. This was quickly forthcoming, and Cartmel was hired on 16 January. 

On his first day, Cartmel found the drawer in his desk locked, and when it was broken open by a BBC facilities man at his request, he found a single page of crumpled, type-written script covered in Saward’s handwriting, a broken glass with red wine residue inside and what turned out to be the only key in the building to the locked drawer in which he found it. It’s tempting to see this anecdote, part locked room mystery, part Gordian Knot, as real life spontaneously generating a striking metaphor for the seeming insolubility of the problems that Doctor Who faced at this point. But within days Cartmel had taken the meeting with Wyatt that Nathan-Turner had already arranged, and commissioned a first episode for the second story of the season, at the time called ‘Paradise Tower’.9

Aware of the time pressures, Nathan-Turner had, just before Christmas, commissioned a first story, at the same time deciding that the 1987 season would comprise multiple stories rather than a single overarching narrative as 1986’s had. He commissioned it from then-recent Doctor Who regulars Pip and Jane Baker, writers whose work Colin Baker enjoyed, in part hoping that the actor would be tempted to take part in one final story if it were written by them10. Powell had authorised Baker appearing in a final serial on 6 November 1986. Baker had never been minded to accept the slim overture, counter offering that he would prefer to do a final 14-part season and then retire from the role. 

Baker would later often use the analogy that the offer was like being asked for a divorce, and then informed that you could pop back to the family home for one weekend in six months’ time, during which you were expected to pretend divorce proceedings had not been initiated 11. Nevertheless, Powell’s willingness to allow it at all could be seen as evidence supporting Peter Davison’s contention about Powell’s game-playing. Until Baker’s interview in The Sun was published, Nathan-Turner hoped the actor might accept the compromise offer, and his namesake writers’ script was initially written as a final bow for his Doctor, before being rewritten as a first night for his as-yet-unknown successor. 

The candidates for that new Doctor were quickly narrowed to three: Dermot Crowley, David Fielder and Sylvester McCoy12. They screen-tested using two new scenes written by Cartmel for the purpose, opposite former companion Janet Fielding in two roles, on 18 February. McCoy was formally chosen on the basis of these recordings, and with Powell’s explicit consent. McCoy had come to Nathan-Turner’s notice thanks to telephone calls, within a few minutes of each other, from the actor’s agent and from fellow BBC producer Clive Doig. Doig, who had worked on Doctor Who in the 1960s and was not without ambitions to produce the series himself, had worked with McCoy on several projects and long thought him a suitable potential Doctor. 

His curiosity piqued by the coincidence, Nathan-Turner had gone to see McCoy in the title role of Adrian Mitchell’s The Pied Piper, which was then running at the National Theatre, and then invited him in for an interview. It was after this, rather than the actual screen tests, that Nathan-Turner would always claim casting McCoy’s became his strong preference, with the screen-testing process essentially a way of manufacturing Powell’s acquiescence to a decision he had already taken. McCoy was announced to the press on 27 February, and formally contracted for three series on 6 March, and immediately whisked off to a convention in America to be introduced to the transatlantic section of Doctor Who fandom13. The same thing had happened to Bonnie Langford immediately after her casting a year earlier, and like her McCoy felt he had nothing to say to the audience concerning a part he’d just been given, but had done no actual work in14. 

Perhaps McCoy and Langford conferred on this peculiarity at the time. They were old friends, having worked together in Pirates of Penzance’s 1982 West End revival where, as they would both later quip, their characters got married once a day, and twice on matinee days, for 18 months, and they were delighted at the prospect of working together again, even if it was only to be for a year.15 Langford had told Nathan-Turner in early January, before McCoy was on his radar, that she would almost certainly depart Doctor Who at the end of the 1987 series, whether there was a 1988 series or not. Her decision prompted Cartmel to begin a replacement character, an explosives obsessed teenager from west London called ‘Alf’.

Cartmel and McCoy quickly formed a mutual appreciation society, with Cartmel thoroughly approving of McCoy’s casting and McCoy sufficiently enamoured of the scenes Cartmel had written for his screen test to ask for them to be used in upcoming episodes if possible. This was in stark contrast to Eric Saward’s distant and essentially contemptuous attitude to Colin Baker. The former Script Editor had thought Baker unsuitable for the series lead role, and nursed a resentment that he had not been consulted during the casting process16. Despite the extreme pressure the production team were under in March and April 1987, Doctor Who was in many ways a much happier ship than it had been for a long time.

Cartmel would often later compare the process of turning Doctor Who from the programme that it was before his arrival to the programme that he wanted to make to turning an oil tanker, referring to the popular belief that an oil tanker’s great size, slow speed and the necessity of turning them from the back, meant that getting them to change course took an extraordinarily long time. With all due respect to him, he was a young man in a hurry talking. The speed with which Doctor Who was turned around in these months is remarkable, and Cartmel was a huge part of that. 

Cartmel had previously attended workshops at the BBC Script Unit, a project set up to find new writers, which commented on and returned unsolicited script submissions. (It would be useful, if ultimately inaccurate, to think of it as a 1980s version of the current BBC Writers website, perhaps better known under its previous name, BBC Writers Room.) He saw in his own appointment the opportunity to bring into television via Doctor Who new and younger writers whose work he had enjoyed at the script unit, or whom he had encountered there.

‘I really wanted to bring on a bunch of new writers, I was very keen and gung-ho to give them all a chance. In a sense I’d been given my break through the script editing, so I wanted to give other people a break.’17

Cartmel’s desire was entirely in line with the then job description of a BBC staff script editor, which emphasised that one of the position’s key responsibilities was to find for their programme writers who were new to it, to the BBC, and to television. In this respect, Cartmel clearly succeeded brilliantly. The second to fourth serials of 1987 form an unbroken run of three serials written by writers not just new to Doctor Who, but also to television drama.18 The former had happened three times previously in Doctor Who, twice early in Nathan-Turner’s producership, and before that not since the series’ first production block in 1964. The latter had never happened. Because finding new writers for Doctor Who has never been easy.

Eric Saward had struggled for over a year, starting in May 1985 and ending in July 1986, to find scripts for episodes 9 to 12 of the 1986 series, commissioning and abandoning 12 whole episodes from four different writers, before Nathan-Turner brought back Pip and Jane Baker over his objections. In 1978, Douglas Adams, determined to bring in fresh voices, worked with writers as different as Sarah Dunant and Allan Prior on stories that didn’t reach the screen19. In the end circumstances meant he wrote two serials himself, one a rewrite of David Fisher’s second story of the season (and Fisher’s fourth in two years), and commissioned stories from his predecessor as script editor, Anthony Read, and two people, Bob Baker and Terry Nation, who had quite literally been writing for Doctor Who since before Adams himself left school.

There was not however, in the first weeks of 1987, a great stable of Doctor Who writers to fall back on, as there had been in 1979. Even if Cartmel had wanted to use them, people with more than one Doctor Who script to their name were simply not there. Holmes, on whom successive Doctor Who production teams had relied since 1968, was dead. His nearest equivalent, Terrance Dicks, was a BBC staff producer himself, with a programme of his own to oversee. Philip Martin, who had written two of the more acclaimed Colin Baker era serials, was now producing at BBC Birmingham, and despite a cordial relationship with Nathan-Turner had been brought to Doctor Who by Saward rather than him. Stephen Gallagher was now in a position to develop his own projects. Nathan-Turner’s friend Terence Dudley was retired and battling cancer. Peter Grimwade, with whom he had once been close and then violently quarrelled, had written and directed a brutal parody of the Doctor Who production office under Nathan-Turner for ITV20. Former script editor Christopher H Bidmead had had two stories spiked in a row, and his own relationship with Nathan-Turner was not easy. 

None, it seems, were ever asked about returning. In part because one of Nathan-Turner’s many theories on making Doctor Who was that it made unusually high demands on the creativity of any writer, director or producer involved with it, and that anyone eventually became ‘Who-ed out’ and needed to depart, at least temporarily21, from the show in order to recover their ability to contribute to it. He was privately aware of the irony of holding this view while being the programme’s longest-serving producer, his exit demanded by loud, if not necessarily representative, groups within the show’s most engaged audience members. This was something reflected in the typically pithy response he would give to fan complaints that he would produce, unbeknownst to them unwillingly, yet another series of Doctor Who: ‘I’ve been persuaded to stay.’ 

It was nevertheless perhaps this instinct as much as circumstances that meant Nathan-Turner gave Cartmel more leeway, and seemingly more creative control, than he had his previous script editors, and it is arguably not fanciful to refer to the script editor as ‘script show runner’ during the final two years of 20th-century Doctor Who’s production, as Cartmel himself has in recent years. It was Cartmel’s input, his determination to bring through new and younger writers, and his seeing himself as the vanguard of a new generation of television writing talent, that would mean that the renovation Nathan-Turner was embarking on would be more than cosmetic – although with a new Doctor, a new title sequence and a new primary composer and mostly new directors that would come too22. Between them, the pair were going to, as they both said in contemporary interviews, get Doctor Who ready to go ‘into the 1990s’. 

Even if the series itself might not reach the new decade alive.

As spring 1987 turned into summer, Cartmel began bringing in more writers, again many from the script unit, although with the 1988 series still not commissioned and no money in the pot, discussions were initially informal, with the promise of commissions if the series were to be renewed. Renewal came in August, perhaps in part prompted by Paradise Towers, a story which Powell, understandably regarded as Doctor Who’s nemesis by many fans, took the time to formally record his positive opinion of in internal correspondence. 

With money now available, Cartmel quickly doubled his run of scripts from new writers to six, wisely commissioning a second story from his ultimate boss’s favoured author, Stephen Wyatt23 . The last story commissioned for the 1988 series of Doctor Who, ‘The Harbinger’, was formally requested on 17 November 1987, a week before Doctor Who’s 24th birthday, from a writer called Kevin Clarke. Cartmel and Nathan-Turner had both read ‘The Score’, a calling-card script written by Clarke, and Cartmel had been pursuing his interest since the beginning of the year. 

Doctor Who was going to reach its 25th year on air. The task now ahead of Clarke, Cartmel and Nathan-Turner was to give its audience something with which to celebrate it. 



1  More exactly, this was the acceptance of the production office’s ‘offer’ to make another series as part of the BBC’s ‘offers rounds’, where productions for the next financial year (or quarter) were proposed and accepted or rejected. 

2  When he asked his department for permission to hire another, or for ‘cover’ from those on staff, Nathan-Turner was informed that there was no-one available and he would have to ‘make do’.

3  ‘Trials and Tribulations’ documentary on Season 23 Blu-ray.

4  E.g. interviewed by Ben Cook for DWM #503.

5  Memo from John Nathan-Turner to David Reid, 3 August 1981.

6  ‘Pick Yourself Up’ from the musical Swing Time (1936) of which Nathan-Turner was hugely fond. The comparison is his, not mine, and taken from his memoirs. 

7  The Sun, dated 6 January 1987. Baker would later express regret at how The Sun had framed the interview, including not giving him the copy approval it had promised, while noting that the tabloid had offered him a substantial fee for an interview. Newly out of contract, with a mortgage and four young daughters, he did not feel he could refuse.

8  A period when a number of British writers and artists began to dominate, at least in terms of sales and acclaim if not volume, the two big American comics publishers, DC and Marvel. Many of this group, such as writers Alan Moore and artists David Lloyd and Dave Gibbons had, unbeknownst to Cartmel, worked on Marvel UK’s Doctor Who strips earlier in the 1980s. 

9  The commission uses the singular.

10  Their serial, commissioned as ‘Strange Matter’ on 22 December 1986, seems to have been derived from a story entitled ‘Gallifrey’, which they were pencilled in to write for the cancelled 1986 series, all stories for which were written off and replaced with new ideas, largely by the same writers.

11  E.g. in his Mythmakers interview with Nicholas Briggs. But on many other occasions. 

12  All three have similar theatrical backgrounds, and Fielder is, like McCoy, noted for playing Shakespearean clowns. This suggests Nathan-Turner had a strong idea of the type of actor or Doctor he wanted.

13  Sylvester McCoy’s contract for playing the Doctor was for three series, but the options for the latter two were on the BBC’s side only. If they made the 1988 and 1989 series of Doctor Who, he had to appear in them if they wanted him to. If they didn’t, he would have no contractual basis for a complaint. 

14  Shortly after this, Nathan-Turner lent McCoy video cassettes of his predecessors’ performances from the production office’s library. While we don’t have a comprehensive list, we know they included the first serial, An Unearthly Child, from 1963, The War Games (1969), The Three Doctors (1972/3) Earthshock (1982) and The Twin Dilemma (1984).

15  Pirates of Penzance, London 1982. Nathan-Turner had picked up her option on 13 November. 

16  The exact division of producer and script editor responsibilities in the BBC of this time was largely in the producer’s gift, and while Saward may have been aware that his predecessor Terrance Dicks (Script Editor 1968-74) had been a full partner to Barry Letts (Producer 1968-75) in the casting of Tom Baker, Nathan-Turner was temperamentally not inclined to share or delegate such responsibilities in the same manner. 

17  Ruddock, Martin, ‘In Conversation With Andrew Cartmel’.

18  Delta and the Bannermen writer Malcolm Kohll had some credits for ‘additional material’ on OTT (1982), Central Television’s ill-fated attempt at ‘an adult TISWAS’. (ATV’s storied Saturday morning children’s show, which had also featured McCoy.) Stephen Wyatt’s Claws would eventually transmit the night before the first episode of Paradise Towers, but was commissioned as a television production after it. 

19  Prior was the co-creator of Z-Cars (1962-78) and a regular contributor to Blake’s 7 (1978-81), while Dunant, a Cambridge contemporary of Adams, was later a BBC producer and a Silver Dagger winning historical crime novelist.

20  The Come-Uppance of Captain Katt, transmitted 30 June 1986. Any faint possibility of rapprochement was extinguished when Grimwade died in 1990. 

21  It should be noted that others have legitimately considered this theory to be a cynical cover for Nathan-Turner’s dislike of involving in the production of Doctor Who people whose experience with the programme pre-dated his producership, a dislike in their view founded upon insecurity. 

22  Of the three directors for the 1987 series, Andrew Morgan had not worked on Doctor Who before, but was experienced in science fiction, having directed for Blake’s 7 and the TVS drama Knights of God (1987), one of Patrick Troughton’s many posthumously broadcast television appearances. Chris Clough and Nicholas Mallet had both worked on Doctor Who before, but only in the past year. They were in no sense veterans. 

23  The only writers to return to Doctor Who in 1988 or 1989 were those Cartmel had brought to the series himself. Of the eight writers he brought to Doctor Who, the show was the first or second transmitted television drama credit for every single one, and all but two would go on to have several more, including into the present century. 


2. THE ARROW 

Of the eight new writers Andrew Cartmel brought to Doctor Who from 1987 to 1989, Kevin Clarke was by far the most experienced in writing for television, with a whole two scripted drama credits for programmes transmitted before his Doctor Who story. But it was, at the time, not quite as simple as that.1 

A former drama teacher who had turned to script writing after being inspired by a talk given by the playwright Trevor Griffiths, Clarke had written three theatrical plays (two produced in London and another in New York) and been one of the seven successful applicants for a BBC ‘fast track’ scheme for promising writers in 19852. This included working sessions with BBC producers and management, reaching up even to the level of BBC One Controller Michael Grade3. 

After this, Clarke was, in his own words: 

‘commissioned to write for no less than three BBC series and each of the episodes was commissioned, written and paid for and not made. This was very frustrating, and I became very angry at the BBC, and actually said that I would never write for them again.’4 

It was, it seems, a combination of this, a lack of any personal liking for Doctor Who and the opportunity to write for a better paid ITV5 series that led Clarke to turn down overtures from Cartmel, who had been impressed by his spec script ‘The Score’ in early 1987. Clarke would later recall that he argued he had only seen Doctor Who about twice in his life, and had no liking for science fiction. Even after he was asked to submit an outline he demurred, saying, ‘I write a sort of combination of thriller with black comedy, and I really didn’t see how this could evolve and translate into Doctor Who.’6

Nevertheless, Cartmel remained interested, and his own later recollection was that: 

‘it was Kevin’s highly successful run writing the police drama The Bill [1984-2010] which led to a delay in commissioning him for Doctor Who. His scripts were hard-hitting, keenly observed and bitingly funny, with controversial subject matter. He had created an unforgettable guest character, a [police informant] called Roxanne – the role which helped to make Paul O’Grady a star. Kevin had also, memorably, written an episode featuring not a car chase, but a double-decker bus chase.’7 

He may be slightly misremembering here. While his recall of the content of two of Clarke’s seven episodes of the series is highly accurate, the transmission dates don’t really line up with Clarke writing any of them before Silver Nemesis, with the possible exception of the first. 

O’Grady appears in Personal Imports (8 November 1988) as a non-comic version of his ‘Lily Savage’ persona, to the extent that he is credited as ‘Paul Savage’. The bus chase episode is Pressure (22 August 1989). A standard The Bill schedule of the era had approximately six months from pitch to transmission, with approximately six weeks from shooting to transmission. Personal Imports is visibly shot in late summer, so would likely have been commissioned after Silver Nemesis. Clarke’s 1989 episodes, including Pressure, were almost certainly commissioned after Silver Nemesis was transmitted, let alone written, unless they were extremely out of the ordinary for episodes of The Bill. Which, at least in terms of production demands, they’re clearly not8. 

But following perhaps one script for The Bill and one for LWT’s wartime drama Wish Me Luck (1987-90), Clarke began to come around to the idea of writing for Doctor Who9. 

This was in part because of a chance meeting with BBC script editor Caroline Oulton, who asked if he’d followed up with Doctor Who and admonished him for not engaging with Cartmel’s genuine interest in his work and in part because, as he acknowledged even before Silver Nemesis was transmitted: ‘I had no money.’10 

When Clarke contacted Cartmel, the only remaining slot for the 1988 production block was that earmarked for a celebratory 25th anniversary story11. In Nathan-Turner’s memoirs he states that, as 1987 wore on, he felt able to approach Jonathan Powell to ask for funding for an anniversary special, additional to the programme’s seasonal allocation, as had happened with The Five Doctors, but that this was quickly turned down12. Yet it may be that limited uncertainty over this matter is why the anniversary story’s commissioning was left until last. 

Aware that this was the slot he was nominally pitching for, but hampered by his lack of prior interest in or knowledge of Doctor Who, Clarke headed to a meeting at the BBC’s office in Shepherd’s Bush with little idea of what, if anything, he might want to do as a writer on the series: 

‘I was to meet the producer as well, and in those days I regarded producers as very powerful, omniscient people, so, actually having no ideas at all, I was suitably terrified. Outside the [petrol station] on Shepherds Bush green, a thought suddenly struck me, so when we all sat down in the office and John Nathan-Turner and Andrew looked at me expectantly, I said “The question we have all been asking ourselves for 25 years is Doctor Who? Who is the Doctor?” They both leaned forward and “Well, who is he?” “Exactly,” I said. They sat back and digested this, and John said, “But we don’t know who he is.” Neither did I. Another silence followed, and I came out with: “It’s obvious. He came among us, mucked things up because he is so forgetful, but has sort-of worked it out in the end. He is God!” John and Andrew both looked terrified. John eventually said, “You can do that as long as you don’t say it.”13

‘And then I said, “Yes”. So because he's got a terrible memory, there's something essential he forgot to do 25 years ago. And now because he forgot to do it, everything, the world is going to end and it's going to destroy him.”’14

Clarke had unknowingly, hit on something that Cartmel was already keen to explore in the series: 

‘The mysterious, scary, powerful Doctor. It struck me, creating this darker Doctor was the most interesting way to do the show. You could do some really exciting television. I remember having this chat with Sylvester, probably during Season 25, where we said the Doctor is like a distant mountain range, seen through a mist, an imposing power from a distance. ﻿I have a lot more respect for this version of the Doctor. I always hated it when he was zapped on the head or knocked unconscious and tied up, I always thought that was demeaning to him. If he does get tied up, it should have been part of his plan all along.’15

The rest of the meeting went well, and Clarke was asked to return for another, this time with a few ideas on paper, saying at various times: 

‘I was now fired to write the story, which I hadn’t been when I went in. The beginning was a meteor approaching the earth which contained a deadly secret. I didn’t know what it was, but it threatened the entire existence of the world – this is Doctor Who, after all!’16 

‘I decided the big question should be who the Doctor is and it [the story] should revolve around that. The story therefore, revolves around a threat to the Doctor’s identity, and there is another being in the universe who knows who the Doctor is. That being… appears in the story.’17 

‘I also knew the end would be Ace saying to the Doctor, “There’s still one question you haven’t answered. Who are you?”, with the Doctor giving a wink and a smile.’18

Ace was an evolution of the ‘Alf’ character Cartmel had developed as a replacement for Bonnie Langford’s Mel, and was making her debut in Dragonfire, the last serial of 1987. This was written by Ian Briggs, a friend of Cartmel’s from the BBC script unit, who had done much to develop the character from Cartmel’s original idea, in part basing her on three teenage girls with whom he’d worked in a similar part of suburban London to where he’d decided Ace was from: Perivale, about 20 minutes on the Central Line from Doctor Who’s offices at Bush House. Andrew Cartmell recalled, ‘Ian Briggs [...] is excellent at writing realistic characters. I can’t say he created Ace – John and I did a draft of the character – but it was Briggs who breathed life into her.’19 

Clarke himself soon returned to Bush House himself with more ideas, and asked if he could use the Daleks, only to be informed that Ben Aaronovitch was already writing a Dalek serial for the same production block. This prompted Nathan-Turner to suggest that, as it was the series’ silver anniversary, the Cybermen should be used instead, and the idea of basing the story around silver motifs, some unobtrusive, and some more obvious, developed 20. Clarke noted: 

‘If you look at the story, all the key elements are silver, even down to the car the American millionairess drives around in. I was happy to accept the Cybermen, though I had no pre-knowledge of them.’21 

The idea of the Cybermen being one of a number of factions fighting over the item being brought to Earth in the ‘Harbinger’ meteor was developed, with the suggestion that any second group be human for cost reasons22. Clarke settled on Nazis simply because ‘the worst people in the contemporary world I could think of were the old men who were around Hitler when he was still alive’23 Although the influence of Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) on Silver Nemesis’s ‘hunting for a mystical object’ Nazis cannot be dismissed, it’s worth noting that the serial was made between the two 1980s Indiana Jones films that featured Nazi villains, and that its ‘Elderly Nazis in South America waiting to return’ plotline has more in common with The Boys from Brazil (1978) or the BBC series Kessler (1981) than either. Like The Dæmons (1971)’s position as a genuine part of the early 1970s’ ‘folk horror’ boom, it’s a case where Doctor Who is being zeitgeisty rather than drawing exclusively on a single, prominent work.24

Far more direct a borrowing was the naming of the leader of the Nazi group, De Flores, after the villain of The Changeling (1622) a play by Thomas Middleton and William Rowley which Clarke counted amongst his favourites from a period he had an interest in: ‘I’m a very great fan of the Jacobean theatre. The writers of that period – the generation immediately after Shakespeare.’25 

This interest was even more strongly reflected in Clarke’s decision that the person in the story who also knew the Doctor’s secrets should be a 17th-century sorceress, Lady Peinforte. Her name was derived from peine forte et dure. This was a legal practice still in force in the character’s native time, where someone who refused to speak in court was tied down and had increasingly heavy weights placed on them until they spoke26. Peinforte, and her servant Richard, with whom she would spend most her screen time, would have their dialogue written largely in iambic pentameter blank verse, the ten-beats-a-line unrhymed metrical verse form that dominated the English stage tradition during the time Clarke’s heroes were writing. 

Perhaps reflecting the improvising in the meeting that had got Clarke the gig, he and Cartmel decided that their mutual interest, jazz, should be a feature of the story. This would not simply be a matter of including music they liked, but had a broader thematic point, with Clarke arguing that the jazz greats, Louis Armstrong in particular, did ‘very clever things with time, almost turning time on its head. I thought that would appeal to the Doctor.’27 (Improvisation is also a key attribute of the Doctor’s character in any incarnation28.)

‘I remember saying quite early on to the script editor, that […] I wanted to adopt a rather sort of jazz approach to the script, which I've never been able to do with anything else. And what I meant by that was I wanted to just riff on it. I wanted to improvise on it and see where it would go. So I was probably freer, I think, than I've ever been before or since writing for anything else.’29

At some point it was decided to set the serial in Windsor, a tourist town 20 miles from London and the location of Windsor Castle, a residence associated with the royal family since the 11th century. Exactly why has never quite been articulated. 

It may in part be a practical matter, Windsor being easily reachable from London and thus enabling location work without paid overnight stays for cast and crew under BBC terms of the era. The production engaged with the office of Prince Edward, at the time an assistant producer for The Really Useful Theatre Company, to see whether he was interested in a cameo in the serial as himself; Nathan-Turner’s theory being that, as the prince was at the time attempting to forge a media career for himself, it would be to their mutual advantage. It is easy to see the nature of the Prince’s cameo on Draft pages discussed later. But it is hard to imagine Nathan-Turner hanging an entire location shoot on a proposed – and ultimately failed – attempt at a celebrity cameo. Just as even his staunchest defenders acknowledge his liking for glitz and celebrity status, his bitterest foes also retain a respect for his practical production skills and budgetary nous30. 

Clarke himself would later claim responsibility for both the Windsor setting and the idea of a celebrity royal cameo: 

’That kind of came out of the fact that in those days, Prince Edward was said to be, well, I have to know he was very, very keen on getting into the theatre. He obviously saw sense soon afterwards. But in those days, apparently he was, and I rather thought there might just be some chance that they would get Prince Edward, and he might like to be in it and do a scene.’31 

’I thought it would be rather a wheeze if he was in the anniversary Doctor Who. Hence all that stuff at the castle / Windsor.’32

In the end, Prince Edward turned down the suggested cameo, although the possibility of him making one reached the press anyway, with Today running a rumour that he would appear on 29 June33.

Clarke later “confessed” that this leaking to the press had scuppered the appearance, and willingly took the blame for this mistake himself, but the Today story came after the date when the scene would have been shot had it been retained. Correspondence in the production file as well as Nathan-Turner’s own recollection argue against this anecdotage. 

 While the serial retained its Windsor setting, the town itself did not feature in the production; Silver Nemesis was largely shot around Arundel on the south coast, with that town and its castle (far enough outside London to necessitate a location hotel) doubling for Windsor, after Nathan-Turner’s request to film at the royal castle was turned down on the grounds that only documentary units were permitted in working royal residences. Nathan-Turner also found himself reprimanded for contacting the royal household via production manager Ian Dow, who had worked on documentary shoots utilising the royal estates, rather than using more official BBC channels.34 Perhaps at this point it was simply that the pastoral contemporary setting was a sufficient contrast to Remembrance of the Daleks (1988)’s recent historical urban one to be worth doing for its own sake. (Clarke has also noted that he is not the kind of writer who can ‘imagine a whole world’, unlike Stephen Wyatt or Graeme Curry35.)

It has been suggested that the loading into Clarke’s storyline of so many elements, both those which came from the production office and those arising from Clarke’s own interests, resulted in scripts unable to contain everything required within their length36. This criticism has been made in reference to the idea the final scripts were overlength, and the difficulties encountered when recording and then editing the serial for transmission. We’re going to look at that idea in more detail a bit later, but it’s worth noting that criticism, and also Cartmel’s response when it was put to him in 1995: ‘But it’s a fairly straightforward story, isn’t it? Maybe it had one too many elements.’ 

Clarke was formally commissioned to write a first episode for his serial, at this point still known as ‘The Harbinger’, on 17 November 1987, almost exactly a year before the episode would finally be transmitted37. Commissions for the second and third episodes followed on 20 January 1988, and their writing was conducted via a process unusual even for Doctor Who at the time. Whereas Eric Saward had siloed his writers away from the production team and each other as much as possible, Cartmel encouraged his writers to interact with each other and the wider production team, to socialise together, collaborate and drop into the office whenever they felt like it38. By all accounts Ben Aaronovitch took up semi-permanent residence in Cartmel’s office, and for a time so did Clarke: 

‘The routine was me getting up fairly early, writing until mid-afternoon and then taking what I’d done around to Andrew. He would read it while I had a cup of coffee and then we would talk about it for three or four hours. Some of the material would stay, and some would open up further possibilities. I would go away and do some more, and the next day it would happen all over again. We both started to go rather psychotic. Because we were [on the same wavelength] It was an extremely weird wavelength which no-one else could receive [...] It was a lot to do with the chemistry between us as writer and editor. We pushed and provoked and goaded each other in a healthy and creative way.’39

The interactions between the writers Cartmel hired became an important part of the creative process for all of them, and Silver Nemesis’ recording would not just be attended by Clarke, who was an almost constant presence40, but also visited by Stephen Wyatt and The Happiness Patrol (1988)’s author Graeme Curry. During Silver Nemesis’ writing, Ian Briggs was passed Clarke’s pages to comment on the characterisation of Ace, and got a name check in an in-joke in Part Two for his pains41; a few months later an idea of Aaronovitch’s for Ace’s backstory, about a British Asian friend of hers having house firebombed by racists, which he was planning to use in his novelisation of Remembrance of the Daleks, was gifted to Marc Platt to use in his script for the 1989 serial Ghost Light. This was ultimately transmitted before Aaronovitch’s book was published, meaning fan critics credited Platt with the idea42.

Platt was in many ways the opposite of Clarke, a lifelong Doctor Who fan, and the two are effectively the far poles of what Clarke called Cartmel’s ‘new generation of Doctor Who writers’43. Between them lay Wyatt and Curry, who had little interest in Doctor Who, but more awareness than Clarke, and Aaronovitch and Rona Munro, who had great enthusiasm for and strong opinions on Doctor Who, but were not fans in the way Platt was. Aaronovitch’s position is particularly striking, as he was the first person to write television Doctor Who who had been born after the series began transmission. In fact, he was writing a Dalek story having been born after their first appearance. 

Clarke’s lack of prior interest in Doctor Who was a point of controversy in the active fan press in 1988. The idea being that to have not only a writer new to Doctor Who, but someone who also did not have a prior liking for the series, writing the silver jubilee story was in some sense inappropriate, even offensive. This despite basic chronology meaning that almost no 20th-century Doctor Who was written by people who were young enough to have enjoyed the series in their own childhoods. Apart from the Cartmel era writers noted above, only Douglas Adams and Andrew Smith really qualify44. The overwhelming majority of 20th-century television Doctor Who was written by professional television scriptwriters for whom the programme was simply a job amongst many, and not even a favourite one45. The production team seem to have been on some level aware of this criticism, with Cartmel later arguing that Clarke ‘didn’t have any Doctor Who background at all,’ but that meant ‘everything was totally original; he just wrote the characters and situations very well,’ and Clarke suggesting in an interview in Doctor Who Magazine (DWM) that ‘there are a lot of Doctor Who fans who think, “I’ve been a Doctor Who fan for 25 years; I could write a much better story than these guys!” They’re welcome to try.’

That same interview saw Clarke push back on DWM’s questioning whether the Cybermen were ‘integral’ to his story, saying ‘Oh, they were most definitely integral.’ This was true, as they had been suggested by Nathan-Turner before almost any other elements of the story were firmed up, but he did confess to ignorance of the creatures at the point the suggestion was made: 

‘I must say that I’d never seen the Cybermen, even when I started writing about them. I knew what they looked like from the illustration on the wall in John’s office, but I didn’t know how they talked, I didn’t know how they moved about, or what they were about. There was a page in one of the books that said they were allergic to gold.’46 

This was therefore something he tried to circumvent by watching earlier Cybermen episodes, although as he found out ‘in classic BBC fashion they’d lost most of them!’47 

‘There was a shelf somewhere in somebody's office with about eight episodes on it, just random episodes from different series [...] from about 1850!’48 

‘I did have to restrain myself from kind of slightly parodying them because once I discovered they had no emotions, they sort of reminded me of people I hadn't liked at school, for example, and I suppose after school as well. And it was difficult, but I did manage not to parody them.’49 

(He later noted that his approach to the creatures was ‘I basically fashioned [the Cybermen] like God.’)

There is some evidence in Silver Nemesis as made that Clarke was diligent with the research material he was given, drawing on it appropriately. The Cybermen’s fleet lurks on the dark side of the moon, as it did in The Invasion (1968), and radio communication between the small number of Cybermen on Earth and said fleet, which for plot reasons needs to be disrupted, appears in The Invasion and to an extent in The Wheel in Space (1968) as well as Silver Nemesis. The new model Cyberscope is clearly derived from the one in Earthshock (1982), and while its look was the responsibility of BBC FX, its presence is scripted. 

The scenes in the second episode in which the Cybermen observe Lady Peinforte’s descent into ranting panic with detached interest, leading to the Cyber Lieutenant asking ‘Is this the human condition of madness, leader?’ seem drawn from the Cybermen choosing to observe human panic in order to learn more about their enemies in Earthshock. Also derived from Earthshock was the idea of concluding the first episode of a Cybermen story with the call and response ‘What are they?’ ‘Cybermen.’50

The use of gold to destroy Cybermen is obviously drawn from both Earthshock and Revenge of the Cybermen (1975), the only serials to have utilised this ‘weakness’. The need to have the gold make contact with the chest unit is sufficiently in keeping with the method of disposal seen in those two stories, the first written by the Cybermen’s creator Gerry Davis, that fan protestations that it weakens the creatures too much ring hollow with special pleading51. 

Indeed, Clarke’s periodically sassy Cyberleader seems written more like Christopher Robbie’s original incarnation of the character from Revenge of the Cybermen than the various leaders played by David Banks since 1982: for instance, his genuinely hilarious deadpan ‘Unfortunately, that will not be possible’ at the end of Part Two seems an echo, conscious or otherwise, of ‘Unfortunately, you will not be able to appreciate it!’ from Part Four of the earlier story.

Despite the assumption underlying the question asked of Patrick Troughton with which we opened this book, no serious consideration ever seems to have been given to making a multi-Doctor story to mark the anniversary. This invented tradition was at the time of only mixed popularity with fans, and would have been difficult to organise and expensive to produce, in terms of actor fees and availability. But there is a very faint sense in which Silver Nemesis is a multi-Doctor story, in that a previous Doctor is an offscreen character. 

Dialogue present in most versions of the script confirms that it was the Doctor as played by William Hartnell who originally battled Lady Peinforte and launched the Nemesis into space52. The Doctor’s line upon arriving in 1638 is written as ‘in the matter of months since Susan and I left here,’ and only replaced by the less prescriptive ‘in the matter of months since I was last here’ shortly before recording. Similarly, it’s unclear whether dialogue was ever recorded for early in Part Two where Lady Peinforte does not recognise the Doctor and only realises his identity when she spots the TARDIS: 

RICHARD

My Lady.. who is that little man?

LADY PEINFORTE

Who knows ? Some… [SUSPICION DAWNS] … interfering... [SILENCE] ... It can’t be...

RICHARD

His face has changed?

LADY PEINFORTE

The wench’s too, but... of course. Why, toads and adders can be leaders of men, can the Doctor not change his face? He is no stranger to my art.53

This was in part because, when Clarke asked to see earlier Cybermen episodes, he also asked Nathan-Turner for VHS copies of as many Hartnell-era stories as he could lay his hands on, believing that if he was to take a crash course in the series, it was the best way to ‘go back to the well’, saying: 

‘when I began to look at the Doctor and his character to write for, I was very struck by how much better the very early Doctor Who episodes were; the black and white ones. The very first ones I thought were fascinating.’

In this Clarke was in accord with McCoy, who saw Tom Baker’s Doctor as too dominant in the public mind, and Peter Davison and Colin Baker’s too recent to draw upon54. He enjoyed Jon Pertwee’s performance, and the two actors would subsequently become friends and form an effective double act for fan events, but there was little in the tall and elegant Pertwee’s ‘dashing dandy man of action’ characterisation that McCoy felt he could make use of55. But Hartnell and Troughton’s characterisation struck him as worth mining for his own. He was impressed by what he saw as the mystery and danger of Hartnell’s Doctor, and the idea of suggesting depths related to the Doctor’s long lifespan, while not committing to revealing any specifics of them. A line of dialogue in Delta and the Bannermen (1987) episode 3, ‘Love has never been known for its rationality’ had, it had occurred to him, the opportunity to be played to imply that it invoked painful memories in the speaker rather than, as it had been written, with a slightly scolding tone. 

McCoy, who had trained as a priest before losing his faith and becoming an actor, was drawn to the biblical story of Methuselah, and also memories of his grandmother, a centenarian who had eventually become overwhelmed with and tired of her very long life56. The interaction Cartmel encouraged between his writers was allowed to spill over into their being able to talk to the actors, again a complete reversal of Saward’s approach57. On one occasion, Clarke recalled a conversation with McCoy where he asked ‘Who is the Doctor? Is it you or is it me?’, meaning, did the writer or the actor have ultimate responsibility for the character? In a manner that perhaps intentionally echoed the final moments of Silver Nemesis, which Clarke had written for McCoy to perform, the actor replied ‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s somebody else.’

Clarke delivered the script for Part Two of the story on 20 March and Part Three on 11 April. But even after formal acceptance had been given, tinkering still went on, with Clarke noting: 

‘John had to lean on Andrew and say, “Look, you’ve been working on this for months.” [...] We finished it satisfactorily, but we could still be writing that script now. There came a point where we had to stop.’58 

Fortunately, Silver Nemesis is one of those Doctor Who stories whose writing we can take a pretty close look at the evolution of, thanks to the existence of multiple drafts of the scripts. We have ‘Draft’ scripts for Parts One and Two, and Rehearsal Scripts for all three episodes, with two different Rehearsal Scripts each for Parts One and Three59. There is also a Transmission Script for each episode60. The earliest surviving version of Part One is an undated typed draft which has been amended in hand twice, and by two different people61. It has been dated twice since that typed draft. Several revised pages have the date 23 March 1988, and the reverse front page indicates that this draft contains all revisions up to 12 April 1988. 

At this point the story has stopped being ‘The Harbinger’ and is now simply ‘Nemesis’62. After the title page the first thing which is noticeable is that, while almost every scene in the script is present in the finished episode, the structure of the script is radically different from that of the programme as transmitted63. In the Draft, the story opens with a model shot of the statue in space, then has the Doctor and Ace sitting in a pub garden listening to jazz and runs all the way up to the attempt to shoot them. In this first scene in the garden, the landlord of the pub has a small speaking part, and the concert ends, with the audience departing, before the Doctor and Ace leave when the Doctor’s alarm goes off. 

By the first rehearsal script, in which the scene still retains its original positioning, the speaking landlord has been cut, and the Doctor and Ace leave during the performance, as they do onscreen. While these changes don’t sound important, they reflect ongoing concerns about Doctor Who’s budget. The changes mean there’s one fewer actor to employ, and the extras playing the gig audience don’t have to move at any point. It makes the entire scene quicker and easier to stage, and thus cheaper. 

This cost cutting is also reflected in how, in the Draft, the ‘Walkmen’ (i.e. the two Cybermen-controlled humans who attempt to shoot the Doctor and Ace) arrive in a car, initially attempting to ram them, before exiting the car and then resorting to firearms. Onscreen they are always on foot. This more complicated action did survive until the rehearsal scripts, where it is already marked ‘check with director’, while the list of props needed for the location shoot has question marks over the need for a car. 

By the rehearsal script, we see the Doctor and Ace’s heads bob out of the water immediately after their assailants leave the bridge, but in the Draft, their being shot at and tumbling off the bridge is a kind of internal cliffhanger, their bodies floating downstream as the action cuts away to 1638. Lady Peinforte first appears shooting at pigeons outside her house in Windsor, accompanied by Richard. But one, long six-page scene in this script would, in the finished episode, end up being cut into three smaller pieces, and intercut with scenes set in other locations, losing some dialogue from the beginnings of the second and third sections in the process 64. 

On the Draft’s pages, everything from Lady Peinforte’s introduction to Richard closing the door as they murder the mathematician unfolds in real time and without interruption. Onscreen, we cut one third of the way through to a second scene set in South America (in the script, we have not yet had a first) then return to 1638 for most of the unfortunate mathematician’s dialogue before cutting away again, then returning for the build up to his murder. As initially scripted, the mathematician’s killing is followed by a version of the first scene in South America familiar to anyone who has seen Part One. Except, instead of seeing Karl working at a computer before he interrupts De Flores as the latter contemplates killing a tropical bird with his own bow and arrow65, we start with De Flores and only see Karl for the first time as he emerges from the villa with his ‘wonderful news’, before returning to the Doctor and Ace. 

In the typed version underlying the Draft, this next scene takes place inside the TARDIS, but on the pages we have this has been rewritten in hand to be shot on location on the riverbank, rather than on the TARDIS set. The rewrites include the introduction of Ace’s new Doctor-built ‘tape deck’ to fulfil the plot functions of the TARDIS console in the scene as originally written, with the continuity note that her original ‘tape deck’ was destroyed by the Daleks in an earlier serial. In all versions of the story, the scene ends the same way and at the same point, with the realisation that the planet that’s been given a ‘terminal rating’ is Earth. As written, this is followed by another model shot of the Nemesis in space, and then a second scene in South America. 

Again, there are minor, interesting, differences, additional to the scene’s placement, between this version and what ended up onscreen. In it, both De Flores and Karl are seen examining what are explicitly the now 350-year-old scrolls left in Lady Peinforte’s house after the murder we’ve just witnessed, before continuing straight into De Flores toasting a ‘Fourth Reich’ after making a speech to his followers and declaring they will leave immediately for England, and before collecting the Bow of Nemesis from its display case. 

As in the pub garden scene, this version of the script asks for small things which were not implemented in production, e.g. there is the suggestion that on the walls of De Flores’ office ‘hang a number of missing paintings: Van Gogh, Renoir, Monet. Finally also hanging we discover a portrait of Hitler and … other Nazi regalia’. Only the Nazi items would be included in the set dressing supplied by designer John Asbridge, presumably again for reasons of cost. The script then returns us to the Doctor and Ace on the riverbank for half a page, before heading back to 1638 to see Lady Peinforte and Richard leave it thanks to a time storm. 

Onscreen, they depart 1638 and arrive in 1988 in a single scene, indeed a single shot thanks to early post-production digital effects, but in the Draft we cut away after Richard screams in fear to another scene in the TARDIS console room. Or would have, if the Draft’s typed pages 26 and 27 hadn’t been removed by the 12 April version. But we know, thanks to the scribbled-on foot of the extant page 25, that they would have contained another TARDIS control room scene; perhaps their contents were moved into the previous scene? We then return to Peinforte and Richard, see them arrive in 1988 and then stay with them as Peinforte notes from the behaviour of the bow, and lights outside the window, that the Nemesis is falling to Earth. 

There are again differences between the draft and the final story here. Peinforte and Richard arrive in 1988 late at night and her house is now a Burger Bar, which has already closed. (Amusingly she considers its decor ‘much improved’.) Onscreen, they arrive in daylight and the house is a more genteel tea shop, and it’s open and even has some patrons and staff moving about. The view out of Peinforte’s window is onto a building site, and the Nemesis lands in a half-built house, whereas the eventual production would see the scene recorded somewhere quite different. Again, these things would have been changed for sound production reasons. Night recording is very expensive. Building sites are a difficult and time-consuming place to shoot even by the standards (relatively lackadaisical by comparison with 2024) of the time. After Peinforte’s final words in this scene, we cut outside to see people in the street in night-time Windsor noticing the Nemesis’ arrival at the building site: a difficult to stage night-time crowd scene, whose cutting is a combination of every reason for deleting material given in this chapter up to this point.

The next scene is the Doctor and Ace in the Windsor castle vaults looking for the bow of Nemesis, from which we cut away to Peinforte in the burger bar and the crowd outside, and then return to the vault, where Ace thinks she finds the bow. We then return to South America to discover that in fact De Flores has the bow. Karl then informs him that their plane is ready, and his mentor declares that ‘We must not keep history waiting’. 

Interestingly, and reflecting an awareness of international time zones rare in television drama, it is explicitly still day in this South America scene, despite it being night in the UK scenes intercut with it. We then return to the Windsor vault and the Doctor and Ace, before travelling with them via the TARDIS to Peinforte’s abandoned house in 1638. (Although we do not see the ship’s interior.) 

This 1638 scene has some notable differences from its onscreen counterpart, although the essential dramatic content and much of the dialogue are the same. The ‘living metal’ from which the Nemesis is made is discussed for the first time here, as onscreen, but it’s called ‘Markanite’ rather than ‘Validium’. The scene also goes on longer, although this is not quite the case of one long scene being split in two later. The Doctor and Ace have two scenes in Lady Peinforte’s house in the Draft, both Rehearsal scripts and onscreen. In all pre-production scripts, the first continues until the Doctor describes ‘the most dangerous substance in existence’. Onscreen, we cut away earlier, after the Doctor says that Lady Peinforte is in Windsor ‘three hundred and fifty years in the future’, to a scene set 350 years in the future, and the rest of the first scene is joined instead to the beginning of the second66.

Of even greater interest is that this Draft version of the Doctor and Ace’s visit to 1638 does not contain the moment where the Doctor notices the chessboard, with game in progress, in front of the dead mathematician and comments, ‘This game’s going badly.’ Neither does the rehearsal script. It is only in the revised rehearsal draft that this element, often considered key not just to the story, but to later ones and the development of McCoy’s character both onscreen and in spin-off media, is briefly introduced. Like the use to which the scripts put their references to jazz, the operas of Richard Wagner and the drama of the early 17th century, the serial’s recurring chess motif is something we’ll come back to later. 

After the first of the script’s two scenes of the Doctor and Ace in 1638, we return to the 1988 burger bar, where neither Lady Peinforte nor Richard can work the 20th-century lock. As the police arrive at the building site opposite, to inspect the newly arrived Nemesis, Lady Peinforte cuts the Gordian Knot by throwing a chair through the window of the burger bar, enabling her to step outside. 

This version of the scene also contains some dialogue from Lady Peinforte, whose absence from the finished programme is to be regretted. Just before she smashes the window open in order to exit the Burger Bar she rhetorically asks, ‘Am I to be a prisoner in my own house while world dominion waits beyond the door? I’d have got married if I wanted that!’ This is a spectacular insight into her character. It affirms that her title, and thus her money, are her own. That she inherited them in her own right, rather than by marriage, thus demonstrating both her social status and her independence 67. 

After this we return to 1638, for the rest of the Doctor and Ace’s scene in the Lady’s house. Here it ends with dialogue which has been lost by the rehearsal draft where the Doctor laments the Mathematician’s murder, blaming himself for ‘this poor chap’s death … I’m afraid this is all my fault’. This apparent non sequitur, which does not seem to have been recorded, sets up something else which ended up being cut, and which we won’t be able to discuss properly until Chapter 5.

Back in 1988, Richard and Lady Peinforte are unable to inspect the Nemesis due to the police guard, and decide to leave Windsor itself for the local countryside, to camp out for the night and return in the morning. As they leave, a van containing De Flores and his Nazi paramilitaries arrives, and De Flores explains to his followers that they cannot collect the Nemesis yet, as it will be hot from its journey through space. Therefore, they should withdraw to the best hotel available, and get some rest before collecting the Nemesis in the morning. After this, the police inspect the comet, and the audience see for the first time that the statue of Nemesis contained in the rocket has the same face as Lady Peinforte.

The real Peinforte and Richard are then shown camping out for the night, before a handwritten scene in which the ‘Walkmen’ and their car arrive to look at the Nemesis, and are reprogrammed by ‘the shadow of something very tall’. This scene as written allows us to understand why the Cybermen’s two pet assassins are referred to as ‘Walkmen’ at some points in the script and in contemporary issues of DWM68. In this scene, one of the two picks up a cassette tape from the floor, which has been implicitly left there by the shadowy figure, places it in his portable cassette player, at the time widely known by the Sony trademarked term ‘Walkman’ even when made by other manufacturers, and hears ‘a disturbing, machine like noise’ which reprograms him and his colleague.

This is followed by the TARDIS arriving at Windsor Castle, on what is explicitly the next morning. There, the Doctor and Ace attempt to contact Queen Elizabeth II in order to get ‘the police and the armed forces on our side’, just missing her and then being chased by security. This is the scene which, in an even earlier draft we don’t have, would have featured Prince Edward, and was sent to him as part of the suggestion that he be involved. The actual page on which the Prince would have had dialogue has been replaced with a handwritten page of the Doctor and Ace hiding behind a piece of masonry while the Queen walks by, almost identical to the scene in the finished programme. But underneath the pages before and after it, we can see where the words ‘Prince Edward’ have been scribbled out and ‘the Queen’ added, and enough of that version is intact in the one that was made for us to know that the central ‘joke’ of the sequence, of the Doctor not recognising a member of the royal family, was the same in both versions. What is slightly clearer, reading between the lines of this version, is that the reason the Doctor and Ace have gone ‘upstairs’ at the castle in the first place is to look for someone in authority, to get official support in dealing with the Nemesis. 

Meanwhile, at the building site, the police guarding the Nemesis begin to be gassed by small pipes emerging from its sled, before we cut back to Windsor Castle and the Doctor and Ace escaping from the Queen’s security guards, and then back again to the building site as the police collapse fully. We then return to the castle’s exterior grounds for a scene in which Ace and the Doctor hide behind a statue while evading the security guards on their way back to the TARDIS, only to realise that the statue is a likeness of Ace herself in 18th-century dress. The Doctor is impressed by the likeness, but Ace is confused over whether the statue is of her, or merely looks like her, and the Doctor explains that ‘It’s all right, it hasn’t happened yet’. She objects that it’s 200 years old, and the Doctor explains that that’s right but ‘WE69 haven’t done it yet, that’s why you can’t remember.’ Ace says that this doesn’t make sense to her and the Doctor responds that it would have done to Louis Armstrong, the only human who ever really understood time. 

There are, in effect, two versions of this scene in the Draft. The most recent version, created by amending an earlier one in pen, is described above. The underlying script has not a statue, but a painting of Ace from the 17th century and the scene takes place inside, not in the castle’s grounds. It therefore offers us an interesting example of draft reversion that can act as a cautionary tale for comparing different scripts for the same production. In the initial rehearsal script, we still have the statue, but by the revised draft it has reverted to being a painting, in line with the ur-script that predated the earliest draft we have. Thematically, the idea of a statue is probably better. It provides a nice parallel with the Nemesis itself. But a painting is probably cheaper. In the absence of the Draft, it would be logical to assume that the statue was the original conception, but this is not the case. 

After the Doctor and Ace escape the Queen’s security, we return to the building site ahead of them, as De Flores group arrive. It is only at this point, in the final long scene leading to its cliffhanger ending, that the structure of the Draft script properly converges with that of the finished episode, and even here we see some differences. The Cybermen’s ship does not land as it does onscreen. It simply appears out of nowhere, having been present but invisible throughout the action – as the reprogramming of the ‘Walkmen’ is meant to imply. 

In marked contrast to Part One, even the earliest surviving draft of Part Two is all but indistinguishable from both the script issued at the start of rehearsals and the finished episode. It contains the same scenes, and in the same order, as both of them, with the exception of an additional brief scene with Karl and De Flores towards the end of the episode70. There is almost no dialogue in the script that would surprise anyone familiar with the finished serial, to the extent that demonstrating all the even semi-significant differences will take us very little time. 

The opening scene is still expected to take place on a building site and Validium is Markanite throughout, as you might expect from a draft following on from the Draft version of Part One discussed above. While the Doctor’s speech about Markanite being created ‘as the ultimate defence for Gallifrey’ is already present, its continuity namechecks for Rassilon and Omega aren’t yet. The Cyberleader has a few lines at the start of the episode where he recognises the Doctor71, and a few more where he and his lieutenant wonder who Lady Peinforte is (by the rehearsal script they already know, which is quicker and neater.) The Doctor and Ace’s initial conversation in the crater is longer. Lady Peinforte’s speech about the Doctor’s features (see above) is from here, although her reference to him being ‘no stranger to my art’ – is struck out in pen. 

The car used by the ‘Walkmen’ in the script for Part One is seen near Lady Peinforte’s tomb at one point, and the Cybermen’s ship (described as ‘circular and wicked looking’72) appears and disappears rather than lands and takes off again as in Part One. While on the page the discussion between Peinforte and Richard about his grave is heavily amended in pen, it’s amended to something nearly identical to the transmitted version, and the underlying one is different only in terms of word order. In Windsor Safari park they see giraffes and the lions rather than llamas. (The latter being surely a change made for cost and safety reasons.) 

The scene in which De Flores checks that the contraband he brought with him from South America contains gold dust, which he can use against the Cybermen, is added to this draft in pen, and during the Nazis’ negotiation with the Cybermen, De Flores waxes lyrical about Hitler (‘the most brilliant man the world has ever known’) and confirms that the dictator was personally aware of the Nemesis, saying not just ‘He predicted your [the Cybermen’s] coming’ as he does onscreen but also ‘Just as he knew even then that the Nemesis would one day return to Earth.’73

Given the minimal difference between this draft and the finished episode, it will come as no surprise to the reader that the rehearsal script for this episode is effectively a tidying-up exercise, rather than another draft. What is more notable is that there’s no extant second, revised rehearsal script for Part Two. Given how little was changed between the two we have, it’s possible one was not needed74.

There is no extant Draft script of Part Three; there are only two rehearsal scripts and the final transmitted version. This being the case, we’ll look at the differences between those scripts in the next chapter, as we discuss the story’s location recording and the pre-production immediately prior to that. 

All three rehearsal scripts for Silver Nemesis ran long, but not as long as later fan discourse would assume. Interviewed by DWM in 1996, Clarke would comment that: 

‘The episodes went, in minutes, something like 47, 35 and 38, so we knew things would have to go. I didn’t like any of the cuts. I believed that everything was germane, and I even argued at one stage that they should expand the slot to four episodes.’ 

The interviewer assumes that Clarke is talking about the scripts for the episodes, perhaps because Clarke immediately goes on to say that ‘the scripts which ended up on the screen were not the scripts I had written.’ But it has always seemed more likely to me, given his comment about editing the episodes (not the scripts), that Clarke was referring to the initial cuts of the episodes rather than the scripts75. He is, by his own account, talking in minutes, rather than pages. 

‘Many people don’t realise how hard it is to time scripts. You can have two scripts, both 63 pages long – which by convention means they should run for 63 minutes – but they can end up being wildly differing lengths. In years of dealing with directors, producers and writers, I have come to realise that no-one can precisely time a script. There might be somebody out there with this magical ability but they must be one in a million.’76 

Fortunately, with those multiple scripts of this story now available to readers and researchers, we can make a direct comparison to demonstrate this point. The transmission script for Part One is 55 pages excluding titles and credits. So the ex post facto scripted version of Silver Nemesis Part One, which ran for 23 minutes and 31 seconds including titles and credits, is twice the assumption of one page of script representing one page of action. The final rehearsal script for the same episode, which is formatted in exactly the same manner, is 65 pages long. That’s overlength compared to the final version, but not horrendously so. It is almost exactly 20% overlength, and there is approximately five minutes too much scripted material.

This is not hugely unusual for Doctor Who at most points in its 20th- century history, and for why that’s not necessarily a problem, at least at the stage in the production process which we’ve now reached, we need a broader context of the conditions in which Silver Nemesis was made. We need to wind back and look at another Doctor Who story from 1988, the one made immediately before, but transmitted immediately after Silver Nemesis: Stephen Wyatt’s The Greatest Show in the Galaxy. 



1  Stephen Wyatt and Rona Munro had one each, in both cases in the more prestigious arena of single drama, but neither was in production when they first made contact with the Doctor Who office. Graeme Curry had written one episode of The Bill. This was transmitted on 22 September 1988, six weeks before The Happiness Patrol, but almost certainly commissioned after it. 

2  Clarke, Kevin, ‘Ride to Destiny’, SFX 383 October 2024.

3  Clarke, ‘Ride to Destiny’. Clarke has mentioned this several times in interviews, e.g. DWM #324, without naming it, but it was distinct from the Writers Unit that Cartmel and many other 1987-89 Doctor Who writers attended, which was less high-powered. 

4  Clarke, Kevin, ‘Writing Doctor Who’, DWM #146. In his memoir, Script Doctor, Cartmel recalls that one was for Casualty (1986-) and concerned a patient with sickle cell disease, and another was for Rockcliffe’s Babies (1987-88). In 2024, Clarke referred to one as being for ‘long forgotten cop show’, which might be the Rockcliffe’s Babies script or one for a third, unknown series.

5  In the television culture of the 1980s, ITV series paid much more for a script commission than BBC drama. BBC series were generally more prestigious, and allowed writers to retain greater rights and control, along with a better royalty rate, but the initial fixed fee for work for the commercial channel was higher. 

6  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

7  ‘The Cartmel Master Plan Part Two’, DWM #475. 

8  Writers for The Bill were also expected to attend some police training and work with an advisor who would brief them on technical and legal aspects of police work to enable them to write about it accurately. Maybe it was this process that would have been interrupted had Clarke written for Doctor Who sooner? 

9  The Wish Me Luck episode transmitted on 6 March 1988, with Clarke returning to write two more for the January 1990 series.

10  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

11  Again, recollections differ as to whether Clarke initiated contact or simply started responding to Cartmel’s ongoing interest. It’s possible Cartmel saw his opportunity after being told, as he recalls happening in Script Doctor, by Rockcliffe’s Babies script editor Jon Hardy that Clarke’s script for that series would not be going ahead into production. 

12  There is no paper trail for this request, but I think we can take Nathan-Turner’s word for this one. Perhaps this followed Powell’s seemingly genuine acclamatory memo concerning Paradise Towers?

13  Griffiths, Peter, ‘Doctor Who?’, DWM #244.

14  Power of 3 podcast, ‘Podcast #292: Behind the scenes - Silver Nemesis’.

15  Cartmel, Andrew, ‘Dark Times’, DWM #225

16  Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’.

17  Stammers, Mark, ‘Silver Nemesis’, DWM #143.

18  Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’.

19  Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’.

20  The Cybermen had also featured in The Invasion (1968) episode 4, one of the few Doctor Who episodes transmitted on 23 November, making this a doubly apt suggestion, as Nathan-Turner may have been aware.

21  Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’.

22  The Nemesis is referred to as both a meteor and a comet in the serial, and there has been some fan quibbling about definitions of both, but since the Nemesis is actually a primitive spaceship, a chunk of rock with rocket sleds attached to it and containing a magic statue, arguing about its precise astronomical designation seems moot. As such, this book will use the terms used by the script and interviewees where appropriate, and not attempt to impose consistency. 

23  ‘Preview: Silver Nemesis’

24  Interviewed by the fanzine Private Who 14, Clarke noted that there’s a probably fallacious pop-culture assumption that Adolf Hitler was obsessed with the ‘Spear of Destiny’, the mythical lance that pierced Christ’s side during the crucifixion, and that his interest in the fictional Nemesis is of a piece with that. It is also worth mentioning that the spear features in the opera Parsifal (1882) by Richard Wagner, other work by whom is referred to more directly in the story.

25  ‘Preview: Silver Nemesis’. Middleton was interested in contemporary witchcraft: he wrote a play called The Witch (c1616) and is widely considered to have a hand in Shakespeare’s Macbeth (c1606) as co-writer, re-writer or editor, and co-authored his Timon of Athens (1606) One of his other works was relevantly titled A Game at Chesse (1624), and used an extended chess metaphor to comment on then contemporary politics 

26  It was established by the Standing Mute Act 1275 and outlawed by the Felony and Piracy Act 1772. The torture’s name is in the legal French used for Acts of Parliament when the former was passed. 

27  Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’.

28  As the Pertwee Doctor notes in The Five Doctors when asked what can be done: ‘What I’ve always done, Sarah Jane! Improvise!’

29  Power of 3 podcast #292.

30  Eric Saward has talked, even this century, of Nathan-Turner’s ability to use the BBC system to get resources for his programme, and his organisational abilities. 

31  Power of 3 podcast #292.

32  ‘Ride of Destiny’. 

33  Middlehurst, Leslie, ‘Prince Dalek?’.

34  Nathan-Turner clearly did not do this lightly, however; there are multiple drafts of his letter to the prince in the programme’s production file. The final one was sent on 22 March 1988.

35  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

36  It is also notable how much of Clarke’s other work contains women with implied or pretended magical powers who speak in semi-prophetic tones, even in realistic settings, e.g. his The Bill episode No Strings (6 April 1989).

37  The deadline for this was New Year’s Day, and it was delivered and accepted on 19 January. 

38  Clarke remembers being introduced to the other writers for the 1988 season at the Doctor Who production office’s 1987 Christmas party, to which he was invited as soon as his commission was formalised. 

39  ‘Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’.

40  ‘Through [Nathan-Turner’s] generosity, I was able to go to the filming, which lasted two or three weeks […] in Worthing, and I tried in vain in the following years on many other shows […] it was as much as I could ever do to go for a day.’ Power of 3 podcast

41  A praying Richard says ‘And I shall look after the sick. Which reminds me, and return to Briggs his money.’ 

42  An impression he has always been quick to dispel, starting in 1989 and continuing unto the present. 

43  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

44  Smith, born in 1962 and a member of the Doctor Who Appreciation Society, wrote the 1980 serial Full Circle at the age of 18.

45  In his essay in The Doctor Who File (1986), Robert Holmes jokes about sending a memo to Michael Grade advising that the programme be cancelled so he isn’t stuck working on it any more, a comment that would probably have drawn more fan ire had Holmes not been safely dead by the time it saw print. 

46  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

47  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

48  Power of 3 Podcast  #292. From context, Clarke here seems to be referring to the extant episodes from otherwise missing 1960s stories. 

49  Power of 3 Podcast #292.

50  Subsequently repeated in 21st-century Doctor Who, e.g. Rise of the Cybermen / The Age of Steel (2006).

51  ‘It's the perfect non-corrodible metal. It plates their breathing apparatus and in effect suffocates them,’ as the Doctor notes in episode 2 of Revenge of the Cybermen.

52  It is present in the last version of the shooting script as used on location, where it is manually crossed out in pen. 

53  From the rehearsal script. Her description of the Doctor as ‘a predictable little man’ is retained onscreen and has led many fans to assume she means the Doctor as played by Troughton, but Hartnell was of a similar build and height. The phrase ‘no stranger to my art’ suggests she understands the Doctor to be a magician, rather than a scientist. 

54  ‘Introducing the Seventh Doctor’ (DWM #130), ‘The Human Bomb’ (DWM #142), ‘Return of The Two Doctors’ (DWM #183). The reason McCoy’s Doctor wears a small scarf is so he could point at or wave it if ever asked ‘Where’s your scarf then?’ by members of the public, disarming a potentially wearying line of conversation. 

55  Although he would note (in ‘The Human Bomb’) that he unexpectedly found himself channelling Pertwee’s seriousness on set during Remembrance of the Daleks.

56  Morgan, Jeffery, ‘Sylvester McCoy says he'd do his early Doctor Who episodes differently now’, Radio Times, 23 December 2019.

57  E.g. Colin Baker has often noted, with regret, that he never even met Robert Holmes, a writer he admired, and who wrote more episodes for his Doctor than any other writer. 

58  Griffiths, ‘Doctor Who?’. It was more or less standard for Doctor Who throughout much of its 20th-century life for the authorisation form for the ‘delivery’ payment for a script to contain a sentence stating that the payment was being made on the understanding that the writer was willing to continue to make minor amendments at the production office’s direction.

59  For a full list, see Appendix 1.

60  This BBC document is meant to represent the finished programme as transmitted for reference, and is produced after completion. 

61  One hand is recognizably Cartmel’s. I intuit in the absence of other evidence that the second is Clarke’s.

62  The final title was decided upon so late that Nathan-Turner noted the story was called ‘“Nemesis”, but that will change’ in an interview published in DWM #140.

63  For the sake of readability I’m going to describe that original structure here, but without referring to what replaced it in the broadcast episode, except when strictly needed. For direct comparisons between the structures of the Draft and that of the episode as transmitted, see Appendix 2. 

 

64  Again, this additional dialogue survives into the rehearsal scripts and as we’ll demonstrate later, it was all recorded. 

65  In a pointed, if obvious, comparison with Lady Peinforte, which we’ll return to later. 

66  Thanks to the unedited location material included on the Blu-ray release we can see that they were shot as one long sequence. They do constitute a single conversation, and perhaps this was done to give the production more options when editing. Which turned out to be wise. 

67  She must be the daughter of a duke, a marquess or an earl. 

68  They are not credited onscreen as they are played by non-speaking actors. 

69  Emphasis in draft script.

70  Which survives into the rehearsal script, and which we know was recorded.

71  Again, this survives into the rehearsal script and was recorded. See Chapter Five for further detail.

72  This is not the design seen onscreen, but it may reflect Clarke’s viewing of The Tenth Planet (1966), or more likely the cliché of ‘flying saucers’. 

73  This dialogue was not recorded, or not in the version of the scene included in the finished episode, as De Flores’ dialogue here is in a single section onscreen. 

74  However, see Chapter Six . 

75  Although it is hard to imagine how any cut of Part One could run to 47m, even with every scrap of recorded material edited in. 

76  Power of 3 podcast #292.


3. THE STATUE

‘Drama is a collective effort; that’s the essential thing. It always has been […] since the days of the Greeks. It’s exciting, if everyone is going in the same direction and in my show, people largely were.’ 

[Kevin Clarke]1

As a collective effort television is, like any artistic work, made up of a series of compromises, large and small, complex and simple. In the case of Silver Nemesis, we can demonstrate one of the simpler compromises of its production by noting how almost every guest character is played by a third, fourth or fifth choice for the part, and with even the actors who eventually played the role offered it without interview or audition, due to time constraints. 

De Flores was turned down by Charles Gray, while Anna Massey and Sarah Badel declined the opportunity to play Lady Peinforte, as did Penelope Wilton. Even the single-scene role of the mathematician was turned down by Geoffrey Bayldon, Richard Vernon and others before being accepted by Leslie French. It would be tempting to conclude that these refusals reflected Doctor Who’s declining prestige in 1988, but they are in fact common throughout the programme’s history. It’s an example of one of the usual compromises of programme-making.

What was unusual about Silver Nemesis was the specific circumstances of its individual production. But these existed in the more general context of how Doctor Who was being made at the end of the 1980s, and the latter need some explanation before we get to the former. When Doctor Who began in 1963 it was, like almost all BBC television drama and comedy of the time, recorded in a multi-camera television studio environment, in episodes, in roughly narrative order, and in a single evening, having been rehearsed for several days previously. It was not live television but a process often referred to as ‘as live’ television. 

This method of production, a mixture odd to 21st-century eyes of the traditions of radio and repertory theatre, was wildly different from the prevailing technique in motion picture production, and in almost all important ways. Film technique rarely involved rehearsals. They weren’t judged to be needed, as films were shot over a much longer period and with more time and attention paid to each individual shot. In film, each scene would be performed, sometimes in whole but often just in part, multiple times, usually with a single camera rolling and the concentration of all involved being on a single element of the scene, e.g. one particular actor’s close-ups. All these separate individual pieces of film would be combined later, physically edited together in post-production.

In television, particularly in the 1960s, there was little or no effective post-production2. A whole scene would be performed once, and captured during that performance by between three and six video cameras, which were moving around that performance in a prearranged sequence developed during those same rehearsals. 

The programme’s director would not be on the studio floor, but instead in the studio gallery, effectively cutting the programme in real time as it was performed. This was done by indicating to a vision mixer when they should switch the feed to the master video tape from one camera to another, again based upon a prearranged scheme. Retakes were discouraged, and rare, often only attempted in the event of catastrophic technical failure. 

This was in part because videotape was both reusable and expensive. Film, once exposed, can only be used or disposed of. That the act of editing a motion picture together involved physically cutting film up and pasting pieces of it together was built into motion picture technique. Videotape could be reused, but not if it had been physically cut and spliced, so this was avoided if at all possible. 

This form of production survived, with modifications, for all of 20th-century Doctor Who’s production life. In 1970, newly appointed producer Barry Letts initiated a process of recording two episodes a fortnight, rather than one a week. Which sounds the same, but isn’t. There would be a two-week rehearsal period followed by two recording days, which simultaneously increased the actors’ and technicians’ overall readiness and reduced the time pressure on them in studio. As the process evolved over decades, and with the advent of electronic videotape editing3, this moved to a system where Doctor Who would generally record not episode by episode, but on a set-by-set basis.

So, by the 1980s, all scenes on a particular set for a particular story would be recorded in the same day or days, whether they took place in the first or last episode of that story. Thus, the TARDIS scenes for Parts One and Four of Earthshock were recorded together, on the same set and the same day, whereas those for Episodes One and Six of The Wheel in Space were recorded five weeks apart, on different sets constructed in different studios in different London postcodes. 

In 1988, Sylvester McCoy articulated the compromise nature of videotaped television drama to DWM, in response to a question about whether he preferred working in television, film or theatre: 

‘Everything’s out of sequence. Also it depends on the shots. You have a lot of multi shots, taken by different cameras and it depends which the director chooses on the final edit how it looks to the viewer. At least when you’re on the theatre stage you’re in charge, you’re the god up there. In television, you’re part of a jigsaw puzzle. It’s the same with film, but film in itself is different, because it allows you to work minutely at something, like doing a fine painting with a thin brush. On television, it’s a mixture of both approaches.’4 

In parallel to evolving how it approached its studio work, Doctor Who had begun to incorporate location filming into its studio recordings. The first occasion on which this occurred was for ‘Guests of Madame Guillotine’ (The Reign of Terror (1964) episode 2), the 38th episode of its original recording block, with a handful of short location sequences showing the Doctor walking towards Paris5. By 1985, a large percentage of many serials was shot on film and on location, using a variation on film technique. Scenes were shot with a single camera, but fewer times than would be the case in more expensive feature film production, and with less elaborate lighting. This meant that more minutes of screentime could be completed during a day, and was thus cheaper, but crucially it would still involve little or no advance rehearsal. 

Such filming would also be done in advance of the studio recording for the episodes. This was initially because the primitive real-time editing of the era required the filmed sequence to be played onto a screen from a film recorder and taped directly from that screen using one of the videotape studio cameras being used to record the programme for which it had been shot. Only much later would Doctor Who’s directors be able to copy the film to the tape in the manner most people would assume it had always been done. 

When an autumn 1986 series of Doctor Who was commissioned in March 1985, to replace the January 1986 series that had been summarily cancelled to public outcry a few days before, the structure and the nature of the programme’s budget changed. This was in part because the series’ episode count was cut from 13 45-minute episodes to 14 of 25 minutes, a near-halving of the programme’s screentime. This created difficulties with spreading costs between stories, as there would be fewer stories, and amongst the changes Nathan-Turner made to try and accommodate such cost cutting was to start shooting Doctor Who’s location material on videotape rather than on film. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, and into the early 1980s, portable videotape cameras had required the accompaniment of a portable studio setup that was connected to them by vast electrical cables, and which was itself the size of a small car. They were practical for live events, such as sports or current affairs, but rarely used for drama – although Doctor Who was one of the drama series that had experimented with using them on location, notably again under Letts, who was an innovator as a television practitioner. But, by the mid-80s, technological advances meant that lightweight video cameras were available and could be used more or less as if they were film cameras. 

There were two key differences, one obvious to the viewer and the other not. The former was a difference in visual ‘look’, in how interlaced the final image appears. The latter was that location work for Doctor Who would now be covered with two cameras running simultaneously, enabling more material to be covered in less time, at least in theory6. 

‘What you have to understand is the way Doctor Who was structured. One of the things that John Nathan-Turner was great at was budgeting. He’d come up from a budgeting background, he’d been a production associate. The BBC always got more than they deserved out of him, because they never gave us enough money to do a series. So John was constantly putting half pints into pint pots, making money and resources stretch so we could do as many stories as we did. The way that worked was we would do two four-parters and two three-parters, and with the two three-parters, one was all location, one was all studio. Due to the Byzantine structure of BBC finances, you could get the most out of the money this way.’7

Between 1987 and 1989, the two three-part serials made each year were technically a single production, with one taking all of the location allocation and the other all the studio time for a single six-part serial.8 They had the same director, design team and crew. In 1987, the scripts for Delta and the Bannermen and Dragonfire even had the production codes for both serials on the front of their scripts. This arrangement still has minor consequences even now – for example, the costings document for The Happiness Patrol’s score is in the production folder for Silver Nemesis.

A more immediate knock-on effect of Silver Nemesis and The Happiness Patrol effectively being the same production was that The Happiness Patrol, the all-studio story, gained the bulk of the rehearsal days allocated to the six-episode block. Silver Nemesis had seven days scheduled rehearsal for its three 25-minute episodes, with the last of those given over to the ‘producer’s run’ when the entire production would be performed in order for Nathan-Turner’s approval. To put that into context, in 1963 Doctor Who had been allocated five days of rehearsal per 25-minute episode. In terms of time available to rehearse, Doctor Who had, over a quarter of a century, managed to go backwards. 

Six full days of rehearsal was inadequate, but it was all that was available; a prime example of Cartmel’s description of Nathan-Turner putting ‘half pints into pint pots’ in order to get his programme made. But this technique had broadly worked in 1987, and because of this Nathan-Turner turned to the same director, Chris Clough, for this second annual double block recording9. At the time, he told DWM he’d: 

‘chosen [him] again for the final six episodes because they are so gruelling: you rehearse, you do seventy-five minutes of location in eleven days, which is frenetic, you have a tiny break and you are straight into the next one.’ 10

In his own memoir, Cartmel recalls Nathan-Turner’s secretary Kate Eastal introducing him to Clough, explaining ‘You’ll like him. Chris just laughs [...] when the pressure’s on and something goes wrong or something, Chris stays cool and just laughs it off.’11 

We don’t know how Doctor Who’s 1986 to 1989 budget was arrived at. We do know that a 1989 review into it, conducted by the BBC drama department immediately prior to the show’s final cancellation, concluded that the minimum number of episodes per production block required to successfully amortise and spread its costs per episode across a season was 20. Six more than Nathan-Turner was asked to make each year from 1986 to 1989. Thus, in 1989, after Nathan-Turner had been managing to do it for four years with almost no support at all from his departmental superiors, it was decreed that what he had been doing was literally impossible. 

But in 1988, impossible was just the start. On 27 May 1988, asbestos had been found at BBC Television Centre (TVC) during routine renovation work. The discovery of this dangerous material, once used as a flame retardant, caused the effective and almost immediate shutting down of the entire studio complex of TVC while it was removed, it being judged as not a safe place to work by 1980s standards. 

The Greatest Show in the Galaxy was due to go into Studio 6 on 31 May and remain there until 2 June, then return for its second block on 15 and 16 of June. Its first block was cancelled with immediate effect, with the second hanging in the balance, depending on how quickly the studios could be brought back into operation, and how quickly the backlog of studio time could be cleared. 

In situations such as this, the normal procedure would be to move to planning for the second block, with the intention of rescheduling the first for after it.12 But Nathan-Turner didn’t trust the situation, and was probably having flashbacks to losing the final story of the 20th anniversary season to a strike-related studio shutdown five long years ago. Instead, he and the serial’s director began to look for alternative places to shoot all their studio material, with facilities at BBC Bristol offered and then withdrawn when a higher-priority series took the space even after Nathan-Turner thought he had secured a promise of its use for Doctor Who. 

At one point, the serial was formally cancelled and Nathan-Turner instructed to stand down production13. It was suggested that additional money or resources could be allocated to the next season to compensate. But in early June, a 1989 series of Doctor Who had not been formally commissioned, and while Cartmel was working with writers to develop stories for when and if it was, that was by no means guaranteed. Even if it was, and the production office thought it more likely than not, Nathan-Turner did not intend to produce it14. He had publicly announced on 29 February that the silver anniversary season was to be his last, and he had agreed with BBC Drama that he would be moved sideways to another project after the summer. He envisaged that Silver Nemesis, made third but initially intended to be transmitted last, would be his official swansong on the series. Perhaps in part because of this, he continued looking for production solutions, not wanting his final season of Doctor Who to be truncated to 10 episodes. 

Another Doctor Who-related production was also impacted by what became known as ‘the great BBC asbestos scare’. Nathan-Turner had struck a deal with the New Jersey Network (NJN) in the USA, one of the many Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) affiliate stations who ran Doctor Who in the country, for them to attend the making of some of the 25th anniversary series to make a celebratory documentary.15 This was to be transmitted by NJN and potentially other PBS affiliates in the USA a few weeks before the story. Keenly aware how little effort BBC management were putting into commemorating Doctor Who’s silver anniversary in the UK, Nathan-Turner also intended to offer the finished production to BBC television for transmission, perhaps on BBC Two, as a way of celebrating the series’ anniversary on television via an hour of extra material that could be acquired at very little cost and effectively no effort to themselves. 

NJN producer / presenter Eric Luskin had been scheduled to arrive with a small crew in time to observe studio recording on The Greatest Show in the Galaxy, and combine that with attending some post-production on Remembrance of the Daleks and rehearsal and location work for Silver Nemesis16. Nathan-Turner advised him to delay his arrival for a few days as, even if it happened at all, The Greatest Show in the Galaxy would be so wildly atypical a production that it would not offer the ‘Day in the Life’ aspect both hoped for in what would eventually be shown as simply The Making of Doctor Who. 

With that done, a plan was formulated to rescue Greatest Show: given the good weather and the nature of the story, a tent could be erected outdoors on hired ground and the scenes set inside the fictional tent be shot inside this real one, rather than in a studio environment as had been planned. Scenes requiring more elaborate sets – such as the ancient-seeming stone version of the Circus seen only in Part Four, or the TARDIS control room seen only in Part One – were to be deferred until later, in case studio space became available. This was shot down when it was decreed that for insurance purposes all ‘studio’ shooting had to take place on BBC property. Then the serial’s designer David Laskey suggested that the tent studio idea could be retained, if said tent were put up in the car park of BBC Elstree, a large studio complex outside London, owned by the corporation and at the time home to productions such as EastEnders and ’Allo ’Allo, both of which had sizable exterior sets. The idea was signed off.

Work began in the Elstree tent on 6 June. Two days before, the second recording block had also been cancelled, it now being clear that TVC would not be available in time. But Laskey and Nathan-Turner had already created a contingency plan; one that involved constructing the serial’s actual sets inside the tent built to serve as the Psychic Circus, with the tent now acting not as a location in itself but as the walls of a temporary studio. Shooting ran up until 18 June, with McCoy performing scenes on the ancient stone circus set late into the evening17. 

Rescuing this cancelled story in this manner and getting it to screen despite impossible production conditions is rightly regarded as one of the triumphs of Nathan-Turner’s time as Doctor Who’s producer. But there were knock on effects for Silver Nemesis. The on-off-on-again production of The Greatest Show In The Galaxy had eaten up time. That serial was not only being recorded at BBC Elstree when rehearsals for Silver Nemesis should have been scheduled, it was still being shot when Silver Nemesis’s rescheduled-to-accommodate-this rehearsals finally went ahead.

While few people were involved in both serials, Sylvester McCoy and Sophie Aldred were. So quite simply, rehearsals for Silver Nemesis went on without its two principal actors. This was possible because, unusually for Doctor Who of this period – and indeed in the whole of the 20th century – Silver Nemesis keeps the Doctor and his companion together throughout the story. There is no scene or location that they do not enter and leave together. The only time the characters are separated by more than a metre or so is in Part Three, when Ace is running around the higher levels of the same building in which the Doctor works to relaunch the Nemesis. 

This was deliberate on Clarke’s part, although he may not have been aware how unusual it was18. He had noted the chemistry between McCoy and Aldred, both in Dragonfire and when socialising with the cast while writing his story. When asked about writing the Doctor and Ace, he answered that he did so: 

‘directly based on Sylvester’s relationship with Sophie; he has got this relationship with Sophie that is directly reflected with the Doctor and Ace. It’s not sexual at all, but it’s very dynamic, and you can push that to the extent that they really have to depend on each other in matters of life and death. I think that’s paradoxically more realistic than most television is, and yet it’s in a show that is complete fantasy.’19

Years later he would also recall enjoying writing for Ace, saying that the assumption was that she should have a near equal role in the story to the Doctor: ‘I certainly tried to […] give her every opportunity [...] what you call in academic terms, some agency [...] to go to make her active.’20

Obviously, there was no point in rehearsing the scenes that solely featured the Doctor and Ace, although equally obviously that had an impact on the preparation and timing of those scenes. Instead, scenes featuring the other characters were rehearsed first, before the cast and crew moved on to scenes featuring these characters plus the Doctor and Ace, in the hope that McCoy and Aldred might be able to make up the time later in the week. They weren’t, so when it came to these sequences, Floor Manager Lynn Grant read in for Aldred and other members of the production team, principally director Chris Clough, substituted for McCoy as needed. 

Reading with them were David Banks, back for his fourth appearance as Cyberleader, and also delighted to return to Doctor Who, Fiona Walker playing Lady Peinforte21. As she explained later: ‘My first job in television ever was 25 years ago in Doctor Who, where I also played a villainous lady. In space, actually!’22 Leslie French, playing the cameo role of the mathematician Peinforte has murdered, had an even earlier association with the series; he had been on the shortlist to play the Doctor himself back in 1963. The involvement of both actors was a self-aware, if not showy, nod to the serial’s celebratory nature. Peinforte’s servant Richard was being played by Royal Shakespeare Company stalwart Gerard Murphy, who was young enough to have enjoyed black and white Doctor Who as a teenager and – interviewed later on set by the NJN documentary crew – is visibly moved talking about his first sight of the TARDIS prop standing on location. 

Less aware of the hand of history on his shoulder was veteran German actor Anton Diffring playing De Flores. Although he had lived in Britain throughout the 1960s, he professed to have not heard of the series, saying ‘I never was interested in that sort of thing’ and that ‘They rang me four or five times, the director wanted me. I said no and then the fifth I said yes.’ He also admitted, with an oddly charming candour that ‘really I wanted to see a bit of Wimbledon’ and accepting a job in the UK enabled him to do so. Kevin Clarke was delighted with the casting for his serial, being a great admirer of Walker’s performance in Far From The Madding Crowd (1967) and having used Diffring’s in Where Eagles Dare (1967) as his mental model for De Flores when writing the character23. 

The revised rehearsal schedule that the cast followed still exists. On it we can see that, of the six days of rehearsals that eventually happened, McCoy and Aldred were only expected to make three, when they would ideally have attended all six (Friday 17, Monday 20 and Tuesday 21 June, with recording due to begin on location on 22 June). The serial’s initial readthrough was held at Elstree, rather than at the BBC’s usual rehearsal facilities, in the hope that McCoy and Aldred were able to fit in all their scenes around their commitments to Greatest Show. They weren’t. Which meant the first time they met their colleagues for this serial was in rehearsal on Friday 17 June, before rocketing back to Elstree to record more of Greatest Show the next day. Neither had had time to read the final rehearsal script issued the week before, having been working on Greatest Show without a break. The producer’s run for Silver Nemesis, usually intended as the final day of the process, was held on Monday 20 June, due to Nathan-Turner’s own availability24. 

Amongst all this chaos, Clough’s cast and crew were surrounded by a second crew over whom they had little oversight and with whom they were expected to cooperate. Interviewed by NJN in what should have been a break period on 20 June, McCoy was forthright about the current production, saying it was: 

‘very hard work because we’ve only just come off one story. It’s like switching channels suddenly. Because of the BBC asbestos scare we’ve lost days and days of rehearsal, we’ve lost time. So suddenly we’re having to cram it in a very short period of time. There’s no time to sit back and work it out. The pressure is immense. I’m going to try and learn my lines when I get home. Try to play with my kids and talk to my wife. They ask a lot. They do ask a hell of a lot from us.’25 

By the producer’s run, effectively no material had been cut in rehearsal. Clough had been forced to write the recording order for the location shoot ahead of rehearsals rather than after them – which would have been the norm for Doctor Who at any point in its 20th-century history. The scripts were only marginally overlong, but the usual process of collaboratively cutting them to length and timing them had not been possible. Material that arguably should already have been trimmed as inessential had been rehearsed and scheduled because it involved guest actors who were available to work on it. Plot-vital scenes involving them and the regular cast or just the regular cast had been largely worked on without McCoy and Aldred, or just not rehearsed at all. 

The final day of rehearsals, which on the original schedule had been designated for runthroughs in story order, was instead devoted solely to scenes featuring McCoy and Aldred, with the rest of the cast working a short day to accommodate this. All would need to be on location the next morning in Greenwich for a 9:30am recording start26, with Clough explaining to NJN that he was acutely aware of the scheduling problems, and so had prepared as much in advance as possible, knowing that on Silver Nemesis in particular ‘You have to buy your time, to get in there and make every minute count,’ and that ‘hopefully’ the production would be ‘miraculously simple’. 

 A key function of rehearsals in 1980s television production was to accurately time scripts27. With something that was expected to be shot as quickly as Doctor Who needed to be in 1988, it was vital that everything be worked out and timed before entering the studio or shooting out on location. The problems with The Greatest Show in the Galaxy meant that this could not happen for Silver Nemesis. The result was that an under-rehearsed cast and underprepared crew headed out to make the serial on what would, even had everything gone to plan, been a very tight schedule; one that the BBC’s own bureaucracy would later decree impossible, and without having been able to perform the key task of accurately timing what they needed to shoot. 

Other compromises had been made before location work began, and more were to come. The amount of night shooting had been reduced between the Draft and the Rehearsal scripts, and again before the revised rehearsal script. By the time recording began, there would be none, with scenes set to take place at night rewritten to take place during the day, and the timeline of the end of the first episode compacted so that the UK-set events of the story all took place on the same day. 

Appropriate locations too, were difficult to come by. Having the Nemesis arrive at a building site had already been discounted for health and safety reasons, and designer John Astbury and production associate Gary Downie had instead begun looking for a piece of waste ground on which to stage the Nemesis’ crash in Part One, the battle over it in Part Two and its relaunch at the climax of Part Three28. Two former electric power stations, one in Acton and another in Kingston upon Thames, were looked at. One was declared unsafe, the other needed £30,000 worth of decontamination work. In desperation, Downie contacted the Gas Board about a site in Greenwich he had driven past numerous times, and was told it could be used for free29. 

On the one hand, the location was hugely visually impressive, offering an empty hangar with gantries and walkways. On the other, it did not really convince as something that could be seen through the window of the genteel tea shop in semi-urban Windsor that it had been decided Lady Peinforte’s former manor house had become. The finished production is reasonably accomplished at hiding the fact that the teashop should be visible from at least some angles during scenes set at this location and isn’t. But it’s another compromise all the same. 

It was at the former gas works that work began for the story on 22 June 1988, and almost immediately fell behind schedule. The unit was a standard BBC Outside Broadcast crew of two cameras, which were expected to be run simultaneously – either with one covering a whole scene as it was acted from start to finish, with the other ‘snatching’ close-ups and reverses, or with both moving around in a manner akin to multi-camera studio recording30. Clough usually preferred to work in the former manner, but on Silver Nemesis was forced by time considerations to mix the two.

Interviewed by NJN, Nathan-Turner, who was also present throughout, described an on-location production as working like ‘a massive military manoeuvre’ that began at 6:30am with the arrival of the on-site caterers and mobile toilets, before proceeding to a 9:00am start for recording, which would conclude at 6:00pm, come what may. He also noted that while: 

‘many shows have the same production pattern [...] they don’t have [...] special effects on location in camera [...] there’s a very big difference between a modern-dress soap opera and people running around in Cyber suits’. 

It was not, initially at least, any of these unusual or plannable-for ‘eventualities’ that caused the production to overrun. It’s here, literally on the first morning of recording, that we can see the impact that rehearsal problems had on Silver Nemesis. Recorded that morning, quickly and efficiently by Clough’s team, were three scenes that would end up being cut from the finished episode: two of De Flores and his paramilitaries talking in their van, and one of the ‘Walkmen’ being reprogrammed by a silent figure using a cassette31. In effect the morning was wasted. They’re not bad scenes. The ‘Walkmen’ scene is an effective tension builder, the sort of thing that works well in an episode ramping up to the return of a famous monster. The De Flores scenes add detail to his character. But both De Flores scenes had already been compromised in earlier rewrites

Structurally, they partially existed to establish the timeline of events over an evening, night and morning. One had already been moved from being set in South America to the UK. More time for proper runthroughs rather than rehearsing them in isolation would have established their new redundancy. They could have been cut before the recording, allowing more time to record the story’s crucial Part Two battle scene, which was scheduled for much of the afternoon, but would now not be completed until the next day32. That was in part because the scene spanning the end of Part One and the beginning of Part Two was scheduled to be shot while the battle was being prepared. With McCoy and Aldred unsure of their lines, and not sufficiently blocked, the NJN crew saw the single shot of them running from the TARDIS to the Nemesis recorded four times, at least twice as often as was ideal. As Luskin later remembered: 

‘What we were lucky enough to capture a lot of that stuff.. what was really going on. We were this rogue little unit [...] and nobody was telling us what we could shoot or couldn’t shoot and could use in the edit or couldn’t use in the edit’. 

Amongst the material they recorded was a black joke between Clough and Nathan-Turner, where the former deadpanned ‘Half a day behind schedule? Now we’re not!’ while pretending to rip a page out of his shooting script as the producer grimaced and raised a cigarette to his lips. 

Lines for the Doctor and Ace in this scene, present in all versions of the script, were stripped out of the scene in order to get it out of the way, and two linked scenes featuring actors who’d had more time to prepare were brought forward from the next day’s schedule: Peinforte’s declaration that her ‘poison is as deadly as ever’ and De Flores noticing that Cybermen can be killed by gold. This set the pattern for the rest of the serial’s recording, and we can repeatedly see that the lack of rehearsal time was a key problem, because scenes that do not involve McCoy and Aldred survive the recording process almost intact. For instance, the dialogue between Lady Peinforte and Richard in their first scene barely changes between the Draft script discussed and the transmitted episode, let alone between the rehearsal script and recording, because the actors were available to rehearse with each other and their scenes could be timed. McCoy and Aldred’s scenes, whether with each other or the rest of the cast, lose dialogue throughout the schedule, but their participation is on an upward curve, i.e. as shooting progressed and the actors became more familiar with their scripts, the amount of trimmed dialogue decreased. But on the first two days of recording the leads’ dialogue was stripped to the plot’s essential bones, losing for example the Doctor coldly telling De Flores that the gas that overpowered the police was ‘rather less lethal than the stuff you used’ and some of the Doctor-Ace badinage when trapped in the crater under fire.

The battle over the Nemesis that should have raged over that conversation had to be finished the next day, necessitating the loss of a scene where the TARDIS returns to the outside of the hangar late in Part Three and in which the Doctor reassures Ace that the police around the Nemesis are merely unconscious and will eventually wake with no ill effects 33. Instead, the TARDIS would be set up on the third day at the Greenwich location, and for simplicity’s sake inside the hangar, where its arrival would be implied by use of sound effects rather than the traditional, time-consuming in-camera effect. In deference to the straining schedule, the NJN crew were asked not to attend that day’s shooting and quickly agreed. 35 years later, Luskin commented on being asked, rather than told, noting that Nathan-Turner was ‘terrific [...] treating me like an equal [...] I don’t know why.’

Though they weren’t there, the NJN crew were allowed to interview those who were about on the final day at Greenwich later in the week, when memories were not so much fresh as still forming. ‘The last day? The day of chaos, everything got galloped towards the end!’ McCoy reported, with Clough acknowledging that ‘the last scene [...] lynchpin of the entire show’ had to be shot ‘with an hour to go, which was tricky to say the least’. Both were talking about the actual climax of the story, the long sequence in which the Cyberleader kills De Flores and Karl and Lady Peinforte fails to blackmail the Doctor, who then launches the Nemesis, and destroys the Cyber fleet, with Richard killing the Cyberleader before he can shoot the Doctor34. 

With such a short amount of time left in which to record, Clough was left with no choice but to put the actors roughly in position and let them go for it, shooting around them with both cameras and occasionally pausing to incorporate in-camera effects. With this effective real-time shooting, Doctor Who was, for its 25th anniversary story, essentially reverting to the production methods of its earliest episodes. With less rehearsal, and fewer cameras. 

‘By the end of it everyone was real [...] there was no acting required! Perhaps the director, in his wisdom and his brilliance, decided it was the best way to the scene? I’m going to say that, because I want another job!’35

We are extremely fortunate that the complete afternoon recording tape for one of the cameras used that afternoon still exists, and has now been made available, as it enables us to see exactly what happened that afternoon, at least from one angle36.

We can see that the actors were frequently expected to run through their own lines without either cue lines from other cast members or even someone reading in. We can also see that McCoy has a heavily annotated script in his jacket pocket, which he periodically produces to check, and on fraught occasions, e.g. to defend David Banks’ line reading when he’s told by someone off-camera that he has delivered something other than written. At which point it transpires that the script the actors have is slightly different from the one the crew are working with. 

 

McCoy continues to improvise, in one take delightfully doffing his hat to the Cyberleader as he hands him the bow but also interchangeably using the terms ‘Cyberman’, ‘Cybermen’ and ‘Cyberleader’37. In the final take used in the finished programme, David Banks says ‘The secrets of the Time Lords mean nothing to us,’ despite delivering the scripted ‘The secrets of the Time Lord mean nothing to us’ on all previous occasions.38 

‘With no time for rehearsal and Sylvester and me still pretty wobbly on the lines, the tension was enormous, which luckily fitted in perfectly with the atmosphere of the scene, none of us were quite sure who had the next speech, and we looked round at each other for signals as to who was going to speak next – improvisations from hell!’39

Aldred is right, in that the finished scene is extremely tense, and somehow successfully temporarily convinces the audience that the Doctor has lost, but recording in this way led to the loss or alteration of even more dialogue, either immediately before or actually during the semi-improvised recording. Most of what’s lost isn’t plot-relevant, but that the Nemesis is voice-controlled and will in its current configuration answer only to the Doctor is left implicit rather than stated. From the rehearsal video shot by NJN earlier in the week, we can hear that the Doctor’s dialogue had changed from the final rehearsal script, and that McCoy slightly amends it in delivery, and arguably not for the better. In rehearsal, he responds to the Cyberleader’s question ‘You gave my instructions to the Nemesis statue?’ with ‘I asked it if it understood them. It did. Understood them and ignored them,’ but on camera he answers ‘Yes, I gave your instructions to the Nemesis, and it understood them. It understood them, and disobeyed them, and destroyed the Cyberfleet.’ In the process the pleasing irony that the Cyberleader has been misled by a logical fallacy was lost. But there was no time for reshoots, only a few pick-ups. David Banks was disappointed not to be able to record the Cyberleader’s dying on the floor, with Clough saying it would have to be picked up later, possibly with an extra or a member of the special effects crew substituting for Banks. 

A combination of that rehearsal video and the aforementioned on set tape also allows us to know how near to recording dialogue was being deliberately amended and improved, changing the emphasis of the story’s insinuations about the Doctor. During the 20 June rehearsal, the Doctor ironically thanks Lady Peinforte for bringing him the bow by saying ‘Thank you for coming to the 20th century when you were needed.’ This is an addition to the rehearsal script, but not yet what he says onscreen. There he refers back to her insistence that ‘Only the Doctor matters, and he is but a pawn in a game of my making,’ saying, ‘Thank you for coming to the 20th century and giving me assistance. You may go now. Right game, wrong pawn. Check.’ But even as these lines were rehearsed, minutes before they recorded, they had not quite reached their final form. The Doctor is less dismissive of Peinforte, and McCoy delivers the longer line ‘Right about the game, wrong about the pawn.’ This is a version which is not present in any version of the script or the final programme, and which we would not know about at all without that on-set video. 

However it is phrased, this is the final (in story order) and the first (in recording order) reference to chess in the serial. While it is one of the defining elements of the serial, and chess playing is considered in retrospect to be a key element of the characterisation of McCoy’s Doctor introduced in this serial, it appears nowhere in the Draft or Rehearsal scripts, being added later in production and at a point it’s essentially impossible to entirely pin down. But we’ll be able to see some aspects of it arrive during the next phase of the serial’s shooting. 

This began a whole two days later on 26 June in and around Arundel, Sussex and unlike the Greenwich shoot required cast and crew to stay overnight in location hotels in order to work. Recording began late, due to a mix-up involving Sylvester McCoy’s call time. The actor had been booked on the production coach to Arundel but had decided to drive down himself in the morning in order to spend more time with his family, and had been told his call was 2:00pm. On arriving, he discovered that he had been expected at noon, and the crew had rearranged their schedule to shoot a scene with Richard and Lady Peinforte planned for later in the day in his absence. There was an argument with McCoy brandishing the call sheet he’d been given by Downie, which clearly said ‘2pm’. It would normally have been a small matter, but it was just another loss of time on a production that couldn’t afford the time it had already missed. Later that day, NJN’s cameras captured McCoy and Aldred desperately trying to learn their lines in breaks on set during an afternoon largely spent on scenes of their two characters wandering the countryside for the second and third episodes40. 

27 June was spent at ‘Windsor’ (i.e. Arundel) Castle and required shooting all the scenes with the lookalike for Queen Elizabeth II, as well as those in the castle basement and its grounds. This location shoot for Silver Nemesis would be visited not just by Clarke, who had also been at Greenwich and was more or less a constant presence as his story was recorded, but also Andrew Cartmel, Stephen Wyatt and Graeme Curry, the writers of the stories made immediately before and after it. Nathan-Turner had also arranged for various friends and prominent figures from Doctor Who’s recent history to have cameos as tourists walking around the castle on this day, and Wyatt and Curry were expected to also form part of that group41. It’s probably a measure of the time pressure that the crew knew they were under that there were no scheduled breaks apart from lunch for that day, when usual practice was for two. 

The next day combined scenes set in the woods around the folly selected to represent Lady Peinforte’s tomb with others in the folly itself; time was maximised by shooting the former while the latter was improved from its normal state, and a large prop sarcophagus installed in its main chamber. Amid the hurry, there was some levity as the massed ranks of Cyberman found it impossible not to laugh during a scene in which they were to execute their two ‘Walkmen’ – and the non-speaking actors playing the ‘Walkmen’ repeatedly failed to react, as David Banks later reported: 

‘Again and again, they had to react in unison to an explosion, but they’d both wait for the other, and never do it together. There was this little group of Cybermen, with Mark Hardy the Cyberlieutenant, and they were killing themselves laughing, with their hands over their masks.’42 

Less amusingly, the interior of the ‘tomb’ had been made cramped by the addition of the prop sarcophagus, and Clough’s team struggled to block and shoot scenes in there in the time available, especially as some scenes had not been rehearsed in the form in which they were being recorded. The transmitted version of the scene in which the Doctor uses the bow to activate the Nemesis is not present in any script before that intended as a post-transmission record43. This may mean that the revisions were made during rehearsals, although this is unlikely in the case of scenes heavily featuring the Doctor and Ace, given that McCoy and Aldred were largely unable to attend them. Which means they must have been made during the serial’s recording itself, and while it is always good to be dubious about actors’ claims of rewriting scripts, in this case we have a convenient contemporary quote from Sylvester McCoy concerning exactly this sequence44. Asked if he would like to write or direct for Doctor Who, the actor replied: 

‘With Doctor Who, I’ve been able to suggest shots and I’ve written a scene for one of the upcoming shows, Silver Nemesis, that’s all to do with chess and chess movements with the Cybermen.’45 

Given that Clarke was present throughout the Silver Nemesis shoot, we can reasonably assume these changes to the scene were implemented in his presence or with his acquiescence, or are partially his work. At some point during this day, and with tempers running high, Cartmel left the set without announcing his departure and returned to London after an argument with Nathan-Turner, later commenting: 

‘The tension was high and it wasn’t much fun. Eventually things got so bad, with so much acrimony and bad temper and general ill will in the air that I just decided to jump on the train and go home,’46 

He reasoned he could work as well on edits for The Happiness Patrol and preparation for the next season, should it come, at home or in the empty production office. When Nathan-Turner phoned Cartmel at home later that day he was unusually emollient, emphasising the stress everyone was under, and attempted to persuade Cartmel to return to the crew hotel, rather than instructing him to do so. Cartmel made the journey back and found a production where the air had cleared. Clarke took him to one side and told him he’d done the right thing in leaving; his absence had asserted a sense of perspective on events. 

30 June was split between scenes for Part Two of two skinheads failing to mug Lady Peinforte and Richard, further scenes with De Flores and Karl in their transit van for the same episode47, and recording a publicity call for someone regarded by the production as a major guest star for the serial. During the writing process, Nathan-Turner had suggested a comedy character for Part Three, an American tourist who would give Richard and Lady Peinforte a lift back from the tomb where the Nemesis had been activated to Windsor itself for the story’s finale. He hoped to garner an American ‘name’ for the story, one who would have to work just one day, appear for around two minutes, and probably not even have to deliver a line while standing up. A repeated anecdote is that he had asked Kate O’Mara to informally sound out people she knew from her time in US television, such as John Forsyth with whom she had starred in Dynasty or even Larry Hagman, then the star of Dallas, perhaps the most popular television programme in the world48. 

When casting this eccentric millionaire – who Clarke named Milton P Remington – proved difficult, a decision was made to turn the character female, changing her name to Miss Hackensack, and Nathan-Turner was delighted to have an offer he made to Dolores Gray accepted49. The question of her profile among the general public was – and is – an open one, but Gray was a legend in musical theatre, a Tony award winner who had starred opposite Gene Kelly on stage and on screen, and was at the time starring in a West End revival of Stephen Sondheim’s Follies, a song from which she had performed at the Royal Variety Performance in 1987 to great acclaim. When Gray accepted the part, her agent informed Nathan-Turner that she disliked the character’s name and marital status50, and while Nathan-Turner promised Ms Gray a name newly ‘devised by the author,’ the character’s surname simply reverted to Clarke’s original choice of surname from when the character was male. 

While recording went smoothly, the arranged press call was disrupted when the photographer from the Daily Mail, who had been promised an exclusive, left after spotting another photographer on set. They could not be persuaded by Nathan-Turner that the photographer was only from a non-professional Doctor Who fan publication with a circulation in the hundreds, and had in any case not been invited51. Added to this day’s shooting at the last minute was David Banks’ big dying close up, missed at Greenwich, which it had been assumed would now be performed by a technician or extra as part of the special effects work. Banks was meant to stand down after recording on 29 June but decided to remain an extra night at the crew hotel:

‘I was going home that evening, but I decided to stay, because I had enjoyed being with these people. Chris Clough said: “Oh, you’re still here, Dave! Why don’t you do the death tomorrow?” I said: “Chris, you don’t know what that means to me!” I [would have] felt cheated, it was even worse than not doing a death at all! I would have to see it going out that way, preserved on video forever.’52

The next day was even more hectic, with all the story’s scenes set in and around Lady Peinforte’s house, across three episodes and two centuries, set to be recorded in a single day. The tight schedule was thrown off when torrential, unseasonal rain meant that scenes in Peinforte’s garden could not be shot while the interior of the house was switched from its 1630s to 1980s tea shop look. At one point, Cartmel and Clarke were despatched into a corner to work out a new recording order, cutting as much material as possible, in order to save time. In the end, every scheduled scene was recorded but some were truncated and others had less time spent on them than was necessary53.

During the initial writing stage of the project, Cartmel had suggested that the mathematician employed and then killed by Lady Peinforte be seen to propose something revolutionary, that the world of the 17th century was robbed of by Lady Peinforte’s despatching of him. Much of the dialogue establishing this point was stripped away in the recording, and more cut in the videotape edit rendering some of French’s lines in this scene almost non-sequiturs, severing (at least for some viewers) the scripted link between his work for Lady Peinforte and his realisation that the mathematics could be repurposed to construct a powered flying machine54. 

In the end, Clough, gambling on the resolution of standard definition videotape cameras, notoriously incapable of capturing the detail of rain falling except in very tight close up, shot some of the scenes outside Peinforte’s house in the pouring rain. The completion of the Doctor and Ace’s scenes in the house was rushed and the tension resulted, according to both McCoy and Aldred, in the only on-set argument they had on Doctor Who. Fortunately, both actors were finally allowed a rest day on 2 July, which was spent recording scenes for Part One that would ultimately open the story, showing De Flores and Karl in South America. They were completed without incident and in sufficient time for Diffring to be released from the production and make his way to SW19. Wonderfully, for the hideaway of a fugitive Nazi, the house was in the town of Goring-by-Sea. 

The final day’s shooting was on 4 July, with only McCoy and Aldred needed of the speaking cast. The work covered the pair’s earliest scenes in Part One, and were shot in roughly, but not quite, reverse order. McCoy was, by this point, literally ill with exhaustion, streaming with cold and running a fever after working in the rain at the end of weeks without proper rest. Normally keen to do his own stunt work whenever possible, he readily agreed to being doubled by stunt arranger Paul Heaseman for the scene in which the Doctor and Ace crashed into the water, having been shot at. Even sitting in a wet hat on the river bank for the final close up of the sequence reduced the actor to uncomfortable shivering on a warm day. 

Among the last scenes shot for the story were the first in the script, with the Doctor and Ace relaxing in the pub garden, listening to live jazz. Cut after recording were lines in which the Doctor talked about his disappointment that the future of jazz was as a medium in which holographic 3D movies were projected out of saxophones, and mused on the nature of time55. 

Did anyone on the production notice a final example of the irony that had plagued the production? A serial containing multiple references to the difficulties encountered by those messing around with time, and pivoting on a conceptual pun linking time and timing in the musical sense to time travel, had been repeatedly imperilled by scheduling. By the simple, inexorable forward movement of minutes and seconds. 

Jazz musician Courtney Pine56 and his trio mimed to their own music for television continuity purposes, and then once the scenes were recorded, began to play live instead. The jazz and the summer party around it in the garden carried on long into the night. In Clarke’s preferred version, the serial itself, as well as its recording, would have ended in this garden. The Doctor and Ace were to use the TARDIS to bring Richard back to the beginning of the story, to enjoy with them the rest of the jazz concert they’d had to leave, when the Doctor’s alarm went off ‘on the way’ to returning him to 163857. That had been rewritten just before the location work began, to instead show Richard already back in his own era, playing host to the Doctor and Ace. The circular ending that Clarke had deliberately written for his story was now gone. But there was yet another, and even more significant, planned ending still to be revised away58. 

It has often been reported that during the summer or autumn of 1988, another BBC producer shadowed John Nathan-Turner with the intention of succeeding him, and line-producing the 1989 season that Cartmel was planning. This producer has never been formally or openly named, and some have disputed that this ‘shadowing’ ever happened at all. What no one has disputed is that on 8 September 1988, John Nathan-Turner was informed once again by his BBC Drama department superiors that essentially the only way the next series of Doctor Who was going to be produced was if he did it, and that if he didn’t, he would quickly find himself made redundant. Nathan-Turner staying in post was announced to Doctor Who fandom in DWM #158. 

The producer had earnestly believed he was moving onto other things. He had said so on camera to the NJN documentary crew, in an interview to be included in a programme over which he had no editorial control. It was, he had said, ‘a good time to go.’ He had saved Doctor Who from cancellation in 1985, his choices of head writer and lead actor had creatively reinvigorated it, and he would bow out as the series’ longest serving, but not final, producer, at the climax of the series’ silver anniversary series. Interviewed in 2024, Eric Luskin said of Nathan-Turner’s attitude at the time; ‘His goal was to keep Doctor Who going beyond him’59 

But like Lady Peinforte at the end of the story that he had intended to end his final season, Nathan-Turned was trapped; bound to something much more powerful than himself, something that he had successfully reshaped in his own image but which had, in the end, conquered him instead. Something silver. John Nathan-Turner was a working-class grammar school boy and had been taught ‘the classics’ in his teenage years. Given that, it is tempting to conclude that he must have at this point have inevitably recalled that after hubris, comes nemesis. 
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4. THE BOW

‘The first time I saw the re-edited beginning of episode one I was really stunned. I’d lived that script for the best part of a year by that stage and it was etched on my brain. To see it in a different sequence, I just did not know how to react to it.’ 

[Kevin Clarke]1

Every script for Part One we’ve talked about so far has had the same structure, but it is a very different one from that of the transmitted episode. When the first episode of Silver Nemesis was being edited in post-production, it was clear that not only was it substantially overlength, but that more than just cuts would be required to bring it under the 25 minutes required for transmission. Significant changes to the scene ordering would be necessary, to avoid two or more successive scenes with the same characters. 

Another problem was that Clarke’s writing was deliberately tricksy. Lots of the scene transitions he uses are elaborate or ironic, with the end of one scene leading into another in a way that makes it hard to separate them without losing some sort of deliberate effect. For example, Ace asking the Doctor if the bow is in the box she’s found, only for the scene to end, and for us to cut to another one where the bow is in someone else’s hand. Or the Doctor saying in 1988 ‘I’ll tell you three hundred and fifty years ago’ and the action then cutting to the TARDIS materialising in what the audience already knows is 1638. 

Only one of those two examples survived into the transmitted Part One, but seemingly in order to retain as many as possible, several long scenes in the episode were cut into two or more shorter pieces. This meant that some material around the new scene transitions could be cut, while some material could be inserted into long scenes, cutting them in half or even into three, thereby running two scenes together, and thus avoiding the scripted end of a scene not leading into what Clarke had intended. 

We’ve already laid out the script structure in Chapter Two, and there seems little point in comparing it directly with that of the transmitted episodes, effectively writing the same paragraphs again in reverse. However, there is a table comparing the overall shapes of the scripted / recorded and transmitted episodes in Appendix 2, for those who wish to make direct comparisons of their own. 

What’s important is to establish that the structure of the final Part One is essentially Chris Clough’s,2 rather than Kevin Clarke’s, and that Clough deserves a lot of credit for assembling a fast-paced and essentially coherent version of the episode, having sacrificed both its structure and a not insignificant amount of scripted material on the altar of getting a different story entirely made. 

This is particularly notable considering the overall positive reviews given to Part One, even by those who went on to dislike the serial overall, and in particular the fan belief that Part One is the most successful episode because it suffered the least from re-cutting, when in fact it suffered the most3. Part Two was only marginally overlength, and not just by comparison. It saw the removal of a single line of dialogue from the Cyberleader in the opening scene, and the excising of a late scene in which Karl and De Flores briefly discuss Wagner in relation to the Cybermen4, plus one more, brief but interesting, scene we’ll discuss properly in Chapter Six . 

Another scene for Part Two in which the police from Part One briefly revive and see the Cybermen loading the Nemesis into their spaceship had been abandoned during the hurried recording at Greenwich5. Its absence was covered by adding a line of dialogue from the Cyberlieutenant (‘Cut the statue free and take it into the craft’) over the immediately previous scene of the Cybermen cutting the Nemesis from its meteorite.

An example of Clarke’s favoured scene-change technique in the transmitted Part Two is when the Cyberleader’s declaration that Lady Peinforte is ‘but a simple savage, accompanied by a terrified peasant,’ is rendered questionable by the episode then cutting to the muggers the two characters recently encountered hanging upside down from a tree. Peinforte and Richard have turned them over, literally and figuratively. 

The image that results from that mugging is also interesting. It has echoes of a Tarot card, the Hanged Man, and if that seems a stretch then it’s worth considering that the card itself appears in the second episode of The Greatest Show in the Galaxy, where it is used to foreshadow the Doctor himself hanging upside-down while entertaining the Gods of Ragnarok in the fourth episode, a scene shot little more than a week before this moment in Silver Nemesis Part Two. This fact demonstrates that the image and the ideas behind it were influencing the Doctor Who production office at this time. Had Greatest Show gone out second as intended, the card could be seen as foreshadowing this almost as much as the later scene in the same story. 

This would not be out of character for Cartmel’s Doctor Who. There is a line of dialogue in The Curse of Fenric, about an old house Ace knew as a child, which was intended to prefigure Ghost Light. This foreshadowing was lost when the 1989 series was, as in 1988, transmitted in a slightly different order from that its writing team expected. 

Also perhaps relevant is that amongst the many associations of the Hanged Man is it representing Judas Iscariot, the disciple who betrayed Christ, and thus all betrayers. While it is stretching things to suggest the image thus nods to the ultimately deleted subplot of Karl turning on DeFlores, what seems more germane is Judas’ fee for that betrayal. Given that Clarke is on record as saying that he wanted as much as possible in the story to have a link with the titular metal, it surely matters that Judas was paid in silver. Which, given that Clarke both thought the Doctor was God and wrote the story on that basis, is surely at the least suggestive. 

The aforementioned cut scene from Part Two has De Flores refer to Peinforte and Richard as ‘two illiterates’. A scene cut from Part Three would have established that Richard cannot read or write. But Peinforte, as befits her class and station, is not only literate but has both Latin and Greek. Even onscreen, she is also capable of making multiple in-jokes about Shakespeare, at one point quoting Hamlet ‘A hit! A very palpable hit!’ and at another alluding to the printed version of The Winter’s Tale by referencing perhaps the most famous stage direction in literature saying: ‘The bear will not pursue us, such things happen only in the theatre.’6 

Lady Peinforte’s allusion to The Winter’s Tale is not just one of the best in-jokes in all of Doctor Who; it also has the additional level of meaning, in that The Winter’s Tale is a play in which the action is resolved by a statue of a dead woman coming to life. This is something that will shortly happen in the drama in which she is a character, and again, given her own fate at its climax, suggests a thoughtfulness and precision in the choice of allusions on behalf of the serial’s makers. 

De Flores too, is capable of talking about the culture that he prizes; he’s introduced listening to ‘Ride of the Valkyries’, prelude to the third act of The Valkyrie, the second of four dramas that make up Wagner’s Ring Cycle, which he then later alludes to in Part Two, using the original German titles Der Ring des Nibelungen. Now, this is of course an obvious choice of music for a Nazi, given Hitler’s own passion for its composer. (Albeit not so obvious that Mark Lawson didn’t misidentify the piece as Wagner’s entirely separate Parsifal (1882).7) But that is surely in part the point? 

De Flores is a very limited man; he dismisses Karl’s suggestion that their being on what was ‘once the estate of the infamous Lady Peinforte’ might be linked to them having ‘seen a woman in the seventeenth century dress today’. He is capable of reaching for the vocabulary of Wagner, talking of ‘Supermen’ and ‘Giants’ when negotiating with the Cybermen, but he has to make a clumsy reorganisation of that material in his head in order to accommodate reality. He is, in short, a fanatic. Whereas Peinforte is merely an obsessive. 

This comparing and contrasting of the two characters’ cultural interests seems deliberate. It’s part of a pretty consistent pattern of paralleling Peinforte and De Flores to highlight aspects of each. Both are introduced shooting at birds, but the novelisation makes clear that the bird De Flores is about to shoot at is endangered, indeed ‘perhaps the last of its kind’8. He kills for pleasure. Whereas Peinforte is hunting to eat, as the various trapped and caught animals drying out in the corridor of her house as she and Richard walk in demonstrate very clearly. Such a thing would be common in the 1630s, even for someone of her status. 

While Peinforte self identifies as ‘evil’ and is clearly not averse to murder to get her own way, she is also capable of recognising Richard’s genuine heroism in risking his life to save hers when he could have simply fled, an ability that De Flores – and to an even greater extent the Cybermen – conspicuously lack. She has also achieved a great deal as a brilliant woman in the fundamentally patriarchal early 17th century, even if she has been assisted by her own class privilege. 

The murder of one of Mrs Remington’s relatives, which she discusses with the slightly uncomprehending American, is an example of Lady Peinforte’s personal cunning and her vindictiveness. When she mentions that ‘Dorothea Remington did bribe away my cook [...] It was a slow poison,’ it is, while also very funny, a keen insight into the way she goes about her machinations. Poisoning Dorothea Remington means she had revenge on both her rival and the cook who deserted her; after all, what hope in 17th-century justice is there for a cook whose mistress dies by poison? She would potentially literally be burned for what at the time would have constituted petty treason9. 

Yet the mere existence of the 1988 Mrs Remington demonstrates that Lady Peinforte’s victory over her neighbour was fleeting – Dorothea Remington has wealthy family on another continent in 1988. Perhaps descendants, perhaps by a less direct route. But she has posterity for herself and her name, and some of those relatives are interested enough in her to have researched her for their own satisfaction10. Whereas in 1988, despite the triumph of arriving there through her magic, all Lady Peinforte has left behind is some reputational infamy and an empty grave.

Lady Peinforte’s body not being in her tomb suggests that these events have always happened this way, and that the story is a ‘pogo paradox’ – a causality loop in which using time travel to prevent an event occurring is in fact the root cause of that event. Because, for her tomb to be empty and Richard to be buried near it, we have to assume that Richard returns to his own time, as seen at the end of the story, and has arranged her ‘burial’ and also planned his own monument in keeping with Peinforte’s own plans. This would be in character with the Richard portrayed onscreen, who has an odd devotion to Lady Peinforte, and a certain sensitivity, despite being at the very least an accomplice in the murder of the mathematician.

At one point Richard protests to Lady Peinforte that ‘Before I entered your service I was convicted of a large number of offences.’11 This line is of course there to set up her terrific reply, ‘Then have the courage of your convictions,’ but is also evidence of Clarke’s stated intention to have Richard be ‘rougher’, at least initially, than Gerard Murphy played him. Richard has a genuine character arc in the story; he is cavalier about the death of the mathematician, but having been terrified by the journey through time, baffled by the state of late-20th-century England, faced with Cybermen and traumatised by being tricked into standing on his own grave, he assumes a sort of duty of care over the increasingly incoherent Lady Peinforte. He saves Lady Peinforte in an act of selfless heroism, and at the end of the story does the same for the Doctor 12.

This act would tie even more explicitly into these recurring images had the script been stuck to. As previously mentioned, onscreen, Richard seizes the golden arrow that had embedded itself into the TARDIS and thrusts it into the Cyberleader’s chest. On the page, at least initially, he picks up the arrow, which has fallen to the floor in the scuffle, and fires it at the Cyberleader with the bow he is still carrying13. Thus, his final, heroic act of the story is physically the same thing that the other notable human characters are introduced doing. The same weapon used for a different cause. 

Given this development of Richard’s character in response to what he experiences and is forced to do, climaxing with this redemptive act, it is tempting to look to an even broader thematic point. If, as Kevin Clarke intended, the Doctor is (albeit unknowingly) God, and since much of this follows the moment early in Part Two where Richard falls to his knees and asks for forgiveness, another idea opens up. Which is to ask: what are we to make of the efficacy of Richard’s pleas for redemption through prayer? 

Clarke’s intention for divinity to be the unspoken answer to the question Lady Peinforte asks at the story’s climax was repeatedly reduced in production. In that long final scene, she was scripted to say of the statue ‘it is his creation, and not only that...,’ but this was trimmed before recording. That scene, which everyone worked so hard to complete, and of which McCoy and Aldred are justly proud, is obviously key to the story. But it also typifies something about Kevin Clarke’s writing, which can be seen across his work as a screenwriter: the frequent use of bathos, with dialogue – consistently very funny and often quite brilliant dialogue – that deliberately undercut itself via quick reversals. When this works, it works wonderfully well as a source of both comedy and drama – see the ‘convictions’ pun mentioned above, or much of the discussion between Lady Peinforte and Mrs Remington, with the latter taking the former at face value.

This approach culminates in the frustration of Lady Peinforte’s attempt to reveal the Doctor’s secret. What use is, in effect, personal information to Cybermen? ‘The secrets of the Time Lord mean nothing to us,’ the Cyberleader intones, and the tension that has been building suddenly dissipates. The Doctor, who moments ago looked genuinely frightened that this would be revealed, relaxes. Because, what use is a secret no one is interested in knowing? It’s a perfect ironic reversal achieved in seconds, and Fiona Walker is characteristically brilliant in this moment, pushing incredible amounts of anger and disbelief into the single syllable, ‘What?’

Yet Peinforte does, in a sense, get what she wants: she is merged with the Nemesis, and now has a great deal of power, but it seems little agency. The story leaves it ambiguous as to whether this is something the Doctor does, whether the statue is responsible, or whether it’s an inevitable consequence of Peinforte having vaingloriously used the Validium to make something in her own image. One of the latter two seems to me more likely. While prompted by the Cybermen’s experiment, Peinforte’s incoherence exponentially increases once the statue awakens, to the point where she is coherent until exactly the moment it awakes, and then immediately starts rambling after it leaves the crypt. She is already linked to it in a way that she doesn’t understand, but seems to intuit: ‘I am here’ she says, on seeing the Nemesis in the hangar. 

So, Richard is redeemed through what is arguably a recognisably Christian process, and Lady Peinforte is set to suffer an ironic punishment of the kind meted about by the Gods of antiquity. The Cybermen too, face a kind of ironic punishment; caught in a logical trap by the Doctor’s words, they are then destroyed by the very weapon they meant to use on others. The Nazi characters are very simply shot down without a thought. 

The story is not quite so crude as to set up a hierarchy of evil, with Peinforte better than De Flores and De Flores better than the Cybermen14. But it does continue this process of comparing and contrasting its multiple factions; through their attitudes to culture and their personal relationships. While the Cybermen are incapable of personal relationships, De Flores is loyal to Hitler’s appalling vision and his relationship with him. He is not without bravery, even if it’s distorted by his horrible beliefs: in a line recorded and then cut he says, ‘I am not afraid of death, only of failing in my duty,’ and Diffring chooses to play this as a moment of complete sincerity. Karl is physically brave and equally loyal to his mentor De Flores. They have emotions and culture. Even if they are misplaced and monstrous. 

Cybermen are defined in the popular imagination by a lack of emotion, although here – as in almost all the serials where they have substantial dialogue – they do express a few simply due to the needs of drama. This is not necessarily a contradiction: a much later Doctor Who story, The Witch’s Familiar (2021), will define the Cybermen as ‘suppressing emotion’ rather than being free of it, and the paradox of Cybermen in effect disdaining and denying emotions while being tormented by those that they retain is arguably a more interesting presentation of them than the never-quite-realised-on-screen pure emotionlessness demanded by much fan discourse. 

That is almost what defines them in this story. Not so much an absence of emotion as a disgust at it; the Cyberleader may test Lady Peinforte’s sanity to the limit as part of an experiment, but once he concludes she is mad he decides simply to have her killed. Disposed of like a laboratory animal: ‘Kill her, that’s the way to deal with madness,’ commented Cyberleader actor David Banks, talking about the Cybermen’s attitude to mental illness many years later. Banks, who wrote a non-fiction book, a novel and an academic paper about Cybermen in addition to playing them onscreen, was particularly impressed with the scene where the Cybermen express complete incomprehension when they accidentally encounter some jazz. 

‘It’s so exactly right, I think. It’s almost the best scene [...] it exactly captures the difference between humanity that is represented by […] the Doctor and Ace. Music at that level is only taken in emotionally. I think you can say, Oh, well, yes, these are the numbers that are done, but the effect of it is totally emotional. And that is the other extremely important part of being human. There’s the rational and the emotional. And unfortunately, the Cybermen have the disadvantages of only having one of those aspects. Yeah, and Courtney Pine was there to illustrate that.’15

Pine, whose music features periodically throughout the story and who makes a cameo in the first episode, was someone for whom both Cartmel and Clarke had great admiration. Tailoring the script to need live jazz, Clarke either wrote to Pine himself or persuaded the production team to approach him about making an appearance, and was delighted to discover that Pine had been a regular viewer of Doctor Who as a child and had retained a huge enthusiasm for the series. Pine not only agreed to appear, but also insisted on writing and performing new music for the serial. 

‘I think all the Doctors are jazz lovers,’ Pine told DWM years later16. ‘It’s because of the time continuum and all that – jazz allows you to think individually. So it’s something that will allow the Doctor to enhance his beliefs. Jazz and the Doctor are one and the same.’ Pine’s new pieces, entitled ‘Frank’s Quest’, ‘Pe Pi Pio’ and ‘Adrian’s Affair (Doctor’s Dilemma)’17, plus an extended, untitled saxophone solo in case it was needed, were recorded on 12 June at Doctor Who’s original production home of Lime Grove studios, to allow them to be played-in during the serial’s active recording. Excerpts from these tracks are played at several points in the story. The Doctor and Ace’s first scene in the garden, in which Pine appears, uses ‘Pe Pi Po’ and ‘Adrian’s Affair (Doctor’s Dilemma)’. ‘Frank’s Quest’ is on the tape Ace asks Pine to autograph and is later used both to provide the Doctor and Ace with entertainment in their downtime and to block the Cybermen’s transmissions. It is what’s playing when the Cybermen intercept the jamming signal and are baffled by the concept of music itself. 

The story broadcast before Silver Nemesis, The Happiness Patrol, sets up its central dramatic conflict musically. The battle is as much between the blues and lift music as between the Doctor and the dictator Helen A, to the extent that the last thing a guest character says in the story is ‘Thank you for giving them back to us, Doctor… the blues’, and victory is judged to have been achieved when musician Earl Sigma plays melancholy harmonica over Helen A’s public address system. 

As Banks and Pine persuasively argue, the jazz motif is equally important to Silver Nemesis dramatically and thematically, although some of the material defining this for the audience was either not recorded or cut before transmission. In that scene from Part Two, De Flores concludes that Wagner’s view of reality is wrong, that the ‘Supermen’ (Nazis) must control the ‘Giants’ (Cybermen). This is a desperate improvisation on his part, and proves to be wrong, as not only do they fail to take command of the Cybermen, it is the Cyberleader who executes De Flores and Karl at the story’s climax. 

This does not mean that Wagner’s view of reality is inherently correct, however. He’s simply right about this one aspect. What the story really wants to do is to show jazz as a kind of ethically and artistically better art form. This is why the Doctor endorses Louis Armstrong’s view of reality18, while De Flores’ view of it is shown to be incoherent and the Cybermen’s fundamentally empty. Also trimmed for timing reasons was a declaration of intent from the Cyberleader in Part Three. Immediately before he announces that Earth ‘will become our base planet, the New Mondas,’ he also takes, crushes and contemptuously throws away Ace’s jazz cassette, saying, ‘A new and final era begins, Doctor. Imagination, thought, freedom, pleasure, all will end.’

This also links to yet another cut scene, this time from the first episode, where the Cybermen use exactly the same kind of cassette to reprogramme their enslaved, semi-converted ‘Walkmen’. Both sides are using the same ‘weapon’ for fundamentally different ends. Another jazz reference which disappeared from the transmitted story was the name of the American tourist. When she was Miss Hackensack, this was a reference to ‘Hackensack’, a composition by Thelonius Monk19. When, as discussed in the previous chapter, this reverted to ‘Remington’, it became another reference, this time to an American company known for producing typewriters and machine guns. Again, an interesting grace note on the story’s oppositions of art and violence, music and conquest. 

It is hugely unlikely that Cartmel, let alone, Clarke was ever aware of it, but at times Silver Nemesis feels like a single-minded attempt to refute his predecessor Eric Saward’s belief that Jack Trevor Story’s serial for The Trial of a Time Lord had to be rejected because its defining image of ‘a man sitting on his own in an empty gasometer playing the saxophone’20 was inherently unsuited to Doctor Who. 

After the cultural battle at the heart of the story has been distilled to one between Wagner and jazz, and has then been resolved in jazz’s favour, the answer to Ace’s question, ‘Doctor, who are you?’ turns out to be a piece of music too; as the end titles kick in and the Doctor raises his finger to his lips and smiles, indicating she – and we – should listen, the programme itself answers her question by playing a piece of music that, while colloquially known as the Doctor Who theme, is registered with its music publisher Warner Chappell as simply ‘Dr Who’21. 

‘Some people have commented that Silver Nemesis had a very similar plot and structure to Remembrance of the Daleks but that’s script convergence. When you’ve got a bunch of different writers, it’s like a wheel, the writers are the spokes and you, the script editor, are the hub of the wheel. Even without meaning to, it’s quite easy for stuff like that to happen. Obviously, nobody sits down and goes, “Right! Let’s have four stories this season and make two of them the same.” It’s not even like you suggest plot elements to a writer.’22 

The truth is Cartmel protests too much here. But having been challenged, who can blame him? Because, while Remembrance of the Daleks and Silver Nemesis can be reduced to a phrase that describes both them, i.e. that they’re stories in which the Doctor draws a race of old enemies into a trap wherein they are destroyed by an ancient Gallifreyan superweapon, and in which there is a subplot about Nazis, such a reductio ad absurdum is also easily possible for many other Doctor Who stories in similar proximity to each other. 

The Invasion and The Seeds of Death (1969) both see recurring Doctor Who monsters attempt to invade Earth via a staging-post on the moon, and defeated in part due to their reliance on a homing signal to bring them to Earth. The Idiot’s Lantern and Fear Her (both 2006) are both London-set stories in which alien interference acts through an abusive father, and where the plot is resolved via the Doctor taking part in a British national patriotic celebration. The End of Time (2009-10) and The Power of the Doctor (2022) both see the Master take over a rich man's home and use a device to force someone else to become him, and also feature the Doctor being tormented in a glass booth, before we get a parade of heartwarming cameos and the Doctor regenerates. I’m sure you can come up with your own similar examples. 

There are as many obvious differences, and more unobvious ones. Silver Nemesis has no romantic subplot for Ace. Or indeed any heroic supporting characters at all. In Remembrance a human military is an ally, in Silver Nemesis it is a foe. Remembrance doesn’t casually use time travel as an essential part of its structure, whereas Silver Nemesis does. (In Remembrance, the TARDIS has landed before the story starts and doesn’t leave until after it is over.) Silver Nemesis has a contemporary, pastoral setting, not a near-past urban one; and while the Doctor of Remembrance of the Daleks has a plan from the outset, in Silver Nemesis he is explicitly improvising for much of the time, this being in keeping with Clarke’s jazz-based ideas.

Even that Silver Nemesis takes place after Remembrance of the Daleks, that the Doctor settles on a version of his previously successful plan (‘Just like you nailed the Daleks’), incorporating it into his repertoire of dealing with threats, makes character sense. That the Doctor of Silver Nemesis is a skilled improviser, who nevertheless keeps exactly what he knows and when a secret, is a subtle distinction from his characterisation in Remembrance. 

The influence of comics writer Alan Moore on the Doctor Who of the very late 1980s is often noted, with particular reference to Ace’s character and his interrupted and unfinished magnum opus, The Ballad of Halo Jones (1984-86), one of the books Cartmel would routinely hand to his newly commissioned writers to explain what he was looking for. 

What is less commented upon is what feels like an even more profound influence from Moore’s run on DC Comics’ Swamp Thing. In the second issue of his run, ‘The Anatomy Lesson’, Moore upends some of the most basic assumptions about the character. The Swamp Thing had been created by writer Len Wein and artist Berni Wrightson, appearing in comics throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, and portrayed as a human turned into a swamp monster by an accident. In effect, a classic superhero origin story. This human, initially Alexander Olson and more frequently Alec Holland, is presented as seeking to restore his humanity, by reversing the process that made him the titular creature23. What ‘The Anatomy Lesson’ does is reveal that Swamp Thing is mistaken about his own identity. He is not in fact a man called Alec Holland who has become a swamp creature, he is a naturally occurring swamp creature who has acquired some of the memories of a dead man called Alec Holland. 

Moore’s method is to ‘reveal’ a ‘real’ origin hidden behind the known facts, one which negates what we’ve been previously told without invalidating any story featuring it; instead providing additional information that both allows those stories to stand-as-is and recontextualises them as part of a broader ‘continuity’. This seems to be a model for the Cartmel era’s revision of the Doctor’s own history. As we have established, Clarke saw the Doctor as God, but a God who was ‘like one of the Greek gods. He’s flawed, but he means well. And he’s constantly misunderstood. And he’s got a terrible memory.’ Through the process of the serial’s redrafting, this idea got, if not watered down, then made into something that sticks slightly more with established Doctor Who continuity. Lines that hinted more at this concept, such as Lady Peinforte stating outright that ‘the statue, it is his creation, and not only that…’ were shifted and the Doctor’s responsibility for the Nemesis’ creation aligned more with hints made in Remembrance of the Daleks suggesting he was somehow present in ancient Gallifreyan history. 

Where Silver Nemesis, and indeed the entire Cartmel era, diverts from ‘The Anatomy Lesson’ is that it does not provide a definitive new origin, it simply states that much about the known one is mistaken, deliberately or otherwise; that it is false. Because of this, there are multiple answers to the question ‘Doctor Who?’ as Lady Peinforte asks it – provided by this era of Doctor Who and subsequent ones. They include the pre-Hartnell incarnations of the Doctor and / or the Timeless Child introduced in Fugitive of the Judoon (2020) and The Timeless Children (2022). The secret she discusses may even be the War Doctor, if the statue’s knowledge is not necessarily bound by the Doctor’s past. It is, after all, Time Lord technology. 

The most relevant candidate is the Other, a third member of a trinity of Time Lords from ancient Gallifrey whose name is now forgotten, compared to the more celebrated Omega and Rassilon24. That Omega and Rassilon were contemporaries, taken as a given in Cartmel-era Doctor Who, was also established by Moore, in his time writing the back-up strips for Doctor Who Weekly25. What is particularly relevant to the Other as a concept is that later Doctor Who spin-off fiction will establish that the Other is in fact not the Doctor. The Doctor is who we have always believed him to be, it’s just that he acquired some of the Other’s memories at his own birth26. Like Swamp Thing, his memories are not his own, and this has implications for his character and actions. 

Probably the actions of his in Silver Nemesis which provoked the most criticism are the attempt in Part One to enter the royal apartments, seemingly for no reason, after which he sees Queen Elizabeth II, fails to recognise her and, when Ace prompts him to remember who she is, follows her and attempts to get her help in ‘getting the police and the armed forces on our side’. As we know from extensive anecdotage, and as we briefly discussed in Chapter One, this scene was originally written to be a cameo appearance for Prince Edward as himself. 

But now we can consult the Draft, in which this version of the scene survives just visible under scribbles, like a palimpsest. From this we can see that the original intention was for the Doctor and Ace to attempt to gain entrance to Windsor Castle’s private apartments in order to speak to the Queen. They instead meet Prince Edward, whom the Doctor doesn’t recognise. After the Queen’s youngest son departs the scene Ace tells the Doctor who he is, then they follow him in order to get him to take them to his mother, then they are accosted by security. 

While the rewritten version of the scene with actress Mary Reynolds as the Queen is funnier than what was originally written, swapping the real-life Prince out for someone impersonating his mother causes a problem where the Doctor is heading to see the Queen, but then doesn’t recognise her. It’s a slightly illogical disjunction familiar to anyone who has looked at Doctor Who scripts in detail – for example, there is a scene in ‘War of God’ (The Massacre (1966) episode 1) where, due to the removal of some lines, the Doctor seems to decide to visit a specific person whose address he knows without yet being aware of which year, even century, of Paris’ history he has arrived in. This is much the same. 

The scene works logically if the viewer assumes that the Doctor already knows the Queen personally, which would not be entirely out of character. Thus him deciding to march in and see her makes sense. His inability to recognise her fits broadly with Kevin Clarke’s conception of the Doctor as semi-amnesiac and randomly forgetful. Many decades later Russell T Davies would, deliberately or otherwise, make this interpretation of the scene work by establishing that Queen Elizabeth II knows at least one incarnation of the Doctor27. 

The Windsor and Windsor Castle setting itself may also be loosely thematic. While it was a decade in the past at the time Silver Nemesis was being written, Queen Elizabeth II’s Silver Jubilee in 1977 was a strong memory for many in Britain in the 1980s28, and Doctor Who had now reached its own Silver Jubilee. It was the obvious comparison to make. Doctor Who was positioning itself as a British institution, like the crown itself, and if that’s the case, it’s another one of the elements of this serial that has proved oddly influential. 

It also ties in with the serial’s use of chess imagery. A castle is both a chess move and an alternative name for the piece also known as the rook, and although we know enough about this story’s drafting to know that the Windsor castle scene predated the addition of the chess imagery, that doesn’t ultimately matter; the whole point of redrafting anything is that things are refined and elements already included influence the direction in which the material is taken. 

Almost all the chess-related material in the transmitted Silver Nemesis is already present in amended rehearsal draft scripts of Parts One and Three29, but it is entirely absent from all previous drafts of those episodes. Even those drafts, though, differ from the transmitted story in some important details. In the script, the Doctor, playing chess against himself in Part Three, begins by saying ‘White’s losing’ and concludes, after several moves, by saying ‘White wins.’ By the time of recording, this had become ‘Black’s losing’ and ‘Black wins’. Combine this with the final line of Part Three’s scene in which the Doctor uses the bow to activate the Nemesis being ‘Endgame, illegal move but check mate!’30 and it is very hard to reject the idea that these scenes are deliberately prefiguring the end of The Curse of Fenric, in which an illegal move causes Black to win another game of chess, this time against the Doctor. 

This reversal is again typical of Cartmel’s Doctor Who; for example, Remembrance of the Daleks ends with the Doctor talking someone into using a weapon of mass destruction, and Battlefield (1989) with him talking someone out of using such a weapon. It is also worth noting that in Silver Nemesis, Part Three’s revised final scene includes a chessboard and (unlike earlier drafts) Ace beats the Doctor at chess. This could also be seen to foreshadow The Curse of Fenric, where her working out the final ‘illegal move, but checkmate’ of that story interferes with his game plan for that particular contest. 

While that story had not yet been officially commissioned when Silver Nemesis was shot,31 Cartmel had begun developing it with writer Ian Briggs in early May, nearly two months before the scenes in Peinforte’s house were shot on 1 July. If we count Silver Nemesis and The Happiness Patrol as technically a single production, it would also be the next story to be made.

This chess metaphor illuminates, rather than contradicts, the story’s original jazz foundation, in that chess is a game that requires both strategy and tactics, and does have room for improvisation based on what your opponent does. The Doctor in this story relies on both, but the addition of this second major metaphor for the serial constitutes a move away from the first, inasmuch as it diminishes its centrality and importance. 

The chess theme also throws important light on what has perhaps been, over the years, the serial’s most criticised and perceived-as-inessential scene: it is far from ridiculous, and indeed entirely appropriate when one is engaged in a battle against dark forces expressed through the moves of chess pieces, to attempt, as the Doctor does in Part One, to enlist the aid of a Queen. 

Silver Nemesis is a dense and allusive story, playing interesting games with theme and character underneath its frequently very funny, even frothy, celebratory runaround surface nature. There’s more to it than meets the eye, and it’s prepared to make the audience work to discover that. That’s a worthwhile quality for any Doctor Who story to have. 

Silver Nemesis might be a birthday present, but that’s no reason to demand that everything in it is tied up neatly for you in a bow. 



1  McLay, John B, ‘Kevin Clarke on Silver Nemesis’, Private Who #14 (1989).

2  Or perhaps Clough’s and Nathan-Turner’s, Cartmel has frequently noted Nathan-Turner’s almost uncanny ability to time a video edit by eye and without taking notes, a skill also attributed to him by others including Stephen Wyatt and Fiona Cumming.

3  See for instance Hughes, David, Spectrox #8 (1990).

4  It is possible that this scene was cut not for time, but because Anton Diffring is noticeably out of breath towards the end of it. Unbeknownst to the production, the actor was suffering from complications from AIDS, and died less than a year after production wrapped. Nathan-Turner knew Diffring sometimes had breathing difficulties, and had arranged for an oxygen mask to be available between scenes at the actor’s request, but may not have been aware, even privately, of their cause. 

5  Only the reverse shot of the Cyberman taking the statue through the doors was completed, not those of the police observing them. 

6  ‘Exit, pursued by a bear’ from The Winter’s Tale, Act III.

7  Lawson, Mark, ‘Who’s Who?’, The Listener, 1 December 1988. Given the periodical he was writing for, perhaps he should have listened better? 

8  There is also a parallel here with De Flores’ involvement in an exterminatory fascist regime. The script makes this and De Flores’ own role more explicit. At the end of Part One, discussing a weapon used by the Cybermen in that version of the script to kill policemen, the Doctor is coldly amused by De Flores’ not recognising the smell. ‘Gas. Oh you’re forgiven. It’s been a long time hasn’t it, and this is rather more efficient than the stuff you were familiar with.’

9  Under the Treason Act of 1351.

10  Of course a Mrs Remington would likely not be a descendant of Dorothea, but it seems, given how she talks about the family, that she must have married one. It is of course possible that Mrs Remington married a cousin – she is from the South. 

11  It is unlikely, given the prevalence of the death penalty for violent and property offences in the 1630s, that this is true, and this may be deliberate, that Richard is a kind of paper tiger, a man pretending to be coarser than he is – but this cuts against comments by Kevin Clarke.

12  Some alternative takes of the initial scene in Lady Peinforte’s house still exist, and are offered as an extra on some commercial releases of the story. In some Murphy offers alternative line readings for Richard’s lines ‘on my life, ma’am’ and ‘human blood,’” in which he plays the character as less sure of himself and more worried by what is about to transpire. 

13  In the earliest scripts, the Doctor pockets the arrow at some point. This was changed to it hitting the TARDIS door and staying there, presumably on a combination of sheer practical grounds and the arrow sticking out the door throughout the story being a delightful image; one which has subsequently recurred through the series’ history..

14  Clarke has noted that ‘what fascism tried to breed is human beings like the Cybermen.’ (Power of 3 podcast #292).

15  Power of 3 podcast #292. 

16  ‘Courtney Pine’, DWM #324. In the same interview he expressed a strong desire for the series to return for the 21st century, insisting it would be a huge success, and pondered auditioning for the role himself should it ever do so. 

17  At 3m50s (the title is a reference to Frank Tontoh, who plays drums on all three named tracks), 3m40s and 4m10s (the title is a reference to pianist Adrian Reid who likewise plays on all the tracks). 

18  Sadly, again in a scene trimmed for time, the ‘portrait’ sequence. 

19  From Monk’s 1954 album, Monk. Singer-songwriter and producer Joe Henry summed up the appeal of Monk’s rough-edged, exploratory playing on ‘Hackensack’ in a way reminiscent of McCoy’s playing of the Doctor: “To me, ‘Hackensack’ is the sound of a man completely in control of his powers, but down on his knees like a kid, painting with his fingers.”

20  Howe, David J, Walker, Stephen James and Mark Stammers, The Handbook: The Unofficial And Unauthorised Guide To The Production Of Doctor Who, p679.

21  The serial’s incidental music composer Keff McCulloch originally intended that the music played diegetically by Richard in this final scene should itself be an arrangement of ‘Dr Who’, but this was vetoed by someone else during production. This version of the scene is included at the end of the Blu-ray ‘Special Edition’ re-edit (see Chapter Six). 

22  Cartmell, ‘Dark Times’.

23  Olson is mentioned only in the creature’s initial appearance, House of Secrets #92 (July 1971); starting in Swamp Thing Vol 1 #1, he is Holland. Or believes he is.

24  The Other appears in Ben Aaronovitch’s novelisation of Remembrance of the Daleks, and some elements of Virgin Books’ later The New Adventures (1991-97) and Missing Adventures (1994-97) novel series. Omega and Rassilon are introduced in The Three Doctors and The Deadly Assassin (1977), respectively. 

25  In ‘Star Death’, Doctor Who Weekly #47, 13 November 1980. 

26  It is not that the Other is the Doctor, it’s that in a sense the Doctor is the Other. The New Adventures have the Time Lords as a sterile species born from genetic material fed into ‘Looms’. The Doctor acquires some of the Other’s DNA when being loomed, and this is why he grows into the figure in galactic history he ultimately does. Readers will notice some resemblance between this and Chris Chibnall’s later ‘Timeless Child’ concept from the television series.

27  In Voyage of the Damned (2007), when she thanks him by name without being prompted. On this occasion HMQ was played by Greatest Show in the Galaxy guest star Jessica Martin. It’s also worth considering that if the Doctor is, as Kevin Clarke assumed, God, then given that the Queen is the Head of the Church of England he’s technically her line manager. 

28  It is referred to in Mawdryn Undead (1983). 

29  Dated 8 and 9 June 1988, respectively. 

30  Redrafted on location. 

31  ‘Archive: The Curse of Fenric’, DWM #225.


5. CRITICAL MASS

‘I found little to enjoy in Silver Nemesis,’ wrote David J Howe in DWM’s post-transmission review of the serial.1 Even at a remove of 35 years it’s a piece which remains remarkably excoriating for a review published in an official tie-in magazine over which the Doctor Who production office had oversight. Certainly, it would have not been permitted less than five years before, when Nathan-Turner had personally intervened to rewrite unfavourable reviews of stories from the 1984 series. Whether this reflects a greater maturity on the producer’s part, or simply a change in priorities, is a matter of interpretation2. Perhaps Nathan-Turner, who had been accused of heavy handed attempts to ‘manage’ fandom, as well as being too close to it and responding with undue haste and precision to its whims and idiosyncrasies, had simply reached a point where he would let such things lie. 

Howe’s negativity was in contrast to the magazine’s reaction to the rest of the season, and perhaps allowing it to be printed helped demonstrate that the rest of that positivity was genuine. Because Howe’s review was predicated on Silver Nemesis being a ‘retrograde step’ after the first two serials, both of which received highly positive reviews, while Gary Russell’s review of The Greatest Show in the Galaxy in the next issue would crown it as at least the ‘best story since The Caves of Androzani’ and perhaps ‘the best story for at least ten years,’3 while arguing that none of the four stories of the season was below average for Doctor Who as a whole. 

Howe’s review is also dominated by very fannish concerns, with the author worrying about continuity issues, such as the Cybermen’s exact relationship with gold and potential contradictions between any ‘revelations’ or decisions that Cartmel’s writing stable might make about the Doctor’s past and what had already been seen onscreen in earlier Gallifrey stories.

Silver Nemesis came third in DWM’s poll of the 1988 season, and its reception led to a change in the magazine’s policy. No reviews would be written for the 1989 season. This led to letters to the editor, and in issue #160 the editorial noted that following the magazine’s laudatory review of The Greatest Show In The Galaxy votes began to switch away from the season’s two big monster stories towards Greatest Show. Russell, now the magazine’s editor, wrote that ‘Quite honestly, it worries me when some opinions are considered more valid than others [...] Could DWM really influence some of its readers so much?’ 

In the case of Silver Nemesis, we can see evidence for DWM’s reviews being influential in the magazine’s own letters page. Printed in the same issue as Howe’s review, so therefore written by people who could not have read it, were multiple letters praising the serial: 

‘In my opinion this is the best story for years […] the story had me on the edge of my seat, it was exciting and action-packed! The combination of Sylvester and Sophie, coupled with stories like Silver Nemesis, should allow the programme to carry on for another twenty five years at least!’4 

Another read ‘The silver anniversary adventure was pure gold. As for Ace, what an improvement on the old screamers!’ A month later, where again 1988 lead times mean the correspondents could not have seen the review, there were more: ‘I just saw Silver Nemesis… I thought it was great, lots of action, great incidental music and great special effects’ and ‘The Cybermen are back! Yaaay! The battles were good, but more importantly, I thought it had a strong story going for it’5. The next issue had a letter criticising Howe’s review for being too harsh6.

This balance of opinion is not because the magazine was only printing letters praising this, or any, serial, as the same issue also contains a letter complaining about the plots of all 1988 serials and noting that Remembrance and Silver Nemesis shared one, while The Happiness Patrol’s initial postal reaction was described as split ‘straight down the middle’ by the magazine the month before. By the time the season survey was printed around a year later, the process Russell worried about in his introduction had had an effect on the serial’s mailbag. When the 1988 season survey results were published, while some positive comments had been received with fans’ survey forms, the magazine’s own commentary noted that ‘Fast paced?! Our TV’s cathode ray tube could hardly keep up with the action!’ was ‘not typical of the letters we received on this story. Many readers felt cheated by the lack of explanatory narrative.’7

This is an interesting moment in Doctor Who’s reception, with the official magazine realising that a kind of Observer Effect can operate in art as well as science, and trying to compensate for it. Too late for Silver Nemesis, as the comments printed alongside the results of the 1988 poll arguably demonstrate, with versions of Howe’s criticisms repeated back to the magazine by those who bothered to write in. 

Now, consensus is not conspiracy and repeated criticisms are of course not inherently invalid – often the contrary. But the repeating of questions answered by the story itself, both here and in fanzines, is at times extraordinary. 

Take, for example, the frequent complaint that the Doctor acted either irresponsibly or out of character by launching the Nemesis into space with a trajectory that brings it back towards Earth every 25 years 8. This fails to note that the story states that the Doctor did this by accident. ‘You got your sums wrong,’ says Ace in Part Two and that’s one of four occasions in the story as screened where this is pointed out. That’s not a plot hole. That’s an audience either not taking in plot information that is repeatedly presented to them, or ventriloquising someone who hasn’t. Or both. 

This is part of the broader point of DWM’s survey correspondents following Howe by talking about ‘plot holes’. Frankly, this writer genuinely struggles to understand what is not ‘explained’ in Silver Nemesis, except that which is left ambiguous for dramatic effect:


	In terms of background, in 1638, Validium, a Time Lord weapon arrives in Windsor. 



	A local noblewoman with some magical powers, Lady Peinforte, shapes it into a statue of herself which she names ‘Nemesis’. 



	An incarnation of the Doctor arrives and frustrates her by returning the Nemesis to space using a rocket sled, splitting the statue Peinforte made from the bow and the arrow it held in order to reduce its power.



	Peinforte retains possession of the arrow. The whereabouts of the bow are unknown. 



	Later, and realising that he has miscalculated the trajectory of the sled and that its orbit will decay over centuries, thus leading it to return on 23 November 1988 to the point from which he launched it, the Doctor sets himself a reminder to deal with the matter if he’s ever there on that date.9 



	Over the centuries he does forget about these events, until he is reminded by his alarm while coincidentally there on that date.





In 1638, it takes a mathematician hired by Lady Peinforte ‘a matter of months’ to work out when the Nemesis will return and she transports herself, the arrow and her new servant Richard there using black magic. In the years between 1638 and 1988, the bow has become property of the British crown and then been stolen in 1788, eventually making its way into the hands of a Nazi officer called De Flores, who escaped justice after World War II and survived into the 1980s in a South American hideaway. 

Returning to 1988, after visiting 1638 to establish to his own satisfaction that Lady Peinforte has travelled there bringing the bow, and failing to enlist the help of the British state against her, the Doctor discovers that Peinforte, De Flores (accompanied by a small number of younger Nazi followers) and an advance party of Cybermen from a fleet orbiting the moon all want to take possession of the entire Nemesis. The Cybermen, De Flores’ Nazis and Peinforte fight a three-way pitched battle over the comet, with Peinforte able to kill some Cybermen because she tips her arrows with gold. De Flores notes this, but too late to save any but one of his followers. He and Karl retreat, not knowing that the Doctor has stolen the bow so that no one can activate the Nemesis in his absence, and flees. 

This leaves the Cybermen with the statue. They transport it to Lady Peinforte’s own tomb, intending to drive her mad. They succeed but Richard’s marksmanship means Peinforte is able to seize the tomb and Nemesis from them. There is a brief alliance between De Flores and his remaining follower Karl and the Cybermen, as the former can take the statue from Lady Peinforte. They then try to betray each other, but due to the Doctor’s earlier theft of the bow, the Cybermen capture De Flores. The Doctor activates the Nemesis using the bow and runs away, knowing the active statue will follow its own missing piece, back to the rocket sled where he will be able to return it to space, this time calculating its escape trajectory correctly. 

De Flores and Karl escape the Cybermen, and both groups, along with Lady Peinforte and Richard, make their way back to the hangar. There, Ace wipes out most of the Cybermen using gold coins picked up on another trip back to 1638, but the surviving Cyberleader kills De Flores and Karl. 

Lady Peinforte reveals that the statue told her secrets about the Doctor and tries to use them to blackmail him into giving her control of the statue, but he affects to hand the Nemesis to the Cybermen as they have no interest in his secrets, making her information valueless. The Nemesis absorbs Lady Peinforte. The Doctor launches the Nemesis into space again, pretending that it will rendezvous with the Cybermen’s fleet, but instead it destroys the Cyber fleet before it leaves the solar system. Richard kills the Cyberleader. Ace asks the Doctor what Lady Peinforte was blackmailing him with, and he refuses to answer. 

It’s really not complicated, and it is all explained onscreen. There are matters of interpretation to deal with, such as how much the Doctor knows in advance, and how much he is improvising. There are deliberate ambiguities, such as the story not actually attempting to answer the ‘Doctor, who are you?’ question it raises. There are questions about the backstory, such as what happened to the bow between being stolen in 1788 and being acquired by the Nazi state. But such things are not exactly uncommon in Doctor Who. Or fiction generally. 

Contemporary complaints about ‘plot’ were common regarding many stories of the era. DWM #173 pondered how Skaro could be destroyed in 1963 in Remembrance of the Daleks when other Doctor Who stories made earlier had shown the planet still existing in the distant future. Which is odd, because several lines of dialogue in Remembrance of the Daleks establish that both Dalek factions have travelled in time as well as space to reach the Earth of 1963, and that Skaro is in that future. There is even a line of dialogue. ‘Hand of Omega entering Skaro time zone.’ immediately before the planet is destroyed. Which is to say, somewhere between most and all of the ‘plot holes’ identified in stories of this era can be quickly explained with reference to dialogue in the transmitted stories themselves. 

Time travel was also of concern to fans talking about Silver Nemesis. The Cybermen seen in the story are similar in design to their other 1980s appearances for obvious production reasons. But Earthshock is set in 2526 and Attack of the Cybermen (1985) had established that these Cybermen had no concept of time travel. Perhaps these Cybermen were survivors from the event of The Tenth Planet (1966) set in 1986, but if so, they should have looked different. 

‘How does this story fit into Cybermen and / or Time Lord history?’ is a fun question for the most engaged Doctor Who viewer to ask themselves, but it is not a reasonable demand to make of people trying to make mainstream family television, and perhaps in this instance it was in part fed by the widespread fan conviction that having someone who had not contributed to Doctor Who before writing the anniversary story was ‘disrespectful’.

More valid are suggestions that the Doctor equipping Nemesis with killing weapons is out of character10, but we know that this was not the production team’s intention, and that the scenes in which this was explained were victims of the serial’s impossible schedule. The finished serial arguably gets away with it because at the point where the Nemesis sleep-gasses the policemen, the audience is not aware of the nature of the Doctor’s involvement with the Nemesis11. Somewhere in between these two questions is the worry as to why the Doctor and Ace are attacked by the Walkmen before the Cybermen arrive12. 

As scripted, the Cyberman ship in Windsor appears at the end of Part One. Like the fleet at the end of Part Two it is invisible, and it had been present throughout the episode. Director Clough opted to shoot it flying into land, as a helicopter was required for another scene anyway and it was more dramatic. Combine this with the cutting of the Cyberleader’s line from the start of Part Two, ‘So Doctor, a new appearance, otherwise our prediction of your presence has proved entirely accurate,’ which would have reiterated the Cybermen having foreknowledge, and the scene in which a Cyberman re-programmes the Walkmen from late in Part One, and it arguably creates a gap in reception into which this misunderstanding has fallen. 

But at the same time, surely the fact that the Doctor and Ace are shot at by people who are later seen working for the Cybermen should, along with the conversation about power drains in Part One, lead the viewer to conclude that the Cybermen are already present anyway? The ship flying in does not mean the ship has just arrived on Earth. Or even, if it does, that other Cybermen have not travelled from the fleet earlier, in either it or another ship. It means it’s just arrived at the site of the Nemesis. 

Summarising the serial’s Season Poll postbag, DWM noted that ‘The vulnerability of the Cybermen [...] came under close scrutiny when many of their number were terminated by gold coins.’ It provided quotes from readers such as: 

‘I felt as though the Cybermen, who have always been my favourite monsters were given a rough deal. Maybe they were a late addition, brought in just for the Silver anniversary, I would not have thought they were in the original script.’13

Others included ‘The use of Cybermen was gratuitous in the extreme - it would have been better if Kevin Clarke had invented his own monsters,’ and ‘I was extremely disappointed with this story [...] the Cybermen were wiped out too easily.’14 

We’ve already argued that Clarke had done due diligence with the Cybermen, and established they were amongst the earliest elements added to the serial: the irony here is perhaps that the episodes Nathan-Turner had given him to watch were not available to the fans who criticised the story, and who were therefore unaware that Cybermen had often served as convenient cannon fodder and been disposed of via weaknesses such as radiation, nail varnish remover, gravity, exposure to emotions or even just bullets. Silver Nemesis, at least, has the decency to show a Cyberman spattered with machine gun fire and barely noticing. 

In Doctor Who Bulletin (DWB) #113, Tim Munro (somewhat hysterically) wondered why De Flores and Karl make a deal with Cybermen to attack the crypt, despite being unaware that Lady Peinforte and Richard have run out of arrows. Munro misses how badly gold effects the Cybermen in this story, as shown in the way they use a pseudo Geiger counter to detect it, and back away from the gold when it does. Karl and De Flores can hope to dodge arrows being fired one by one out of a tight window. The Cybermen, by contrast, don’t want to go near the gold that’s already been fired, as we see onscreen. It’s another example of fannish concern obscuring fairly basic plot mechanics. Similarly, in an earlier issue of the same magazine, another correspondent asserted that as Lady Peinforte is insane, the Doctor is simply humouring her when he seems worried about her knowing his secrets15; an extremely strange counter-reading designed to protect the writer’s view of continuity at the expense of story. 

David Banks, whose book about Cybermen history was largely complete before he reprised the role of the Cyberleader for Silver Nemesis, chose to respond to fan questions about the story rather more creatively than his audience, suggesting that the Cybermen in the story were from the Cybermen’s ‘moonbase’ and the ‘ship hidden on the dark side of the moon’ mentioned briefly once near the start of Attack of the Cybermen, with its inhabitants seemingly abandoned by both their fellows and the plot shortly afterwards16. He also argued that these Cybermen’s reaction to gold should be seen as more like an extreme autoimmune reaction, wherein their own physiognomy overreacts to the presence of an allergen; he called this ‘inventive’, while acknowledging that he felt this approach was not necessarily ‘true to the spirit’ of some earlier stories17. These are fun and inventive engagements with the serial, explanations that work with the text rather than accusing it.

Other questions raised in DWM or fan publications seem to be more to do with rumours the authors had heard prior to transmission from well-placed sources than with the programme as broadcast – for instance, confusion about the absence of the scene with Ace’s portrait, photographs of which had already seen publication. But for most of Doctor Who’s audience, including the all-important child component, these were not factors. They were essentially unaware of the contents of an episode until it aired. The appropriateness or otherwise of a story’s use of or innovations with continuity, and the absence of scenes reported to have been filmed in fanzines that surreptitiously or otherwise attended location recordings, were irrelevant to them – in the same way that, in the present century, photographs of actors on Cardiff streets posted to the internet are irrelevant to the experience of almost all of the millions of people who watch Doctor Who. Now, as then, they reach their opinions in different, less engaged but arguably purer, ways. 

We don’t have a control group as such for the petri dish of DWM or even DWB-reading fandom, and my own anecdotal knowledge that Silver Nemesis was popular amongst my school friends isn’t going to convince anyone18. But we can point to how in the broader mainstream culture in which Doctor Who has to exist if it is to be a success,, at least some coverage was far more positive. Alan Coren reviewed Part One in the Mail on Sunday of 27 November, purring; ‘Here is that familiar English figure, the heroic Doctor rescued from the suspicion the English have of cleverness by an enduring, and thus humanising, barminess.’19 He also praised the story’s ‘wicked Jacobean plotters and mysterious totems with the launching of the Fourth Reich thrown in as well. What’s up Doc? Everything, and a rattling good everything too!’20

In The Listener, Mark Lawson claimed Silver Nemesis ‘finds the series in splendid form, with Sylvester McCoy the best Doctor in years.’21 It could, of course, be argued, that the positive reaction of mainstream critics is in part down to them having seen the story at a press launch, on a cinema screen, doubtless with some BBC hospitality attached22. But what’s important is that mainstream critical opinion is reflected in the general audience response. 

Because, as it stands, the public and fan reaction to Silver Nemesis stand in contrast to each other, with mainstream critical opinion somewhere in the middle. This is not a million miles away from how later generations of fanerati’s opinions of Doctor Who Christmas specials or the later season finales of the first Russell T Davies era are locked in a kind of opposition with their ratings and AI success. Because Silver Nemesis was also a ratings and AI success. At least comparatively speaking. 

The first episode was seen by 6.1 million viewers, the best of the season up to that point – in fact, the highest number of viewers Doctor Who had attracted since the 1985 ‘hiatus’. The second and third were seen by 5.2 million each. The three episodes had Audience Appreciation Index figures of 71, 70 and 70 respectively. To put that into context, Silver Nemesis is literally the only 20th-century Doctor Who serial for which every episode scores an AI in the 70s, and no individual episode of 20th-century Doctor Who ever scored an AI higher than 75.

For many reasons, not least that night fell on Doctor Who so soon after its literal and metaphorical blue skies, Silver Nemesis will never be judged in the first rank of Doctor Who stories. But its initial success, at least within the boundaries by which Doctor Who was confined after 1985, is indisputable. By the two metrics that BBC television had for measuring audience reaction to the programmes they produced, the number of viewers and audience appreciation score, it is the highest scoring story to be made and shown after the 1985 attempt to cancel the series. It is, as a much later DWM writer, Matthew Michael, pointed out, ‘the British public’s most popular and appreciated Seventh Doctor story […]a magnificent anniversary romp.’23

Ten years before Michael wrote this, as part of Doctor Who’s 50th anniversary celebrations, the magazine had run a series of appreciations of each year of the show. Writing about 1988, Jacqueline Rayner acknowledged that she had not seen Silver Nemesis on transmission, and that it was the last story of the McCoy era with which she caught up in later years: 

‘I wasn’t expecting much [...] it’s not really a “love it or hate it” story, just a “hate it or hate it slightly less” story [...] but you know what? I loved it. I still love it. I don’t love it in an ironic way, I don’t love it because it’s camp or ‘so bad it’s good’. I just genuinely love it. I love seeing a couple of 17th-century characters wandering around in 1988. I love the idea of “living metal”. I love the location work and the bows and arrows [...] I love that time travel is used as part of the plot.’

It would be tempting to see such solid reappraisals as part of a general climbing of the serial’s reputation amongst fans; To imagine that fan audiences are starting to see the story, stripped of the peculiar context of the fan wars of 1988, as the average viewer did. But that doesn’t seem to quite be so. In DWM’s periodic polling of fans for their opinions on all of Doctor Who, Silver Nemesis was the eighth most popular McCoy story in 1998, the seventh in 2009 and 2013 and the ninth in 2023. When ranked against the whole of Doctor Who it came 176th out of 200 in 2009, and the marginally better 206 out of 231 in 2014. 

When Doctor Who is a mainstream hit, fan opinion rightly gets little attention. When Doctor Who is only of interest to fans, its loudest fans’ interests come to dominate. In the aftermath of the 1988 series, there was a brief moment where it looked like Doctor Who might be able to become a popular success again, and Silver Nemesis was a huge part of that. The goodwill lost in 1985 had been in part clawed back by hard work and higher standards. In 1988, ‘The man in the street knew who the Doctor was again,’ as DWM put it just a few months later24, just as it became clear that the 1989 series Nathan-Turner had been all but blackmailed into producing would be the last for some considerable time, if not ever. It was a lament that the new dawn that seemed just about possible around the series’ silver anniversary had, despite sterling work over the preceding two years, never quite managed to break.
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6. ‘RE-FORM’1

To all intents and purposes, Doctor Who’s 20th-century incarnation, the programme that began on 23 November 1963, was cancelled on 13 October 1989. On that day Mark Shivas, then Head of BBC Drama, the department in which Doctor Who had always been made, sent a memo to BBC One Controller Jonathan Powell confirming something they both already knew: ‘You asked me to drop you a note confirming that the drama group has not offered a series of DR WHO for 1990/91. This is that note.’2

The formal recording of this decision followed a lengthy consultation about the programme’s cost and multiple, if not necessarily entirely full-throated, attempts to organise an independent co-production of the series to begin in either 1990-91 or 1991-923. At the same time, Shivas wrote separately to Keith Samuel, Head of BBC Television Publicity, to say that the BBC would not be making new Doctor Who in the financial years 1990-91 or 1991-92, adding ‘No doubt, you will be rung by various individuals and groups on this subject, so I felt you should know this.’ 

His phrasing indicates the extent to which many in the BBC hierarchy were keen to avoid a repeat of the tabloid furore generated by the abortive 1985 cancellation of the programme, and because of this BBC Drama would never formally acknowledge the documented and filed fact that a decision was made at this point that the programme would not, indeed could not, be made by the BBC until at least the 1992/93 financial year. 

This is the point where the cessation of the BBC-produced 20th-century iteration of the show becomes irreversible. Shivas noted in his memo to Samuel that there was talk of ‘bringing back Dr Who in the early 90s, however!’ – i.e. that any new Doctor Who produced after this point would constitute a revival, not a continuation. It would be one without Nathan-Turner who, as a staff producer without a series, very quickly found himself running down a clock towards mandatory redundancy. Cartmel had already moved on to become the script editor of Casualty, taking most of his new generation of Doctor Who writers with him4. 

At the time the decision was taken, the most recently produced series of Doctor Who, Nathan-Turner and Cartmel’s last together, still had more than half its episodes left to transmit. A belated press launch for the season took place on 19 October, with Peter Cregeen, who worked under Shivas as the Head of Drama Series, in attendance. Asked about the future of the series, he said ‘Doctor Who has lasted 26 years and I don’t see any reason why it shouldn’t continue,’ in the process deflecting, denying and just about avoiding a deliberate lie and setting a pattern that would hold for much of the early 1990s, as BBC Drama Series under Cregeen became progressively less interested in reviving Doctor Who at any time soon.5 

Doctor Who was dead. But it hadn’t yet quite stopped moving: A fortnight after that doomed press launch, a second version of Silver Nemesis was unleashed on the public. Because, like all 20th-century Doctor Who serials, Silver Nemesis was ‘novelised’; turned into a prose adaptation published by Target Books, in this case by the original author. 

There are approximately as many ways of writing a Target book as there are authors in the range. For example, the writer of both the script for and the novelisation of The Awakening (1984) Eric Pringle told DWM he had adapted his own story by watching the finished programme on videotape and describing what he saw while transcribing the dialogue from his copy of the script6. Donald Cotton turned both his own 1960s scripts into, essentially, comic monologues by a single, omniscient-seeming narrator character, and another writer’s story into an epistolary novel composed of ostensibly ‘found’ documents7. Ben Aaronovitch’s Remembrance of the Daleks combined a central prose narrative closely based on the transmitted story with flashbacks to Gallifreyan and Dalek history, excerpts from fictional textbooks and any number of other interesting narrative diversions. But whereas Aaronovitch’s and most other adaptations of serials from the 1988 and 1989 seasons were regarded as welcome expansions, even improvements, on their television originals, almost regardless of the view of the serial on which they were based, Silver Nemesis was not well-received.

Julian Knott in DWB complained:

‘Kevin Clarke’s adaptation of his own television script will be a disappointment to many people, not least those who see the novelisation as an opportunity to reinstate material lost to the videotape editing suite [...] the first two episodes remain almost entirely unchanged, even the dialogue is virtually identical. At best an adequate addition to the W H Allen series.’8 

DWM’s Gary Russell bemoaned Clarke’s efforts to a greater extent, saying: 

‘With the novel, he had the chance to redress the balance, show his critics that he could write a good story and only the pressure of television had changed it. Instead, he proved in a far more permanent way than television ever can that Silver Nemesis was the anniversary best forgotten.’ 9 

Russell nominated the book as the second worst in what was then a 143-volume range. 

It’s possible Clarke would not have taken much umbrage at this dismissal, later noting that, as with the serial, he was initially reluctant to write the book of Silver Nemesis at all.

‘They’d asked me several months before, but I’d turned it down, because I disliked the idea of taking every word I’d written for the television script and multiplying it by fifteen. But with the lure of the money at a later time when I didn’t have a job on the horizon, I sat down and did it. I hated every moment of it, even to the point where I would do a set number of pages each day to force myself to finish it.’10

The book’s dedication reads, cynically but amusingly, ‘For DHF Somerset with all my gratitude.’ Somerset was not someone Clarke knew, but the then Chief Cashier of the Bank of England, whose replica signature appeared on notes issued by the bank between 1980 and 1988. It’s an extremely artful way of saying ‘I only did it for the money.’ 

It is perhaps this experience, as much as anything else, that led to Clarke not contributing to the New Adventures range of original novels which succeeded the Target novelisations in 1991, to which Cartmel, Platt and Aaronovitch all contributed, and which built on developments in Doctor Who during the 1987 to 1989 period in which Clarke had played a role. Nevertheless, Clarke’s sole Doctor Who book is fluidly, if conversationally, written and perhaps offers some insights into the production of the serial from Clarke’s perspective, and his own opinions and preferences regarding it. 

The DWB review proceeds from an assumption that any differences between the screen and prose Silver Nemeses must be a result of changes made to the former to produce the latter, and states as fact that the book, especially its first two thirds, are almost ‘entirely unchanged.’ The first is a fundamental, if understandable, error. Instead, the book is an example of something more usual in the Target series; an author returning to an earlier or more favoured draft of their own script in order to return the story to a state less tainted by the compromises of television11. What this means, given the radical restructuring we know Silver Nemesis underwent after shooting, is that the second claim is – along with the complaint that the book does not ‘reinstate material lost to the editing suite’ – remarkably inaccurate. While Knott is not likely to have had access to scripts for the serial when reviewing the book, it would have been very easy for him to refer to a video cassette copy of a serial transmitted exactly a year before, yet the review suggests he didn’t12.

The novel has the scene breakdown and essential structure shared by all versions of the scripts produced before shooting and that structure is radically different from the finished programme’s, perhaps reflecting Clarke’s surprise at Clough’s reordering of his material, especially that in Part One, for transmission. It also incorporates multiple scenes cut during or after recording across its adaptation of all three episodes. These include the Doctor and Ace’s escape from Windsor Castle, including their discovery of the paradoxical portrait of the latter (from Part One), the Cybermen loading the Nemesis aboard their spaceship as the ‘dead’ police wake, having simply been stunned (from Part Two) and Karl’s seeming betrayal of DeFlores and its subsequent reveal as a feint (from Part Three). 

On publication, despite these fan complaints, the book offered almost all the ‘missing’ story moments that had been discussed in official and fan publications, and in something approaching their proper context. There are no full scenes from the pre-production scripts that do not make their way into the novelisation, while a large amount of dialogue from those same scripts cut during production and/or editing is present on the page13. 

While it has the structure common to all pre-production versions of the story, several aspects of the book point to it being adapted from the initial rehearsal scripts, rather than the later revised rehearsal scripts. Settings such as the building site (as opposed to the waste ground and hangar) and a burger bar (rather than a tea room) are retained, when the amended rehearsal scripts, dated 8 and 9 June 1988, relocate this material to the locations where it was shot, not where it was intended to be shot. Several scenes written to be shot at night but included in the finished programme only as daytime sequences are again set after dark; undoing (or rather predating) the reduction in the number of hours over which the events of Part One unfold within the fiction. 

Certainly, the book, like DWB’s review of it, does not seem to have been made with any repeated reference to a videotape copy of the final serial, even though this would have been equally possible when the book was being written. Obviously absent are lines added in Additional Dialogue Recording (ADR) not found until the transmission script, such as Ace’s ‘nice rocket technology, Doctor’ used to smooth a scene transition in Part Three and her earlier ‘I hope my tape’s all right’ (from Part One)14. The latter was added to cover Sophie Aldred protesting ‘Let go, I’m all right,’ as stuntman Paul Heaseman attempted to help her climb back into the bank. The book does not reach for images familiar from the television story, but neither does it routinely transcribe the script’s stage directions, changing their tense and transforming them to prose, as is observably the case with many other Doctor Who novelisations. (Perhaps, had Clarke adopted this approach, he would have found the process less painful and time-consuming than he did.) 

Yet, while the dialogue overall largely follows the initial rehearsal script, there are also times when it suddenly doesn’t. For example, the scene where Lady Peinforte and Richard emerge from the crypt and she accuses him of being ‘a good man’ has the rewritten dialogue of the second rehearsal script, dated on both the front and on the revised page itself to 9 June 198815. Elsewhere, the Cyberleader’s speech about ‘the new Mondas’ is presented in full, including his ambition to destroy creative thought, and is faithfully rendered as in both versions of the rehearsal script; yet the immediately prior speech from Lady Peinforte about the Doctor’s ‘secret’, which hints at Clarke’s original, more theologically inclined intentions for the story, is cut and not replaced with the transmitted version, where she alludes to ‘Gallifrey’ and ‘the old time’ instead16. This swapping-out was clearly done therefore at some point between the final rehearsal script and shooting, and not put in a formal draft of the story until the transmission script. 

Notably, the book does not incorporate the TARDIS’s return to 1638 in Part Three, which is present in the final rehearsal script for that episode, and dated as also being added on 9 June 1988. Noticing this enables us to realise that the first (and in the book only) TARDIS trip to 1638 is, in prose, missing the Doctor’s seemingly casual inspection of the chessboard in Lady Peinforte’s study and his noticing that there is a game in progress. In fact, none of the final serial’s chess imagery is present in the book. Clarke may have been the enthusiast on the production team for the work of Thomas Middleton, but either the aping of Middleton’s favoured chess metaphor did not come from him at all, or during the laborious process of transcribing the book he did not have easy access to the revised pages, and simply ploughed ahead without them. 

We can say with some confidence that the initial rehearsal script is the core text from which the bulk of the book is adapted, but also that several scenes in it are instead renderings of versions from the revised rehearsal script. Yet other scenes that were revised or added for that draft are not revised or included. There is no consistency on this point. It is not the case, for example, that the first episode’s content seems to come from the first rehearsal draft and the third’s from the second; there’s a mixture of material from multiple drafts in the sections of the book adaptation representing all three episodes. (Although, and breaking somewhat with Target tradition, the onscreen end of Part Two happens not just mid-chapter but mid-page in the book.)

BBC scripts of the era, indeed for all of 20th-century Doctor Who’s production, consisted of single pages punched with holes and bound with easily dismantlable metal fastenings. They could be added to or subtracted from easily. It may be – and this is pure conjecture on my part – that Clarke’s book reflects his own unique copies of the scripts, assembled piecemeal and by hand as rewrites were ongoing, during his attendance at rehearsal and recording, and that some changed pages simply never made it home with him. There may be no conscious decision-making process in going with the revised rehearsal version of one scene, but the initial rehearsal version of another. 

The book does also have elements that are not represented by any page of any script draft. Incongruously, the novelisation seems to open on a Sunday despite it being, like the story, set on 23 November 1988, which was a Wednesday 17. The reference to ‘the Roundheads and Lady Peinforte’, which survived every version of the script and then onto screen, becomes in the book ‘Lady Peinforte and the Inquisition’, perhaps because the historical confusion of the former term was pointed out to Clarke at some point after transmission18. In the book, the tourists as Windsor Castle are a Japanese party, rather than a gaggle of exclusively Caucasian friends of John Nathan-Turner’s, and their tour guide – onscreen Vere Lorrimer – is instead a woman. 

There are also some interesting asides in the prose, including the phrase, ‘the truth, often in the Doctor’s view, a mistake’19. This seems uncannily preminiscent of Steven Moffat’s Rule #1 (‘The Doctor Lies’20). The book’s opening also perhaps suggests Clarke’s view of watching the serial being recorded in such chaos, describing the planet Earth and implicitly the events about to unfold on it, as seeming like a ‘small theatrical performance, taking place on a limited budget [...] the little production looms, confusedly’21. 

For most Doctor Who serials, the transmitted programmes and the novelisation are the two iterations that exist in posterity, but in 1993 Silver Nemesis became the second Doctor Who serial to be granted an ‘extended’ VHS cut, one where material cut from the story before transmission was reinserted to provide a longer version for home release22. The first story to undergo this treatment had been The Curse of Fenric, a serial which shares multiple concerns, as well as a regular cast, with Silver Nemesis, and is in some ways a sequel to it. This, combined with the known amount of deleted scenes and the possibility of pairing an extended version with the ready-made The Making of Doctor Who produced by NJN in 1988 made it an attractive option as a home video release23.

It would theoretically have been interesting to attempt to recreate the structure the story had throughout its scripting, maybe as a single ‘feature length’ alternative presentation, but that was never going to happen, not least because BBC Enterprises had over-learned from earlier fan objections that the audience for such tapes preferred Doctor Who to come in episodes. But there was another, even bigger problem that would have prevented such an attempt, even if one had been considered desirable. 

The Curse of Fenric VHS had a reasonable budget, allowing the involvement of Nathan-Turner and the serial’s director Nicholas Mallet, and the commissioning of new music cues from its composer Mark Ayres. In fact, while the funding for the project came from BBC Enterprises, much of the work on the video version was undertaken before the end of August 1990, while the BBC Doctor Who production office was still open and Nathan-Turner still a BBC staff producer, with some of the access to resources that came with that24. The Silver Nemesis cassette was a different matter. 

By 1993, Nathan-Turner was working as a freelance consultant for BBC Enterprises Doctor Who VHS range and, working on a much straitened budget, he re-edited the serial in half a day in a third-party editing facility. Armed with both the transmitted episodes and the much longer ‘first draft’ versions that had not undergone post-production sound editing25, his method was to duplicate the transmitted episodes, inserting scenes from longer versions of the episodes at the points where they had been cut. With no budget for extra music or sound effects, the newly re-inserted sequences often simply have production sound, and scenes either side of them sometimes have music or effects from the transmitted version faded up or down at a scene transition in order to avoid them jarringly cutting in or out around the ‘new’ material.

Nevertheless, the additions were considerable26. As with the novelisation, this constituted the overwhelming majority of material scripted, recorded and then not transmitted. The exceptions are when reinserting material would require more substantive and complex editing of already included scenes than was possible in the time. E.g. the Doctor’s dialogue about Louis Armstrong was not reinserted into the middle of the Doctor and Ace’s first scene in the garden. Sometimes material was reinserted in subtly the ‘wrong’ place, as it seems the choice was between doing it this way and not using it at all27.

Crucially, this approach allows us to see that some material was cut simply because, as recorded rather than scripted, it didn’t work. The brief scene in Part Three where Karl betrays DeFlores has no impact at all, and feels like someone has accidentally taped a rehearsal. The actors are tentative and so are the cameras’ movements. Given that the subplot is also a self-sealing loop, it was clearly right to cut it from the finished episode28. The rearrangement of other scenes that enabled was a smart move on Clough’s part. The minor visual discontinuity that resulted from that movement is a small price to pay for retaining the scene in which it happens, of the Cybermen describing jazz as ‘meaningless’. A moment which is not only the thematic heart of the story, but picked out as one of the serial’s best moments by even its most negative reviewers.

The Doctor and Ace’s escape from the Queen’s security is another example of a scene being removed because as shot it simply isn’t very good. As scripted, the Doctor coldly hypnotises the security guards into letting them go, in the same manner as he would persuade Peter Walmsley and Patrick Rawlinson to abandon Carbury in Battlefield. But in what appears to be the only take completed on the day, the scene was played for comedy, with McCoy putting on his own glasses and using them to hypnotise the security men, and again the scene is under rehearsed and arguably overplayed29. Again it’s the correct decision to remove it, regrettably because it led to the removal of the delightful scene with the portrait of Ace, and an ostensible plot hole30. 

The VHS version also presents us with a faintly ridiculous situation where two successive DeFlores scenes, both in Part One and both set in the Nazis’ bathetic transit van as it waits on the Windsor waste ground, fundamentally contradict each other. In the first, De Flores is reluctant to give his men a break, as ‘we mustn’t keep history waiting’. In the second, he admonishes the same men for being ‘always in a hurry’ before admitting ‘we were the same’31. Some of the dialogue from the first is trimmed from the novelisation, presumably due to Clarke noticing the contradiction himself when novelising it, but it also allows us to confirm that he did not have access to his own Draft script when writing the book. 

Because, in the Draft, the first scene takes place in South America. Part of its function is to be cut to when Ace is looking for the bow, indicating that she won’t find it, because De Flores has it. It was moved to the van for the second rehearsal draft32, and the implicit contradiction is a result of the concertinaing of the structure of the first episode, initially to reduce, and then to entirely remove, the requirement for night shooting. This meant that the final scenes of Part One took place later the same day as the all the other material set in the UK in that episode, rather than the day after33. 

That first scene could have been cut during rehearsals, and/or not recorded at all, rather than recorded in a version that could never be used in combination with the second34. But as we’ve established, the rehearsing and recording of Silver Nemesis was fundamentally compromised by factors outside the control of anyone directly working on it. 

If this seems too negative, it’s worth noting that there are other scripted moments that slip back admirably into even the amended transmission structure of Silver Nemesis, adding grace notes or gravity to proceedings. De Flores’ early speech to his followers before leaving South America is restored, establishing that he had a personal relationship with Hitler, and was thus a senior Nazi figure, not one of the many thousands of lower-ranking officers who, while committed to the regime and direct participants in war crimes, never met the head of the state they served. At the very other end of the story’s tonal range, Mrs Remington asking Richard if he’s a student is very funny. The Cyberleader’s speech about his species’ ambitions (‘A new and final era begins, Doctor. Imagination, thought, freedom, pleasure, all will end’) is a welcome addition. Accompanied as it is by him crushing Ace’s cassette of jazz music, it’s an effective demonstration of the story’s main themes. 

Most interestingly, however, there are two scenes in the Silver Nemesis VHS version that are not contained in any extant version of the script. One is in Part One and one in Part Two, and in a strange way they together perfectly demonstrate the duality of Doctor Who under Nathan-Turner and Cartmel. Interpolated into Part One is a sequence in which the Doctor and Ace meet a duck on the riverbank outside the TARDIS. This is not in any extant script because it never was, and was never intended to be, part of Silver Nemesis. 

It was shot for inclusion in the Noel Edmonds Saturday Roadshow at the request of its production associate, Anne Gilchrist35. It was intended that a running joke in the 1988 series of the Roadshow would be that there was a duck wandering around various BBC programmes and productions. Gilchrist requested that other BBC shows: 

‘let us place our duck in the background of one of your scenes (not for your transmission) so that we can show the scene and pretend that it is authentic. Obviously it would suit best if we could roughly duplicate one of your scenes (plus duck) [...] you are already doing us an enormous favour [and] we’ll be pleased and delighted to accept whatever you can manage for us.’

Presumably after five years, and with the production folder for the serial moved to the BBC Written Archive rather than in a filing cabinet within easy reach of his desk, Nathan-Turner had simply forgotten. But this is in some ways a perfect example of the way he produced Doctor Who, both doing favours for and calling them in from other BBC departments, and attempting to maximise the series’ good relations with other parts of the BBC for cross-promotional purposes36.

Then there is the other scene of which there’s no written, scripted record. In the transmitted version of Silver Nemesis, the Doctor and Ace make two trips to 1638, one in Part One and another in Part Three; the second being added between the two editions of the rehearsal scripts. But what the VHS edit of the serial allows us to see is that it was intended as a third trip, not a second, with one for Part Two scripted and recorded as well. As there’s no extant scripted version, we’ll create one here: 

INT. LADY PEINFORTE’S STUDY

[The Doctor and Ace enter the room from stage right. The Doctor is clearly looking for something.]

ACE

I don’t like this place.

DOCTOR

We’re just passing through, Ace.

[Ace notices that the dead mathematician is no longer at his desk as the Doctor begins rifling through the papers on it.]

ACE

What happened to the body? It’s gone.

DOCTOR

Yes.

[He looks behind him and notices something else.]

DOCTOR 

Someone’s moved the chess pieces.

[He quickly makes a move from the white side of the board before resuming his search.

He finds a piece of paper or card of roughly A5 size and brandishes it in triumph.]

DOCTOR

Voila!

ACE

Is that what we came for?

DOCTOR

Our friend the mathematician was a genius, but he needed a little help to get started.

[The Doctor wanders over to the fire and drops the paper into the flames.]

DOCTOR

Cold?

ACE

I really don’t like this place. Shall we make a move?

DOCTOR

Yes.

[He then crosses the room and makes another move on the chessboard, again using the white pieces. He smiles, and they leave the room the way they came in.]

Now, there’s a lot to unpack in this brief scene, both in itself and in its implications. But it’s worth doing so here. As well as implicitly answering the complaint that it’s impossible for the mathematician’s calculations to anticipate the United Kingdom’s switch from Julian to Gregorian calendars in 1752, it also implies that Lady Peinforte’s trip to the future was in part down to mathematics left behind by the Doctor.37 

The Doctor plays two moves at the chessboard, both using the white pieces. So, he is not playing against himself, but the unknown opponent who moved the pieces since he and Ace were last in the room. Crucially, he plays the second move after his and the viewers’ attention has temporarily left the board, and the camera has had no clear sight of it. The implication is that between those two shots, the pieces have moved again while they are in the room, suggesting some other agency has moved the black pieces while the Doctor and the audience’s eyes are elsewhere. 

The fan suggestion that the third trip to 1638 is unnecessary misses the point entirely38. In the 1638 scenes written for Parts Two and Three, the Doctor at first returns to cover his own tracks, as well as perhaps to check his suspicion regarding the chess set he saw in Part One, and then returns again in Part Three to check on the chess set, having had those suspicions confirmed. While Ace has questions about what happens to the mathematician’s surviving papers and whether they are stolen by the same person who stole the bow, the Doctor is already looking ahead to the events of The Curse of Fenric. While that story had not yet been commissioned, Cartmel had begun developing it with writer Ian Briggs in early May, nearly two months before the scenes in Peinforte’s house were shot on 1 July. Given that Silver Nemesis and The Happiness Patrol are technically a single production, it would also be the next story to be made.

With regards to the bow and the papers, the script for Part One has established that both are in De Flores’ possession, and only restructuring of the completed version of that episode (which was itself in the future when the Part Three 1638 scene was written and recorded) stops this reference being an effective ouroboros for that plot element. The two additional 1638 scenes39, combined with the chess imagery introduced into the scenes where the Nemesis is activated and then launched, subtly remodel the story away from being one in which the Doctor is Clarke’s one-off literal God – but a forgetful one, who has to catch up on something he’s forgotten all about – to something more useful to the ongoing series that Cartmel was guiding. The Doctor as ‘more than just a Time Lord’, as a famous – and famously cut – line from Remembrance of the Daleks had it. Someone who, as per Cartmel’s already revealed preferences, often plans more in advance than he is prepared to admit, seeks out enemies to fight and keeps as much information to himself as he can40.

What demonstrates that this is not coincidental is that a similar process happened with The Greatest Show in the Galaxy, where the story as transmitted begins with the Doctor being surprised by the presence of the ‘junk mail’ bot that arrives inside the TARDIS, tempting Ace to head to the Psychic Circus, but ends with him declaring that he has ‘fought the Gods of Ragnarok all through time!’ and agreeing with Ace’s semi-accusation that ‘It was your show all along, wasn’t it?’ A return visit to Part One will see the viewer notice the Doctor smile manipulatively, perhaps even cruelly, as Ace makes the decision, or rather thinks she makes the decision, to visit Segonax.41

Even a quick glance at surviving production material for Greatest Show demonstrates that this active seeking-out of battles to fight was not a part of the story at its earliest conception, exactly as with Silver Nemesis. In Silver Nemesis’ case that journey – if you like, a journey from jazz to chess – is best demonstrated by this curious, rogue scene, never transmitted, or included in any extant version of the script, made suddenly public. Almost as if it had dropped from the sky. 

The video cassette of Silver Nemesis was released on 3 May 1993, and was for 17 years the only version of the serial publicly available in the UK42. DWM’s Gary Russell claimed the re-edit ‘does little to improve on – an original in more than desperate need of improvement.’ 43 Which is positively favourable compared to the extraordinarily furious review in DWB which concluded: 

‘As a piece of television Silver Nemesis is truly dreadful. As a celebration of Doctor Who it is even worse – a bastardisation of everything the show is about, and an insult to the talented people who made it a success.’44 

Shortly after completing the Silver Nemesis VHS edit, and before its release, Nathan-Turner left BBC Video under a cloud, following an argument with other staff that even some of those present still claim not to fully understand45. With the exception of Dimensions in Time, a Doctor Who based ‘skit’ for the 1993 BBC Children in Need telethon, he never worked in television again46; the former BBC high flier doing small amounts of corporate video work, directing regional theatre and writing his memoirs for Doctor Who Magazine. 

Ironically, the future of Doctor Who, as a revived 21st-century series, a critical and popular success that far outstripped even the highest heights achieved by the 20th-century show, would be far more in Silver Nemesis’ image than that of DWB. Doctor Who’s 50th anniversary story, the most watched television drama of the entire year in the UK, features a talking Gallifreyan super-weapon that can take the form of people the Doctor knows, a Queen Elizabeth, a royal castle, and the Doctor wearing a fez47. All of which are as plainly nods to Silver Nemesis being one of its anniversary predecessors as the story’s many and various dialogue paraphrases and pastiches from The Three Doctors and The Five Doctors are, while also being both more subtle and more substantial. 

The idea of a story revolving around the Doctor being blackmailed about the secrets of their own past, never included in Doctor Who before Silver Nemesis, is a semi-regular feature of the revived series, particularly under showrunner Steven Moffat, and includes the ongoing saga that concludes in The Name of the Doctor (2013) and another that appears in The Timeless Children (2021). The latter also invokes the suggestion that the Doctor was a figure from ancient Gallifrey, an idea picked up fully by Moffat’s successor as showrunner, Chris Chibnall, forming a key part of his own run. 

One of the gimmicks of Silver Nemesis, from as early as the Draft script, was that it would, in part, be set on the same day as Doctor Who’s 25th anniversary, and if possible transmitted on that day as well. Although such an idea was not without precedent in Doctor Who, with the series’ original Christmas episode, ‘The Feast of Steven’ (The Daleks Master Plan episode 7, 1965) and the following week’s New Year’s Day instalment ‘Volcano’ (The Daleks’ Master Plan episode 8, 1966) being set on the day they were shown, no story had quite drawn attention to this conceit in the way Silver Nemesis does48.

The date is mentioned multiple times in Part One, and even appears as an onscreen caption. The idea being that this conveys extreme immediacy to the possibility that the world might end. Earth is not just facing destruction, it is facing destruction today! As you watch it! 

This urgency also features in the 2010 series of Doctor Who, with the season finale, The Big Bang, set on the day on which it was due to be transmitted. This time it’s not the world, but the universe that might be destroyed as the programme is being shown49. The next year Moffat played a similar trick, establishing that the shooting of (a shape-changing robot pretending to be) the Doctor in The Impossible Astronaut took place on 21 April 2011, the day the episode was broadcast. Moffat’s successor Chris Chibnall wrote and produced three Dalek stories both transmitted and set on New Year’s Day50, while ‘The Vanquishers’, the final episode of Flux (2021), in which again all of reality is under threat, is also set on the day it was shown51.

Something else that Silver Nemesis contributes to Doctor Who is the casualness with which the Doctor walks between scenes in different times. While City of Death (1979) had been cited as another, earlier example of this, in that story it’s a single, long scene and the Doctor is seen leaving 1979 and arriving in 1505 and then vice versa. In Silver Nemesis Part One, the Doctor informs Ace ‘I’ll tell you, 350 years ago,’ and then we see the TARDIS arrive in 1638. The storytelling grammar is assumed. This is more so in the returns there in the second and third episodes, where we simply cut to the characters in a room in the past, because we know how they must have got there and don’t need to be told. 

This is incredibly common in 21st-century Doctor Who, and otherwise absent from 20th-century Doctor Who. The pre-credits sequence of the 2024 Christmas special Joy to the World, at the time of writing the most recently transmitted piece of television Doctor Who, features the Doctor wandering between multiple times and places carrying ‘a ham and cheese toastie and a pumpkin latte,’ with the audience simply expected to understand that this is a thing the character does. It’s in a direct line from those scenes in Silver Nemesis. 

It is very hard to imagine, in terms of both the Doctor contriving his own battles and the way character slips between scenes, something like A Good Man Goes To War (2011) being possible without the developments of the Cartmel era in general, and Silver Nemesis in particular52.

John Nathan-Turner would not live to see any of this transpire. He died in May 2002, three years before Doctor Who returned to television, and over a year before that return was even announced, never knowing that his ambition to see Doctor Who live beyond him would be achieved. He had suffered years of ill-health, much of it provoked by his alcohol consumption, which while always high, increased exponentially in the years following his departure from the BBC. He was just 54 years old.53 

Though he was a controversial figure in death as well as life, Silver Nemesis’ author, still working in popular mainstream television when Doctor Who returned, continues to speak highly of him.

‘I’ve got a lot to say about John Nathan-Turner, actually. He gave me a very big break and a free hand. He was an immensely experienced television practitioner, and he was always supportive and available. As the years have passed I’ve realised more and more the debt I owe that man. I remain eternally grateful to him.”54

It is a gratitude that any fan, not just of the final years of twentieth century Doctor Who, but of any phase of the twenty-first century revival, would hopefully be honest enough to share.

Just as 21st-century Doctor Who has repeatedly returned to Silver Nemesis’ concerns, so the story itself has been returned to, with the production of new effects and two new edits of the serial for Blu-ray release in 2024. 

The first of these is a special edition, incorporating most of the material added for the VHS release, some which was not able to be included in the VHS55, as well as new and improved visual FX. The second is essentially a cut down 60-minute version of the first, said to be presented in the spirit of Doctor Who’s 1970s Christmas compilation repeats56. Thanks to advances in editing technology the makers of the special edition were not only able to reinsert mid-scene material impossible to add to the VHS, such as the Doctor’s dialogue about Louis Armstrong, but also to assemble a version of Part One which, by and large, followed the script structure that had to be abandoned following recording. For the first time, a viewing audience is able to see the episode in a form near identical to Clarke’s intentions, with its groups of characters largely introduced in single long scenes, rather than bursts of short ones. What’s surprising is how little difference it makes, again demonstrating the effectiveness of Clough’s 1988 work57. 

Other positive changes the special edition makes include featuring Lady Peinforte’s dialogue about being unmarried for the first time, and including – but subtly re-editing – the Doctor and Ace escaping from the Queen’s security, slightly circumventing the problem with it as shot. Oddly, but inoffensively, the ‘Duck!’ moment intended for use by Noel Edmonds is also included, but the conflict between the two DeFlores van scenes both included in the VHS edit is resolved by retaining only the first, in which the old Nazi announces ‘We must not keep history waiting’, in the process restoring one of Clarke’s trademark tricksy scene transitions for the first time since the rehearsal script. 

Amongst the new FX for this edition are shots of Cybermats, the rodent-like metal creatures Cybermen used for stealth attacks in The Tomb of the Cybermen (1967), The Wheel in Space and Revenge of the Cybermen. The Cybermats are seen on the ground around the Nemesis after it lands, and are responsible for gassing the policemen who have come to investigate it. This had been proposed at the time of the original production, but vetoed on grounds of cost, and the design of the creatures seen in the special edition is essentially the one proposed by visual FX designer Mike Tucker in 1988. The shots in which they appear replace, with no additional time needed, those of gas pipes emerging from the Nemesis sled to achieve the same effect. 

This is a rare example of a ‘special edition’ change being substantive, in that it occasions a change in meaning. In the script for Silver Nemesis, the policemen are gassed by the Nemesis (as onscreen) and as already discussed, scripted material that had to be cut before recording would have shown the policemen were merely rendered unconscious and survived. Making the Cybermats responsible for the gas means that the episode no longer inadvertently implies the Doctor is directly responsible for their deaths. 

The special edition of Part Two contains the fewest changes, largely following the shape of the VHS edit, and additionally inserting some cut dialogue between the Doctor and Ace during the episode’s opening battle between the Cybermen and the Nazis. Part Three also largely follows the VHS version, but is able to add music to the scenes put back in, dramatically improving, for instance, DeFlores and Karl’s ‘argument’ about Wagner in the process. There are additional shots during Ace’s running battle with the Cybermen, and much of the material around this in the hangar is subtly reedited. The Cyberleader crushing Ace’s jazz cassette, and asserting the Cybermen’s own desire to eliminate culture, a vital moment absent on transmission and clumsily included on the VHS, is more effectively reintroduced. Related to that, and delightfully, the alternative music cue for the final scene, where Richard and his friend play the Doctor a tune that turns out to be the theme for his television series, is used to cap the serial, shoring up the way the story presents the antagonism between its opposing factions in terms of music. 

Unlike many special editions of Doctor Who TV stories produced in the DVD and Blu-ray age, the 2024 version of Silver Nemesis is more than a worthwhile experiment. It fulfils many of the production team’s original intentions for the serial, thanks to improved editing technology and not being encumbered by having to fit a precise time slot. 

This story exists, and is available, in so many forms: the transmission version, Nathan-Turner’s hurried VHS edit, the special edition and its own cut-down compilation – never mind Clarke’s reluctant but engaging novelisation, or David Banks’ audiobook of it. That’s quite a lot, even for Doctor Who. That’s strangely appropriate, especially considering the way that all of them have material, indeed good material, at least some of the others lack 58, and none of them seems quite whole without knowledge of the others. The statue is incomplete without the arrow and the bow. 

Like the Validium for which it stands in the title of this serial, silver is a highly malleable metal. It is easy to reshape and reform. It also tarnishes easily – too easily for some. Silver Nemesis is a story whose reputation has long needed a boost. Produced under incredibly adverse circumstances by any reasonable measure, its mere existence is a kind of miracle of hard work and professionalism. It performed better with the mainstream audience than anyone had a right to expect of Doctor Who as the 1980s came to an end, and it has exerted a greater influence over subsequent Doctor Who, both in its own era and in the programme’s then unimaginable far future incarnation, than is ever really acknowledged. Tarnished silver is still silver. It is amongst the most precious of metals. All it’s ever really needed is for someone who really cares to put time and effort into burnishing it.

With a little luck, that should have restored its shine.
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31  His generation of Nazis, presumably. 

32  The page is dated ‘Rewrite 8.6.88’.

33  This is the same scene which ends with De Flores deciding that he and his followers will go to the ‘The best hotel’. 

34  The second is a better scene, in that it adds detail to De Flores as a character; if only retaining one, it should be preferred. In the end, neither is present in the transmitted episode, although both are in the VHS.

35  Memo from Gilchrist to Nathan-Turner, 18 June 1988. 

36  It is even likely that the appearance of McCoy in character as the Doctor on a 1989 episode of the Roadshow as part of its Clown Court segment, discussing Silver Nemesis out-takes, is a result of this contact, if not a direct quid pro quo for it. 

37  Points of View 30 November 1988. In earlier versions of the script for Part One, the mathematician’s calculations contribute to Peinforte’s ability to time travel as well as her knowing where it is she needs to go. 

38  In In Vision #98. 

39  Broadly speaking, in the Draft and the Rehearsal script, the Doctor goes to 1638 once to see if the bow is there. In the serial as produced, if not as shown or released, he goes there three times: to check that Lady Peinforte has left for 1988, to make sure his interference with the mathematician’s calculations remain hidden from history, and to check up on the chessboard on which he is playing a game against an absent opponent he suspects to be Fenric. That’s quite a big shift in action and indeed modus operandi. 

40  These changes to Silver Nemesis and Greatest Show mean every 1988 story is one in which the Doctor deliberately engages his enemy. Even The Happiness Patrol is occasioned by the Doctor hearing ‘disturbing rumours about Terra Alpha’ and deciding ‘tonight’s the night’ to bring down its government. 

41  This is noticeable at 3m50 to 4m20 in Part One, particularly after 4m13 when Ace’s back is turned.

42  The DVD was not released until 8 August 2010. The VHS was deleted long before the DVD came out but it was possible to acquire it in over-stock shops, second hand and later online, whereas the transmission version of the serial only circulated as off-air copies. 

43  ‘Off the Shelf’, DWM #199.

44  Munro, Tim, ‘Silver Nemesis’, DWB, dated May 1993. These are perhaps the politest two sentences in the piece, which does not otherwise raise any interesting points. It’s included here purely as an example of the ferocity of fan reaction.

45  He in part blamed his exit on DWB and its continuing campaign against him; whether this was true or not, they were happy to take the credit (blame) for it. 

46  A crossover with BBC soap EastEnders (1985-), this was in part arranged by Downie, who remained a BBC staff production manager, and was working on EastEnders at this time. 

47  Elizabeth I in part appears in The Day of the Doctor as a continuity reference to the Doctor’s mentions of her in The End of Time (2010) and The Shakespeare Code (2007), the latter a story that directly borrows Silver Nemesis’ shtick of an arrow embedding itself into the TARDIS, something which is repeated again in Robot of Sherwood (2014). The fez / mop business in Silver Nemesis is not scripted, being one of McCoy’s improvisations. But when it’s returned to in 21st-century Doctor Who, it is scripted. 

48  The War Machines episode 1 has a character observing that Computer Day will be 16 July 1966, which was the date on which episode 4 would be transmitted. Which is not quite the same, although the desire for immediacy is. 

49  This of course followed several years of Christmas episodes set on and around Christmas, although always one year in the future, with the exceptions of The Next Doctor (2008) set in 1851, and The End of Time part one (2009) which may be set the day it’s broadcast, although it’s unspecified. 

50  Some of Revolution of the Daleks (2021) is set ‘a year’ after Resolution (2019). Which might make it set a year before broadcast, or Resolution set a year after. Although it is not entirely clear how long passes between early scenes in the former, and it may be that both of them are set on the day they were broadcast. At least one of them is, as are the final moments of 2022’s Eve of the Daleks. 

51  A sign on the one of Joseph Williamson’s tunnels which leads to the ‘present day’ section of the storyline is labelled ‘December 5th far future two thousand and twenty one!!’.

52  That many of these ideas may have made their way to the series via their further development in the New Adventures is not the point. They would not be in the New Adventures without Silver Nemesis’ introduction or development of them. 

53  Stephen Wyatt recalls that he would often visit Nathan-Turner in the 1990s, and the two would gossip while consuming tea and cake, while Downie busied himself elsewhere in the house, but as the years went by there was increasingly ‘no tea, no cake, just vodka and orange’. (Power of 3 podcast #350.)

54  Clarke, ‘Writing Doctor Who’.

55  Some of which it was not clear whether or not it existed until 2024. 

56  As such there’s little to say about it, although the cuts – chiefly of the material with the Queen, the skinheads and Mrs Remmington – are largely of things 1980s fandom was embarrassed by or considered superfluous to requirements. 

57  The exception is that the initial scene in South America retains its place as the serial’s opening moments. This is inevitable, as the shortening of the period of time over which Part Two takes place (see Chapter Two) means it must come first for sense reasons.

58  With the exception of the cut-down compilation of the special edition. 


Appendix One

List of known Script Drafts

 

Part One				Date 

First Known Draft1			Undated c20 January 1988?2

Second Known Draft3		23 March 1988

Third Known Draft			12 April 1988

Rehearsal Script			Undated

Revised Rehearsal Script		8 June 1988

Transmission Script 			November 1988

Part Two

First Known Draft			12 April 1988

Rehearsal Script			Undated

Revised Rehearsal Script		Unknown4

Transmission Script 			November 1988

Part Three

Rehearsal Script			Undated5

Revised Rehearsal Script		9 June 1988

Transmission Script 			November 1988

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1  Typed, no longer extant, evidenced only by pages reused in Third Known Draft.

2  This is the date the first draft was due to be delivered.

3  Partially handwritten, no longer extant, evidenced only by pages reused in Third Known Draft 

4  No longer extant, may not have been formally created. But this is unlikely. 

5  It is dated in hand “7/12/88” but as this is the transmission date, this must either express an intention or been added a month later. It is not a sudden adoption of US dating practices. 


Appendix Two

Scene Breakdowns for Part One

 




	DRAFT


	TRANSMISSION





	Nemesis in Space 1


	South America 1.1 (Nazis)





	Pub (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor 1638 Ext (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor 1638 Ext (Lady P & Richard)


	Windsor 1638 1 (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor 1638 1 (Lady P & Richard)


	South America 1.2 (Nazis)





	South America 1 (Nazia)


	Nemesis in Space 1





	TARDIS Riverbank 1 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor 1638 1.2 (Lady P & Richard)





	Nemesis in Space 2


	Pub (Dr & Ace)





	South America 2 (Nazis)


	Windsor 1638 2.1 (Lady P & Richard)





	TARDIS Riverbank 2 (Dr & Ace)


	TARDIS Riverbank 1 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor 1638 2 (Lady P & Richard)


	Windsor 1638 2.2 (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor Burger Bar 1 (Lady P & Richard)


	Windsor Tea Room 1 (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor Street Ext 1 (Crowd)


	TARDIS Riverbank 2 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Vault 1 (Dr & Ace)


	Nemesis in Space 2





	Windsor Street Ext 2 (Crowd)


	Windsor Vault 1 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Burger Bar 2 (Lady P & Richard) 


	Windsor Tea Room 1 (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor Building Site 1


	Windsor Derelict Land 1





	Windsor Vault 2 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Vault 1.1 (Dr & Ace)





	South America 3 (Nazis)


	Windsor Tea Room 2 (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor Vault 3 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Derelict Land 2





	Windsor 1638 3 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Vault 1.2 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Burger Bar 3 (Lady P & Richard)


	Windsor Derelict Land 3





	Windsor Building Site 2 (Crowd)


	Windsor Tea Room 2 (Lady P & Richard)





	Windsor Burger Bar 3 (Lady P & Richard)


	Windsor Vault 2 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor 1638 4 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor 1638 4.1 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Building Site 3 (Lady P & Richard)


	Windsor Derelict Land 4 (Lady P & Richard) /(Police)





	Transit (Nazis)


	Windsor 1638 4.2 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Building Site 1988 4 (Police)


	Windsor Building Site 1988 4 (Police)





	Windsor Park 1988 (Lady P & Richard) 


	Windsor 1638 4.3 (Dr & Ace)





	Deserted Area 1988 (Cybermen reprogram walkmen)


	Windsor Derelict Land 5 (Police - Gassed)





	Windsor Castle Ext 1 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Castle Ext 1 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Castle Private Area 1 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Castle Private Area 1 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Castle Ext 2 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Castle Ext 2 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Castle Private Area 2 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Castle Private Area 2 (Dr & Ace)





	Windsor Building Site 4 (Police - Gassed 1)


	Windsor Derelict Land 6 (Lady P & Richard - dialogue from Windsor Park (Lady P & Richard) 





	Windsor Castle Private Area 3 (Dr & Ace)


	Windsor Castle Private Area 3 (Dr & Ace)





	Open Space (Nazis)


	Windsor Building Site 6 (Everyone)





	Windsor Building Site 5 (Police - Gassed 2)


	





	Windsor Castle ((Dr & Ace - Statue / Portrait)


	





	Windsor Building Site 6 (Everyone)
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