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HARRY ELTON

CORONATION STREET

Continuing our discussion of typical television programmes
in Britain, this article is based on a recorded interview
with Harry Elton, who & an Erecutive Producer with

Granada Television Nelwork Limiled, and is vesponsible

v planning those programmes wwhich take the form of
J i i : ;

series and serials, Granada TV are the 1. T. A Programme
Contractors for the Novih of I‘:}.lgfr”.rff_fn.r' wovekdays and
kirve thetr main studios in Manchester.

How much programme iime @5 devoted to series and
serials #

T THE MOMENT we are transmitting each week,
one hour of Keight Frrant and two half-hour

episodes of Corenation Sleeel. Thuring  the
summer, we are increasing this to three hours by
replacing two comedy programmes with a series
called Fanily Solicifor written by Tessa Diamond,
who was respoiisible for Ewmergeicy Ward 10, onc
of the most popular programmes on British television,

How, for example, did the tdea for this new serdes
originate?

We were discussing future programmes with Tessa
Diamond, when she mentioned this idea of a mythical
firm of family solicitors, and we immediately saw its
possibilities. However, an idea is not enough. We
need people who can write, act and produce the
series so that the whole thing makes a closely knit
and successful show,

Hohere da yow fit into all this?

My job really is to plan ahcad and keep the machine
fed with raw material, and just try and help out
wherever [ can. The biggest problem is recognising
the qualities which will give us a successful scries.
A lot, of course, depends on the timing,

Hhat sord of clue do you gel on the right timing? Does
programuee research help?

No, research results come in after the event. In this
Company, we have a very capable Programme
Committee  which includes  four members of the
Board and several Execative Producers, and it is
their task to sift all the ideas coming through and
to keep a check on all the progranumes now in
production. It is only when an idea has been passed
by this Commmittee that work starts in earnest. Trial
seripts are made, and a scheme which we have found
most valuable is to produce an audio tape with a
sequence of still photographs (made in the right
television screen format) which, with a lietle show-
manship, can give a very clear idea of how a story will
turn out. This gives a chance to check the actors with
the actual dialogue, backgrounds, the graphic materizl

for wse in captions, the music and so on.

What an excellent way for an author to put over his ideas !
Howard Thomas has recently wwritten an article for us
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i ozekich he radses this whole problem of © filling the
sereen” . 1 woould imagine that there is a real shoriage of
fileds.

I don't think it is a shortage of ideas so much as a
shortage of the people who can carry them out. Take,
for example, the Coronefion Streel series which is
running now. It was all started by a young writer
Tony Warren. The setting is any back street in
Lancashire, four miles from Market Street, Manches-
ter. The idea as such has probably been presented to
the Company at least fifteen times during the last
four years by fifteen different people and, given the
right people to do it, we felt it would be good, About
three years ago, Tony Warren then about 21, was
writing for a crime series called Shadvee Sguad. His
seript wasn't very good but the writer had a kind of
talent for portraying Lancashire people. The dialogue
had a unique quality and we employed him for a while
writing presentation and promotional material.

That sounds like a cub journalist earning his spurs with
Police Court reporiing.

Yes, indeed. However, this sort of work nearly drove
him erazy and so we transferred him to a magazine
programme. He had a crack at some more scripts
which were not really very successful, finally he got
very angry with us and determined that he must
write something in his own style. e wrote a draft
seript about some Lancashire people and produced a
synopsis for five other episodes. He showed us this in
July 1960, Immediately, it clicked — here was the

right idea and the right man to write the series. The
Programme Committee recognised this too and he
was told to get on with the job of writing more scripts.

I take it that yowr particular job is to recognise such
talent, in spite of the failures, and to encourage it forward
fo produce the sort of programme you wand.

Yes, and there is the problem, too, of finding the
right producers and other script writers, because one
man cannaot E'-iir'l':f dn hl:'.ll.l'l"lﬁ prngramme l:_:ﬂ{"h "n-l-'("l;:]{ lﬂ'["
very long on his own. At this stage, too, we must
work out as accurately as we can what it is going to
cost to put on the programme.

You do not waork to a budget then?

Onee we have decided what it would cost to put on the
show properly, we must of course stick to that
budget, but it is a matter of policy with Granada to
work out what it would cost to do a programme as
sensibly and as economically as possible and yer still
fulfil the purpose that we set out to achieve. The
estimates are put to the Company and they will
either say "O.K, po ahead™ or, as they often do,
“You must take another look at these figures ™. But
in this Company there never is a lack of money to do
a programme properly. Mind vou, people cannot ask
for the moon, and they have got to demonstrate that
the money is going to be well spent.

Taking * Coronalion Street” as an example, how do yon
proceed from the sample script stage?

Given the financial go-ahead, the team worked for
two months solid to get six episodes done. This is
the hardest part for the writer —to get six episodes
with an individual style of their own and to establish
each of the characters and really keep them estab-
lished. The directors joined about the beginning of
November. There are three directors who take it in
turn to direct the episodes and a producer and
script editor with overall responsibility. The editor
has done a monumental job finding other writers who
can maintain the style established in the first series of
half-hour episodes, By the time the directors joined
the production, the producer had knocked the seripts
into shape and had had preliminary discussions with
the casting department and designer. They knew the
studin they were going to be ing they knew their



programme schedule and were set a target date for
getting the programme on the air. In this programme
we elected to use tape in a rather unusual way. The
siries was scheduled for transmission on Friday and
Wednesday nights and we chose to transmit the
half-hour programume Friday, live, and immediately
afterwards tape the Wednesday night programme,

This meant that we could rehearse as a one hour
programme with a whole week to work in and
furthermore, it gave us a very direct comparison
between a live transmission and a taped recording.
Although we all agreed that there was no discernable
difference from the viewers” point of view, the actors
and production people felt that they were not getting
the best out of themselves when it was known that it
was a taped recording. Subsequently, however, a
change in the schedule has made it necessary for all
the programimes to o out on tape.

Did you have the oppartunity of seeing any episades before
Sfinally moing on the air?

We did two “dry runs” for this programme in
November and both of them were disastrous! Nothing

seemed to come right and the outlook was very dismal
indeed.

Disastrows you say: but what sorl of trowbles 2 Mechanical
nnes ¥

Oh, na! It is difficult to say exactly, but my own
feeling is that we had not been entirely successful
in the casting and some of the actors, although fine
artistes, did not fit completely into their parts, and
threw the rest of the cast out of gear. Although we
maide several other adjustments, we did not change
the scripts and they were the ones we used for the
first two shows. The show had been originally
conceived with the title Florrzel Streel as this seemed
to have the right Victorian  flavour
contrasting with the grim reality of life there, but

romantic

it was agreed that that title would mean nothing
to viewers and eventually  Coromalion  Streel was
:idﬂi'.urt:d. We needed music, and a theme was
composed by Eric Spear, who had previously done
some other suceessful scores for us.

When didd e come fnto the story?

Eric only came in a rush at the last minute: talked
ahout the show but never actually saw it, went away,
whij‘.ll}{-tl L a 1hn:'rnl' mn two 1|;|j'.~i and had it ['L'L'Ut'l;ll._'l,],
sent it along and, as is the case with all theme music
at the time, it didn’t sound right. Theme music never
does sound right on its own. When the programme
had established itself, however, we got many letters
praising the choice. | think theme music must, frstly,
be a good tunc that people can whistle or hum;
secotudly, be well recorded and instrumentally inter-
esting and lively; and thirdly {and very much down
the list) it should have something to do with the
programme. The usual mistake is to go around looking
for music which sounds something like the show. |
think it is a wvery healthy thing for the television
industry to be commissioning original music rather




than going back through existing scores. This

immediately provides another market for composers,
and frankly in the long run the costs are not very
much different.,

In spite of the gloom over the two dry runs, the
team were very enthusiastic about the programme
and the first transmission was on 9th December. The
show was immediately successful and the programme
contractor for North East England {Tyne Tees) took
it from 25th January and the Midlands picked it up on
ath March: since then it has covered the entire net-
work, and has consistently been around the Top Ten.

Mz does ¢t gro in regeons wilh a different focal dialect:
in- Scatland and Novthern Ireland, fior example ?

It has gone very well there, but perhaps not quite so
well in Wales. Tt has had unusually good ratings in
Southern Television, but the programme time of
7.00 pum was perhaps a little too early for it to be so
popular with London auwdiences. However, on the
gth March it was moved to 7.30, which has helped.

How long oo you think it will go on?

We think it will continue for a long time, but already,
al course, | personally am very much concerned by
what will take it |u|sn'-.~. It seems pretty certain to me
that it will not be possible for a long while to devise
a programime series which is based on a hospital ward,
a Scotland Yard detective or a Lancashire backstrest,
since these have already been the subjects of very
popular series, We will have to look for something
quite different. There will, of course, come a time

G |

when another Lancashire serics will he popular with
the audience, but not until the current series has been
off the air for some time. It is a very interesting
point, by the way, that the majority of the Top Ten
programmes are British programmes and are live
television. 1 persomally would always much rather
work with studio productions than in any other

S medium, in spite of all the limitations.

Wit about the future?

I am considerably bothered by the thought that the
people who will be making the best television shows
five years from now have probably not walked
through the doors yet. [ don’t necessarily mean the
producers and directors, but the writers.

Are you i fact doing anything to train them & What are
independent  lelevesron  companies doing to get  them
through their doors #

For writers we cast our net as widely as we can and
will never refuse to see new work, We use these long
series as "try outs for new writers,

Hoe far ahead do vou work#

Videotape has helped tremendously, and we have in
tact sometimes got a complete series on tape before
we put it on the air. One great advantage of tape is
that a weckly programme can be produced on a
tortnightly production schedule, since half the pro-
grammes can be taped in advance. This makes for
very much more economical use of resources.

Doesn't thiv advance taping restrict your flexibility and
mean  that youw cannof make alterations to the show
after it has started?

One of the functions of the Programme Committee is
to keep a close check on current productions, and we
are very conscious of any eritivisms which make
changes desirable. One interesting characteristic of
the Granada organization is that they have a large
cinema circuit and the managers of these cinemas are
given the opportunity of criticizing the programmes
at the early “'dry runs'’. Now these are men with a
very wide experience of public entertainment tastes
and their criticisms are both shrewd and valid. These
men have a very good idea of what sells and we want
o put on the sort of programme which we think

should be put on—in a way that sells.



