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4. Heroic Moments and/in History

Travelling into the past and educating the audience about the history of both the
nation and the Earth is one of the cornerstones that Doctor Who was built on.
History and the heroic are connected, since heroes are bound to their temporal
and cultural origin. If Doctor Who and history as well as history and the heroic
are closely tied together, then it is only logical to start the exploration of the
programme’s heroic moments in those episodes that engage with history. This
exploration is set against the backdrop of a preliminary discussion of how popu-
lar memory participates in the construction of heroes. The case studies will then,
firstly, show how historical settings facilitate heroic moments, secondly, how
heroic moments in history can negotiate contemporary concerns and challenges
and, thirdly, investigate the special case of artist heroes. In this third narrative
mode, the episodes are self-reflective on the impact of cultural products on the
construction of historical heroes.

The close links of Doctor Who to the historical have been ingrained in the pro-
gramme from the beginning. The classic series began, after all, “as an elaboration
of H G Wells’ The Time Machine”.! The new series took its “first trip back in time”
already in its third episode, “a demonstration not just of the capabilities of the
TARDIS but of the programme’s ambition to recreate the past”.? Raphael Sam-
uel’s claim that it is “the genius of television, and especially perhaps television
directed at children, that it can reinvent historical characters in such a way as to
make them speak in the authentic accent of the here-and-now” is especially true
for the “long-running favourite Doctor Who”3 The programme illustrates how
television has “displaced cinema as an electronic canvas that teaches individuals
about their past, their culture and society”,# and the Doctor, their companions
and the historical ‘locals’ they encounter as heroic figures play a fundamental role
in this social formation.

Thomas Carlyle’s 1841 lecture series On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in
History offers a good starting point to investigate the connection between history
and the heroic, albeit with critical side notes to its pitfalls. For Carlyle, heroes are
great, history-changing and history-making men, of whom he sketches six basic
types.’ The hero as divinity is followed chronologically by the hero as prophet, the

U Alec Charles: The Flight from History. From H.G. Wells to Doctor Who - and Back Again,
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Raphael Samuel: Theatres of Memory Volume 1. Past and Present in Contemporary Cul-
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5 Thomas Carlyle: On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, edited by David R.
Sorensen / Brent E. Kinser, New Haven 2013 [London 1841].
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hero as poet, the hero as priest, the hero as man of letters and the hero as king.
What they all have in common is that they have shaped history. Carlyle argues that
“Universal History, the history of what man has accomplished in this world, is at
bottom the History of the Great Men who have worked here”.¢ Carlyle’s heroes
are larger-than-life figures who lead humanity through history. Since he first gave
the lecture series, Carlyle has been harshly criticized both for his views on heroes
and heroism and, often in relation to the former, for his sympathy for totalitarian
regimes. Carlyle’s final lecture in particular, in which he explored ‘the hero as king’,
“revealed the contradictory impulses in his outlook that gradually drove him to
more extremist positions”, and his “connections to the violent ideologies of the
Nazis and the Bolsheviks should neither be underestimated nor exaggerated”.”

Despite the justified criticism, some of Carlyle’s most basic assumptions about
the connection between history and the heroic continue to resonate in more recent
considerations. For one, the “pattern of heroic virtue that he [Carlyle] illuminated
in his lectures continues to be relevant to the civic life of twenty-first century soci-
ety”, and many “heroes of the twentieth century, among them [...] Churchill, [...]
Martin Luther King, [...] Nelson Mandela, [and] Roosevelt [...] pursued paths that
frequently fulfilled Carlylean notions of the heroic”.8 While Carlyle’s theory relies
“on a reductive definition indeed — that the hero should be sincere, and that the
hero should be a man”, a view that from “the perspective of twenty-first century
readers [...] seems restrictive, sexist and obsolete”, Carlyle remains “central to the
attempt” of considering “the heroic and its representatives”.’

In a more recent theoretical intervention on the heroic and history, Geoffrey
Cubitt has suggested that one can in fact read the whole of history through the
heroic lens. In recent centuries, he argues, we “have witnessed a proliferation of
‘heroic histories™:

It is through their imaginative connection to [...] sometimes formally stated but often
implicit historical narrative that the lives of heroes most commonly take on a histor-
ical kind of significance. Two things happen here. First, heroes become associated with
historical conceptions or narrative lines in which particular groups have a kind of emo-
tional investment, as part of their collective sense of identity. [...] Secondly, the points
of intersection between individual existences and the larger narratives [...] to which they
are connected become promising material for imaginative development. The moments
of the hero’s heroic action are the moments that link the story of his or her personal
development (the story of how the hero became a hero) to the collective story of histor-
ical change [...].1°

¢ Ibid., p. 21.

David R. Sorensen: Introduction, in: Thomas Carlyle: On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the
Heroic in History, edited by David R. Sorensen / Brent E. Kinser, New Haven 2013, p. 15.
8 Ibid., p. 16.

Brent E. Kinser: Thomas Carlyle, Social Media, and the Digital Age of Revolution, in:
Thomas Carlyle: On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, edited by David R.
Sorensen / Brent E. Kinser, New Haven 2013, p. 272.

10 Cubitt: Introduction, in: Heroic Reputations, p. 18.
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Cubitt is, to some extent, in line with Carlyle in the sense that he recognizes
the connection between the heroic and history, but he takes the correlation fur-
ther. Cubitt does not argue that heroes make history in the moment in which the
events unfold, but rather that we, the contemporaries, imaginatively connect his-
tory to stories of heroes when we look back at those events and narrativize them.
Only telling these stories “turns history itself — the whole process of humanity’s
creative development — into the product of heroic initiative”.!" Looking at the
matter from the other direction, Max Jones has argued that heroes “should be
analysed as sites within which we can find evidence of the cultural beliefs, social
practices, political structures and economic systems of the past”.!? This implies
that even though the heroes are constructed as such in the affermath of a histor-
ical moment, they nevertheless negotiate the values of that moment (as well as of
the present). The claims that history makes heroes, or that heroes make history,
are therefore simplistic. Rather, it is our narrativization of history that makes
heroes, and our narrativization of certain figures as heroes that shapes our his-
torical narratives. The historical episodes of Doctor Who considered here serve as
examples of such narrativization.

4.1 (Re-)Constructing History in Popular Culture: Popular Memory and
the Heroic

The historical episodes of Doctor Who are popular-culture narrativizations of the
past. ‘The past’ is recycled again and again through processes of shared memory
—social, cultural and popular, and heroes are central to these processes. Although
it is impossible to consider ‘the past’ while completely ignoring ‘history’, the the-
oretical considerations here decidedly do not focus on history as a field of study
but rather on memory and thus, as Aleida Assmann has framed it, on the “dimen-
sion of emotionality and experience”, on “history as memory” and on its “ethical
orientation”."> The past can thus not be treated as a neutral, value-free succession
of events. In the opening pages of his book The Past is a Foreign Country, David
Lowenthal succinctly states:

We have partly domesticated the past, where they do things differently, and brought it
into the present as a marketable commodity. But in altering its remains we also assimi-
late it, ironing out their differences and their difficulties in the process. [...] And as we
remake it, the past remakes us.!#

1 Ibid., p. 17.
12° Max Jones: Historians, p. 439.
13 A. Assmann: Schatten, p. 50: “Drei Dinge sind es also vornehmlich, die aus der Perspektive
des Gedachtnisses die Geschichtsschreibung erginzen:
— die Betonung der Dimension der Emotionalitit und des individuellen Erlebens
- die Betonung der memorialen Funktion von Geschichte als Gedachtnis
— die Betonung einer ethischen Orientierung.”

4 Lowenthal: Foreign Country, p. xxv.
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What Lowenthal calls the “ironing out” of difference and difficulties, I call ‘crys-
tallization™ it is the process of turning a complicated, complex and potentially
contradictory series of events into a coherent narrative, of further focusing and
shaping that narrative, and investing it with emotions and values that are of
importance for the contemporary audience. The effect of that process has tra-
jectories, as Lowenthal also suggests, in both temporal directions — we make the
past and the past makes us as we negotiate identity politics. The hero, as we will
see, Is part of the process of crystallization — they are the result of the effect and
contribute to it at the same time.

How we envision the past is a cornerstone of how we define who we are, both
as individuals and collectively, and heroes as identificatory figures very much have
their place and part in this. The past is “integral to our imaginations”.!S Pro-
cessing it contributes to the construction of a shared identity, along the lines of
Jan Assmann’s assertion that “memory is knowledge with an identity index” and
“remembering [...] a realization of belonging”.'¢ Memories we share as a group
help us develop a sense of who we are and who we are not, through “a kind of
identificatory determination in a positive (“We are this’) or in a negative (‘That’s
our opposite’) sense”.!” Through remembering collectively and circulating these
memories in medialized form, we construct and maintain shared identities.

The hero, meanwhile, has been ascribed with similar importance for the con-
struction of shared identities. Heroes “serve as anchors of human culture, the
condensation of collective identity, the personification of our values, beliefs, and
knowledge”.!® These anchors are temporally and culturally specific, and “two dif-
ferent periods and cultural contexts” can create “two ostensibly very different
kinds of heroic image[s]”.!” These combined considerations allow for the con-
clusion that heroic figures play a central role in constructing shared identities
through memory processes. Somewhere in the process of circulating narratives
of our past, the hero becomes prominent, which leads to two fundamental ques-
tions: how do heroes shape our memories? And how do memories shape our
heroes? In the context of popular-culture products such as Doctor Who, the con-
cept of ‘popular memory’ is the most suitable framework to discuss how heroes
shape our memory of the past, and vice versa. The following considerations will
trace the emergence of popular memory from cultural memory; popular memory,
however, can comprise both social and cultural memory. No matter if derived

15 Ibid., p. 3.

16" Jan Assmann: Communicative and Cultural Memory, in: Astrid Erll / Ansgar Niinning
(eds.): Cultural Memory Studies. An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, Berlin
2008, p. 114.

Jan Assmann: Collective Memory and Cultural Identity, in: The New German Critique 65,
1995, p. 130. DOI: 10.2307/488538.

Strate: Heroes and/as Communication, p. 20.

Cubitt: Introduction, in: Heroic Reputations, p. 2.
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from social or cultural memory, popular memory adds layers of crystallization
that are entangled with the heroic.

Cultural memory depends on experiences that are both medialized and insti-
tutionalized, which is what distinguishes it from social memory.?® Social memory
can rely on biological carriers passing on memories inter-generationally through
“conversational remembering”,?! or through less sustainable forms of mediali-
zation such as news coverage or interactions on social media. Cultural memory,
however, is not limited by any temporal horizon and thus more strongly depends
on “material carriers”, on “symbols and signs” in the form of “monuments, anni-
versaries, rituals, texts and images” that can be passed on trans-generationally.??
This trans-generational transfer requires a higher degree of institutionalization
of the carriers, as Aleida Assmann’s examples of monuments and rituals suggest.
While it might sometimes be arguable whether something belongs to social
memory or to cultural memory, there is, as Assmann has argued, a clear cut
between these two realms of remembering. According to Assmann, the “transi-
tion from social to cultural memory is by no means flexible but has to go through
disruption and abyss in the form of a separation and subsequent re-coupling of
experience and memory”.2> Even medialized forms of social memory might be
destroyed or disappear into the archive. Only when they are actively transformed
into more sustainable and institutionalized forms of memory can they become
part of cultural memory. Memory always depends on experience; the nature of
that experience differentiates social from cultural memory. While social memory
can be built on an experience a group has shared or learned about through direct
communication or more ephemeral forms of medialization, cultural memory
depends on medialization with a higher degree of institutionalization.

Cultural memory, even though it goes beyond the span of a few generations’
lifetime, proves to be just as alive as other forms of memory, with the differ-
ence being that media take a more vital part in the process of remembering.
Looking at cultural memory in this process-oriented way means to acknowledge
that “memory can only become collective as a part of a continuous process”
that requires “taking a fundamentally dynamic approach to the study both of
cultural memory and of the media which shape it”.24 While the content of cul-
tural memory is “beyond temporal horizons”, it needs to be “re-appropriated by

20 For a discussion of social memory and its relevance for processes of heroization, please

refer to Chapter 2: From Weirdo to Hero, in particular pp. 42-51.

A. Assmann: Schatten, p. 54: “biologische Trager, befristet (80 bis 100 Jahre), intergenera-
tionell, Kommunikation, ‘conversational remembering’.

Ibid.: ,materielle Trager, entfristet, transgenerationell, Symbole und Zeichen; Monu-
mente, Jahrestage, Riten, Texte, Bilder”.

Ibid., p. 34: “Der Ubergang vom sozialen zum kulturellen Gedichtnis ist dagegen keines-
wegs fliefend, sondern fithrt Gber einen Bruch und Abgrund. Der Grund dafiir ist, dass
auf dieser Ebene eine Entkopplung und Wiederverkopplung von Gedachtnis und Erfah-
rung stattfindet.”

Erll / Rigney: Introduction, in: Mediation, p. 1.
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living minds again and again”.?* The cultural memories of ‘original’ experiences
that seem beyond our reach thus circulate “among individuals and groups who
have no actual connection in any biological sense with the events in question
but who may learn to identify with certain vicarious recollections — thanks to
various media”.?¢ This dynamic approach stresses that memory is not just a thing
of the past; rather, it appears at the intersection between past and present. In the
“ongoing process of remembrance and forgetting [...] individuals and groups con-
tinue to reconfigure their relationship to the past”,?” and they do so through the
circulation and experience of media products. Cultural memory as experienced
through medialized form thus requires the active engagement and participation
of the audience.

Popular culture, embedded in complex processes of production and reception,
has proven to be extremely effective in engaging its audience in the circulating
and re-shaping of cultural memory. Popular culture, in particular in audio-visual
form, has a number of characteristics that turn its texts into a highly effective
“shared frame of reference”.?® First of all, reproducible texts and images gener-
ally lend themselves to being carriers of cultural memory “both because they
themselves are infinitely reproducible and because they are tied down neither to
any particular time nor to any particular place”.?” Secondly, the reach of popular
culture enables an especially wide circulation. Thirdly, the symbolic potential
of images, the freedom provided by their fictional nature and the tendency to
encompass various levels of remediation endow audio-visual products of popular
culture with great potential for the further crystallization of cultural memory
into what in some instances has been framed as ‘popular memory’. It should also
be noted at this point already, without going into too much detail yet, that it is in
the realm of popular memory that heroes and the heroic increasingly come to the
foreground, which hints at a relation between this form of crystallization (i.e. the
formation of popular memory) and the appearance of the heroic.

The term ‘popular memory’ surfaced in the late 1970s when the Popular Mem-
ory Group at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) Birming-
ham investigated memory processes in non-canonical media forms of everyday
life (e.g. radio programmes, soap operas, popular music). These scholars argued
that “we must include a// the ways in which a sense of the past is constructed in

A. Assmann: Schatten, p. 34: “Die entkérperten und zeitlich entfristeten Inhalte des kul-
turellen Gedichtnisses mussen drittens immer wieder neu mit lebendigen Gedichtnissen
verkoppelt und von diesen angeeignet werden.”

Rigney: Plenitude, p. 16.

27 Erll/ Rigney: Introduction, in: Mediation, p. 2.

28 Rigney: Plenitude, p. 20.

2 Ibid.
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our society”.3* Beyond looking at it as an “object of study™! that includes a wide
range of media, the group also considered popular memory as “a political prac-
tice” that “directs our attention not to the past but to the past-present relation”
They argued that “it is because ‘the past’ had this living active existence in the
present that it matters so much politically” (ibid.).?* Despite the authors’ insist-
ence that they “do not have a completed project in ‘popular memory’ to report”
and their ‘explorations’ are to be treated as work in progress,>* two ideas are cen-
tral: broadening the scope of material to include media that are not considered
‘canonical’ and the stress on looking at popular memory as a politically charged,
dynamic relationship of past and present.

Furthermore, popular memory can be considered as a form of ‘unofficial his-
tory’. This resonates in the respective chapter of Raphael Samuel’s 1994 study The-
atres of Memory, which is titled ‘unofficial knowledge’. Samuel describes popular
memory along the following lines:

Popular memory is on the face of it the very antithesis of written history. It eschews
notions of determination and seizes instead on omens, portents and signs. [...] So far
as historical particulars are concerned, it prefers the eccentric to the typical; the sensa-
tional to the routine. Wonders and marvels are grist to its mill; so are the comic and the
grotesque. George I1I is remembered because he went mad; Edward VII because he had
mistresses; Henry VIII because he married six times and executed his unwanted wives.?

It becomes clear from these lines that popular memory is highly selective in regard
to which aspects of the past it circulates. The criteria for selection are closely tied
to the heroic in the sense that popular memory is a version of the past that focuses
on the extraordinary (the eccentric, the sensational, wonders and marvels) and
anecdotal at the same time. It is a version that presents history in the form of
entertaining stories centring on ndiiduals. Furthermore, this ‘unofficial know-
ledge’ depends on repeated circulation in the form of mediatized shared memory
and should thus be considered in relation to cultural memory, rather than being
defined in relation to historiography. I therefore suggest using the term ‘popu-
lar memory’ to describe a heroized version of collective memory perpetuated in
popular cultural narratives.

Visual forms of representation are central to the formation of popular mem-
ory. Samuel suggests that when looking at the past through popular memory, one
should “give at least as much attention to pictures as to manuscripts or print”.3¢
One example he provides are history books for children that feature illustrations.

30" Popular Memory Group: Popular Memory. Theory, Politics, Method, in: Richard Johnson

etal. (eds.): Making Histories. Studies in History-Writing and Politics, London 2017, p. 207.
31 Ibid., p. 206.
32 Ibid., p. 211, emphasis in original.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid., p. 205.
35 Samuel: Theatres, p. 6.
36 1Ibid., p. 27.
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“Graphics”, Samuel writes, “were of course quite central to the chap-books, those
‘penny histories” which took as their subject legendary heroes”.3” The penny his-
tories can be regarded as an earlier printed equivalent of “films [that] enjoy such a
high public profile because of their aesthetic properties and manner of distribution
that they play a role as catalysts in the emergence of topics in public remem-
brance”3® These image-driven forms of popular culture (penny histories and
film) have in common their focus on aesthetic properties and the fact that they
both enjoyed widespread distribution. Samuel’s explicit reference to “legendary
heroes” as the subject of popular renderings of history implies that narrating his-
tory through visually recognizable, distinctly heroic figures is an effective way in
which popular memory crystallizes the past.

Implicitly present in legends and films but worth a separate explicit point is the
aspect of fictionalization, which similarly adds to the crystallization of cultural
memory. Fictional texts, both in written and in audio-visual form, “can become
powerful media, whose versions of the past circulate in large parts of society,
and even internationally”.?® Erll speaks of “versions of the past”, which implies
that these fictionalized versions do not ignore history completely but do take the
liberty to render them into entertaining narratives. This process becomes clear in
a quite illuminating way in Erll’s commentary on G.A. Henty’s novel Inn Times of
Peril (1881), a fictionalized version of the Indian Mutiny:

The turn from eyewitness account and history-writing to fiction and the greater free-
dom of representation associated with the latter result in a further amplification of the
‘Indian Mutiny’ as a site of imperial memory. The ‘vicious’ Nana Sahib’s troops become
more and more numerous; British soldiers appear more and more heroic [...]. This
‘larger than life’ version of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ [...] would thus enter popular memory
and prove very persistent. Even a hundred years later, in contemporary British narrative
history, traces of the high-Victorian myth-making can still be discerned.*

Erll refers to the novel as a ‘larger than life’ version of history, implying that fic-
tion works like a magnifying glass. The number of the Indian troops increases,
as do the heroics of the British, resulting in a memorable narrative that forcefully
entered popular memory of the Indian Mutiny in Britain.

Finally, in addition to the filters of the visual and the fictional, the medializa-
tion of the past in popular culture almost inevitably encompasses a remediation
of previous representations: the “logic of remediation insists that there was never
a past prior to mediation; all mediations are remediations, in that mediation of

37 TIbid., p. 31.

38 Rigney: Plenitude, p. 20, my emphasis.

3 Astrid Erll: Literature, Film, and the Mediality of Cultural Memory, in: Astrid Erll / Ans-
gar Ninning (eds.): Cultural Memory Studies. An International and Interdisciplinary
Handbook, Berlin 2008, p. 398.

40 Astrid Erll: Remembering across Time, Space, and Cultures. Premediation, Remediation
and the “Indian Mutiny”, in: Astrid Erll / Ann Rigney (eds.): Mediation, Remediation, and
the Dynamics of Cultural Memory, Berlin 2012, p. 118.
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the real is always a mediation of another mediation”.#' Popular-culture versions
of the past are thus not versions of the past in the narrow sense but rather ver-
sions of representations of the past. They do not merely mediate actual events but
remediate a whole corpus of earlier medializations to the point where producers
and audiences alike cannot differentiate any more between the parts of the story
that originate from historiographic sources and such that are sourced from earlier
cultural narratives. Raphael Samuel provides an enlightening example for this
process:

Robin Hood, though he has his origin in medieval ballad, was given a whole new life
through the late medieval and early modern development of civic pageantry and ritual;
Maid Marian [...] seems to have been the brainchild of some sixteenth-century parish
organizers of May games, who believed that the Robin Hood story might show to better
advantage if it was played as a drama of young love.*?

What survives in popular memory is not necessarily the version of the story that
is closest to the actual events but rather the version that ‘catches on’ and is reme-
diated again and again across different media carriers (text, image, film); each
(re)mediation adds a filter and, thus, a layer of crystallization.

The ‘past’ as a complicated entanglement of events has been shaped consider-
ably by the time it is rendered into popular-memory versions, and this is the case
with the historical Doctor Who episodes that are to be discussed. In our never-
ending attempts to order and make sense of the past, we focus and filter it in
different ways. Our “modern-day reconstructions” of the past “tell us more about
our relationship to the past” than about the past itself as they highlight “the con-
nections between past and present, and our affective responses”.* Every filter we
apply works like a layer of crystallization, and the more layers lie between the
‘actual’ past and the memory of it (e.g. streamlining individual memories into
social memory, mediating and remediating it, fictionalization and visualization),
the more acutely and persistently the heroic emerges, most dominantly so in nar-
ratives of popular memory.

Popular memory simultaneously nourishes and feeds off the heroic. As an
extremely crystallized form of memory, in terms of both narrative reduction
and medial representation in symbols and images, it beckons heroes and vil-
lains opposing each other at a moment in time crucial for a progress that reflects
contemporary values. The hero-villain constellation is the most focused form of
narrative that ‘survives’ all layers of crystallization inherent to the memory pro-
cesses outlined. Hero figures function as anchors for values and identity politics.
They thrive in popular-culture narratives that provide medialized experiences of a
remembered past for a wide audience to engage with. Hero figures shape popular

41 Richard Grusin: Premediation, in: Criticism 46.1, 2004, p. 18, qt. in Erll / Rigney: Intro-

duction in: Mediation, p. 4.
42 Samuel: Theatres, p. 29.
4 Pam Cook: Screening the Past. Memory and Nostalgia in Cinema. London 2005, p. 2-3.
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memory through their recognizable appearance that is necessary for visual rep-
resentation. Furthermore, they are receptive to processes of fictionalization and
endless re-medialization. In turn, popular memory, and the circulation thereof, is
what brings heroes to life again and again in a dynamic process that involves both
producers and recipients. These processes are linked to the present and to the
past, and heroes emerge at the intersection between the two as meaning-making,
identity-crafting focus points.

4.2 Doctor Who, History and the Heroic

The historical episodes of Doctor Who, often simply referred to as ‘historicals’,*4
form a special segment of the programme, which also mirrors some of Doctor
Who’s overall developments. Shawn Shimpach has argued that New Who alter-
nates between national and everyday matters:

Episodes have been generously sprinkled with winking reminders of British cultural
pride, from the piling up of anachronisms such as the spectacle of Billie Piper floating
over blitz-era London wearing a cool Britannia Union Jack tshirt (“The Empty Child”)
to episodes where the Doctor and his companion meet British literary luminaries like
Charles Dickens (“The Unquiet Dead”), William Shakespeare (“The Shakespeare Code”),
and Agatha Christie (“The Unicorn and the Wasp”). Visually, the program attempts to
balance national heritage with cosmopolitan modernity.*

The historical episodes, not just those in the new series, tend to be part of the
‘national heritage’ category (all of the episodes Shimpach uses as examples are his-
toricals). While this is a unifying aspect of the historicals, they can also be quite
different from each other. One notable change in the nature of historicals reflects
the programme’s development from a children’s programme to one directed more
openly at all age groups: while early historicals have a clear educational focus and
aim to deliver fact-based knowledge for the predominantly young audience, the
focus of the later historicals shifts to messages about ethics and values. The broad
nature of this observation includes a certain level of simplification. Early histor-
icals are not value-free, and fact-based knowledge about their temporal setting is
not completely absent from the later episodes. However, the early historicals do
tend to favour education, while the later historicals tend to favour values.

The other overall development of the historicals is the amount of agency granted
to the Doctor and their companions. In early historical episodes, for example
“The Aztecs™® or even the very first story set in the distant past, “An Unearthly

44 With ‘historical episodes’ or ‘historicals’, I refer to all episodes that are set in the past on

planet Earth. I use ‘pure historicals’ when referring exclusively to those episodes set in
the past that have no science-fiction elements beyond the TARDIS and the Doctor’s sonic
screwdriver, and ‘pseudo-historicals’ to refer to those episodes in the past that include sci-
ence-fiction elements beyond TARDIS and screwdriver.

45 Shawn Shimpach: Television in Transition, Hoboken 2010, p. 165.

46 Aztecs, 1964.
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Child”,#” and “The Reign of Terror”,*® a story set in the French Revolution that is
partly missing from the BBC archives, the aim of the First Doctor and his com-
panions is to get out alive. In these early historicals, the Doctor stresses that they
are not allowed to change history, an explicit reference to their limited agency.
This is especially prominent in “The Aztecs”, where companion Barbara wants to
convince the locals to abolish human sacrifice, despite the Doctor’s orders not to
interfere with history. In the end, the Doctor is proven right and, once again, they
only narrowly survive the consequences. Whenever the Doctor’s actions influ-
ence historical events, the writers suggest that these actions have always been
part of history, making use of the time travel paradox. In “The Romans”,* for
example, the Doctor accidently lights up Nero’s architecture mappings for a new
Rome, which gives the emperor the idea to set Rome on fire. The Doctor’s actions
providing alternative explanations for disasters in history is picked up again at
various other points in the programme’s history, most notably in “The Fires of
Pompeii”,*® where the Doctor causes the volcano’s eruption. Overall, the Doctor’s
agency, and thereby his heroic potential, is limited in the early historicals, which
reflects the character’s original configuration.

Many of the early historicals are missing from the BBC archives, which makes
it difficult to make valid statements about whether and how historical charac-
ters were heroized. Richard Lionheart in “The Crusade”,’! for one, is heroized
to some extent, though that heroization is more based on his moral qualities
than on individual deeds that are presented as heroic acts.’> The same might be
true for Marco Polo, the eponymous hero of the 1964 episode,® but that story is
unfortunately amongst the completely missing ones, as are “The Myth Makers”,
set in Ancient Troy,’* and “The Highlanders”, set in Scotland right after the Battle
of Culloden in 1745.5

In the wake of the pseudo-historicals in the 1970s and 1980s, the Doctor and
their companions gain agency. Often, they have to fight off enemies that are
endangering the course of history as we know it, which gives them much greater
heroic potential. Rather than history determining the plot, and the Doctor and
companions merely trying to survive, the characters now shape the narrative and
have to ensure that history survives. Sometimes, as in “The Masque of Mandrag-

47 Unearthly Child, 1963.

48 The Reign of Terror, Doctor Who, BBC One, 8 August — 12 September 1964 [partly
missing].

4 The R(;gmans, Doctor Who, BBC One, 16 January — 6 February 1965 [missing].

50 The Fires of Pompeii, Doctor Who, BBC One, 12 Apr. 2008.

51 The Crusade, 1965.

52 This episode will be considered in some more detail, although it is partly missing. Video
recordings of two of the four parts and the availability of at least audio recordings of the
two missing parts made “The Crusade” the best pick to look at, albeit briefly, how histor-
ical figures are dealt with in early episodes.

53 Marco Polo, Doctor Who, BBC One, 22 Feb. — 24 Apr. 1964 [missing].

54 The Myth Makers, Doctor Who, BBC One, 16 Oct. — 6 Nov. 1965 [missing].

35 The Highlanders, Doctor Who, 17 December 1966 — 7 January 1967 [missing].
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ora”,%¢ the Doctor even imports the threat he then has to fight. However, these
historicals are still generally in line with the idea that the Doctor cannot change
history per se — an assumption that is somewhat questioned in the new series.

In the new series, the Doctor’s general inability to alter history is frequently
circumvented by focusing on details which the Doctor can change because they
are no ‘fixed points’ of history. In “Fires of Pompeii”, the Doctor explains to his
companion Donna that “Pompeii is a fixed point in history”, that generally “some
things are fixed, some things are in flux”, and he as a Time Lord “can see what
is, what was, what could be”, and can therefore tell the difference between fixed
points and times of flux.>” This allows for (a quite random) narrative freedom that
the new series merrily exploits. This development becomes especially obvious in
the 2005 double episode “The Empty Child™8 / “The Doctor Dances™” set during
the London Blitz where the Doctor manages to save everyone. The Doctor also
tweaks history on a small scale in “Vincent and the Doctor™? and “The Unquiet
Dead”.¢!

In other historical episodes, the Doctor stresses that they are not allowed to
meddle with history because it would affect a ‘fixed point’. Examples for such
fixed points are the death of companion Rose’s father in “Father’s Day™? and the
aforementioned fire of Pompeii. In contrast to the Doctor ‘improving’ history on
a small scale during the London Blitz, he does not allow Churchill to defeat the
Nazis earlier than ‘fixed” in history by using Dalek power.® A special WWII case
is the 2011 episode “Let’s Kill Hitler” where the Doctor actually saves Hitler in
order to keep the general history intact.®* This satirical, almost farcical episode
offers a humorous take on the limits of the Doctor’s heroic potential when travel-
ling to the past. Finally, “Rosa™ offers a very different take: here, the Doctor and
her companions make sure that someone else’s historically heroic act can unfold
by fighting off a perpetrator from the future, which can be read as a variation of
the 1970s/1980s pseudo-historicals. Overall, while the development of the Doc-
tor’s agency and heroic potential in the new series is by no means uniform and
homogenous, the series has become more creative in dealing with the Doctor’s
role in history.

Finally, it seems necessary to lay out how the episodes considered in the case
studies to follow were selected from the vast field of historicals. The most import-
ant requirement was that the episode’s temporal setting be relevant for and con-

36 Masque, 1976.

57 Fires of Pompeii, 2008.

38 The Empty Child, Doctor Who, BBC One, 21 May 2005.

39 The Doctor Dances, Doctor Who, BBC One, 28 May 2005.

60 Vincent and the Doctor, Doctor Who, BBC One, 5 June 2010.
¢! The Unquiet Dead, Doctor Who, BBC One, 9 April 2005.

62 Father’s Day, Doctor Who, BBC One, 14 May 2005.

63 Victory of the Daleks, Doctor Who, BBC One, 17 April 2010.
64 Let’s Kill Hitler, Doctor Who, BBC One, 27 August 2011.

65 Rosa, 2018.
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nected to the episode’s plot. History cannot merely serve as a stylistic setting or
backdrop; it must be, in whatever manner, narratively relevant. This ruled out
a number of episodes where the point in time merely served as an excuse for
the BBC to use costume drama gadgets — an example for this would be “Black
Orchid”, in which the main driving narrative force is the genre of the murder
mystery rather than its temporal setting.®¢

Additionally, and maybe obviously so, the heroic does have to be of some signifi-
cance to the episode. This had an effect on the selection of case studies in a two-
fold way. Firstly, it led to a slight overrepresentation of newer episodes, both in
quantity and in quality. As the brief survey of Doctor Who historicals has shown,
the heroic tends to be more pronounced in the more recent historicals. Often,
we can observe similar mechanisms of how the historic and the heroic interact
in similarly structured ‘old’ and ‘new’ episodes, with a difference in the degree to
which the heroic appears, which leads to newer episodes often being discussed in
greater detail. Some episodes from the late 1980s, the last years of the old series,
do combine a historical setting that is important for the plot and heroic potential
but simply are not coherent enough. As Shawn Shimpach has rightly pointed out,
the (old) series was at this point “nearing the end of its life”, which resulted in nar-
ratives that were “frequently enmeshed in the minutiae of its [the programme’s]
own considerable narrative buildup”.¢” The lack of narrative coherence ruled out
episodes such as “The Curse of Fenric™® and “Ghost Light™, although they do
have some interesting scenes. The incoherence of these plots disrupts the narra-
tive pace and prevents the unfolding of heroic potential.

The following case studies are divided into three parts. The first group explores
the narrative set-up of the historicals that favours the appearance of the heroic.
The stories present the Enlightenment and democracy respectively, framing them
as human progress brought about and protected by heroic action. The meta-
heroic discourse in an episode featuring Robin Hood adds a self-reflexive dimen-
sion to the question of how heroes and history are entangled. The second group of
case studies uses a narrative formula very similar to the one dissected previously
but complicates it with a more complex entanglement with contemporary con-
cerns: the episodes use the historical setting of World War II and the American
civil rights movement to negotiate challenges regarding national unity and racist
tendencies in twenty-first-century Britain. The third group turns to more self-con-

66 Black Orchid, Doctor Who, BBC One, 1-2 March 1982.

67 Shimpach: Television, p. 158.

68 Curse of Fenric, 1989.

®  Ghost Light, 1989. In his 2012 review of the episode, Radio Times’ Patrick Mulkern wished
prospective viewers “good luck understanding it” and wrote: “Ghost Light, like so many
stories of this period, is a shambles. [...I]t is incoherent and almost incomprehensible. I've
read other reviewers excusing Ghost Light, raving about its complexity and insisting that
repeated viewings will eventually shine light into its obscure recesses. Well, I watched the
story on transmission in 1989, again in the 1990s and just recently for this review. Three
viewings and I'm none the wiser.”
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scious episodes that explore how popular culture and historical heroes function
together: three episodes dedicated to artist heroes. The time travelling of the Doc-
tor and their companions invests yet-to-be famous artists with the significance
they will have for later generations, thus providing them with the heroic potential
that the artists live up to by mastering a challenging moment in their lives. These
episodes prove to be especially self-aware of the impact popular culture has on the
construction, circulation and negotiation of historical figures as heroes.

4.3 The Narrative Set-Up of Heroic Moments at Turning Points of
History

Before looking at more complex case studies where heroic moments in history
are used to negotiate contemporary concerns, we need to examine the narrative
formula at the basis of historical episodes and explore how it favours, demands
even, the appearance of the heroic. As we will see, the episodes present certain
moments in history as turning points. The idea that certain situations, and certain
moments in history specifically, call for heroic action dominates recent studies of
the heroic. In general, certain circumstances, in combination with “capacities,
traits, [...], decisions, and actions” can trigger “individuals to behave heroical-
ly”.7% One prevalent argument is that “heroic figures emerge especially in crises
of adaptation, when social orders erode or are not yet fully established”.”* Often,
heroes are “defined by doing the right thing at a critical moment even when their
lives until that moment have not been heroic”.”2 The element of crisis seems to be
especially fundamental — only when challenged will certain people rise to heroic
action. The case studies at hand cannot evaluate whether or not heroes simply
‘appear’ in certain critical, charged situations. In light of the concept of popular
memory introduced earlier, it seems more accurate, at least in reference to popu-
lar-culture renderings of the past, to assume that a certain way to narrate histori-
cally charged situations calls for heroic action as part of the story. The following
case studies seek to shed light on how fact and fiction, the historic and the heroic,
the matter and its medialization, can and do interact.

Both case studies are based on the assumption that human history is essentially
a narrative of progress. The presence of characters questioning what is universally
acknowledged as progress — enlightenment and democracy — allows the Doctor
and their allies to act heroically in defending that progress. Simultaneously, the
episodes present singular moments as decisive and thus perpetuate narratives of
heroic moments as making history, obscuring the multi-layered processes that are
actually the drivers of progress.

70 Allison / Goethals: Heroes, p. 7.
71" von den Hoff et al.: Heroes, p. 12.
72 Allison / Goethals: Heroes, p. 9.
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The Masque of Mandragora (1976)

The four-part story “The Masque of Mandragora”, set in Renaissance Italy, is an
excellent example of how Doctor Who uses a specific point in history to teach its
audience something about values that are presented as universal: reason, progress
and just rule. These values are made enjoyable and entertaining through a two-
fold heroic narrative: part of the narrative concentrates on the specific ‘local’ level
of historicized characters, the other part on the Fourth Doctor’s more abstract
level of universal balance.

The serial draws on the general cultural memory of the early sciences con-
nected to a superficial iconification of Leonardo da Vinci to set up a narrative
of progress. This narrative is made palpable and relatable by pitting the likeable,
reason-driven and just Giuliano against his uncle Federico, the power-hungry and
superstitious antagonist of the serial. This historicized hero-villain constellation
is mirrored by the Doctor and his antagonist, the Helix of Mandragora, the sci-
ence-fiction villain who wants to rule over Earth and a reason-deprived human-
kind. The Doctor’s plot takes the historical one to a larger scale while remaining
connected to the same values, namely reason and progress. The Fourth Doctor
has been labelled as “surprisingly heroic” in a retrospective 2010 review of the
episode,” which suggests that the extent of the Doctor’s heroism is unusual for
the era the serial originated in.

The episodes’ historical setting does not merely serve as a backdrop; it has nar-
rative meaning. The Doctor identifies this moment in history as a turning point
for humankind, explaining to his companion Sarah Jane Smith that the fifteenth
century is “the period between the dark ages of superstition and the dawn of a
new reason”, confirming Sarah’s guess that the Helix at this moment could “gain
control of Earth now through an ancient religion”.”* The danger intensifies when
Giuliano tells the Doctor that he has gathered “the most learned men of all Italy,
scholars, artists, men of the new sciences” for his accession to dukedom, includ-
ing Leonardo da Vinci. In response, the Doctor fears that “if anything should
happen to those men, they'd be thrown back into a new dark age””’ If the Helix
succeeds, it would take away humankind’s ability to “shape its own destiny”,”¢
turning them “into sheep, idle, mindless, useless sheep”.”” In the end, the Doc-
tor is the last one standing heroically between the Earth and the Helix, telling
the villain he cannot “allow [it] to interfere with Earth’s progress”.”® The Doctor
ultimately protects Earth at what the episodes present as a vulnerable point in
history. The episodes thus distil the complex advent of early reason-based science

73 Mulkern: Masque of Mandragora.
74 Mandragora 3.

75 Ibid.

76 Ibid.

77" Mandragora 4.

78 1Ibid.
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into a condensed narrative: if Leonardo da Vinci comes to harm, Earth will be
stuck in the Dark Ages. The struggle for reason is thus crystallized in the historic
moment of “The Masque of Mandragora”.

The value of reason and reasonable ruling becomes tangible for the audience
through two plotlines that pit heroes and villains against each other. The first,
‘local’ hero, Giuliano, is presented as the legitimate heir and a just ruler from the
beginning. After his father’s death, Giuliano proclaims: “I am Duke now, and I
want to rule over a land where there is no tyranny, no lies, no blind ignorance and
superstition.””” This vision of the dukedom under his rule strongly juxtaposes the
previous scene where innocent peasants are attacked, a brutal act that is linked to
the villainous uncle Federico a few minutes later. The second episode repeats the
juxtaposition of hero (Giuliano) and villain (Federico), when Giuliano expresses
his fear not “so much for [himself] as for the people. Were [Federico] ever to
rule San Martino, all knowledge, all attempt at learning, would be suppressed”, s
which connects his ambitions to be a just ruler to the value of reason.

Giuliano is not just shown as a good ruler but also as equipped with a number
of prototypically heroic traits that induce the audience’s sympathy: he can fight
and is courageous, he is loyal and people voluntarily follow his lead. He is shown
sword-fighting with half a dozen guards while his antagonist Federico watches and
does not get involved himself.8! When his friend and sidekick Marco has disap-
peared and their chambers are left in a chaotic state, Giuliano wants to help his
“loyal friend” against the Doctor’s advice.®? The loyalty he shows is also shown to
him. When Marco is threatened with torture in the dungeons, he says: “I shall not
lie against the Duke. You can kill me first”.8> Marco acknowledges Giuliano as “the
ruler, [...] the leader” and follows him willingly, without questioning his compe-
tence and legitimacy.?* The episode uses narrative tropes from Shakespeare’s Ham-
let that the audience might be familiar with and which might (even unconsciously)
impact their judgement of these characters: the just heir (Giuliano/Hamlet) of a
deceased king/duke is threatened by an ill-wishing uncle (Federico/Claudius, who
even had a hand in killing the late ruler), but has the support of a true friend (Marco/
Horatio). The BBC episode guide, for one, lists Hamlet as a source of the story. The
parallels to Hamlet as well as Giuliano’s favourable character traits construct him
as a likeable character that the audience can emotionally invest in as he struggles
against the villainous antagonist Federico.

Federico is a proverbial villain as much as Giuliano is a proverbial hero. He has
Giuliano’s father killed, threatens innocent peasants, has guards do his ugly fight-
ing and uses religious extremists for his own ends. Federico is rude, calling his sub-

79 Mandragora 1.
80 Mandragora 2.
81 Mandragora 3.
82 Ibid.

8 Ibid.
84 Mandragora 4.
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ordinate Rossini an “oaf” and a “fat clown of a chancellor™® and Marco explicitly
characterizes Federico as a “murderer and a tyrant”.%¢ Federico and Giuliano are
also visually pitted against each other: while Federico is normally shown in dark
rooms, cellars and dungeons, Giuliano’s scenes predominantly take place in well-lit
rooms. The dark vs. light trope is also reflected in the colours of their costumes,
connecting Federico to the Dark Ages and Giuliano to the Renaissance.

From the beginning, the hero-villain set-up is connected to the concept that the
historic episode is negotiating: reason. When Hieronymus claims that “everything
is foretold in the stars”, Giuliano opposes that he “[does not] believe it”.8” Shortly
after, Giuliano philosophizes about an astronomical experiment he is conducting:
“That way we can learn more about them [the stars], understand their mystery.
[...] Perhaps the stars don’t move as we think they move. That’s what this man in
Florence [hint to Leonardo da Vinci] is saying. Maybe the stars don’t move at all.
Maybe it’s we who move.” Giuliano not only neutrally proclaims the importance
of reason but displays enthusiasm for a new Age of Reason that is just around the
corner of history, thereby emotionally charging the struggle for progress.

The Doctor’s fight against an antagonist who wants superstition to rule over
humanity mirrors Giuliano’s struggle for reason. When the Doctor is captured
and first meets Federico, he begs to be released because he must deal with a “wave
of energy” that could “do untold damage” — but he is met with laughter and
mockery.®¥ Only when the Doctor rephrases the energy as a “ball of heavenly fire”
that “has come down to Earth” is he taken seriously.®” Hieronymus then ques-
tions the Doctor to find out more about his powers, a conversation during which
the Doctor mocks Hieronymus’ superstition and belief in the stars. The Doctor
calls the investigation a “great waste of time” and mockingly suggests that their
‘fate” “depends [...] on whether the Moon is made of cheese, on whether the cock
crows three times before dawn, and twelve hens lay addled eggs”.”® This take on
astrology aligns the Doctor with Giuliano and the side of reason before the two
even meet. When they do, they immediately join forces. When Giuliano sees the
corpse of a guard killed by Helix energy, he states that the harm was not done by
“a fire demon” and that “such things are pure superstition”.! The Doctor explains
that the man died from “helix energy — high ionization that has only to touch
human tissue to destroy it utterly”.> Giuliano has an entirely different reaction
to the Doctor’s scientific explanation than Federico and Hieronymus. From that
moment on, Giuliano and the Doctor are fighting on the same side.

85 Mandragora 3.

86 Mandragora 4.
87 Mandragora 1.
88 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
91" Mandragora 2.
92 Ibid.
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The Doctor’s own plotline, almost paradoxically, both complicates the narra-
tive and crystallizes it. On the one hand, it gives the episodes more depth and
allows the editing to jump back and forth between Giuliano’s and the Doctor’s
stories, connecting and intertwining them. On the other hand, the Doctor’s
plotline essentially mirrors the ‘local’ historical one, replicating the same threat
and conflict but reflecting them on a larger scale. The Doctor makes this explicit
in conversations with Giuliano, whom he tells “there are other considerations
besides your uncle and his petty ambitions”, and with Federico to whom he says
that he is “not interested in [Federico’s] political ambitions. [...] If Hieronymous
isn’t stopped, I promise you, there’ll be no dukedom for you or anyone else to rule
over after tonight”.”? The Doctor’s insistence that there is more at stake infuses the
victory of reason over superstition with significance for universal balance.

Three essential elements contribute to making “Mandragora” a heroic story
of Tom Baker’s Fourth Doctor: he is repeatedly shown as a solitary figure and
performs heroic deeds and even uses weapons. In each of the four episodes, the
Doctor goes off on his own at least once, ordering others to safely stay behind. Fur-
thermore, the Doctor performs deeds conventionally deemed heroic — although
always tongue-in-cheek to not have this unusual demeanour be taken too seri-
ously. He steals a horse and flees on it,** prevents his own execution by using
his iconic scarf as a lasso to trip the executioner over,” sword fights to rescue
Sarah and save Giuliano,’® and he has an armorer equip him before facing the
Helix alone.”” The use of a whole array of weapons other than his screwdriver is
out of the ordinary for the Doctor and evokes a violent heroism unusual for the
character.

“The Masque of Mandragora” is written and edited exceedingly well.”® The
most important aspects of the story are consistently woven through all the epi-
sodes, each of which ends on an effective cliff-hanger. The narrative and formal
coherence is vital for driving home the story’s point. The final part ends with
making one of the key lessons of the story explicit. When Giuliano beckons the
Doctor to stay because there is “so much [they] could learn from [him]”, the
Doctor replies: “It’ll all come in time. Keep an open mind. That’s the secret.”?
While “in time” stresses the idea of progress, an “open mind” implies that reason,
including thinking out of the box, will lead towards that progress.

The narrative ‘recipe’ for the serial seems simple but it is precisely this straight-
forwardness that makes the story so effective. Likeable characters fight for the

93 Mandragora 3.

94 Mandragora 1.

95 Mandragora 2.

96 Mandragora 3.

97" Mandragora 4.

98 The story was written by Louis Marks, and, maybe more importantly, Robert Holmes
served as script editor. Holmes wrote many prolific, popular and often highly political
Doctor Who episodes.

9 Mandragora 4.
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values of reason, just rule, loyalty and progress on two parallel and intercon-
nected plot levels at a point in history when these values, the narrative suggests,
lead to a change in the course of human existence on Earth. The various heroic
moments of Giuliano and the Doctor — whose own plot adds a heroic layer on a
larger scale with a greater enemy and greater consequences — infuse these values
with emotional significance. As the viewers invest in the characters, following
their struggles, they invest in the values for which they are struggling. The story
thus perpetuates the popular memory of a turn from the Dark Ages to the Renais-
sance as progress, made emotionally tangible for the audience. This progress is
condensed into two heroic fights that lead to one result at a significant moment
in history: humanity comes out of the dark and into the light.

The King’s Demons (1983)

Consisting of just two episodes, “The King’s Demons”% lacks the narrative depth
of “The Masque of Mandragora” but presents a concise and compelling heroic
tale that feeds into the popular memory of Magna Carta (1215) as the crucial
and irreplaceable starting point of Western democracy in the English-speaking
world. The episode participates in the negotiation of Magna Carta’s legal and
symbolic meaning. While scholars keep questioning the accuracy of these claims,
speeches like that of David Cameron on the occasion of the Magna Carta’s 800-
year anniversary illustrate how politicians keep constructing Magna Carta as the
foundation of Western democracy. In his speech, Cameron called Magna Carta
“a document that would change the world”, a “great charter” that “shaped the
world for the best part of a millennium helping to promote arguments for justice
and freedom”.!%! Legal scholars, meanwhile, keep pointing to the limited actual
political influence Magna Carta had and has. While “Magna Carta has become
synonymous in the English-speaking world and beyond with fundamental rights,
the rule of law, and limited government”, whole “generations of scholars” have
shown that its “fame rests on several myths”'?? because, in legal terms, “the docu-
ment was ineffective, hardly democratic, and not the actual source for many of
the rights associated with it”.1% Nothing is “more British than Magna Carta”
and the document “undoubtedly [...] has affective meaning” but its popularity is
“positively assisted by the fact that its legal content is so archaic and, at best, only

100 The King’s Demons, Doctor Who, BBC One, 15-16 March 1983.

101 David Cameron: Magna Carta 800th Anniversary. PM’s Speech, Original Script, Gov.uk,
15 June 2015, gov.uk/government/speeches/magna-carta-800th-anniversary-pms-speech
[6 March 2019].

102 See David Carpenter: Magna Carta, London 20135, J.C. Holt: Magna Carta, Cambridge
1992 [Cambridge 1965].

103 Zachary Elkins et al.: On the Influence of Magna Carta and other Cultural Relics, in: Inter-
national Review of Law and Economics 47, Special Issue: 800 Years of the Magna Carta,
2016, p. 3. DOI: 10.1016/j.irle.2016.05.004.
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vaguely recalled”.!% “The King’s Demons” participates in the circulation of the
affective meaning of Magna Carta by connecting it to a heroically charged nar-
rative that neglects the contested legal significance of the document. As with the
advent of the Renaissance in “Mandragora”, Magna Carta as an icon of democ-
racy is invested with significance for humankind’s progress, made emotionally
palpable for the audience when the Fifth Doctor heroically defeats the Master to
ensure that King John signs the document.

The first episode negotiates some of the popular-memory beliefs around
Magna Carta. Several times, companion Tegan brings up the idea that King John
was “forced [...] to sign Magna Carta”, telling the Doctor that she “know[s her]
history”.1% The Doctor, meanwhile, tells her that King John “wasn’t forced” but
was “as much for it as anyone”, that he “could have crushed that rebellion as easily
as that”.1% The Doctor’s repeated insistence on King John’s active involvement
in the birth of Magna Carta in negotiation with Tegan’s contrary ‘version’ of
history reflects the dynamic character of popular memory — it is not set in stone
but reliant on the activation and circulation by biological carriers. Furthermore,
the insistence that King John is 7ot the antagonist of the story who refuses to sign
Magna Carta makes room for the fictional villain, the Doctor’s arch-enemy, the
Master.

The second episode is dominated by the heroic acts of both the Doctor and a
historically ‘local’ character to protect Magna Carta. The Doctor figures out that
the Master “has set up an imposter as King John of England [...] to change the
course of history” because he “wants to rob the world of Magna Carta”, which the
Doctor “intend[s] to stop if at all possible”.!” This explicitly sets up the episode’s
central conflict between the Doctor and the Master as centring around Magna
Carta. In his efforts, the Doctor is supported by ‘local hero’ Geoffrey de Lacy,
introduced as a “local knight™%8, who immediately says that he “must to London
to warn the King” when he learns about the plot. He repeats his readiness to
help save Magna Carta even if he has to do it “alone”, merely asking someone to
“help with a horse” so that he can get there.!”” The little developed character of
Geoffrey clearly evokes a typical knight who is loyal, courageous and willing to
risk his life for his king. As he rides away on a white horse, the Master shoots him
down with bow and arrow; but even on his deathbed, he continues his fight with
his final words: “the king, Doctor, seek.” The introduction and self-sacrifice of
this prototypical knight hero emotionally charges the episode, raising the stakes
of the Doctor’s final face-off with the Master.
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The Doctor and the Master explicitly talk about the significance of Magna
Carta, which directly links the document to the either-or situation of their con-
flict: either the Doctor wins and democracy can start to develop, or the Doctor
loses, and chaos will reign. Before entering the fight, the Doctor reveals to the
Master that he has seen through his plot:

DOCTOR: The King turns the Barons solidly against him, he is killed in battle or
deposed, possibly in favour of King Philip of France. He cannot therefore offer Magna
Carta. What do you think of it so far?

MASTER: I couldn’t do better myself.
DOCTOR: Thus the foundations of parliamentary democracy will never be laid.
MASTER: Brilliant.

DOCTOR: You cannot be allowed to alter the course of history, even indirectly.!1?

The Doctor presents the development of parliamentary democracy as dependent
on Magna Carta, thus perpetuating the popular memory of Magna Carta as the
foundation of Western democracy, which he intends to protect heroically.

The final fight between the Doctor and the Master brings down to the story
level the values of fundamental rights and freedom. The Master had forced the
non-human, shape-shifting Kamelion to pose as King John. When the Doctor
fights the Master for control over Kamelion, and thus the course of history, he
postulates that Kamelion “does have a mind of his own”, while the Master insists
Kamelion “obeys only [his, the Master’s] will”.!'! The Doctor turns out to be right:
he wins the fight and sets Kamelion free, granting the creature the fundamental
right to decide over his own destiny and proving that “unexpected as it may be,
[Kamelion does] have a mind of [his] own”.!12 This action on the microcosmic
story level reflects the historical backdrop of Magna Carta: although it might be
‘unexpected’ to the ruler (King John or the Master), subordinates (the barons or
Kamelion) develop a consciousness of their freedom and fundamental right to
have a say in their destiny, rather than blindly following the rulers’ orders. This
sub-plot mirrors the aim and effect of Magna Carta and makes the asserted values
of the document even more palpable for the audience.

Overall, “The King’s Demons” demonstrates why reducing the narrative of
complex historical contexts to crystallized popular memory versions thereof
allows the heroic to appear. By presenting Magna Carta as crucial and all-im-
portant for Western democracy gives the Doctor’s fight against the Master sig-
nificance. If the episode presented Magna Carta as having a small impact on the
development of democracy, if any, the Doctor’s struggle with the Master would
become less affective and its potential for heroic action would diminish.

10 Thid.
11 hid.
12 Thid.
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Meta-Heroic in Robot of Sherwood (2014)

Doctor Who does not explicitly discuss the heroic very often, but when the Twelfth
Doctor meets Robin Hood in “Robot of Sherwood”,!'3 that is exactly what happens.
This episode takes the exploration of how heroes and history are linked narratively
one step further by incorporating arguments between the outlaw and the Doctor
about how ‘real’ an “impossible hero” like Robin Hood is. This negotiation is not
merely a recycling of Robin Hood as a heroic figure to whom certain values like
chivalry are attached; rather, it mockingly questions his self-fashioned heroization
before ultimately confirming his status as a legend within British popular culture.
Robin Hood has become such a “mobile and elusive” character over the centuries'4
that there is “no single truth that stands behind [him]”.!*> Popular-culture products
often do not centre on the question “whether Robin Hood lived” but instead cre-
atively celebrate “his heroic status”.!'¢ Out of all the characters in the case studies,
Robin Hood is the most extreme example of the selective and crystallizing pro-
cesses of popular memory. The representation of Robin Hood on Doctor Who draws
on many previous fictionalized versions of the character; his heroic status has been
so unquestionably established that there is narrative space left to self-reflectively and
playfully discuss the nature and function of heroes in history.

The episode engages in explicit discourse about the function of heroes in popu-
lar memory. When companion Clara expresses her wish to meet Robin Hood, the
Doctor at first protests that “the heroic outlaw, who robs from the rich and gives
to the poor” is “made up” and that “old-fashioned heroes only exist in old-fash-
ioned story books”. “Robot of Sherwood” does not represent the historical hero
in a realist mode but mocks him. When they first meet, the Doctor refuses to
‘properly’ fight Robin Hood and uses a spoon instead of a sword. The scene is
edited with unnecessary slow-motion that makes apparent how staged the whole
‘fight’ is and parodies the outlaw. The Doctor continues to mock Robin Hood
for the major part of the episode, challenging him and questioning whether he
is ‘real’. Ironically, almost all elements of the episode but Robin Hood turn out
to be fake. The castle is a spaceship in disguise and the sheriff wants to take over
the world with an army of robots, which would “alter the course of history”.
Facing this threat, a familiar trope in historicals, the Doctor ultimately teams up
with Robin Hood despite his initial lack of sympathy for the “long-haired ninny”.
Their final joint heroic act — hitting the spaceship with the golden arrow they
have won at the archery competition earlier so that it explodes a safe distance
away from the Earth - fits the mocking tone of the episode.

113 Robot of Sherwood, Doctor Who, BBC One, 6 Sept. 2014. Unless otherwise noted, all
quotes that follow in this subchapter refer to this episode.

114 Thomas Hahn: Robin Hood in Popular Culture. Violence, Transgression, and Justice,
Brewer 2000, p. 3.

15 bid., p. 11.

116 Robert A. Segal: Hero Myths. A Reader, Blackwell 2000, p. 94.
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Despite the exaggerated mode used to depict the actual heroic action of the
narrative, the explicit discourse about the importance of heroic stories at the
end of the episode is sincere. Robin Hood asks the Doctor if it is true that he is
“forgotten as a real man”, that he is “but a legend”, which the Doctor confirms.
Surprisingly, Robin Hood does not mind, and what follows encourages the Doc-
tor to acknowledge that neither history nor ‘factual’ evidence of whether or not
someone was ‘real’ or ‘really’ a hero matters, as long as there are stories to inspire
others to join the ‘good fight”

ROBIN: History is a burden. Stories can make us fly.
DOCTOR: I'm still having a little trouble believing yours, I'm afraid.

ROBIN: Is it so hard to credit? That a man born into wealth and privilege should find
the plight of the oppressed and weak too much to bear...

DOCTOR: No.

ROBIN: Until one night he is moved to steal a TARDIS? Fly among the stars, fighting the
good fight. Clara told me your stories.

DOCTOR: She should not have told you any of that.

ROBIN: Well... well, once the story started, she could hardly stop herself. You are her
hero, I think.

DOCTOR: I'm not a hero.
ROBIN: Well, neither am I. But if we both keep pretending to be, ha-ha, perhaps others

will be heroes in our name. Perhaps we will both be stories. And may those stories never
end.

The story Robin Hood tells, about himself and the Doctor, highlights the similar-
ities between the two. They then say good-bye, addressing each other with their
full names and titles, “Doctor, Time Lord of Gallifrey” and “Robin Hood, Earl of
Loxley”, followed by a last reminder on the part of Robin Hood that he is “just
as real” as the Doctor. “Robot of Sherwood”, while self-reflectively mocking the
‘ridiculousness’ of heroes, ultimately confirms the importance of heroic tales as
cornerstones for how we remember and reflect on the past as a guideline for the
present.

4.4 History, the Heroic and the State of the Nation

The following case studies explore how narratives of historical heroic moments
can connect to collective challenges the audience faces at the time the episodes are
aired. In these episodes, heroic moments in historical settings are used to negotiate
the state of the nation in the contemporary setting. The first two case studies will
look at how narratives of World War II propagate national unity in the 2000s, an
era marked by national insecurities during the “War on Terror’. A more recent case
study will then analyse how an episode set in the wake of the civil rights movement
in Alabama negotiates racial tensions during the Brexit era.
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World War II in the post 9/11 Era

The two-parter “The Empty Child” / “The Doctor Dances” tackles an important
time in British history and cultural memory, namely the British experience of
World War II. The double episode was produced and broadcast at a moment in
time that is very interesting with regards to British memory of the War. Within
national memory, the War generally “stands for [...] a shared common purpose: a
sense of a national unity, [...] for defiance against the enemy, [...] a kind of certainty
and pride: that ‘we’ know who ‘we’ are”” and has thus become “a touchstone for
a widely shared (yet still exclusive) concept of national identity”.!® In the produc-
tion context of “The Empty Child” / “The Doctor Dances”, two factors add to the
significance of World War II within British national memory: firstly, the number
of people who had witnessed World War II dwindled in the early 2000s, which
shifted the nature of the memories. The BBC’s project “W W2 People’s War”, which
ran from 2003 to 2006, reflects an awareness of the fact that living memory of the
War would soon die out. The BBC “asked the public to contribute their memories
of World War Two”, which resulted in an archive of “47,000 stories and 15,000
images” that mirror “how the wartime generation remembered those years [...],
subjective interpretations that described ‘what it was like’, not what happened”.!?
The BBC did not check the entries for historical accuracy. Lucy Noakes has noted
that the “largest number of stories, 14,336, are listed under ‘Childhood and Evacu-
ation’, reflecting the demographics of the contributors”.!?° Interestingly, one of
the ‘local’ protagonists of “The Empty Child” / “The Doctor Dances”, Nancy, is a
teenager. Her experience thus resonates with that of the majority of veterans still
alive in 2005 who were old enough to remember the Blitz.

Despite the decrease in living memory of the War, it remained a fixture in
national memory and gained relevance again during the post 9/11 years. 9/11
brought back a sentiment of fear and, in consequence, a longing for national
unity: “It has been a long time since average inhabitants of this country thought
they lived in a dangerous place”, a lead article in the Guardian from 2002 reads:
“The thought didn’t even hit after September 11. But the thought is out there
now, whether we like it or not. [...] There is fear in the air this winter.”2! Two

117 Robert Eaglestone: Cruel Nostalgia and the Memory of the Second World War, in: Rob-
ert Eaglestone (ed.): Brexit and Literature. Critical and Cultural Responses, London 2018,
p- 97, emphasis in original.

Lucy Noakes / Juliette Pattinson: Introduction. “Keep Calm and Carry On”. The Cultural
Memory of the Second World War in Britain, in: eaed. (eds.): British Cultural Memory and
the Second World War, London 2014, p. 11.

119 \WW2 People’s War, BBC Online, bbc.co.uk/history/ww2peopleswar/ [24 February 2020].
120 T ucy Noakes: “War on the Web”. The BBC’s “People’s War” Website and Memories of Fear
in Wartime in 21st-century Britain, in: Lucy Noakes / Juliette Pattinson (eds.): British Cul-
tural Memory and the Second World War, London 2014, p. 51.

Face up to Fear, The Guardian Online, 21 Nov 2002, https:/www.theguardian.com/politics/
2002/nov/21/terrorism.septemberl1 [24 August 2021].
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aspects fed into a connection between 9/11 and World War II and the evocation
thereof in the years that followed: 9/11 was seen as a “threat to ourselves, not
just the United States”, with ‘ourselves’ denoting “every country [...] that was
attempting to create or maintain civil societies based on democratic consensus,
human rights, and the rule of law — all the principles for which we had fought
two terrible world wars”.122 9/11 was seen as challenging the values that the allies
had sought to protect against the Nazi threat — so perpetuating memories of the
defiance of the Nazis served as a reminder for what was at stake in the ‘war on
terror’. Significantly, the comparison between fighting terrorism and fighting in a
war was reiterated, practically on a daily basis, in the media: a “common concep-
tual metaphor” in British tabloid press between 2001 and 2005 was “TERROR-
ISM IS WAR™!23 media reports frequently contained “metaphorical expressions
which draw comparisons to the Second World War”, with terrorist attacks being
linked to Pearl Harbor as well as referred to as a ““blitz’ by ‘islamonazis’ motivated
by ‘islamofascism’.!2* During the post-9/11 years that were marked by national
insecurity, remembering WWII meant remembering a period of national unity.

In comparison to the diffuse threat of terror, the war against the Nazi regime
seemed simple. Feelings of national insecurity in the post-9/11 period resulted
in a backlash against pluralist ideas of a multicultural society and a rise in the
‘unifying’ nationalist rhetoric and politics that fed on the popular memory of
British resistance and ultimate victory during WW!IIL. Paul Gilroy observed in his
2004 study Affer Empire that the war “against foes who [were so] simply, tidily,
and uncomplicatedly evil” kept fascinating the British; “the totemic power of the
great anti-Nazi war seem[ed] to have increased even as its veterans [had] died
out”.!?> While the “War on Terror’ was complex and controversial, the recollection
of national unity and military prowess when facing the Nazi terror evoked and
renewed a feeling of national belonging and significance.

The Doctor Who two-parter “The Empty Child” / “The Doctor Dances” contrib-
utes to the continued circulation of the memory of WWII in the early 2000s; it
deconstructs conventional soldier heroism but participates in the popular mem-
ory of the Blitz as a nation-building experience and as Great Britain’s ‘finest hour’.
The episodes cover the war experience of ordinary citizens who are not affiliated
with the army.'?¢ The story emphasizes non-violent resistance to the Nazi threat,

122 Michael Howard: “9/11” and After — a British View, in: Naval War College Review 55.4,
2002, p. 11.

123 Alexarfder Spencer: The Social Construction of Terrorism. Media, Metaphors and Policy
Implications, in: Journal of International Relations and Development 15.3, 2012, www.gsi.
uni-muenchen.de/personen/wiss_mitarbeiter/spencer/publ_spencer/jird_spencer_post_
print.pdf [24 August 2021], p. 9.

124 Tbid.

125 Paul Gilroy: After Empire. Melancholia or Convivial Culture? London 2004, p. 96-97.

126 This sets the episodes apart from other Doctor Who stories dealing with WWTI, such as
“The Curse of Fenric” (1989, set at the battle line at the coast of France) or “Victory of the
Daleks” (2010, set in Churchill’s London War Room).
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which is in line with the overall characterization of the Doctor as a pacifist. The
denial of violence even in wartime, which is portrayed as heroic, is not limited
to the Doctor; it extends to Nancy, a teenager looking after homeless children,
and Doctor Constantine, a physician taking care of victims. Overall, the episodes
promote trust over suspicion, healing over killing, alliances over solitary heroism,
and non-violent resistance to extremely violent outside forces.

“The Empty Child” brings the Ninth Doctor and his companion Rose to Lon-
don in 1941. They are chasing a dangerous object that turns out to be a Chula war
ambulance from the future, crashed by Jack Harkness, a former time agent and
now con man who wants to profit economically by selling the ambulance. The
‘nanogenes’ in the ambulance are not familiar with human DNA, and they begin
to mutate the population on the model of a young boy (hence, “The Empty Child”)
who was close to where the ambulance landed, transforming their faces into gas
masks and reducing their life mission to finding their “Mummy”. Remarkably,
the Doctor manages to save everyone in the most unlikely of circumstances: in a
story set in a historic moment of destruction, everyone survives.

The very beginning of “The Empty Child” establishes the World War II con-
text of the story — the extreme violence London is confronted with during the
Blitz — and the significance of that historic moment for Great Britain as a nation.
Shortly after landing in London at night, Rose finds herself holding on to a rope,
dangling mid-air above the city, which is made clearly identifiable by a shot of St
Paul’s Cathedral. Rose sees the city under fire and the German planes are coming
directly at her. Dramatic music during this scene implies that Rose in particu-
lar and London in general are in a very dangerous situation. Rose’s Union Flag
T-shirt, though commented on laconically later on, implicitly connects the epi-
sode to discourses of nationhood and nation-building. The establishing shots of
London during the Blitz furthermore activate a pre-existing cultural memory.
The audience already expects a certain kind of narrative — of resistance, of nation,
of suffering; the double episode will fulfil these expectations, albeit with a few
tWists.

Against the London Blitz backdrop, the first non-violent hero figure enters the
screen. Nancy, presumably in her late teens, takes care of homeless children for
whom she steals food from the tables of families that are hiding in shelters dur-
ing the air raids. Nancy is portrayed as courageous and caring, enduring and
pro-active at the same time. The Doctor is extremely impressed by Nancy, calls
her survival skills “brilliant” and endows her actions with national significance in
a speech on the importance of her courage and resistance:

1941. Right now, not very far from here the German war machine is rolling up the map
of Europe, country after country, falling like dominos, nothing can stop it, nothing,
until one tiny damp little island says no, no, not here. A mouse in front of a lion. You’re
amazing, the lot of you. Don’t know what you do to Hitler, you frighten the hell out of
me. Off you go then, do what you gotta do, save the world.

182



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956509841-155
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

While the Doctor tells her all this, Nancy is standing in the dark, it is raining
(“damp island”), bombs can be heard falling in the background, yet the Doctor
looks up at her from further down the staircase, which results in several hero
shots of the girl. The angle becomes more extreme when the Doctor walks down
the stairs and she seems taller and taller in comparison. Nancy, who looks a bit
like a mouse herself in her grey coat, scurrying through the streets by night,
becomes the personification of the British resilience in the face of a superior Ger-
man force attacking them from the air night after night.

Rose similarly tries to give Nancy hope while they are fixing a wire fence
together in the second episode, “The Doctor Dances”. Nancy comments on the
violence surrounding them, on “the sky [...] full of Germans dropping bombs on
[them]”. Rose assures her that “this isn’t the end”, that “the Germans don’t come
here. They don’t win. [...] You win.” The scene consists almost exclusively of close
up shots, which creates a very intimate and personal atmosphere between the two
women. Similar to the Doctor before, Rose gives Nancy the feeling that what she
does matters for the future of the country. The formulation “you win” carries the
double meaning of Nancy as an individual winning and the British winning the
war, which, again, turns Nancy into a representative of the heroic civil, markedly
non-violent resistance of London during the Blitz.

The story’s second ‘local hero’ is Doctor Constantine. He is introduced simply
as “the doctor” by Nancy who tells the (actual) Doctor that this is the person
he must go to if he wants to sol