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‘Hoyle demonstrates not the power of scientific method but the personal allure of transcendental intoxication. His appeal is straightforward. In his hands, sf does not explain. It releases’

Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

‘The John Buchan of science fiction. His fantasies are not only firmly rooted in scientific possibilities but are told at galloping pace and with an appealing no-nonsense authority’

Sunday Times

‘A first-class novel, original and disturbing. It is a brightly written, really exciting tale with the added inducement of scientific accuracy’

Weekly Science Diary
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INTRODUCTION
Kim Newman

The popular and critical success of Nigel Kneale’s BBC-TV Quatermass serials – The Quatermass Experiment (1953), Quatermass II (1956), Quatermass and the Pit (1959) – encouraged British television channels (both of them) to commission more science fiction, often following Kneale’s lead by combining s-f concepts with gothic horror and British boffinry. ITV’s The Trollenberg Terror (1956) and The Strange World of Planet X (1956) followed Quatermass from the small screen to the movies, but – oddly – there was no cinema adaptation of the BBC’s most significant post-Quatermass, pre-Doctor Who science fiction franchise – the Andromeda saga.

Scripted by astronomer-novelist Fred Hoyle (The Black Cloud) and TV writer-producer-director John Elliot (The Troubleshooters), A for Andromeda was a ratings hit on its broadcast in seven episodes in the Autumn of 1961. Twenty-year-old Julie Christie, cast in a dual role, was propelled to stardom by the serial, dominating its later stages as the unearthly Andromeda. The show offered three contrasting boffins – stereotypical foreign-sounding Einsteinian genius Ernest Reinhart (Esmond Knight), unstereotypical female big thinker Madeleine Dawnay (Mary Martin), and virile (if vacillating) young John Fleming (Peter Halliday). It seems likely that Fleming is Hoyle’s fantasy self-image. A year later, the BBC broadcast The Andromeda Breakthrough, a sequel with similarly blonde Susan Hampshire replacing Christie and a storyline with a more global reach. Hoyle and Elliot concentrate on the political, technical and social implications of contact with a perhaps-malignant alien intelligence rather than go for the viral mutation or dyed-in-the-DNA Martian evil of the Quatermass serials … but Andromeda is as disruptive and dangerous in her own way as the metastising cactus creature that threatens to turn the world into a vast carpet of undulating, tentacular biomass in The Quatermass Experiment.

Whereas Kneale allowed publication of his Quatermass scripts, Hoyle and Elliott did the work of novelising their Andromeda stories for tie-in books – an approach Kneale wouldn’t take until his fourth, late in the day serial Quatermass (1979). A for Andromeda (1962) is subtitled ‘a novel of tomorrow’, while Andromeda Breakthrough (1962) – note the slight title change – becomes ‘a novel of Tomorrow’s Universe’. Review extracts or publicity blurbs on the back covers, sleeves and prelims work hard to take any sting out of the lowly status generally accorded TV novelisations, stressing the authors’ CVs as ‘an astro-physicist of world-wide reputation and a talented dramatist whose work for British television has received the highest critical recognition’. Over and over, the selling copy hits the expected beats (‘originality, excitement, pace’) but more than anything stakes a claim for ‘scientific accuracy’ that seems like a veiled rebuke of those fanciful ninnies who turned out stuff like The Trollenberg Terror (featuring monsters who inspired the US release title The Crawling Eye) or the wholly wonderful Devil Girl From Mars (1954) in which a PVC-clad dominatrix and her giant robot invade a pub in Scotland in search of human males. Ungrateful science fiction fans of the day carped that the BBC’s high-tech genesis chamber looked like a washing machine onscreen, but obviously the novel version of the story is free to come up with something beyond criticism.

Unusually for such ephemera, the Andromeda novels stayed in print for decades – a Google image search will show up a wealth of cover designs, surprisingly few of which feature Julie Christie’s face (or even Susan Hampshire’s). By the 1970s, tie-in images from the serials or stylised starscapes are replaced by decade-appropriate psychedelic imagery, invariably featuring the beautiful nude female half-alien Andromeda. Paperback blurbs even stopped mentioning that these were ‘as seen on TV’ properties. My 1972 Corgi paperback has a wonderfully blaring back cover blurb – ‘From two hundred light years across the universe comes a message of terror’, in big blue on black script with the word ‘terror’ highlighted in white.

Hoyle and Elliot’s premise proved influential. The movie Species (1995), also has a signal from deep space instruct scientists to create a human-alien hybrid which looks like a stunning blonde woman and might pose a threat to all life on Earth. And, in the ‘scientists receive instructions from space’ sub-genre, Hoyle and Elliot fit in between Raymond F. Jones’ This Island Earth (1952) and Carl Sagan’s Contact (1985). The Andromeda stories also feature one of the first evil corporations (as opposed to evil tycoons) in drama; Hoyle and Eliot’s ruthless multinational Intel is a model for many subsequent concerns (eg: the Parallax Corporation of The Parallax View, ConSec of Scanners, Roxxon Oil in Marvel Comics, Omni Consumer Products of Robocop).

Sadly, the original A for Andromeda is lost but for one full episode (‘The Face of the Tiger’), snippets from earlier shows, still photographs taken off air (‘telesnaps’) and the fifteen-minute climax of the finale ‘The Last Mystery’. The Andromeda Breakthrough survives complete, and can be found along with what’s left of the first serial on a now-OOP-and-pricey Andromeda Anthology DVD set. The curious are also referred to two official remakes of the original – Vittorio Cottafavi’s A come Andromeda (1972), an Italian serial with Nicoletta Rizzi as Andromeda, and Richard Fell’s TV movie remake A for Andromeda (2005), with Kelly Reilly as Andromeda, Jane Asher as Professor Dawnay and Tom Hardy as a very eccentric Fleming.

The serials are astute politically, even if they fail to foresee the social changes of the 1960s – the British Prime Minister of the near future (unspecified in print, 1971 on TV) sounds a lot like Harold Macmillan, for instance. Andromeda (aka Andre), the saga’s most interesting character and creation, sometimes tends to get lost in all the earthly intrigue. Hoyle seems to have deliberately excluded the gothic or horrific elements Kneale deploys so effectively – and the Andromeda stories sometimes seem to be engaging in a debate with the Quatermass sagas. A professional scientist, albeit one with an attraction to extreme theories, the astronomer was plainly concerned with realistic depiction of laboratory work (though the deadly exposed terminals which are vital to the plot seem unlikely, despite the warning signs). Michael Hayes, who directed the first serial, noted that the Hoyle-Elliot scripts were literate, but seldom concerned with sounding like real people talking (as Nigel Kneale’s usually were). The director may have moderated this stiffness a little, since the follow-up, co-directed by John Elliot and John Knight, seems to witter on more.

The novels are smart, sharp, fast reads – idea-driven s-f, but with a sense of the real world outside the concerns of pulp. Hoyle was an unusual figure as a science fiction writer and even as a scientist – a mainstream TV personality and commentator (like a grown-ups’ Patrick Moore) with ambitions for an audience outside the fans who stereotypically consumed s-f paperbacks. In the 1970s, The Black Cloud – of all possible s-f texts – was on my school English curriculum (along with The Lord of the Flies, Fahrenheit 451 and The Trouble with Lichen). Other science fiction was as liable to be confiscated as a Pan Book of Horror Stories or Skinhead paperback, but Hoyle was a proper scientist and got a pass – just as William Golding and Ray Bradbury were proper writers (John Wyndham, at least, was published by Penguin).

In the early 1960s, most television programs were as ephemeral and random as signals sent to (or from) Andromeda (even if they weren’t wiped by the BBC). The serials were seen once (oddly, they weren’t even given the Equity-approved one-off repeat), then remembered (or misremembered) for years after … mostly for that first luminous look at Julie Christie.

Meanwhile, these novels survived, and became the definitive Andromeda transmissions.
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