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TELEVISION REVIEW 
Broadening Horizons 

HORIZON, BBC Television's science 
feature, has eased its way back on to our 
screens for the autumn with little of the 
fuss and fanfare surrounding one--off 
specials like The Life Game. With true 
professionalism, the series has built from 
a gentle start with Konrad Lorenz and 
his performing geese followed •qy the 
immediate human impact of the 'prob
lems of spastics, before moving on to 
the hard stuff of plant genetics and the 
even harder stuff of black holes. Even 
granting that Lorenz provided in some 
way an easy first programme, however, 
whether by luck or judgment the 
Horizon team can bask in the know
ledge that their programme was screened 
just a few weeks before the man was 
awarded a Nobel Prize. 

Like the series itself, individual pro
grammes seem designed to lead the 
casual viewer gently into the mysteries 
of the week's chosen topic; rose gardens, 
for example, providing an easy lead in 
to the mysteries of genetics •and the pos
sibilities of easing the world food prob
lem by genetic tinkering. This ordered 
structure is a great aid to the viewer, and 
thP two Horizon programmes (Gilding 
the Lily and The Black Holes of 
Gravity) which appeared in the weeks 
immediately before and after The Life 
Game (reviewed in Nature last week) 
emphasised only too clearly the failings 
of the latter in this respect. The first 
beat The Life Game at a part, at least, 
of its own game; the second covered an 

equally broad topic more clearly, more 
entertainingly, in less than half the time 
and at much less than half the cost. 

What were the particular virtues of 
The Black Holes of Gravity which made 
this programme such a striking example 
of both good science and good entertain
ment? Continuity is perhaps the key 
without which all technical tricks are 
useless, and the programme, after a 
quick pre-title flash, began at the begin
ning of man's fumbling with the secrets 
of gravity, building from Greek ideas 
to those of modern relativists. Indeed, 
black holes were not mentioned after 
the titles for a full 40 minutes, in a pro
gramme only 55 minutes long. Given 
the logical buildup of the theme, the 
visual aids available to TV were used 
imaginatively and helpfully in the con
text of the theme. Both graphics and 
models assisted the viewer to understand 
the theories being propounded, although 
in one case it did seem that a computer 
graphic display was used because it was 
pretty (which it certainly was) rather 
than because it was informative (which 
it certainly was not). 

With one notable exception, the pro
gramme also avoided straying into sensa
tionalism in what is, after all, a pretty 
sensational subject. For example, Pro
fessor Joseph Weber's enthusiastic 
claims that 200 gravity wave events are 
being recorded by his equipment each 
month was matched by Dr Tony Tyson's 
sober assessment of what is now the 
general view, that Weber is probably 
observing something other than gravity 
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waves. It was a little odd that the 
possibility of a gravitational "constant" 
which varies with the age of the Universe 
was introduced without mentioning 
Hoyle's work- but on the other hand it 
was pleasant to see a British-made pro
gramme about the frontiers of astro
nomical knowledge which showed a few 
different faces, and no doubt that 
explains the absence of that bastion of 
astronomy in this case. 

The exception to this sober approach 
unfortunately came right at the end of 
the programme, and thus left a slightly 
sour aftertaste. Professor John Taylor, 
gazing earnestly into the camera, spoke 
sincerely of the philosophical implica
tions of black holes, and how they will 
swallow up the Universe so that "in the 
future there will be no future". Stirring 
stuff, but he did neglect to point out 
that this calamity is not due to take 
place tomorrow, or even in the next 
109 years, so that we can for the imme
diate present concentrate on the more 
mundane problems facing the world. 

Even with that caveat the programme 
stood as a glowing example of why 
the best of BBC TV science is the best 
TV science in the world. Perhaps the 
team responsible for the BBC science 
epics should, after their recent failure 
to maintain their own high standards, 
be made to take a refresher course in 
the fundamentals of producing enter
taining and informative science pro
grammes, by being set to watch a series 
of the best of Horizon. 

JOHN GRIBBIN 

Smoking, Pregnancy and Publicity 
SIR,-P. R. J. Burch (Nature, 245, 277; 
1973) quotes some articles by Professor 
Yerushalmy which, he claims, support 
the notion that it is the 'smoker' rather 
than the 'smoking' which is responsible 
for the association between low birth
weight and smoking in pregnancy. Un
fortunately, Yerushalmy's analyses1
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are statistically unsound, a fact I have 
discussed in detail elsewhere3.4. 

Briefly, what Dr Burch decribes as "in
consistencies" in the "causal hypothesis" 
arise from straightforward statistical 
misunderstandings. The first so-called 
"inconsistency" is that among low birth
weight babies (<2,500 g), those whose 
mothers smoked during pregnancy have 
a lower perinatal mortality rate and a 
lower severe congenital anomaly rate 
than those whose mothers did not 
smoke. The explanation for this find-

ing simply follows from the (undisputed) 
fact that the distribution of birthweights 
for the babies of smokers is the same as 
that for non-smokers except that it is 
shifted downwards by about 170 g. It 
necessarily follows that, for babies 
<2,500 g, the birthweight distribution 
has a higher mean value for smokers 
than for non-smokers. It is not sur
prising, therefore, that the low birth
weight babies of smokers fare better 
than the low birthweight babies of non
smokers. 

The second point concerns the fate of 
babies born to mothers before the 
mothers started to smoke. In com
paring mothers who had never smoked 
with those who started smoking before 
they were 25, Yerushalmy unfortunately 
did not carry out an age standardisation. 
In particular, the latter group will tend 

to have had babies at younger ages and 
would therefore be expected to have 
had lighter babies. To my knowledge, 
Yerushalmy has still not carried out a 
proper standardisation and until this is 
done his conclusions cannot be accepted. 

It seems to me that the statistical evi
dence for an association between 
smoking in pregnancy, low birthweight 
and perinatal mortality remains strong. 
The only point which is really at issue 
is the nature of the mechanism respon
sible for the association, whether the 
smoking itself causes the lowered birth
weight and so on, or whether some pre
existing characteristics of the woman 
are responsible for both. Some studies 
currently in progress, comparing babies 
born to women who have been actively 
persuaded to give up smoking during 
pregnancy with those born to women 


	TELEVISION REVIEW
	Broadening Horizons


