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THE PYTHONS

John Cleese

Cleese escaped a projected career in law when he accepted a job
writing jokes for the BBC. His talent made him a valued presence
in The Frost Report and At Last the 1948 Show before Python, and
in Fawlty Towers, Silverado, A Fish Called Wanda, The World is
Not Enough, and a frighteningly long list of commercials after.

Terry Gilliam

Born and raised in Minnesota and Los Angeles, Gilliam’s early ca-
reers as a magazine illustrator and advertising agency copywriter
somehow pointed him towards creating animations for British tele-
vision. As a director his films away from Python include Time Ban-

dits, Brazil, The Fisher King, Twelve Monkeys, and Fear and
Loathing in Las Vegas.

Eric Idle

A razor-sharp wit with a poison pen, Idle professes to shun acting
for writing and yet has probably acted in more non-Python projects
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(Nuns on the Run, Casper, An Alan Smithee Film: Burn Hollywood
Bum, The Quest for Camelot) than the others. He has recently
penned a novel, The Road to Mars; a Grammy-nominated children’s
story; and “The Seussical,” a musical based on the stories of Dr.
Seuss.

Terry Jones

Most likely of the Pythons to appear in drag, Jones is a noted history
buff who has written on Chaucer and hosted the documentaries
Ancient Inventions and The Crusades. He also directed Personal Ser-
vices, Erik the Viking, and The Wind in the Willows, and has written
several fanciful children’s books.

Michael Palin

The most innocent-looking of the group (and consequently able to
play some of the most subversive parts), Palin starred in The Mission-
ary and A Private Function. He has since become a trusty guide for

armchair travelers with his globetrotting series Around the World in
80 Days, Pole to Pole, and Full Circle.

CO-CONSPIRATORS

Barry Took

A veteran television producer and writer, Took’s credits on radio and
television include Round the Horne, The Frost Report, and The
Marty Show (with Marty Feldman). It was Took who proposed the
teaming of the six members that made up Python to the BBC. He
did duty in Los Angeles as a producer of Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-
In, but soon returned to the U.K. to work as a programming execu-
tive, columnist, and comedy writer.

lan MacNaughton

A veteran of the BBC’s drama department before being absconded
by Light Entertainment and Spike Milligan, MacNaughton was the
producer of all of Python’s TV output and director of all but a
handful of their shows, as well as the feature And Now for Something
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Completely Different. He has since worked as a television, stage, and
opera director out of his home base in Germany.

David Sherlock
A drama teacher and writer, Sherlock was Graham Chapman’s com-
panion of twenty-three years, and witnessed the birth of Python. He

also collaborated with Chapman on several projects, including
Yellowbeard.

Carol Cleveland

Born in the UK, Cleveland was raised in the United States but
pursued acting (both comedic and dramatic) in England. Aside from
her Python roles, she has appeared in numerous television series
(including The Avengers, The Persuaders, and Are You Being Served?),
films (The Return of the Pink Panther), and stage shows (“The Glass
Menagerie,” “Dial ‘M’ for Murder”), as well as her own one-woman
show, “Carol Cleveland Reveals All.”

John Goldstone

The executive producer of Monty Python and the Holy Grail, Gold-
stone was producer of Life of Brian and The Meaning of Life; he
has also produced quasi-Python projects such as Terry Jones’ The
Wind in the Willows.

Mark Forstater

A flatmate of Terry Gilliam’s in New York City in the 1960s, he
served as producer of Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Forstater’s
other film and TV credits include The Odd Job, The Fantasist,
and Grushko.

Julian Doyle

Doyle’s duties as production manager on Holy Grail included stag-
ing the Black Knight sequence in East London, locating a Polish
engineer in the wilds of Scotland to fashion a cog for a broken
camera, and transporting a dead sheep in his van at five o’clock in
the morning. He took the more sedate job of editor for Life of Brian
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and The Meaning of Life. He has also edited Brazil and The Wind
in the Willows.

Terry Bedford

Director of photography for Monty Python and the Holy Grail, Bed-
ford also served as DP for Terry Gilliam’s Jabberwocky. He has since
become a director for television and commercials, and helmed the
feature Slayground.

Howard Atherton

A fellow alumnus of the London International Film School with
Bedford, Doyle, and Forstater, Atherton was camera operator on
Holy Grail. He has served as director of photography for such direc-
tors as Adrian Lyne (Fatal Attraction and Lolita) and Michael Bay
(Bad Boys).

Nancy Lewis
Python’s New York-based publicist and, later, personal manager dur-
ing the seventies and eighties.

Douglas Adams

Not a Python, but an incredible simulation. Before creating The
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, Adams collaborated with Graham
Chapman in the mid-seventies, and even contributed a few morsels
to Python, which (to his chagrin) the press elevated into a full-
blooded partnership. Here he sets the record straight.
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This revolution was televised.

When the six members of Monty Python embarked on their unique
collaboration thirty years ago, they were reacting against what they
saw as the staid, predictable formats of other comedy programs. What
they brought to their audience was writing that was both highly intelli-
gent and silly. The shows contained visual humor with a quirky style,
and boisterous performances that seemed to celebrate the group’s cre-
ative freedom. But what made Monty Python extraordinary from the
very beginning was their total lack of predictability, reveling in a
stream-of-consciousness display of nonsense, satire, sex, and violence.
Throughout their careers they were uncompromising in their work, and
consequently made a mark on popular culture—and the pop culture
industry—which is still being felt today.

Two of the more revolutionary concepts of Monty Python’s Flying
Circus (the BBC Television series which premiered in Britain in 1969
and in the United States five years later) were the lack of a “star”
personality (around whom a show might have been constructed), and
the absence of a specific formula. Typically, the most popular or in-
fluential comic artists in film or television were those who had shaped



a powerful persona, either of themselves or of an archetypal character.
Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd, the Marx Brothers,
W. C. Fields, Bob Hope, Woody Allen, and Richard Pryor all worked
within a formula in which the comedy would be built around a recog-
nizable character. And while a few experimented with the conventions
of motion pictures (such as Alvy Singer breaking the fourth wall while
standing in a cinema line in Annie Hall), it was still in support of
a comic personality.

Television (and radio) also perpetuated the situation comedy, in
which narrative possibilities were limited by being subordinate to the
conventions of already-accepted characters, with no deviation allowed.
Even Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, which was heralded in its time
for its fast, free-wheeling format, nonetheless had a format, in addition
to recurring characters and situations.

Python would have none of that. Apart from a few repeated char-
acterizations such as the Gumbys (irrepressible idiots, which were
themselves pretty vaguely drawn), the series’ forty-five episodes marked
a constant reinvention. Each production had its own shape, with only
rare reminders of what other Python shows were about. There might
be a theme to a particular episode’s contents, but even that was a
pretty loose excuse for linking sketches together. It was that fluidity of
style that made the Pythons seem like a rugby team which kept chang-
ing the ground rules and moving the goal posts, and still played a
smashing good game—one could barely keep up with them. And even
as audiences became more familiar with each Python’s on-screen per-
sonality, the six writer/performers were so adaptable and chameleonic
that no one ever stood out as the star of the group—the cast was as
fluid as the material.

This very flow of action and ideas was the most potent source of
humor for Python. The comedy had an inner logic (or illogic) that
was not contingent upon generally accepted notions of drama: there
was no narrative drive, no three-act structure, and no character devel-
opment (and in fact, often anti-character development, as when the
camera turns away from a couple deemed “the sort of people to whom
nothing extraordinary ever happened”).

As the series progressed, the troupe experimented with doing longer
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and longer sketches, or (as in “Dennis Moore”) creating characters or
situations which would reappear at different points throughout the
show. By the end, a couple of episodes (“The Cycling Tour,” “Mr.
Neutron”) were in effect half-hour skits, though their lack of dramatic
arc pointed to the fact that separate, disparate sketches were in effect
draped over a specific character serving as a linking device.

Monty Python’s Flying Circus never had the tight adherence to
form or place that John Cleese’s Fawlty Towers had, and never really
told a story, as the Michael Palin and Terry Jones series Ripping
Yarns did. What it did have were odd and surreal juxtapositions, a
penchant for twisted violence, and a belief that the human condition
is, on the whole, pretty absurd.

The films that followed—Monty Python and the Holy Grail, Life
of Brian, and The Meaning of Life —demonstrated quite vividly that
this stream-of-consciousness approach could be transferred to feature-
length films, but the Pythons also showed that they could (when they
wanted to) have the discipline to tell an actual story. Brian is a fast-
moving, fully formed tale whose comic asides never distract from the
central figure’s tale. More importantly, the filmmakers offer some seri-
ous social commentary mixed in with the humor, without ever seeming
pedantic or boring—a very rare talent.

Python was not about jokes; it was really about a state of mind.
It was a way of looking at the world as a place where walking like a
contortionist is not only considered normal but is rewarded with gov-
ernment funding; where people speak in anagrams; where highwaymen
redistribute wealth in floral currencies; and where BBC newsreaders
use arcane hand signals when delivering the day’s events. And as long
as the world itself is accepted as being an absurd place, Python will
seem right at home. That is why the shows and films remain funny
to audiences thirty years after their premiere, even after the routines
have been memorized.

Monty Python Speaks explores the world of the Pythons, who
describe in their own words their coming together, their collaboration,
their struggles to maintain artistic control over their work, and their
efforts to expand themselves creatively in other media. It also docu-
ments the stamp they have made on humor; the passion of their fans;
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in the Old Days We Used to Make Our Own Fun

If there is a progenitor to credit (or blame!) for Monty Python, the
innovative and surreal comedy group that turned the BBC and cinema
screens on their ends, one need look no further than a tall, undisci-
plined, manic-depressive Irishman, born and raised in India, who
spent his young adulthood playing the trumpet for British troops in
North Africa, before wrestling his fervent notions of humor onto paper
in the back of a London pub.

Spike Milligan, author of such pithy memoirs as Adolf Hitler—My
Part in His Downfall, created the revolutionary BBC Radio series The
Goon Show, which was to radio comedy what Picasso was to postcards.
Aired between 1951 and 1960, and featuring Milligan, Peter Sellers,
Harry Secombe and (briefly) Michael Bentine, The Goon Show was a
marvelously anarchic mixture of nonsensical characters, banterish word-
play and weird sound effects all pitched at high speed. The surreal plots
(such as they were) might concern climbing to the summit of Mt. Everest
from the inside, drinking the contents of Loch Lomond to recover a
sunken treasure, or flying the Albert Memorial to the moon.



Milligan’s deft use of language and sound effects to create surreal
mindscapes showed how the medium of radio could be used to tell
stories that did not rely on straightforward plots or punchlines; it was
the illogic of the character’s actions bordering on the fantastic (i.e.,
the hero being turned into a liquid and drunken) which moved the
show along. It was a modern, dramatized version of Lewis Carroll
and Edward Lear—fast-paced and hip, its language a bit blue around
the edges.

The artistic and popular success of The Goon Show inspired
many humorists who followed. Although its surreal nature could not
really be matched, its fast-paced celebration of illogic and its penchant
for satire opened the doors for some of the edgier comedy that came
to light in Britain in the sixties, such as “Beyond the Fringe” (an
internationally successful cabaret featuring Peter Cook, Jonathan
Miller, Alan Bennett, and Dudley Moore), and the television series
That Was the Week That Was and The Frost Report.

But while The Goon Show demonstrated how broadcast comedy
could bend convention, it was the passionate satire of the rising talents
from university revues that forced satire—typically a literary exercise—
into the vernacular of the day. If a map were to be drawn of the
comedy universe in the late fifties and early sixties, its center would
assuredly comprise the halls of Cambridge and Oxford; between them,
they produced a flood of talented writers and performers who were to
raise the comedy standard, extending from stage to recordings, maga-
zines, television, and film.

Among the many illustrious figures who began their careers in
Cambridge Footlights or in revues at Oxford were Humphrey Barclay,
David Frost, Tim Brooke-Taylor, Bill Oddie, Graeme Garden, Jo Ken-
dall, David Hatch, Jonathan Lynn, Tony Hendra, and Trevor Nunn.
Also from this rich training ground came five writer/performers of deft
talent: Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Eric Idle, Terry Jones, and
Michael Palin— five-sixths of what would become the most successful
comedy group in film and television, Monty Python.

Leading up to their first collaboration as Python in the spring
of 1969, these five Cambridge/Oxford university grads were working
separately or in teams for several radio and TV shows at the BBC
and at independent television (ITV) companies. They soon recognized
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similar tastes or aesthetics about how comedy should be written and
performed. It was partly magnetism and partly luck which brought
the group together, and the result was a program that reinvented
television comedy, launched a successful string of films, books, and
recordings, and turned dead parrots and Spam into cherished comic
icons.

[>] [>] &

[ Mean, They Think Well, Don’t They

TERRY JONES: Mike and I had done a little bit of work together
when we’d been at Oxford. I first saw Mike doing cabaret with
Robert Hewison, who later became a theatre critic. Mike and I and
Robert all worked together on a thing called “Hang Down Your
Head and Die.” It was in the style of Joan Littlewood’s “Oh, What
a Lovely War,” and it was a show against capital punishment, which
we still had in this country at that time. That was the first time
Mike and I worked together. And then we did an Oxford revue
called “Loitering Within Tent” —it was a revue done in a tent—and
he and I worked out a sequence called the “Slapstick Sequence”
[in which a professor introduces demonstrations of various laugh-
inducing pratfalls]. As far as [ remember that was the first real writing
collaboration we did, and in fact that sketch was later done in the
Python stage show.

I did a bit of writing with Miles Kington (who’s now a columnist
for The Independent), and then when Mike came down (I was a
year ahead of Mike) he worked on a TV pop show for a while. By
that time I'd got a job at the BBC, so I kind of knew what was
happening, and Mike and [ started writing stuff for The Frost Report.
We were contributing little one-liners for Frost's monologue and
sketches, and then we got to doing these little visual films which
we actually got to perform in. Little things like, “What judges do at
the high court during recess.” We just film a lot of judges with their
wigs and gowns in a children’s playground, going down slides.

We weren’t being paid very much for the writing; our fee in
those days was seven guineas a minute—of course, that's a minute
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of air time, not how long it takes to write! We were kind of lucky
[if] we got two or three minutes of material on the show, so by
letting us appear in our little visual films, it meant that they could
pay us a bit more.

MICHAEL PALIN: Terry and I worked together since I left Oxford,
which would be 1965. Terry by that time had a job in the BBC in
a script department, and we worked together very closely. We saw
each other on an almost daily basis, and that was true from that
period right up to the Python times; we wrote for all sorts of shows,
tons and tons of stuff.

Apart from your collaboration with Terry, were you also writing on
your own?

PALIN: Not really, there wasn’t time. We had to make money in
those days, too. We’d just got married and having children and all
that sort of thing. I probably had days when I thought, “Today I'm
going to start The Novel” or whatever. And then we’d be offered by
Marty Feldman a hundred pounds a minute for this new sketch
(that’s between the two of us). “A hundred pounds a minute? I don’t
believe that, that’s fantastic, so we better write something for Marty!”
So that day would be spent writing something for Marty Feldman.
So yeah, we were real genuine writers during that time, we worked
as a team. Although the mechanics of writing were not necessarily
that we would sit in the same room with a giant piece of paper and
say, “All right, now we're going to make a sketch.”

JoNEs: Originally when we’d been writing for The Frost Report and
for Marty Feldman, Mike and I would go and read them through,
they'd all laugh, the sketch would get in, and then you see the
sketch on the air and they fucking changed it all! We’d get furious.
There was one sketch Marty did about a gnome going into a mort-
gage office to try to raise a mortgage. And he comes in and sits
down and talks very sensibly about collateral and everything, and
eventually the mortgage guy says, “Well, what’s the property?” And
he says, “Oh, it's the magic oak tree in Dingly Dell.” And the thing
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went back and forth like that. Everybody laughed when we did it
and when we saw it finally come out on TV, Marty comes in, sits
cross-legged on the desk, and starts telling a string of one-line gnome
jokes. This wasn’t what the joke was at all.

What happens is that people (especially someone like Marty)
would start rehearsing it, and of course after you've been rehearsing
it a few times people don’t laugh anymore. And so Marty being the
kind of character he was, he’d throw in a few jokes, and everybody
would laugh again. And so that's how things would accumulate. It
was things like that that made us want to perform our own stuff.
We sort of felt if it worked, you wanted to leave it as it was.

Humphrey Barclay®™ asked if Mike and I would like to get to-
gether and do a children’s show with Eric Idle. We’d seen Eric in
Edinburgh in my final year in the Cambridge revue, a young blue-
eyed boy; he looked very glamorous on the stage as [ remember! So
we knew of Eric, but we’d never worked with him. The three of us
wrote Do Not Adjust Your Set. It was basically a children’s TV show
but we thought, “Well, we’ll just do whatever we think is funny, we
won’t write specifically for children.” And we had the Bonzo Dog
Doo-Dah Band in it.=" And then at the same time we were doing
the second series of Do Not Adjust Your Set, Mike and I were
also doing The Complete and Utter History of Britain for London
Weekend Television.

PALIN: The Complete and Utter History had a narrative [like] a tele-
vision news program. You had someone in the studio describing
events that were going on, and then the camera would go out “live”
to, for instance, the shower room leading out to the Battle of Has-
tings where all the teams were washing, cleaning themselves off, and
talking about the battle, as if it were a current affairs show in 1066
or 1285 or 1415. It was a very simple setup. So we could parody
television a little bit, but on the other hand we had to accept the

A Footlights veteran and director of “Cambridge Circus,” Barclay became a
producer at the BBC and later head of comedy at London Weekend Television.

=*Its members included Neil Innes, Vivian Stanshall, Rodney Slater, Larry Smith,
Roger Ruskin-Spear, and Rodney Slate.
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convention of a television show, which made it a much more regu-
lar shape.

JONES: My big hero is Buster Keaton because he made comedy look
beautiful; he took it seriously. He didn’t say, “Oh, it's comedy, so
we don't need to bother about the way it looks.” The way it looks
is crucial, particularly because we were doing silly stuff. It had to
have an integrity to it.

One time on The Complete and Utter History, we were shooting
the Battle of Harfleur, the English against the French, and we
wanted to shoot it like a Western. It was parodying Westerns where
you see the Indians up on the skyline; when you come closer they're
actually Frenchmen with striped shirts and berets and baguettes and
bicycles and onions, things like that. And then the Frenchmen
breathe on the English: “They’re using garlic, chaps!” And the En-
glish all come out with gas masks. All pretty stupid stuff. But it was
very important that it should look right.

Anyway we turned up
on the location to shoot it,
looking around with the
director, actually it was a
nice gentle bit of rolling
countryside amongst the
woods. I said, “Where’s
the skyline? There isn’t a
skyline, doesn’t look like
America, it looks like En-
glish  countryside.” We
were there, we had to
shoot it, but it wasn’t the
thing we meant to be
shooting. It wasn’t a West-
ern parody—that element
was missing from it—so it
looked like just a lot of

Terry Jones in The Complete and Utter Silly goings-on in”front of
History of Britain. the camera. And ‘it was at
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that moment when I realized you can’t just write it, you can’t just
perform it, you've actually got to be there, looking at the locations,
checking on the costumes—everything was crucial for the jokes.

Curiously, we thought Complete and Utter History was wiped.®
The only things that existed of that were the 16mm film inserts
which I collected, but in fact a couple of years ago somebody turned
up a whole program that had been misfiled. All the stuff filed under
“Comedy” had been wiped, but this was filed under “History” and
so it was still there! But it was quite odd seeing it again, after all
those years, and how Pythonic it was, way more so than Do Not
Adjust Your Set.

Now Which One of You Is the Surgeon?

John Cleese and Graham Chapman met in the Footlights club at
Cambridge, where they were studying law and medicine, respectively.
Cleese had originally gone to university for science, but upon realizing
it wasn'’t for him, he found his choices limited to archaeology and
anthropology (“which no serious-minded boy from Weston-Super-Mare
would waste a university education on”), economics (“which I couldn’t
think of anything much more dreadful to study”), and law.

CLEESE: Graham and I met at Cambridge when we were both audi-
tioning for a Footlights show, which would have been 1961, and we
both auditioned unsuccessfully. And we went and had a coffee after-
wards and the funny thing is I remember that I quite disliked him,
which is not a reaction I have to most people. But it was odd that
that was my first reaction to him. It was purely intuitive.

What I liked about Footlights (which numbered about sixty) is
there was a wider cross-section, so you got English people but you
also got scientists, historians, and psychologists. Also, there was much
more of a mix of class. A lot of the other clubs tended to have a
predominant class or predominant attitude; the Footlights crowd

A typical, short-sighted economy move on the part of broadcasters, so that video-
tape could be reused.
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Chapman and Cleese and friends.

were very mixed and very good company, very amusing, and a lot
less intense and serious and dedicated than the drama societies, who
(it seemed to us) took themselves a bit seriously.

At the beginning of the following university year, a number of
us arrived back at Cambridge and we went to the Footlights club
room and in bewilderment we saw a notice board informing us that
we were now officers! We had been in the club for such a short
period of time that we'd not realized that almost everyone in the
club had left the previous year. So I found myself registrar, Tim
Brooke-Taylor was junior treasurer, Graham was on the committee,
we all had these jobs (without having the slightest idea what they
entailed), but it meant that we got pushed together because we had
to run the club.

So I got to know Graham. And he and I (and I don’t remember
how) started to write together, and most of the things I wrote at
Cambridge after I met Graham were written with Graham.

And then at the end of that year he went to London to continue
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his medical studies at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital. He used to do
some moonlighting, a late-night revue (which I never saw) with a
guy called Tony Hendra, in a little room above the Royal Court
Theatre. Graham used to come up to Cambridge occasionally and
we continued to write a bit. And then when the Footlights Revue
of 1963, “A Clump of Plinths,” started, Chapman used to come and
watch and I used to make him laugh!

Then on the opening couple of weeks two very nice men in
gray suits, Ted Taylor and Peter Titheradge, turned up at Cam-
bridge. They’d noticed that I'd written a large portion of the material
and they offered me a job. I was never very committed to being a
lawyer, so when these guys offered me £30 a week when I was facing
two and a half years in a solicitor’s office where I was going to get
£12 a week (which was not much money even in 1963), I took the
BBC job. I wasn't at all sorry to say good-bye to the law; it was easy
to convince my parents that it was okay because this was the BBC
so there was a pension scheme—it was almost like going into the
entertainment branch of the civil service.

Later when the Footlights Revue (which obviously didn’t have
Graham in it) transferred to London, Anthony Buffery did not want
to stay with the show very long, and his place was taken by Graham.

] ] D

“Cambridge Circus,” directed by Humphrey Barclay, was a smash in
the West End in August 1963. The show featured Chapman, Cleese,
and Bill Oddie and Tim Brooke-Taylor (who would later form two-
thirds of The Goodies), David Hatch, Jo Kendall, and Chris Stuart-
Clark. Cleese followed the stage show with a knock-about radio pro-
gram, I'm Sorry, I'll Read That Again, which Barclay produced for
the BBC. It borrowed not only material from “Cambridge Circus” but
also several of its stars: Oddie, Brooke-Taylor, Hatch, and Kendall.

CLEESE: That’s what I did for a time until Michael White, the guy
who put “Cambridge Circus” on in London, got in touch with us
all about the middle of the following year and said, “Would you
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guys like to come to New Zealand and probably Broadway?” So we
all gave up our jobs and joined up.

Graham interrupted his medical studies. He always had a nice
story that the Queen Mother came to St. Bart’s around this time to
take tea with sonie of them, and he actually put his quandary in
front of her, and said, “Should I go on being a medical student or
should T go off to do this show in New Zealand and Broadway?”
And she said, “Oh, you must travel.” So he came! We had fun in
New Zealand, which was a strange part of the Empire: very refined
and very well mannered and sort of stuck around 1910. I remember
one town you could not find a restaurant that was open after eight
o'clock!

DAVID SHERLOCK: Graham was training at St. Bart’s Hospital at the
same time that Cleese was still training as a solicitor. A Footlights-
type revue was brought every Christmas to the patients in the wards,
with all the people Graham worked with—Cleese, Bill Oddie, Jo
Kendall, all the cast of “Cambridge Circus” —moving from ward to
ward. Graham often directed; later on, he worked with other young
doctors who were equally talented.

“Cambridge Circus” had so many elements of Python—the anar-
chic humor, sketches which had no punchline. The New York show
was produced by Sol Hurok, who was better known at that period
for bringing ballet over to New York (the Royal Ballet, etc.). It
turned out these almost-schoolboys were brought over specifically as
a tax loss, and on the first night they were given their notice—which
is a hell of a way to open in New York, particularly as I think Clive
Barnes absolutely raved.

CLEESE: We were always puzzled because it got such good reviews,
with the exception of Howard Taubman of the New York Times, the
former sportswriter (which I always add!), and it got this terrific
review from Walter Kerr who then—when he heard we were coming
off —wrote another to try to boost the audience, which was marvel-
ous. We could never figure out why Hurok had bothered to bring
us to New York and put us on, when after we got such good reviews
he didn’t bother to publicize the show. Somebody said he was look-
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ing for a tax loss and I don’t know whether there was any truth to
it, or whether it was the exact truth or whether it was a rumor.

After Broadway, we went and performed at a small theater club
off Washington Square called Square East. And after a time we put
together a second show, but Graham said, “I must be off.” So he
went back to England to continue his studies.

I stayed on, got invited to do “Half a Sixpence” with Tommy
Steele for six months, and tried to have a journalistic career at News-
week, but my mentor disappeared to cover a crisis in the Dominican
Republic so I sort of resigned before I was fired. I did one more
show which took me to Chicago and Washington, and then came
back to England in the beginning of 1966.

The threads start to come together at the end of 1965. David
Frost had called from the airport and said, “Would you like to be
in a television show? There are two other guys who are very funny
but they’re unknowns—Ronnie Barker and Ronnie Corbett—and
there’s me, and it’s a sketch show and I'd like you to be in it, and
it starts in March.” And I said, “Yes, please!” I mean, I was aston-
ished, it was just absolutely out of the blue. David was the only
person in England who knew my work at all and who was in any
position of power to give me a job, so it was very lucky.

While I was in America doing these other things, that's when
they got I'm Sorry, I'll Read That Again together on a regular, orga-
nized basis, and they did one or two series with Graeme Garden,
and when I got back in 1966 they asked me to join the team, and
I was very happy to do it. But the big thing was the television show,
The Frost Report, for a number of reasons: one was I had never
been particularly picked out or noticed as being especially good on
stage. The moment I appeared on television something else hap-
pened, and I can only assume that some of the acting stuff I did
worked better in closeup than it did from the tenth-row stalls. Be-
cause the moment I appeared on television there was a bit of a
rustle of interest, and I'd got used to there not being a rustle of
interest. Because when “Cambridge Circus” started most of the re-
views were garnered by Bill Oddie (who was singing songs which
he did very, very well, and he also had a couple of very amusing
parts like a dwarf in a courtroom sketch), and the next most success-
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ful guy was Tim Brooke-Taylor (who had two or three big funny set
pieces). I picked up a few reviews along with David Hatch, but I
was not singled out.

Did Graham write outside of his partnership with John?

SHERLOCK: Graham wrote links for Petula Clark when she was
doing her early sixties television show over here. Petula Clark, while
being a wonderful singer, could not ad-lib at all. She was very fright-
ened about opening her mouth on stage and not knowing what to
say. So everything had to be scripted, all the links between the songs.
So he had a close rapport with Clark which is very funny, particu-
larly when you see some of the Python sketches later on which
reference her.®

CLEESE: So I'd got The Frost Report, and sitting at the scriptwriter’s
table were five future Pythons: Mike and Terry tended to write vi-
sual, fill-in items, which we used to shoot during the course of the
week and then they would be edited into the show. And Eric typi-
cally used to write monologues which Ronnie Barker often did. So
the show frequently consisted of a filmed item by Mike and Terry,
one or two sketches by Graham and me, occasional Ronnie Barker
pieces by Eric, and then a lot of other material from another dozen
scriptwriters, of whom the leader was Marty Feldman. Graham
didn’t perform; Mike and Terry would probably say that he turned
up in one of the filmed items at some point, but I don’t remem-
ber him.

We did these half-hour shows every week for thirteen weeks,
each on a theme. Tony Jay, who founded Video Arts and has been
a friend of mine for thirty years, wrote a theme each week—advertis-
ing or education or transport. Everybody used to read the theme
paper because it was actually insightful and original, and then we
completely ignored it! Then, because it had gone well, David Frost
said to Tim and me, “Would you like to do a show together?” And

®1n the “Historical Impersonations” sketch, Cardinal Richelieu impersonates Clark
singing “Don’t Sleep in the Subway.”
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we said, “Yes, we would,” and we immediately said we’d do it with
Graham, and then we said to Frost that as the fourth member of
the team we would like to have Marty Feldman. I remember that
David was quite thrown, a little embarrassed, and said, “Well, people
would be put off by his appearance.”

So Graham and I along with Tim and Marty did At Last the
1948 Show, which was very much more way-out than anything we’'d
done. Some of it was very bizarre and very funny, it was a good
little show, done on no money at all. I remember we used to edit
the videotape with a razor, literally.

So in my first two years of television, between The Frost Report
and At Last the 1948 Show, I did forty television shows, which is
quite a lot when you're contributing as a writer. It was pretty busy.
And then I got married to Connie Booth (whom I'd met in New
York), and I thought it was not fair for me to spend time in the
studios until she got used to London, so I forswore acting, which
cost me nothing at all. I've never been that attached to acting, and
I can easily live without it, it’s just that it pays much better than
writing—that’s the problem. And I didn’t in fact perform for really
quite a long time, something on the order of eighteen months.

And during that time Graham and I wrote various things; at one
point for some reason Graham, Eric, and I wrote most of a special
for a very good English comedian, Sheila Hancock. We just did one
show—TI've no idea in retrospect why. And we got to know Peter
Sellers. Graham and [ wrote two or three screenplays for Sellers,
the only one of which that got made was The Magic Christian. We
came in on about draft nine of that, did I think a good draft on
which they raised the money, and then Terry Southern came back
and rewrote it again, and—we thought—made it worse. A certain
amount of our stuff survived that, including my scene at Sotheby’s,
cutting the nose off the portrait.

Graham and [ towards the end of Thursday afternoons formed
a habit of turning on the television to watch Do Not Adjust Your
Set, which was much the funniest thing on television; although it
was thought of as a kids’ show it was really funny stuff. We knew
these guys although we had not spent that much time with them,
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and I picked Palin out as a performer and asked him to be in How
to Irritate People, a special produced by Frost.

Mike and I got on very well. I wrote a lot of that with Graham
and one or two of the sketches with Connie, like the upper-class
couple who can’t say, “I love you”; they have to say, “One loves
one.

I didn’t enjoy the experience. The recording of it was a night-
mare; everything went wrong. I remember starting one sketch and
then we had to relight it, we stopped in the middle of the sketch
and then started again, and again stopped it and relit it. And the
audience had been there so long, about halfway through the re-
cording they started leaving to be able to catch their buses home. I
remember standing in front of the camera reading something and
thinking, “I don’t think I want to do this again as long as I live!” It
was an awful experience. Maybe that helped put me off the acting!

With a Melon?

Eric Idle, who was also in
Cambridge (and as Presi-
dent allowed women in as
full members of Footlights
for the first time), appeared
on stage in “Oh! What a
Lovely War,” contributed
to I'm Sorry, I'll Read That
Again, and The Frost Re-
port, and helped create
(with Palin and Jones) Do
Not Adjust Your Set and
We Have Ways of Making
You Laugh.

How familiar were each of
you with the other Pythons

The cast of Do Not Adjust Your Set
(clockwise from top left: Idle, Palin, before . the group:  was
David Jason, Denise Coffey, Jones). formed?
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ERIC IDLE: We weren't new to each other at all. I met Cleese in
February 1963 at Cambridge; Jonesy, Edinburgh 1963; Palin, Edin-
burgh 1964; Chapman, also Cambridge, summer 1963. We had all
worked together as writers and actors. Jones, Palin, and I were per-
haps the closest, having written two whole seasons of Do Not Adjust
Your Set, but I had written six episodes of a sitcom with Graham,
and we had all worked together on The Frost Report. So we weren't
new to each other at all, but were actually very familiar; what was
new was being free to decide what we wanted to do.

Have We Shown ‘Em We Got Teeth?

The lone American of Python—a native of Minnesota and a product
of Los Angeles—Terry Gilliam fled the land of his birth in the late
sixties by turning the advice of Horace Greeley on its end and heading
east, first to New York, then London. He worked in magazines as an
illustrator and designer, most notably for Help!, published by the
creator of Mad Magazine, Harvey Kurtzman.

TERRY GILLIAM: | always drew when I was a kid. I did cartoons
because they were the most entertaining. It's easiest to impress peo-
ple if you draw a funny picture, and I think that was a sort of
passport through much of my early life. The only art training I had
was in college, where I majored in Political Science. I took several
art courses, drawing classes, and sculpture classes. I'd never taken
oil painting, any of those forms of art, and I was always criticized
because [ kept doing cartoons instead of more serious painting.

My training has actually been fairly sloppy and I've been learning
about art in retrospect. In college I didn’t take things like Art History
courses. I didn’t like the professor and it was a terribly boring course,
so I didn't really know that much. But I've always just kept my eyes
open, and things that [ like I am influenced by.

Once I had my little Bolex camera, every Saturday with a three-
minute roll of film we’'d run out and invent a movie, depending
upon what the weather was. I remember doing animation that way
as well; we would go around the dustbins and get old bits of film
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and then we’d scratch on them, each frame, make little animated
sequences; it was pathetic! But you were kind of learning something
in the course of all this—anger, 1 think, is what I was learning,
hatred for society, and wealth, and powerful people who I've never
been able to deal with subsquently!

I spent about a year and a half in advertising in Los Angeles.
My illustrating days were becoming less and less remunerative, and
Joel Siegel (now the famous television critic) was an old friend, in
fact the very first cartoon I ever had published was an idea by him.
He was working at an ad agency and got me in because I had long
hair—the agency needed a long-hair in the place—so I became an
art director and copywriter. The last job we had there Joel and I
were doing advertisements for Universal Pictures, and we hated the
job. Richard Widmark did a film called Madigan, and the kinds of
things we were throwing back at Universal were: “Once he was

happy, but now he’s MADIGAN!”

CLEESE: I'd gotten to know Terry Gilliam in New York a little bit.®
He turned up in England out of the blue —must have been 1966 —
and [ remember having lunch with him when I was doing At Last
the 1948 Show. I introduced him to one or two people, including
Humphrey Barclay, who was producing Do Not Adjust Your Set. So
Humphrey used him on a London Weekend Television show called
We Have Ways of Making You Laugh. Terry used to do little

sketches, caricatures of guests appearing on the show.

How did you start with animation in England?

ciLiaM: That was just a fluke, really. When [ was in London, still
drawing these fucking cartoons, I was on a show doing caricatures
of the guests, and they had some material they didn’t know how to
present. I remembered seeing somewhere years earlier, projected on
a sheet in somebody’s flat, a Stan Vanderbeck cartoon. It was the
first time I'd ever seen cutout animation, and it was Richard Nixon

®1In a photo-comic by Gilliam for Help! magazine, Cleese portrayed a man who
succumbs to his sexual obsession for a Barbie doll.
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photographed with a foot in his mouth, trying to get it out. I thought
it was outrageously funny. So on the show I said, “Why don’t I
make an animated film?” And they let me. And overnight I was
an animator.

I had two weeks to do it in, and four hundred pounds. The only
way I could do it in that time was using cutouts. I just did these
silly things with these cutouts and nobody had ever seen that before
on British television. And the result was instantaneous; within a week
I had all these offers to do all this other stuff. That’s the power of
that going out there and millions of people seeing your stuff.

(=] [w] =]
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Chapman in the delivery room, from The Meaning of Life.

Leave It All to Us, You'll Never Know What Hit You

How did the grouping of Python come about?

BARRY TOOK, BBC AND INDEPENDENT TELEVISION PRODUCER: Marty
Feldman and I were sitting in an Indian restaurant. He had been
working on The Frost Report with John Cleese and Graham



Chapman, and I'd been working at Thames Television with Mi-
chael Palin and Terry Jones, and I said, “I'll put my two Oxford
chaps against your two Cambridge chaps.” It started as a joke—
hah hah hah—so I got home and I thought, “Hey, that’s not a
bad idea.”

So I put it to Michael Palin, and he said yeah, he thought it'd
be fine by him, but if it came off could he bring Gilliam and Eric
Idle because they’d been working together at Thames on this chil-
dren’s show, Do Not Adjust Your Set. And I took it to Cleese and
Graham Chapman, and we got together and talked about it, and I
went to the BBC.

CLEESE: So what happened—and I am fairly clear that my account
is fundamentally right—after Graham and I had been laughing at
Do Not Adjust Your Set every Thursday, we said, “Wouldn't it be
fun to do something with those guys,” because they are the funniest
people around. Connie had now been in England for a year and a
half and had found her feet, so I didn’t feel guilty about going off
to the studio for rehearsal. We rang them up—I rang them up,
because when I say “Graham and I” rang them up it always meant
I did; Graham didn’t do that kind of thing, he’d sit there sucking
on his pipe—and I suggested it to them, and they were a bit cau-
tious. They didn’t say, “What a wonderful idea!”

I was told later that they’'d had an offer from Thames Television,
so they were making up their minds how to proceed. And then
about two weeks later they rang back and said, “Okay, we've thought
about it and we like the idea.”

Marty Feldman’s writing partner was Barry Took, and they'd
written hundreds of very good radio shows together of which Round
the Horne was the best known. Graham and [ wrote a certain amount
of stuff for Marty during that period when we weren’t performing,
so I knew Barry a little and I'd always liked him, and I knew he
was some kind of comedy advisor to the BBC. I spoke to Barry and
said, “Look, I've talked to the Do Not Adjust Your Set people and
we’d like to do something.” And my partly constructed memory is
that Barry said, “I'll speak to someone.”
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PALIN: [ can remember John ringing me up and saying that he’d
seen The Complete and Utter History of Britain that Terry and I did,
and saying, “Well, you won’t be doing any more of those!” —John’s
estimation of The Complete and Utter Histories, which had been a
partial success (or partial failure, according to which way you looked
at it)!

Terry, Eric, and myself had been all contributors to The Frost
Report, [but] I had worked as an actor with John and Graham on
a thing called How to Irritate People which was made in 1968. 1
think this was the first time that I'd actually acted with John in sort
of long sketches. John was pretty much a star in the television com-
edy world by 1968 because of The Frost Report and then At Last
the 1948 Show, and I was very flattered that I was asked to go and
do this show, because John was the best around—by far he was the
most interesting, the most effective television comedy writer/perfor-
mer around, as far as I was concerned. I think it was doing that that
we realized that we enjoyed working together, we had a similar sense
of humor, but also a similar attitude to comedy performing: playing
it straight for laughs rather than to handle it too obviously. So that
really brought John and myself together. I don’t think John had
worked with Terry Jones, but he knew Terry Gilliam of course be-
cause he worked with him on that magazine in America.

So anyway this phone call came and I think it must have been
early in '69, John saying why don’t we do something together. I
think not just because Complete and Utter History was over but
[also] I don’t think John wanted to do any more of At Last the 1948
Show. 1 think he had had enough of those for whatever reason.
Marty Feldman had gone on to be a big star, and I think John saw
his future with a style of writing that Terry Jones and myself were
doing being compatible with his and Graham’s writing.

TOOK: By then I had become the advisor to the comedy department
at the BBC on what they called cheerfully a “peppercorn rent,”
meaning they paid me nothing but I was allowed to steal; I didn’t
steal because I'm not that sort of person, but I desperately wanted
to get some shows together. Things were pretty flat [at that time]
because David Frost had gone elsewhere, the Marty Feldman series

MONTY PYTHON SPEAKS!



was finished, and they had a show called Broaden Your Mind with
Tim Brooke-Taylor and Graeme Garden which was a bit flobby.

I had seen Barry Humphries, the Australian, in a one-man show
and thought he would make good material for television, and I had
this idea of putting this Cleese/Chapman/Palin/Jones together. So I
arrive at the BBC and they said, “Well, Barry Humphries was a
female impersonator.” I said, “He’s not, he’s a very broad, interesting
comedian, he does all kinds of things, and Edna Everage was just
one of his jokes” —it came to overwhelm him in the end, but I
mean in those days he had several characters. And they said, “Oh,
this Palin and Jones, all that is much too expensive.” I said, “You
must do it, you've got to. Why the hell have you employed me?
You said come in, bring us new ideas, I bring you new ideas, you
say: We can’t do it. Too expensive.”

I thought, you can’t fiddle about with these guys, you've got to
go for the throat, you've got to say “You've got to do this!” So my
boss at the time, an eccentric man by the name of Michael Mills,
said, “You're like bloody Barry Von Richthofen and his Flying Cir-
cus. You're so bloody arrogant—Took asks you a question, halfway
through you realize he’s giving you an order.”

So it was known internally as Baron Von Took’s Flying Circus.
It was then reduced to The Flying Circus and subsequently The
Circus. All the internal memos said “The Circus™: i.e., “Would you
please engage the following people at these prices dah dah dah.” I
have a copy of the memo somewhere which predates anybody else’s
claim to have invented the name, it’s something I'm fairly jealous
about—I mean, I don’t give a damn, but I did invent it.

When they wrote their first script, it was called Owl Stretching
Time or Whither Canada? and Michael Mills said, “I don’t give a
damn what it’s called, it’s called The Circus in all the memos—
make them call it ‘something Flying Circus.””

PALIN: Pretty soon after we decided to do something together, John
and Graham went off to finish a film they were doing with Carlo
Ponti or somebody like that and then take a holiday in Ibiza, leaving
Terry and myself and Terry Gilliam to think more about a shape
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for the show. That would have happened during May or June of
'69; when they came back we actually started writing.

IDLE: | remember sitting on the grass in some London park idly
discussing what we should do. Mike, me, Terry G., and Terry J.
already had an offer to do an adult version of Do Not Adjust Your
Set on ITV, but not for another year. John and Graham came with
an offer to go straight ahead in the fall. John was keen to get Mike,
and we had him. John was not keen to do a show on his own that
the BBC had offered him, therefore he came to us. Our decision
was to blend the two shows: At Last the 1948 Show and Do Not
Adjust Your Set.

Mike said Cleese was interested. We met up with him and Gra-
ham in this park somewhere, [and] said, “Let’s do it.” [We] went
to the Beeb, who said, “Right you are, thirteen on air in September,”
and that was it.

It wasn’t like U.S. TV at alll We didn’t have to do anything as
stupid as selling a concept. There was no executive structure. They
just gave us thirteen shows and said, “Get on with it.” Executives
only spoil things and hold back originality—that is their job.

CLEESE: The worst problem we had with the whole show was find-
ing a good title for it. We had the first show written and we didn’t
know what to call it, and we had a whole lot of fanciful titles: A
Horse, a Spoon and a Basin, which I really liked; Bunn Wackett
Buzzard Stubble and Boot; Owl Stretching Time; The Toad Elevating
Moment. In fact, the BBC had started to call it The Flying Circus.
They'd started writing it into their schedules, in ink, and so they
said, “Well, could you call it The Flying Circus? Because otherwise
we’'d have to write out new schedules.”

Then we couldn’t decide who. We thought it might be Gwen
Dibley’s Flying Circus, because she was a name Michael had pulled
out of a newspaper, and then somehow we went off Gwen Dibley,
I don’t know why—she could be famous now, you know? But some-
body came up with Monty Python and we all fell about, and I can’t
explain why; we just thought it was funny that night!
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ToOK: | fended off the BBC, who were constantly whinging about
how much it was going to cost. They just thought there was too
many of them, they knew the animation would be very expensive,
and they knew these guys had a lot of imagination and they'd rush
off into the fields and film, they would have elaborate sets and all
that, and they knew the whole bag of tricks would be very costly, as
indeed it was. I said, “How much is in the budget for scripts?” And
they said such and such, and I said, “Well, split it in six and give
them a sixth each. And how much for performing? Do the same
thing. It won’t cost you any more.”

“Well, we can’t because John Cleese gets more than Michael
Palin.”

“That’s irrelevant; if they’re going to do it they’re going to do it.”

I was about ten years older than the Pythons were and was re-
garded by them as a man who had a track record which was quite
respectable, and I looked a fairly cheerful person. I could be objec-
tive. We used to have these meetings at my home in the study, and
they used to come in, have tea and cakes and chat and discuss ideas,
and they would argue and discuss and they would all agree, and
then they would go home. An hour later, the phone would start: “Is
this a bad move for me, is it worth doing?” And I said to all of
them, anybody who would ask me that, “Well, if it's a success, it
can’t possibly hurt your career, and if it’s a failure it'll be off so fast
that nobody within six months will remember it, so it won’t hurt
your career at all.”

Were they confident in being able to carry the show by themselves?

TOOK: Well, yes, they'd been given free reign. They were told by
the BBC, “Yes, you can do whatever you like, within reason, as long
as it’s within the bounds of common law.” I made the BBC make
that statement to them so they wouldn’t feel threatened. And that
was my role, then I got out of the way!

To see people with real talent using that talent to the full, it’s
terrific and if I've been involved in somehow helping to shove that
along I'm even more pleased. I suppose I remember my own strug-
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gles and how you need patrons and people who help you along in
the beginning.

The only criticism that I actually had to face head-on was [from]
the head of Light Entertainment, a man called Tom Sloane, [who]
came into my office one day and said, “Excuse me, Barry, I've just
been looking at a playback of Python. Does John Cleese have to say
‘bastard’ twice?” 1 said, “Yeah, if he wants to.” He said, “Well, I'm
just asking! I'm not trying to—" He shut the door and went away.
And that was that!

They were sort of a bit scared of me, and a bit scared of them
because they're a pretty high-powered bunch, as time has revealed.

Did the BBC know what they were getting with the Pythons?

PALIN: | think probably something like Dad’s Army® was more up
their street than Python, because we couldn’t tell them what we
wanted to do—we didn’t know ourselves. Barry Took was very much
involved in introducing us to the BBC as a group. Barry at the time
was very interested in exporting British comedy to America, because
Laugh-In had just come to England and made a big impression on
BBC2, I think. And Barry knew George Schlatter, who was Laugh-
In’s executive producer. They wanted to produce comedy shows in
this country that would have that sort of effect in America. Which
was ironic, because they said, “Well, we can’t show this at all”
(for the first few years anyway). And the BBC were not particularly
committed to Python in the sense that “We need this sort of show.”
They had lots of shows going on at Light Entertainment at the time.

So Barry just had to present us as decent, responsible young men
who could produce this sort of wacky new show that we couldn’t
quite describe but was going to be something very fresh.

The BBC did have a certain amount to go on: John was a big
name for them, one of their new great discoveries of the sixties, so
whatever John wanted they considered that to be significant. The
rest of us, I don’t think they particularly cared; we were journeymen

& Jimmy Perry and David Croft’s long-running sit-com about the Walmington-On-
Sea platoon of the Home Guard.
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script writers. We'd done most of our shows for independent compa-
nies: Do Not Adjust Your Set, The Complete and Utter History, and
for that matter, At Last the 1948 Show were all made for ITV compa-
nies, so we hadn'’t really worked for the BBC except for The Frost
Report. So their attitude was [to] take a gamble, saying, “Well, you
know, you could do more good than harm letting these people pro-
duce a series.”

But the early steps were very faltering. For a start they gave
us thirteen shows, which was quite a commitment, and then they
immediately started trying to strangle us financially by offering piti-
able money. And they regarded Gilliam as something quite unneces-
sary: “An animator? Who wants an animator? There’s no animators
in programs, what’s an animator going to do, for God’s sake? That’s
Walt Disney, we can’t afford that!” So they showed their confidence
in Terry by giving him about a hundred quid a week extra to make
these animations, and Terry couldn’t afford an assistant—he had to

do them all himself.

All brontosauruses are thin at one end, much much thicker
in the middle, and then thin again at the far end.
—(Miss) Anne Elk

CLEESE: When I was working on The Frost Report 1 felt quite frus-
trated—not in a desperate, emotional sense, but held in—by the
format of sketches, by the tyranny of the punchline, by the fact that
more surreal things would be suggested and all the writers would
laugh, and the producer/director Jimmy Gilbert (a man [ liked
hugely) would smile and be amused himself, and say, “Yes, but they
won't understand that in Bradford.” So we were straining against
conventions.

I do know when we sat down for Python that we were convinced
we were not going to do something in a conventional format. On
At Last the 1948 Show we managed to parody the format without
breaking it; in other words, between sketches we would cut to this
delightful girl, Aimi MacDonald, and Aimi would say with this ex-
traordinary voice of hers—it was like someone had escaped from a
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cartoon and had elocution lessons—“Well! That was a funny sketch,
wasn't it?” We were already beginning to play with the form; it was
definitely a step towards Python.

I had a gut feeling that the sort of thing we were going to do
on Python was all the things that made the writers laugh on The
Frost Report but which we weren’t allowed to put on. But of course
we didn’t know how, and if you look at Python, the first few are
much more conventionally constructed (although to my taste the
humor is very, very good; I think a lot of the early stuff is very odd
and very funny). And what happened was the material in some cases
got rather less funny, but we began to package it more skillfully as
we played with the format.

How was the format or shape of the show ultimately decided upon,
as it was quite different from what had come before?

JONES: We never really discussed it that much. John, Eric, and
Graham weren'’t particularly interested in the shape of the show;
they were just interested in funny material, making sure the sketches
were funny. I was much more concerned—and Terry and Mike also
felt a bit more like I did—that we needed to find a new formula, a
new format, really. Apart from the sketch material, the earliest meet-
ings were mainly discussions about the name of the show! But I
remember [ really had this feeling that this was going to be an
absolutely crucial time, that we had to get this one right, this is
our chance.

So I was thinking quite hard about the shape of the show, and
I saw Milligan’s Q5, and I thought, “Fuck! Milligan’s done it!” He
did a show [where] one sketch would start and drift off into another
sketch, things would drift into one another; he made it so clear that
we'd been writing in clichés all this time, where we either did three-
minute sketches with a beginning, middle, and end, or else we did
thirty-second blackouts—one joke with a blackout—so it was still
very much the shape of a traditional English revue. Milligan was
messing around with this and doing something totally different.

I can just remember walking upstairs at my parents’ home in
Claygate and suddenly realizing that Terry Gilliam had done an

MONTY PYTHON SPEAKS!



animation for one of the Do Not Adjust Your Sets called Beware of
Elephants. He'd been a bit diffident about it; he’d say, “Well, it’s
sort of stream-of-consciousness, one thing leads to another, it’s not
really about anything.” He'd done another one called Christmas
Cards. And so I was going upstairs and I suddenly thought, “That’s
what we could do: we can do what Milligan’s done with breaking
up the sketch format and just do a whole thing that’s stream-of-
consciousness, and Terry’s animations can go in and out and link
things, and the whole show would just flow like that. And I phoned
Mike, I suppose, and Terry G., in great excitement. [They went,]
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah!”

And then as far as I remember, we put this to the group and
they were grumbling: “Yeah, all right, well anyway, let’s get on with
the sketch.”

So the first series was very much a fight between the Oxford
contingent, if you like, trying to push this stream-of-consciousness
into the thing, and the Cambridge group. The Cambridge side
weren't particularly interested; they weren’t against it, but they
weren’t particularly interested.

IDLE: We had already tried something like this on Do Not Adjust
Your Set and also We Have Ways of Making You Laugh with Gil-
liam. It was the natural way to go. We were essentially avoiding
doing anything that was like the shows we had already worked on
or were on the Beeb at the time. Cleese was tired of formats, Jonesy
the keenest on experimentation—or at least the loudest in praise of
it. But Gilliam was keen to experiment and Graham always anxious
to push the envelope: “Can we make it a litle madder?” he
would say.

GILLIAM: My memory of the first meetings was in John’s flat in Basil
Street in Knightsbridge. I just remember sitting up in John’s room
a lot and talking and arguing. I think by loosening it up as we did,
it then freed us up so that we could have everybody write what they
wanted to do, and then we start filtering it through the group’s
reaction to the stuff.
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Director: Close Up, Zoom in on Me

Ian MacNaughton was an actor before becoming a director at the
BBC in 1961. After several years toiling in the trenches of the Drama
Department, he was offered a chance by the then-Head of Comedy
to direct programming for the Light Entertainment Division.

MacNAUGHTON: | asked the Head of Comedy why did he ask me
and he had a very funny answer: he had been in Studio 3, where
they were doing a Light Entertainment show, and someone came
to him and said, “Do look into Studio 2, where they're doing a
drama series called Dr. Finlay’s Casebook—they’re getting more
laughs in there than you're getting out here!”

Dr. Finlay’s Casebook was a very turgid drama, it was too dra-
matic, and I arranged with the script editor to write something
funny, a small scene before the end in which we have a bit of funny
to heighten the tragedy at the end of the piece, and so this came
about that way. The Head of Comedy did look in, and the next
day he asked would I like to do the funnies? And I said, “Yes,
very much!”

And so | joined the Light Entertainment branch and was imme-
diately handed a Spike Milligan show, Q5. Now Spike Milligan is
a rather eccentric comic clown, and I don’t think anybody else was
very happy to work with him—he was a very undisciplined man—
but we did the show and it was a reasonable success, and the Python
boys had seen this show going out and they asked the BBC if they
could have me direct their first series. The BBC said yes, and so
that's how we started together.

iDLE: In fact, I hardly remember Barry Took being involved at all;
the key meeting was with MacNaughton. He was directing Spike
and we all liked the mad direction those shows were going in, so
we met him and he seemed loony enough, so we said, “Okay.” He
couldn’t do the studio direction for the first four (though he did do
the exterior filming), so John Howard Davies did those. He was
more in control and a bit less of a loony, and I found him very
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helpful on the early acting because he was an actor—indeed, he
was Oliver Twist in David Lean’s movie!
Ian’s great brilliance was that he didn’t get in the way.

PALIN: We had a few battles over a director, because in early meet-
ings some of us had found John Howard Davies to be completely
wrong for the ethos of Python; he represented the most conventional,
conservative side of BBC comedy. And there was this mad cat lan
MacNaughton, who seemed to represent the free spirit that we
wanted. I remember a couple of fights over that—not fights, but sort
of polite disagreements; there were some tensions over that. John
Cleese was very much a John Howard Davies man; in fact, he used
John Howard Davies for all of Fawlty Towers. And Cleese was
guarded about Ian MacNaughton; he didn’t like Ian because he
drank, he was sometimes out of control, he was a mad incomprehen-
sible Scotsman, and Cleese saw him allying with the sort of wild,
passionate [Pythons] on the other side. But in the end we got Ian
MacNaughton.

I think probably we did need somebody like that who was going
to be responsive to our ideas. John Howard Davies was a nice man,
and he did four shows (although Ian always directed the film se-
quences). Davies found that it wasn’t a natural sort of program for
him to do, whereas lan was very responsive to all our ideas, espe-
cially if we had him do something different. He would be at home
with the antiauthoritarian aspect of it, which was something he liked
and rather identified with, whereas I think John Howard Davies was
much more identified with BBC structure as it was then. He wasn’t
the kind to be taking risks; he was an organization man.

lan would take some risks. lan was always somebody outside the
organization, probably because of his lifestyle: he was a Scottish
actor, he didn’t see himself as a metropolitan London man at all,
which helped, because Python was never metropolitan. As Barry
Took once pointed out (which was very acute), all of the Pythons
come from the provinces and none of us were Londoners. We all
saw London in a sense as slightly the enemy, a citadel to be con-
quered, and of course lan was definitely from Glasgow—he had this
antimetropolitan attitude, which helped us.
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lan MacNaughton directing Palin in “The Cycling Tour.”

CLEESE: Well, I suspect my view on this is rather different from the
others’, because I thought John Howard Davies was very good. But
he wasn’t as skillful with his cameras as lan was; lan was a very
visual director. John was a very, very good judge of comedy. He
wasn't a tremendously verbal person, but his instincts were extraordi-
narily good, and he was very good at casting. So I had a lot of
respect for him to do comedy, but I know that the more visually
oriented people felt that the show took a big step forward (from the
point of view of form as opposed to content) when lan took over.
And I thought lan was pretty good, but I never thought he was
particularly expert in the direction of comedy. He was always more
bothered by how he was going to shoot it than he was about whether
the sketch was really working or not, whereas John Howard Davies’
focus on just those first four shows he directed was more toward the
content, even if he didn’t actually shoot it so well.
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GILLIAM: lan had worked with Spike Milligan, that’s why we liked
the idea of Jan coming in. He wasn’t forced upon us; we lucked
out. lan worked, because he put up with things. Everybody pushed
him around. I like Ian a lot, I mean just his personality.

Ian held it together, but we would be constantly going, “Shit,
why is the camera on that?” But I think anybody would have been
beaten up by us in the same way. He trotted on, he did it. If it had
been left up to us, we couldn’t have done it, there’s just no way. 35
We thought we could, but I'm sure we couldn’t have!

<o

[=] [=] [=]
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Let’'s Get the Bacon Delivered

As the group prepared for the first series of Monty Python’s Flying
Circus (which began recording in August 1969), the notion of
applying a stream-of-consciousness style to the show’s content and
execution was accepted.

PALIN: Certainly Terry Gilliam provided an example of how you
could do stream-of-consciousness comedy in his animations, which
he’d done on Do Not Adjust Your Set. We thought those were re-
markable and a real breakthrough; there was nothing like that being
done on British television. We loved the way the ideas flowed one
into another.

Terry Jones was very interested in the form of the show, wanting
it to be different from any other—not only should we write better
material than anybody else, but we should write in a different shape
from any other comedy show. And probably Terry Jones and myself
saw (or were easily persuaded) that Gilliam’s way of doing animation
maybe held a clue to how we could do it. It didn’t matter if sketches



didn’t have a beginning or end, we could just have some bits here
or there, we could do it more like a sort of collage effect. I remember
that everyone was quite enthusiastic about this, but it would have
almost certainly came from Terry Gilliam, Terry Jones, and myself.

GILLIAM: [ think it was more like saying “No” to certain things, and
the first thing was “No” to punchlines, which is a really critical
thing. We’d seen Peter Cook and Dudley Moore doing so many
really great sketches where they traditionally had to end with a
zinger, and the zinger was never as good as the sketch. The sketch
was about two characters, so in a sense it was more character-driven
than plot-driven, [but] time and time again you'd see these really
great sketches that would die at the end—they wouldn’t die, but
they just wouldn't end better [than] or as well as the middle bits.
So very early on we made a decision to get rid of punchlines. And
then Terry Jones was besotted with this cartoon I had done, Beware
of Elephants [in which] things flowed in a much more stream-of-
consciousness way. Terry thought that was the shape that we should
be playing with.

Spike Milligan had been doing some amazing things just before;
his Q series in a sense really freed it up, playing with the medium
of television, admitting to it being television, and commenting on
that. We just continued to do even more of that than he had done,
but once we agreed on the idea of not having to end sketches, and
having things linked and flowing, it allowed us to get out of a sketch
when it was at its peak, when it was really still good; we would
laugh when it was funny and it would move on when it wasn’t
funny. That also immediately made a place for me; it sat me in the
middle, connecting things.

IDLE: We were young, and doing a show we would be in charge of
for the first time. There were no executives. This freedom allowed
us to experiment without having to say what we were trying to do—
indeed, we didn’t have a clue what we were trying to do except
please ourselves. This was the leitmotiv: If it made us laugh, it was
in; if it didn’t, we sold it to other shows.
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This Year Our Members Have Put More Things on Top of
Other Things Than Ever Before

JONEs: The way we went and did the shows is, first of all we’'d meet
and talk about ideas. And then we’d all go off for like two weeks
and each write individually or in our pairs. Mike and I tended to
write separately and then get together, read out material to each
other, and then swap over and mess around like that. So at the end
of two weeks we’d all meet together, quite often downstairs in my
front room or dining room, and we’d read out the stuff. That was
the best time of Python, the most exciting time, when you knew
you were going to hear new stuff and they were going to make
you laugh.

GILLIAM: And so you get a sketch where John and Graham had
written something and it got that far and it was really good, but then
it just started dribbling; well, either you stop there, or maybe Mike
and Terry would take it over with some ideas to patch it up. I always
liked the fact that there was just a pile of material to start with all
the time, because everybody would go their separate ways, come
back, and there would be the stuff, [sorted into] piles: we all liked
that pile of stuff, [we were] mixed on that one, we didn’t like that
one.

You had to jockey for position about when and where a sketch
was going to be read out, which time of the day; if it came in too
early it was going to bomb. And you knew that if Mike and Terry
or John and Graham had something they wanted to do, they
wouldn’t laugh as much [at the others’ material]. And I was in a
funny position, because I was kind of the apolitical laugh; I was the
one guy who had nothing at stake because my stuff was outside
of theirs.

IDLE: It seems to me since all comedians seek control we were a
group of potential controllers. Obviously some are more manipula-
tive than others, or cleverer at getting their own way. Cleese is the
most canny, but everyone had their ways. Mike would charm himself
into things. Terry J. would simply not listen to anyone else, and
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Gilliam stayed home and did his own thing since we soon got tired
of listening to him trying to explain in words what he was doing.

The writing was the most glorious fun. We would go away and
write anything at all that came to mind for about two weeks, then
get together for a day and read it all out. Then what got laughs was
in, and people would suggest different ways of improving things.
This was very good, this critical moment. Then we would compile
about six or seven shows at a go, obviously moving things too similar
into different shows, and then noticing themes and enlarging on
strands of ideas and then finally linking them all together in various
mad ways that came out of group thought. This as far as I know
was an original way of working which hasn’t been tried before (or
since) and was unique to Python. Gilliam was there, too, as an
individual nonwriter, and whenever we were stuck we would leave
it to him to make the links, which he would do.

PALIN: By [the time Python started] Terry and 1 were working sepa-
rately; there’d be a couple of days just writing ideas down and then
we'd get together, talk about things, so some of the sketches that
were Jones and Palin would be entirely Jones or entirely Palin, but
the other would add lines here and there. So it was good in that
way; we were writing separately perhaps more than we had before.

I think we were all (certainly to start with) anxious to be generous
to each other, and give each other time and due consideration. You
know, it was important that everybody write something that was
funny, otherwise it would have been very difficult, and generally I
think everybody did. Spirits were pretty high. It was not difficult for
some of those sessions to be happy at the way things were going
because the material was fresh; we could chop stuff around and not
be confined to the shapes of previous comedy shows; we were really
getting some very nice, new, surreal stuff together.

The best sessions I remember were when we were just putting
the whole lot into a shape, into a form. Certainly there would be
some sketches that were still very conventional, and others would
just be fragments. We'd have read the stuff out and then we’d try
and put them together, follow this by that, and then, “Why don'’t
we introduce that Gambolputty character and then try to say the
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name Gambolputty later in the program,” something like that. “Yes,
that’s right, he can come in and we do this, and then the Viking
can come in and sort of club him or something.” The idea of having
characters in quite elaborate costume just coming in to say one
word—“So” or “It's”—in the middle of a bit of narration, all that
seemed very fresh. We enjoyed that feeling of being able to clown
around the way we wanted to. And the material coming in was (we
felt) pretty strong and really unusual. Things like the man with three
buttocks seemed just wonderful, especially because it was done in
this very serious mode —bringing the camera around to see this extra
buttock, and he’d say, “Go away, go on!”—this man who'd agreed
to go on television because he’s got three buttocks then getting rather
sort of prudish about any talk about buttocks! Really nice ideas.

How did your own work habits change as you started working as part
of a larger group?

PALIN: [ wasn’t used to working like that, but basically I have such
respect for the other writers. I mean, Graham and John were just
writing the best sketches around at that time, so to be able to give
them [something] they would then take away, one had absolute
confidence. And the same usually with Eric; we'd worked together
on Do Not Adjust Your Set. There was really, as far as I can remem-
ber at that early stage, very little wastage. I mean, sketches didn’t
just disappear if someone screwed them up; it would happen: some-
one would take something away and it just didn’t work out, and we
would similarly take other people’s ideas. It didn’t happen that
much. And in the early shows John and Graham were still writing
“sketchey” sketches; “The Mouse Problem” or “The Dead Parrot.”
They came fully-formed, four or five minutes of stuff which didn’t
need to be changed, so very often it was just the links that would
be our group. There wasn’t an awful lot of cross-writing.

If anything strengthened Terry and myself as a team, I think we
felt this was highly competitive in a way it hadn’t been before. We'd
send sketches to Marty Feldman or The Two Ronnies and someone
somewhere would take a decision and you get the word back—“We
love this, we don'’t like this”—we wouldn’t be in the room at the
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time, we wouldn’t be part of that process. Here because we were
writing the whole thing and performing it ourselves, the atmosphere
was quite competitive. We felt we really had to get our ideas really
right before they were read.

That was an interesting thing. We’'d have a discussion the day
before: “Shall we read this, shall we read that?” Terry and I always
wrote more than anybody else—a lot of it was of a fairly inferior
quality—but we didn’t want to read the group too much because
there was a certain point where you could see people getting restless:
“And what have you got?”

“Oh, we've got another six sketches!”

“[Huffing] All right, we’ll have some coffee and then read these
next six sketches for Mike and Terry!”

You have to be a bit careful about how you sold your stuff!

Were you at a disadvantage because you didn’t have a writing partner
helping to “sell” your material?

IDLE: No, no. The other teams had two people to laugh. But I had
the advantage of working with myself, a far more interesting partner!

Comedy writing is done often in pairs, but I always found it
boring. 1 occasionally worked with John (“The Bruces,” Australian
philosophy professors with a passion for beer and a distaste for poof-
tahs; “Sir George Head,” the mountaineering expedition leader with
double vision) and a bit with Mike. But I like writing by myself.

Last time I looked, writing was always largely a solitary occupa-
tion. I like to write first thing in the morning and then stop when
I feel like it. I don't like to talk. I don’t much care for meetings.
My favorite form of collaboration is for a partner on e-mail who
bounces back my day’s work. I think you need partners for shape,
notes, and criticism.

CLEESE: | was the one who was having to write with Graham. Now
I thought early on, before Graham’s drinking was any sort of a
problem, it would be much more fun if we occasionally broke up
into different writing groups; we could keep the material more var-
ied. To some extent there was a Chapman/Cleese type of sketch
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(which was usually somebody going into an office of some kind and
probably getting into an argument in which there would be quite a
lot of thesaurus-type words), whereas Mike and Terry would nearly
always start things where some camera would pan over Scottish or
Icelandic or Dartmoor countryside and afterwards would get into
some sort of tale. And Eric’s was largely one man sitting at a desk
talking to the camera and getting completely caught up, as they say,
disappearing up his own ass.

The result of this switching was that Eric and I wrote “Sir George
Head,” and Michael and I wrote about Adolf Hilter standing for
Parliament in Minehead. I thought those were rather successful. But
there was a general resistance to that switching around, and maybe
it was partly that nobody else wanted to write with Graham. I think
he was regarded as my problem, which naturally I thought was a
little unfair. But I think that Terry was always very keen to write
with Michael, that it was quite difficult for him to let go of that.
And Eric liked to write on his own because it gave him such auton-
omy—for instance, he could write when he wanted to. There are
many good things to be said for that, because if you write with
someone else it becomes an office job.

So 1 guess Terry wanted to reclaim Michael, and Eric maybe
liked being on his own, and Graham was my problem; I guess that
was the dynamic.
Did you and Terry

meetings?

perform” your sketches for the group at these

PALIN: No, no, no. I used to read our stuff, and John used to read
the stuff that he and Graham wrote. I can’t really give you a reason
for that other than Terry was happy that that's the way it was, and
Graham was quite happy that John should read his. I think we were
perhaps wary of selling this as a complete sketch. In a way by just
one person reading it would be like reading notes for a sketch, it
wouldn’t be taken too seriously—you know, this wasn't a full perfor-
mance you were being judged on, this was just a way of gauging
whether it was funny or not. You could also read it much more
quickly, it was much easier to get the essence of it quite quickly.
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CLEESE: The great joy of the group was that we made each other
laugh immoderately. We had dinner together quite recently, all of
us except Eric, and we all said afterwards we don’t really laugh with
anyone else the way we laugh together—we really make each other
laugh more than anyone else makes us laugh. And so the great joy
of the meetings, one of the totally positive things that kept us ticking
over and happy for a long time and probably helped us when things
weren't so easy, was the fact that we laughed so much.

But if you read something out at a meeting and people became
hysterical with laughter, whatever was read out next would always
be anticlimactic. So there was a certain amount of very careful stage
managing going on during meetings, because I would come in with
the material that Graham and I had written, and I would be very
aware that approval would vary according to certain extrinsic factors.
The usual psychological factors were at work, such as don’t read
your best stuff out first. Also, the first couple of things read out were
unlikely to produce enormous laughter.

While I was reading material out, I was often adjusting the order
because you could sometimes sense the energy of the group start to
slump after a couple of hours; and if Mike and Terry just read out
something screamingly funny, I would not try and read out some-
thing terribly funny after that; I would read out something that was
sort of interesting and clever and witty.

JONES: We just read out material, it wasn’t performing it. Quite
often there might be two or three characters, so it'd be difficult to
actually perform it. Mike’s the better reader of the two of us, in the
same way that John was the better reader. And I always felt if I read
something it wouldn’t do it justice—partly because of my reading,
and partly I think I didn’t quite know what kind of mood John
would be in—he might sort of take against something if he felt it
was partly mine! ]

PALIN: And also it was the sensitive area of casting. If you cast it
already, even if it's just the two writers, you in a way staked a claim
on those characters, which was difficult for the others to take. We
would not make suggestions [on casting]; it was done really quite
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democratically. We’d actually rather people say, “I'd like to do that”
or whatever, or then we’d say, “This is a sort of Eric-type character.”
Sometimes it was clear, it didn’t need discussion. Sometimes very
often the people who'd read that sketch had read a character so well
that there was no point in putting it out to tender, as it were. But
then casting would come slightly later because you’d have to assem-
ble the show first. Once the show’s assembled, then the casting
could really begin because we wanted it to be fairly equal; one
didn’t want one person to dominate, and everyone wanted to per-
form —everyone was dead keen to get up there and do the sketches.
We were aware without ever saying it absolutely, as a sort of rule,
that there should be a balance in casting. When we had all the
sketches together, we would say, “Actually you can’t put those three
together because they're all three John characters; so let’s put this
sketch in show eight, and then bring an Eric sketch from show eight
to this one. So you have John, Eric, then the thing which Mike and
Terry are doing, then one for John and Eric should come nicely
there.” So casting would very much depend upon the actual shape
of the show itself, so everyone got time on screen.

JONES: If you'd written it, you tended to get the first say-so if you
really wanted to do it. People would tend to come up with what
they wanted to do. And then it would be thrown around; there
would be a discussion if somebody else wanted to do it.

IDLE: Casting always came last in everything. That was the brilliance
of it being a writer’s show. Once we were happy with the text, then
we cast. It was usually fairly easy, like the John parts were obvious—
people who shouted or were cruel to defenseless people or animals.
Mike and I were usually the ones who could play each other’s parts.
Usually people spoke up if they felt they were a bit light in a show;
they might sulk until someone noticed, but it was swings and round-
abouts, really. Also, we had no girls to sulk or feel left out (i,
Saturday Night Live) and we would happily grab most of the girls’
parts for ourselves. Serve ’em right, too. Get their own bloody shows!
How many men are in the Spice Girls?
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Did everyone have an equal interest in performing? Did you all con-
sider yourselyes writers first and then actors, or writer/actors?

PALIN: Writer/actors I think, yes. Everybody loved performing, abso-
lutely. Everybody wanted to go out there and put the dress on or
whatever! [ rarely heard instance where someone said, “Well, I don'’t
want to do that.” The great thing was, because we were all brought
up in the university cabarets, to get out there and show your own
material was all part of it. Writing was merely fifty percent; the other
fifty percent was the performing of it.

IDLE: Sometimes I enjoyed performing more. In film, T loved the
scene in Grail where the guard is told not to leave the room till
anyone, etc., because the first time it went right and it’s there on
film. It just felt funny—all one take. (Well done, Jonesy. I have to
say I love filming for Jonesy.) And likewise in Brian with me as the
jailer and Gilliam as the jailer’s assistant. I loved playing both these
Palin-created scenes. I wish he had written more. He has an effortless
grasp of character for an actor, especially scenes where all three
parts are funny. Graham only hiccoughs in the guard scene, but it
just adds a wonderful pleasant madness. In Brian, Terry Gilliam
.makes dark, grunting noises where I stutter away and Michael is this
very pleasant lost man who is somehow in charge of these lunatics.
It is pure Palin at his finest. They are delightful scenes and my
personal acting favorites.

PALIN: Personally, I always enjoyed when you were able to flesh the
character out a bit, even within a sketch. I mean, I loved playing
the man in the “Dead Parrot” sketch or the “Cheese Shop” because
you can give them some sort of character—they’re not just somebody
saying, “No, we haven’t got this,” “No, we haven’t got that.” It isn’t
just the words, it's the evasiveness and the degree of evasiveness, and
why a man should be that evasive, and what’s going through his
mind [that] appeals to me. I really enjoyed getting to grips with
characters like that, even within a fairly short sketch.
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CLEESE: I remember once that I particularly liked a sketch that
either Mike or Terry had written about one of those magazines that
is just full of advertisements, so if you wanted to buy a pair of World
War II German U-Boat Commander field glasses or a mountain
bike or a garden shed you went to this magazine. And I liked the
sketch so much I asked if I could do it—very unusual for me. And
Mike had slight reservations about whether I should do it, but they
let me. And I didn’t do it particularly well, and I remember dis-
cussing it afterwards with Mike, and it was because I was trying to
go outside my range—in other words, I didn’t do it as well as he
would have done it because he’s better at doing the “Cheerful Char-
lie” salesman.

But similarly if you'd given Mike that scene where I go on about
the Masons and start that strangely aggressive and resentful speech,
[ think Michael wouldn’t be so good in that area. But it's much
more complicated than you might think because it is not that I
am happy about shouting at people, because actually I'm extremely
unhappy, I've almost never shouted at anyone. I've found it almost
impossible to do, but I seem to be able to do it on screen. So it’s
not like saying, “In character you’re the same you are in everyday
life”; that would be utterly simple-minded and untrue, but it just
seems to be the case that some people are more comfortable por-
traying some emotions; I don’t mean that it isn’t utterly connected
with their ordinary life, but that it’s not as connected with it as you

might think.
Which of the Pythons did you think was the prettiest in drag?

GILLIAM: Prettiest woman, goodness! I don’t know. John was actually
pretty nice when he played in “The Piranha Brothers,” he’s wonder-
ful sitting in the bar: “He knows how to treat a female imperson-
ator.” John was fantastic in that. John loved it so much I was
beginning to have concerns there! The most convincing woman? [
think Eric was the best woman. I'm not sure “pretty” came into it.
Do you have another adjective?

“Least unattractive”?
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“We could have it any time we wanted.” Chapman and Idle as the
Protestants in The Meaning of Life.

GILLIAM: [ think in Meaning of Life, Eric as the Protestant Wife
was spectacular. I just thought that was an extraordinary, wonderful
performance. Terry and Mike were always very broad, and Graham
was also very broad, but I actually thought the Protestant Wife that
Eric played was amazing. Eric’s father died when he was young, so
his role model was his mother, and maybe that’s why he was good.

] ] ]

That's My Flannel

Once the shows were assembled, was it easy to see it as a group effort,
or was there still a sort of jealous, protective feeling: “This is our
sketch, that is their material’?
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PALIN: I'd like to think we naturally were rooting for every sketch
[rather than] anyone wanting their sketches to go down better, al-
though there probably was a little bit of that, but basically you just
wanted the show to have laughs all the way through. Putting together
that show involved decisions which we’d all taken—the choice of
the material, the casting, the links, all that—as part of the group.
So if something didn’t work, then yes, it was seen as a failure of the
group: “We shouldn’t have put that in or cast it that way, set it up
in such a way.” It was very much all group decisions.

And quite interesting, because early on John was undoubtedly
the most well-known, [yet] he was very happy to be part of that
group—he didn’t want it to be in any way The John Cleese Show,
and I would have thought if there was going to be a possible area
of difficulty, that would have been one of the problems. John was
the “star” before Python; he wasn’t necessarily the star of Python,
although he probably was—he was the best known and possibly the
best performer. But John didn’t see it that way; John saw it as a
group, and Python [assumed] responsibility for everything that went
up there, rather than your individual responsibility.

I'm sure at the end of the day there was a bit of, “Terry and
Mike . . . ehh!”

SHERLOCK: Graham and John did a bizarre murder sketch for David
Frost whereby I think the murderer turned out to be the regimental
goat mascot that belonged to the guard who was a suspect: “It was
the Regimental Goat wot done it!” It was new in terms of off-the-
wall wacky humor. At the time we thought it was hysterical, but
most people wondered what the hell the sketch was about. Some of
the more surreal sketches they were doing [for Python] had been
rejected by every other thing they worked for.

JONES: One of the first sketches was about sheep nesting in trees,
which John and Graham had offered to The Frost Report, and the
producer Jimmy Gilbert had said, “No, no, no, it’s too silly. We can’t
do that.” John’s thing was always, “The great thing about Python was
that it was somewhere where we could use up all that material that
everybody else had said was too silly.”
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Did you and Michael also use sketches you had written for other
comedians?

JONES: All ours was original material, squire!

Was there EVER any consideration given during the writing process
to how an audience would respond to the material?

IDLE: None whatsoever.

Pert Pieces of Copper Coinage

JONES: [ think our budget was £5,000 a show. It had been kind of
a tight operation. Everything was planned very rigorously. We’d do
the outdoor filming for most of the series before we started shooting
the studio stuff. We had to write the entire series before we even
started doing anything because we’d be shooting stuff for show 13,
show 1, or show 2 while we’re in one location, so that while you're
at the seaside you can do all the seaside bits.

PALIN: A lot of the early arguments were just over money; we were
paid so incredibly little. So in a sense the BBC committed a lot,
they’d given us thirteen shows (which was nice), but they’d taken
away with one hand what they’d given us with the other. But on
the other hand they let us go ahead and do it!

MAcNAUGHTON: Because I was the producer as well as the director,
I was able to speak as a producer, so I could say [to the Pythons],
“That is impossible, we have only got so much of a budget; can we
alter this slightly to allow that we don’t go too far over?” Because
you know at the BBC in those days if you went too far over budget
the people got rather anarchic. Unless you were exceptionally
successful.

PALIN: We presented a script to Ian, we knew what we wanted to
do on film and what should be done in the studio, and Ian didn’t
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really get involved in that aspect of it. On the other hand when we
were discussing things like where we would film and how we could
best get the effect of a piece of film he would have quite a bit of
input. And we’'d actually film in Yorkshire and Scotland —that was
very often lan saying, ‘Let’s go out and do that’

MacNAUGHTON: We used to plan about eight weeks in advance of
the series. We knew we wanted an average of, say, five minutes of
film per episode (in the first series anyway). The series was thirteen,
so we needed time to [shoot] an hour and a half of film. We would
plan what sketches or what sequences were better filmed than done
in the studio, etc. And as the Pythons went on, they got more inter-
ested in the filming side than in the studio side.

Nothing was too ridiculous for us to try. You have a silly sketch
like “Spot the Loony” and you happen to be up in Scotland shooting
“Njorl’s Saga,” and you suddenly think, “Wouldn't it be good to
have the loony here in the middle of Glen Coe leaping through
the thing?” These kinds of things happened. They enjoyed all that
kind of thing. And it was not particularly more expensive than film-
ing, say, in London because the permission and the fees we had to
pay in filming in Glen Coe or Oban or whatever were much less
than what we had to pay at the Lower Courts or Cheapside. So the
expense was not so great, [and] the opulence of the locations was
there, you didn’t have to build them!

ciLLiaM: We weren’t doing drama, we were doing comedy, which
fell under Light Entertainment, and light seemed to be required
constantly so that you could see the joke! Feel the joke! And I just
always had a stronger visual sense than [what] we were able to get
on those filmings. There would be all these times I'd get in there:
“The camera should be there.” Terry would do the same thing; we
were always pushing lan around! I think we were just frustrated
because we wanted to film this, too; we were convinced we could
do it better. But the BBC didn’t work that way. They would put
a producer/director on the thing. And there was a kind of Light
Entertainment direction at the BBC which was very sort of sloppy.

I was always frustrated because it didn’t look at good as it should;
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the lighting wasn’t as good as it should have been. Everything was
done so fast and shoddily, there was very little time to get real
atmosphere on the screen, or to shoot it dramatically enough or
exciting enough. But you churned it out; it’s the nature of television.
We wanted it to look like Drama as opposed to Light Entertain-
ment. Drama was serious; that's where the real talents hung out!

They ate at a separate canteen?

GILLIAM: It’s almost like that, it always felt like that; they had more
money, they can light this stuff. If you've got something beautifully
lit and the costumes are really great and the set’s looking good and
then you do some absurd nonsense, it’s funnier than having it in a
cardboard set with some broad lighting. And especially since a lot
of the stuff would be parodies of things—if you're going to do a
parody, it’s got to look like the original.

So when we were able to do Holy Grail and direct it ourselves,
it looked a lot better. I think the jokes were funnier because the
world was believable, as opposed to some cheap L.E. lightweight. I
mean, we approached Grail as seriously as Pasolini did. We were
watching the Pasolini films a lot at that time because he more than
anybody seemed to be able to capture a place and period in a very
simple but really effective way. It wasn’t El Cid and the big epics,
it was much smaller. You could feel it, you could smell it, you could
hear it.

JONES: Poor old Ian had me [to deal with]. I insisted on going on
the location scouts with him and then when we were filming was
really sitting in and seeing what Ian was doing all the time. And it
was awful for me, too; I used to go out with this terrible tight
stomach because we’d see lan put the camera down and I'd think,
“It's in the wrong place, it should be over there!” So I'd have to go
up to lan very quietly and sort of say, “lan, don’t you think you
should put it over there?” or something like that, and then depending
on lan’s mood at the time, because if it were morning when he
hadn’t been drinking he would be very good, but sometimes he got
a bit shirty.
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Obviously when we were in the studio on the floor you can’t do
very much, so lan had his head then. But in the editing I'd always
ring lan up and say, “When’s the editing?” 1 could see lan going,
Jesus Christ! Sort of tell me between gritted teeth, and then I'd
turn up.

Did he ever purposely tell you the wrong time, to put you off?

JONES: | get the feeling he wanted to do that, but he was too honor-
able a man! Especially at the beginning, I'd turn up and he’d say,
“Look, we've only got two hours to do this in.” And I just had to
shut out of my head everything about that and say, “Well, let’s just
see how long.” We'd end up doing the whole day. I'd see something
and I'd think, “lan, we have to take that out, there’s a gap there.”
Usually it was cutting things out, and closing up the show so that
it went fast. But it was very hard, because every time I wanted to
change something, my stomach would go tight because I knew lan
would go, “We've nearly had two hours now and we’ve only done
ten minutes!” So we got on a bit like that. And then at the end of
the day I'd ring everybody up to have a look at the show. But then
as it went on lan really got very good, actually, because although it
was a bit sticky in the first series—and it shows, 1 think; the first
series is not edited as tightly as it could have been—as it went on,
lan got really good at it, and realized that I wasn’t trying to muscle
in on his thing; we were just trying to make the best show possible,
making sure the material actually came over. So it was very hard
for him, but eventually the relationship got really good, and lan and
I worked really well. Ian got very creative, and once you relaxed he
got very creative about it, and then came up with a lot of differ-
ent stuff.

Ten, Nine, Eight and All That

CLEESE: My memory is that on the whole Ian did not, let's be
polite, interfere much with the acting! We tended to watch each
other’s stuff-—not all the time because a certain amount of rehearsal
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is just practice, but we would keep an eye on each other’s sketches,
and at a suitable moment somebody might suggest an additional
line, or we might come forward and say, “I think that bit isn’t work-
ing.” But there was such an instinctive understanding within the
group that you probably didn’t even have to say that because people
would already know it wasn’t working. It was very much a group
activity—not that we were all sitting around desperately focused on
each other’s sketches, because people sat around and read the paper
and wrote up their diaries.

MacNAUGHTON: We did the usual BBC style of five or six days’
rehearsal. On the sixth day there would be a technical run-through
for all the lighting, etc., and then we were one day in the studio.
And of course all the stuff we had filmed we showed to the audience
in the studio as we did each episode.

From the beginning I had no problem working with them be-
cause they're extremely disciplined as actors, as comic actors.

We honestly had a very good working relationship. I have never
from the beginning had one problem with any of them. I felt myself
to be a part of the team anyway.

I can remember one time John looking at me after a sketch had
been done and saying, “Why aren’t you laughing?” And I said,
“Well, there’s something not quite right with this sketch.” He said,
“You hear that, gentlemen? Let’s do it again.” They did it again,
and he said, “No, I think we'll find a new one,” and did a new one
the next day.

I can’t remember any explosions. Come the second series there
was one moment and that was quite fun: we were making the film
“The Bishop,” and I'd set up the opening shot with a lower-level
camera. The bishop’s car raced up to the camera, stopped, out
jumped all the maha bishops, etc., and ran up to the church. Now
Terry Jones said to me, “No, no, you must do this in a high angle.”
And I said, “No, I think the low angle’s better for this opening,”
knowing what had gone before. “No, no, no!” We had a bit of a
row, and we walked off together, Terry kicking stones right and left.
And I said, “Look, Terry, just leave it for a moment—anyway, I
haven’t got a cherry picker with me and can’t get the big high angle
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Cleese and Idle in rehearsal, c. 1971.

that you're looking for.” We came back and did it. We then went
on another location in Norwich I think it was, and where we saw
the rushes from the previous week, up came the rushes for “The
Bishop” —and this is what’s so nice about the whole group: Terry
Jones turned around in the hotel’s dining room where we were
watching the rushes, held his thumb up to me, and said, “You were
right, it worked perfectly.” And that is I think the biggest row we
ever had, and it's not a very big one, you must admit.

JONES: In studio, we tried to do it sequentially as much as we could.
It was a bit stop-and-starty sometimes, but we tried as much as we
could to rush through the costume changes. We only had an hour
and a half recording time anyway, so you had thirty-five minutes of
material to record. We very often did it as a live show with just a
few hitches, try and keep the momentum going to keep the audience
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entertained. We didn’t want to stop the show because it meant the
audience going off the boil a bit.

MacNAUGHTON: We had a studio audience of 320; that was a BBC
policy, to have a studio audience. And you know, never had we laid
a laugh from a laugh track on Python. It was a kind of policy,
because we thought if the audience don'’t really like it, they won'’t
laugh anyway, and there’s nothing worse than listening to shows that
have laugh tracks on and the audience is roaring with laughter at
something you've found totally unfunny yourself.

JONES: For me, when we came to the editing the audience was
always the great key—we always had that laughter to go by so you
knew whether something was working or not. And if something
didn’t get a laugh, then we cut it. A lot of the time we were actually
having to take laughs out because it was holding up the shows.

I remember one show that didn’t seem to work in the studio,
and that was “The Cycling Tour.” Everybody came out very disap-
pointed, all the audience and our friends going, “Eh, that wasn’t
very good, didn'’t really work, that”” And of course the trouble with
that was that it wasn’t shot sequentially, or even when it was shot
sequentially it was very stop-and-starty. Like all the stuff in the hospi-
tal, the casualty ward, was very quick cuts—a sign falling off, a
trolley collapsing, a window falling on somebody’s hand—that all
had to be shot separately, so they didn’t seem very funny at the time.
But when you cut them in very fast, that made it seem quite funny.

MAcNAUGHTON: At the beginning they all wanted to come to the
editing, and I said, “That’s no use, we can’t have five guys standing
around me standing around the editor.” So in the end only Terry
used to come to the editing. We'd sit together and we’d say, “Yes,
I think cut there” and “No, I think it should be cut later” and “No,
I'm sorry, I think it’s quicker” —the usual thing. There were honestly
no problems.

GiLLiaM: Terry tended to be the one to be in the editing room,
sitting looking over lan’s shoulder, and keeping an eye on things. I
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popped in occasionally, John, different people. Terry was almost
always there.

Ian dealt with the BBC, basically; we didn’t have to. That’s the
great thing about the BBC, it's not like American television; once
they said “Go,” they basically left. It was a real, incredibly laissez-
faire operation. That was the strength of the place, because it just
allowed the talent to get on to do what it did. And in the end the
talent ended up producing more good material than all these meet-
ings are producing now. I don’t think the batting average is any
better now than it was then, it’s actually worse, and they all end up
sitting around talking things to death. It was very simple: you've got
this series, we want seven shows now and six later and you do it,
that’s it.

We had freedom like nobody gets now, basically. And the only
time we started getting some involvement from them was later on,
[ think it was probably the third series, because as we’'d become
successful they felt that had to interfere in some way, to be involved
in this thing.

Why Don’t You Move into More Conventional Areas?

PALIN: | think there was always a conscious desire to do something
which was ahead of or tested the audience’s taste, or tested the limits
of what we can or cannot say. I think it's probably strongest in John
and Graham’s writing; they enjoyed being able to shock, whereas
Terry and I enjoyed surprise more than shock. For us it was more
putting together odd and surreal images in a certain way which
would not offend but really jolt, surprise, and amaze. John and Gra-
ham took some pleasure in writing something which shocked an
audience. I think this came from within, but John never seemed to
be totally happy or centered—there was always something which
John was having to cope with. And that desire to shock I think came
from the way Graham was, too. Graham was an genuine outsider,
a very straight-laced man who was homosexual and an alcoholic at
that time and therefore found himself constantly in conflict with
people, and so he would fight back. And the two of them would
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put together things like the “Undertaker Sketch” purely because they
knew it was outrageous, and yet they did it in a way none of the
other Pythons would have done, so it was quite refreshing. When
we first heard that we thought, “Well, we just can’t do it.” But then
you think about it: this is a really good, refreshing view of death,
talking about it that way. In that particular case I think yes, there
was a desire to shock an audience by talking about something that
was not talked about.
Terry and [ were not so quite so interested in taboos.

Was it because, having been journeymen script-writers for hire, your
previous experience did not allow for taboo material? If you had
written taboo material for others, you wouldn’t have gotten hired
again.

PALIN: No, I don’t think that’s it, I think it just wasn’t in our nature
to write deliberately shocking material; we couldn’t make it very
funny. We could surprise, we could amaze. It was personal, it was
nothing to do with our writing; in fact, quite the opposite: the writing
that we had to do in the sixties made us relish Python and the
freedom Python had. We utterly supported John and Graham and
what they were writing, and for us it was all part of the freedom of
Python: to do stuff we wouldn’t have been able to do as journeymen
writers. Great, someone writes a sketch about undertakers; it seemed
shocking to start with it, you look at it and say, “Okay, let’s give this
a go.” And that was part of the exhilaration of doing Python. But
no, I don’t think Terry and myself were particularly good about
getting laughs [from] very abrasive material. There might have been
instances, I can’t remember, [but] we were more about human be-
havior, moralizing.

SHERLOCK: Cleese as he’s got older has become more conservative,
but when they first started out Python was really quite left-wing; it
was considered by some to be commie and subversive.

IDLE: Always we tried to epater les bourgeois.
Once when filming, a British middle-class lady came up and
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said, “Oh, Monty Python; I absolutely hate you lot.” And we felt
quite proud and happy. Nowadays I miss people who hate us; we
have sadly become nice, safe, and acceptable now, which shows
how clever an Establishment really is, opening up to make room
inside itself.

Frankly | Don’t Fully Understand It Myself, the Kids Seem to
Like It

MacNAUGHTON: Now Terry Gilliam was meanwhile working on the
animation links for all the shows; sometimes Terry’s film would
arrive on the day we were recording that certain episode. No one
had seen it beforehand, but everybody trusted everybody else. Which
was a very good thing.

GILLIAM: [In story meetings] I always had the most difficulty because
I could never explain what I was doing; whenever I did, there would
be these blank faces. I was in maybe the best position because I had
the most freedom. The others had to submit all their material to
the group and get rejected or included or changed; mine, because
I couldn’t explain it, and because we were always revising at the last
moment, was pretty much never touched.

What was the actual process like for you?

GILLIAM: Sometimes | had an assistant working on Python; Terry’s
sister-in-law Katie Hepburn assisted me for a while. Basically it was
me on my own, with books.

I'd always start: there were the scripts, they go from there to
there, and I just sort of had an idea, an image to start with. A lot
of times I had a lot of ideas, a lot of things I wanted to get into the
shows; I just had to stick them in-between and find connecting
tissues to get from there to there. So I would use these little sto-
ryboard sketches, then I would start looking for the artwork; whether
it was stuff [ had drawn myself or pictures that I got from books, I'd
start getting the elements together.
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Conrad Poohs and His Dancing Teeth.

And in the end the room is all these flats full of artwork. It
became like a scenic dock for a studio: I'd have the ground, and
I'd have different skies, and I could build a background very
quickly after a certain point, and then I just started, totally a
magpie approach, things that I liked I use and chop up. If it was
photos I needed, I'd send the books in to the photographic place
and blow them up to the sizes I want and start cutting them out;
usually they wouldn’t be complete so I'd have to draw or airbrush
part of it.

So I'd have all this artwork and I'd go to the BBC’s Rostrum
camera, set it up, and just start pushing the stuff around. You'd find
at three or four in the morning the papers arranging themselves after
a while! The stuff kind of made itself. You pile all these things there
and they start forming patterns, a thing lands on top of that; ooh,
that's an idea. It was really free, because even though I had story-
boarded and set out with a very specific look or an idea I was after,
if [ couldn’t find it I'd grab something that was just as good or it
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Cannibalism, Gilliam-style.

would be a little bit different than I expected but I could make it
work, and it would flow in that direction.

And I would always shoot long; a lot of the work was done in
the editing room afterwards, because I never knew quite [how long]
somebody would talk. I would just wiggle the mouth up and down—
leave it open for twelve frames, close it for ten—and then later I
would chop frames out to try and get it vaguely to [match] whatever
was being said. And then for voices I either do them myself, or I'd
run and get the guys in the corridor, or in rehearsal. 1 just stand
there with a tape recorder and say, “John, say this, say that; Okay,
good, thank you. Terry, say that . . .” And the BBC had a great
sound effects library which is all on discs, [but] a lot of times I'd
just sit at home, a blanket over my head, with a tape recorder,
making noises with kitchen utensils, and just record this shit. And
then I'd get down to the editing room and we’d start sticking it all
together. | was working seven days a week, it was just crazed. There'd
be at least one all-nighter in there.

All the underground press were convinced I was an acidhead,
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they thought all of us were on drugs but me in particular, and we
weren’t—it’s all natural stuff!

And it’s not like a Disney cartoon where everything’s planned
and drawn; it’s using things around me, and just incorporating and
letting it grow organically.

I was producing this stuff in two weeks [for each show]. Some
of the [location] filming I wouldn’t get to because I was desperately
trying to get ahead. I'd have to keep up with the shows, so by the
end of the series it was always a mad rush. It was weird.

When you sail in a race, you just go out on the ocean, and you
come around a buoy and all the boats are there, and before you get
to the next marker everybody disperses and goes a different way;
suddenly you're alone. And then you come to the next marker buoy
and Oh! Everybody converges. And it was kind of like that in doing
the shows; we’d have the meetings, I'd be there as part of the group,
then I'd go off into my world, and we’d only get together the days
the shows were being recorded. So they were always together, they
were always at rehearsals. My problem was there was one side of
me that wanted to be a performer as well, but I really didn’t think
I was in their class, so I'd just turn up on the days we were recording
and take that little part there, put on a costume, do something silly
there, just to keep myself both from being bored and feeling more
a part of the thing. Because they were having all the fun, and I felt
I was doing all the work!

In story meetings, would you ever bring a fully devised sketch to be
animated, such as “The House Hunters” [in which two hunters armed
with “condemned” posters track a wild building]?

GILLIAM: | wouldn’t have brought it in as a sketch—I would bring
it as an idea. “I want to do this whole thing about house hunters,
it’s a literal thing.” And again they didn’t know quite where to put
those things because they couldn’t imagine them; that was part of
the problem. If I wanted to do that little story, in a sense it was up
to me to find the right spot to slide that in. I'm trying to remember
whether I would actually say, “I've got a thing that’s probably going
to run about three minutes.” I honestly can’t remember whether I
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was ever that specific. Because we’d try to work out a thirty-minute
show, so I'm sure I must have been saying “a big chunk.” “I've got
a big thing to do here,” something specific!

Terry always loved what 1 was doing, and Mike. It's so weird
because Terry and Mike are much more visually oriented than the
others, but it may just have been my inability to explain things. John
I think was constantly bemused by my stuff, he was so—“intimi-
dated” is probably too strong a word, but he didn’t know how to
criticize it, so he never criticized it except for this one thing where
he could actually go, “Well, that’s blasphemous” or “That’s offen-
sive.” [See page 141.]

That was the bad side of it: I felt at times I wasn’t getting any
of the benefit of the criticisms of the group. We all had to be self-
criticizing, saying, “That doesn’t work,” “That’s not good enough for
the shows.” But a lot of times I never got a sense that they knew
whether [what I did] was good or bad, whether it worked or didn’t
work, because it was another language that they don’t understand.
John didn’t understand the language.

In the English language there’s no word for “visual illiteracy.”
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You have illiterate, but visual? There’s no term for it; it’s the idea
that visual things are not a language. There is a visual language,
and yet people who invent words don’t invent that word. I want to
use ivvisualites, people who are visually illiterate.

It’s a thing that intrigues me, the information you get from im-
ages; they're saying things and they’re telling these stories and they
don’t necessarily have to be words. Being down with these kids at
the Royal College’s Animation Department, some of the stuff they're
doing is just wonderful, but if you sit down and go, “Tell me the
story,” they can’t do it. A splotch of stuff here, a funny little noise
happens there, what's that? And yet it's fantastic—at least it is for
me. I look at some of their stuff and I'm not sure that John Cleese
would find it funny, I don’t think he would know what to say about
it. Sounds like I'm picking on John, but he was the most visually
illiterate; I think it’s that. But I wish the others would have been
able to come up and say, “Terry, that’s pretty weird.” They didn’t!

Was any animation ever rejected out of hand?

GILLIAM: There was this thing that lTan MacNaughton just com-
pletely fucked up because he didn’t understand it, and Terry hadn'’t
been in the editing room that day. It was a strange abstract thing—
it’s really hard to describe! I mean, it was like trees growing and
reaching barriers in space you can't see, and then they go around
and did all sorts of really strange and interesting things. And I don'’t
know what he was thinking when he did it, he just didn’t get what
it was and he cut it. That was a big mistake, [but] that wasn't like
somebody censoring.

But It's My Only Line!

CAROL CLEVELAND, ACTRESS: | had been doing a fair amount of
work at the BBC, doing what I call—1I think this is my own defini-
tion—a “glamour stooge,” working alongside people like Ronnie
Corbett, Ronnie Barker, and Spike Milligan.

When the Pythons were starting, I hadn’t met any of the fellas
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at all, though I knew a little of their work. They'd written five
episodes of the original thirteen, and they were looking for a female.
Somebody at the Beeb suggested my name and John Howard Davies
saw me and cast me. | hadn’t realized at that stage that my contract
wouldn’t go further than four episodes; I only discovered that when
my agent got in touch with the Beeb. By this stage we’d got going
and I got on extremely well with the guys, they thought I fitted in
beautifully. I think they were more than happy with my contribution,
and when Michael came up to me when we were doing episode
three and said, “Oh, we have got something great for you coming
up” —because already they felt that they weren’t quite utilizing my
talents enough and they wanted to give me something more to do
than just giggle and smile, as I did in the “Marriage Guidance
Counselor” sketch—1I said, “Well, it sounds great but I'm not in
episode six.” And he said, “What? What?” And he went over and
spoke to the others, John came over and said, “What's this?”

So they said, “Absolutely no way—we want you with us for the
rest of the series.” So that’s what happened. I really owe it to the
fellas that I became the Monty Python girl because they put their
foot down.®

By now lan MacNaughton was doing the directing. Ian wanted
to have different ladies in each episode and he wanted to be respon-
sible for the casting, so the fellas put their foot down and said, “Uh-
uh.” They came to the agreement that if lan wanted someone to
just literally stand there and say nothing and just look pretty, fine,
he could cast that, but if there was any sort of acting involved, the
fellas wanted me. And that was the agreement they came to and
that was how I came to be in the series.

How was working with the Pythons different from working on other
comedy programs?

CLEVELAND: Working with Spike Milligan was almost traumatic —
an amazing experience but exhausting because you never knew what
this man was going to do next. But the other people I worked with

“®No doubt an unintentional pun.
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were all fairly sane—I mean, very
funny but it was all fairly sane stuff,
you knew what was going on; there
wasn’t quite such a lunacy with
those. With the Pythons I really
didn’t know what to expect. It’s just
a wonderful combination of looni-
ness and great wit and intelligence
and foresight. When I first joined
them, I didn’t honestly quite know
what to make of it to begin with. I
remember the first two or three
days of rehearsal thinking, “I don’t
know if this is going to take off,”
because they were sort of all over
the place. It was fairly manic.

We didn’t actually do a lot of
rehearsal. If anything, it was under- Carol Cleveland, steadfast straight
rehearsed to keep it fresh and fun. woman to the group, in Monty
Lots of pe0ple say to me, “How Python Live at the Hollywood Bowl.
much of that was improvised?” Be-
cause it came over so fresh, they felt a lot of it was being improvised.
And I say, “Well, none of it; none of it was improvised. It was all
scripted, everything.”

There wasn’t a lot that went on in the first few days of rehearsal;
because they had written it themselves, they knew exactly what they
wanted, so they knew just what was going to happen. Once they
knew exactly what they were doing, in order to keep it fresh, we’d
just stop rehearsing and the rest of the time was mucking about.
Once we'd done our little bit of rehearsal we’d go, “Right, that’s
good now, we don’t want to sort of louse it up,” we’d do something
like play football. So all of the furniture would be moved aside and
we set up a couple of goals at each end and we’d have a football
match. I was always a goalie! And we had a great time at rehearsals
mucking about, I have to say, much to the amusement of passers-
by. When we were in the BBC Centre rehearsal rooms (which are
great, big, vast rooms), all the doors have little peek-through win-
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dows, and it was wonderful —as people pass by, you'd see them come
back and take a double-take, and not know what to make of it. They
thought we were rehearsing a football sketch that went on day after
day after day.

What allowed you to work so well with the group as their foil?

CLEVELAND: Well, certainly I was very prepared to have a go. There
was very little they could ask me to do that I would ever say “no”
to. I was willing and able, and I'd throw myself into it with great
gusto. I guess there’s a fair amount of lunacy in me, there must
have been to get into things the way I did, and I think that was very
appealing to them. I could do the sort of “glamour dollie bird” bit
and put that across very well but at the same time send myself up
on that. [ was quite happy to go over the top with anything and I
think that was the other thing that they liked. And obviously they
felt I had quite a good comedy flair and I looked good as well,
which was a combination they wanted.

It still irritates me that I meet Python fans and their recollections
seem to be of me without any clothes on! I never took my clothes
off in Python, not entirely. There was a lot of me in underwear and
showgirl outfits and bathing suits and lingerie, but never without
any clothes. The nearest | came to that was when we were filming
“Scott of the Sahara.” In that I'm being chased by a man-eating
roll-top desk, having my clothes ripped off bit by bit by cacti. I'm
running towards the camera on each occasion, and on the last one
my bra comes off and I'm still meant to be running towards the
camera and I was feeling a little bit shy about all sorts of things,
and certainly the fact that we were filming on a crowded beach and
there were masses of people milling about, so I did feel a little bit
inhibited about that. I wasn’t happy about running toward the cam-
era with my bra coming off so in fact they did change it. The last
shot is of me topless running away with my back to the camera as
I pass John sitting at his desk facing the camera. But that was the
only time I think I ever resisted. And the funny thing is that I
suppose if they asked me to do it now, I'd say, “Yeah, great, I'll do
it!” But it’s too late now, they won’t ask me!
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Was there difficulty in that there were Python wives and girlfriends
who also appeared in the shows but not as frequently as you?

CLEVELAND: [ suppose if I had been a wife or a girlfriend I wouldn’t
have got the job! Connie Cleese appeared occasionally, and Eric’s
then-wife Lynn Ashley appeared, but only occasionally. Neither of
them would have actually wanted to be involved, I think; it was only
because they were wives that they were brought in.

I don’t think I would have got the job if I had been heavily
involved [with one of them]. And I remember very early on Terry
Gilliam did ask me out on a date—when I think how things might
have turned out if I'd said “yes”! I said “no” for two reasons: first
of all because I actually had a boyfriend who was an extremely
jealous Italian, but I think I would have said no anyway because
business and pleasure ‘don’t mix. As it turns out Terry dated a
makeup girl on the show, Maggie, and they're now married and

very happy.

What were your impressions of the Pythons?

CLEVELAND: Individually they were all as they were collectively: bril-
liant, clever, fun, very nice men. The only one I never really felt
close to was Eric. All the others treated me like one of the boys,
and I never quite felt that with Eric. Eric always seemed a little
distant, rather aloof. He in my opinion was the most serious of the
lot, and the most businesslike. He was the one that always had his
head together as far as the financial side of Python was concerned.
If anyone started getting a little bit too wacky he would be the one
to say, “Well, yeah, but this one is going to cost such-and-such.”

Terry Jones: very excitable, being a Welshman very emotional,
quite fiery at times. I was never present at the writing sessions or
the business meetings but I'm told that he was the one that had
been known to throw things. And he along with Terry Gilliam were
the two looniest of the lot, who would cause the most havoc and
confusion during the rehearsal period.

Terry Gilliam, also very excitable, very visual, very loud! And
you never quite knew what was going on in his head, until you
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actually saw the animations—and when you saw the animations you
really got quite worried about what was going on there!

Graham always did everything to excess, everything he did: obvi-
ously his drinking, and the way he flaunted his homosexuality, which
wasn’t the done thing in the early seventies certainly, and caused a
certain amount of embarrassment at the time. Personally [ felt quite
embarrassed by some of his behavior. I don’t know quite how to
describe Graham; I sort of describe his behavior rather than his
personality. He was a lovely man. I think because of his drinking
and his homosexuality, everyone felt they needed to take care of
Graham a little.

John: the most logical, definitely moody, like all comic geniuses
a complex man but he was the only one who really changed during
the course of Python. When he was going through his questioning
period with his psychoanalysis, he was actually at times quite un-
pleasant to be around. He was unfriendly and difficult—certainly
that's what I noticed. Fortunately, by the time we were doing Life
of Brian he was back to being his fun self.

And as for Michael, well, Michael has never changed. He’s the
one that’s never changed at all, and he remains the same charming,
shy, sweet, helpful person that he is, and he is of course the only
one who'’s actually quite shy, and that’s very appealing, which is why
all the women adore Michael. He was always the ladies’ favorite.

If They Can’t See You, They Can’t Get You

MacNAUGHTON: This was a very strange thing because when I'd
done four or five Monty Python shows which had not yet gone out,
[ was called to the Head of Entertainment, who said to me, “I don’t
think we’ll be renewing your contract.” I had a year’s contract. So
I said, “Oh, really? Why not?” He said, “Well, this Q5 show of
yours was a bit of a cult success, but only on BBC2[!] And who
really wants to see the Monty Pythons?” They were ready to drop
me. It wasn’t that they were going to drop the Pythons; they just
didn’t think that the way we were doing it—which meant me as
producer and director—was what was wanted. Fortunately I think
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their public became of a different mind —the Pythons went out and
became a cult success.

] ] >

Promotional item in the Radio Times:

Monty Python’s Flying Circus is the new late programme
on Sunday night. It’s designed “to subdue the violence in
us all.”

The first Python show broadcast on October 5, 1969, demonstrated
quite clearly that the group was after something quite uncategorizable.
It presented a surreal mix of violence (Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
hosts a program depicting famous deaths); television parodies (“We
find that nine out of ten British housewives can't tell the difference
between Whizzo butter and a dead crab.” “It’s true, we can’t!”); occa-
sions where all propriety is ripped to shreds (an interviewer proceeds
to address his guest as “sugar plum” and “angel drawers”); some
intellectually tainted comic bits (Picasso paints while riding a bicycle,
followed by Kandinsky, Mondrian, Chagall, Miré, Dufy, Jackson Pol-
lock “. . . and Bernard Buffet making a break on the outside”); and
a loopy premise allowing for both some slapstick and social commen-
tary (the tale of the World’s Funniest Joke, appropriated by the army
as a weapon against the Nazis, who fail miserably at developing a
counter-joke of their own). Running throughout the program were gags
and animations about pigs.

In the weeks that followed, the program became more fragmented,
more surreal, more violent. Sheep nesting in trees gave way to a man
playing the “Mouse Organ” (namely, some rodents trained to squeak
at a certain musical pitch accompanied by a pair of heavy mallets),
to a cartoon of a pram that ingests the doting women who lean too
closely. Kitchen-sink melodramas were turned on their heads, as when
a young coal miner returns home to his playwright father, who rants
about his son’s values (“LABOURER!”). A scandal-mongering docu-
mentary examines men who choose to live as mice (“And when did
you first notice these, shall we say, tendencies?”). And a confectioner
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is investigated for fraud in labeling his latest product, Crunchy Frog
(“If we took the bones out it wouldn’t be crunchy, would it?”).

] > »
How was the series sold originally by the BBC?

TOOK: Well, it's this “new wacky series, these wacky kids, these
bright new Cambridge graduates and Oxford lads who delighted us
for years with their merry antics, now together at last in a brand-
new series.” [ suppose that’s what they did. That what they do about
everything else!

ciLLiaM: The BBC I think were constantly uncomfortable with us.
They didn’t know quite what we were, and I think they were slightly
embarrassed by it, and yet it was too successful, it was making all
this noise out there. When they took us off after the fourth show
(this was the first series), we were off for a couple of weeks, I think
there was a serious attempt to ditch it at that point. But there was too
much noise being made by us. The most wonderful thing was every-
body tuning in when Python was supposed to run and it was the
International Horse of the Year Show; in the middle of it, they were
doing their routines to music, it was Sousa’s “Liberty Bell”—our
theme music. It was like Python was even there, you couldn’t keep
it down!

But in the beginning they would put us out at all these different
times, and change it, but somehow the word got out and they kept
us on.

TOOK: The BBC split up into different areas, and the option was to
take the show or not to take the show, and half the regions didn't
take the first series. So if you lived in London you'd get it; if you
went down to Southhampton on the south coast you wouldn’t be
able to see it because they put on Herring Fishing in the North Sea
or something. It was very irritating that the regions had that kind of
autonomy; there was nothing you could do. But the word started to
go around that this was very good and very new, and something they

MONTY PYTHON SPEAKS!



ought to have. So one after another came back into the fold, and
by the time the second series was done, the complete network had it.

CLEESE: | had a friend who was trying to watch the series, and he
sat down in his hotel room in Newcastle and switched it on and
there was this hysterical start to Monty Python about this guy wander-
ing around being terribly boring about all the ancient monuments
around Newcastle. And he watched it falling about, and said it’s real
nerve to do this, it’s really terrific and what a great start to the show.
And about twenty minutes in he realized it was the regional off-time.

The nicest thing anybody ever said about Python was that they
could never watch the news after it. You get in a certain frame of
mind and then almost anything’s funny!

He Wants to Sit Down and He Wants to Be Entertained

How was the public’s response to your work different from what you'd
experienced on your previous series?

PALIN: | suppose the difference was that, partly because of its pro-
gramming and the time it went out, Python clearly was seen as
very much for an adult audience, which is very interesting because
nowadays the spirit of Python burns on in ten-year-olds, twelve-year-
olds, thirteen-year-olds. So many children love Python. But at the
time it was seen as an adult show. I'd never really been involved in
an “adult” show, kind of X-rated comedy show, and this seemed to
be the image of it.

And also we became sort of the intellectuals’ darling for a bit,
written up in The Observer, things like that, which was again quite
different from anything I'd done before. The word “cult” was quite
soon applied to Python, though we weren’t quite sure what a “cult
show” is. It applies to something that is the property of only a very
few select people. I'd never been interested in doing that before.
Frost Report was a very popular show; Do Not Adjust Your Set was
aimed at a popular audience. But Python seemed to fit into this
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niche of daring, irreverent, therefore only accessible to those of a
certain sort of intellectual status, and that lasted for a long time.
So much in television depends on when programs go out. The
BBC labeled the program—without meaning to—by the time we
put it out. We were put out so late at night and people who had to
work early next morning couldn’t see it; there wasn’t videos, you
couldn’t tape them and run them the next morning if they were
put out late at night. Insomniacs and intellectuals were the only

people up!

MAcNAUGHTON: You do know about Spike Milligan’s remark on the
radio once when somebody asked him about the success of the
Pythons? “Oh,” he said, “my nephews are doing very well, aren’t
they?” Which is a very reasonable thing, because they loved
Milligan.

Python would not have been what it was had it not been for The
Goon Show or the Q series.

MacNAUGHTON: Precisely. But would The Goon Show have been
what it was were it not for the Marx Brothers? And then would the
Marx Brothers have been the way they were were it not for bur-
lesque, and would burlesque have been the way it was were it not
for music halls? And so it’s got a wonderful progression, 1 think.

The trouble is, since Python 1 haven’t seen anything come up
yet that takes its place. And I'm very pleased, because quite honestly
I don’t think you can. I guess that’s one of the big pluses for Python,
in that nobody can really copy their style—it doesn’t work. I mean,
Morecombe and Wise can be copied. But how do you copy [these]
guys? [ think it would be very difficult to do it again.

CLEESE: My experience is that critics recognize what is slightly origi-
nal, but very frequently miss what is very original! And if you look
back at the reviews of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, they were really
not particularly noticeable —nothing remarkable about the reviews
for quite a long time. I suspect you would probably get to show 9 or
10 of the first series before anybody was really writing that something
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remarkable was happening. A few people got it right away. But critics
on the whole did something that they do when they're insecure:
they describe what the show was like without really committing
themselves to a value judgment.

ciLLiaM: We'd rather be making films that people are passionate
about than, “Oh, that’s a nice ilm.” And Python’s always managed
to do that; people are passionate about Python. I think that’s where
we've always been good. That’s probably the area we should stay in.
It’s like comic books; comic book artists and people who deal in
comic books all feel like outsiders, they're never given respect.
There’s an amazing skill involved in making a good comic book.
The artwork in comic books is brilliant, some of the writing is bril-
liant— comic books is a really great art form, but it’s not [considered]
art. Not literature. It’s this bastard thing hanging out there. And they
complain, [but] I keep saying, “No, you're lucky that you haven't
been accepted—keep being angry and outside and doing stuff. Be-
cause if you become a Keith Haring or Basquiat or any of these
people who get drawn into the Establishment, they die, they just
freeze up. What's Keith Haring? His stuff is nice and it’s sweet and
it’s cute, it’s all right, but I don’t think when they look back a
hundred years from now they’re going to say, “He nailed it.” Except
maybe they will: that’s how infantile and silly things had got, that
in fact he captured the essence of the whole thing doing just nice,
sweet stick figures and nice colors. I don’t dislike his stuff at all, I
think it’s nice, but I don’t think it's Wow!!

I think certainly with comedy, comics, and all that—comics/
comedy, we're stuck with sounding very similar! —that’s outside, and
it should stay outside.

MacNAUGHTON: They were quite surprised by the positive reaction
to the Gumbys, these daft people with the handkerchiefs tied on
their heads. When they walked into the studio one time, what hap-
pens but the whole front row of the audience had handkerchiefs
tied around their heads! Gumby just had to appear and there was
a roar of laughter.
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GILLIAM: I'm the luckiest one because I'm the least known, the least
recognized. And it's nice to be recognized occasionally. I get
enough, somebody saying “Hi,” just to assuage my fading ego:
That’ll keep me going for a month or two.

And the whole thing is so ephemeral, it's just incredible how
thin the line is between being known and not known. There was
one day after we’d done a chat show here after one of these series,
my wife, Maggie, and I were shopping somewhere, and someone all
excitedly started shouting, “Hey, hey, look who's here!” Oh fuck. It’s
this piece of meat that is being attacked by all these excitable people
who had just seen you on television the night before. And then you
realize, Thank God I'm not John. It’s an awful job to walk down the
street and be John Cleese, because you can’t escape from it!

CLEESE: You know when you do something and it catches on, and
everybody likes it, then for the next eight years as you creep out of
your house at half past eight in the moming: “Oi, do your funny
walk there, John!” Just so painful!

[w] (=] [=]
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Cleese, the icon.

THE CONTROL FREAK =55~

It Certainly Wouldn’t Be Worth Your While Risking It
Because I'm a Very Good Shot; | Practice Every Day . . .
Well, Not Absolutely Every Day

PALIN: Well, John’s quality, apart from just being very, very focused
and disciplined as a writer, was a great economy in his writing—
very funny and very tight—and that I think comes from his legal
background.

Apart from the superb sense of comic timing—the ability to
deliver a line—John was able better than any of us (apart from
perhaps Graham) to show this wonderful process of an Establish-
ment character undermining the Establishment. The rest of us could
be dismissed as being your sort of irritants, the smaller person getting
in the way; or the way our characters were played could sort of
be dismissed. [But] the great thing about John’s characters was he
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epitomized the ruling establishment of Britain; he looked like the
bishop or bank manager, a man of authority. He looks just right,
and to be able to undermine it as successfully as he did from that
perspective was really wonderful and I think the greatest strength of
John. It meant that people were really genuinely taken aback when
John would be in full blow of invective. His is not just a purely
comedic character; this is an archetypal English, respectable, respon-
sible person physically attacking from within. It seemed to me that
was an ability that John had, because we all felt he wasn’t acting
the part, he was it. That’s the best analogy—he was a headmaster
who had gone mad.

John is a very strong, forceful character and within the group he
was probably the one who would have the most obsessive desire for
structure, both within the sketches and in the way we wrote, the
way we worked. John would want to know when we were going to
finish, what time we were going to do this, how we were going to
do that. We needed that structure, so that was good, as it gave the
others who were perhaps more languid something to react against.

As well as having a great time, you had to be businesslike. Not
that we were unfocused, but for instance the rest of us were far
more likely to say, “Let’s stop now and go out and have a nice
lunch.” And John would have to meet somebody, he’d go out and
do that and be back at exactly 2:15. So in a sense John forced us
to organize ourselves pretty thoroughly, which I think was a good
thing, but it didn’t impinge on the comedy. There was never a sort
of feeling of, “God, here he is, Mr. Bossy Boots.” I mean, he was
bossy, but he delivered.

GILLIAM: John’s a hard one. John loves manipulating and control-
ling; he’s only comfortable when he’s doing that. When he lets go
of control and just starts hanging out, he can only do it for a short
while and then the panic sets in, it really sets in. I mean, after we
did Holy Grail we were in Amsterdam all together promoting it, and
we went on a pub crawl one night, and we were having a great
time, all of us. And we were getting drunk and speaking openly, all
the things that a group can never [otherwise do] and it really was
getting funny, and we were saying a lot of things that needed to be
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said in a really jolly, drunken way. And at a certain point John just
had to pull back from it; he was relaxing, he was letting down his
guard too much, and he went back off wherever he went. It was
really weird. And it was a pity because we were having a good time,
and John was having a good time, and he couldn’t allow himself to
not try to be in control.

After the first series, John had taken a house down in Majorca,
and said, “Come on down.” There was one night we went into
Palma and we were sitting there having this silly time, like two
guys— “Yours isn't so good looking,” you know, like two kids laugh-
ing, trying to pick up girls and failing miserably and all that—and
we were driving back and the sun was setting, and there was this
castle on the hill. I said, “Oh, shit, let’s drive up there!” VVrrmm!!
Knocked on the door of the castle, it was locked, it was after hours.
[ said, “Let’s break in, let’s climb in.” So we went around, climbed
over the wall and eventually got in. There were sheep grazing in
the middle of this castle and we chased them around, it was like
really, really good fun—and then John closed down again. It was
like one of the few times I've seen him just totally relaxed. But he
can only do it for a limited period, and then he’s got to get back
in control.

I think his attempt to try and control things gave a sense there
was always something one could go against—his need to control
[versus] our need to not be controlled, and that’s such an interesting
dynamic. I don’t know if that’s exactly the best use of everybody in
the group!

But John, as I said, was the one we could all struggle against all

the time, one thing we always agreed on: “He’s going to try this.”
“Oh, fuck him!”

Did he serve as a substitute for the BBC, or a potential audience,
that you had to win over?

GiLLIAM: No, it wasn’t about that he represented anything larger
than himself, or that he was right or wrong. It was about him trying
to get his own way. And that's why he and Terry were at opposite
ends, they both wanted their own way. They were these two poles,
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sort of psychic emotional poles that were at opposite ends—Terry’s
passion and John’s intellectual need to control—and that set up this
really weird and interesting dynamic.

JONES: When we first started 1 remember John saying, “We don't
want to have personalities in this group, it's going to be the group.”
Which is why we didn'’t sort of have our names and faces up at the
end of the show. It was a group undertaking, and that very much
came from John’s feeling, I don’t know quite why. He had just come
out of At Last the 1948 Show, where somehow Marty Feldman had
been perceived to be the star, and Marty had gone on to do his
own series, and it was somehow some sort of reaction, against the
cult of the individual kind of thing. But nonetheless I think the
original offer was from the BBC to John to do a show, and then he
came to us and it sort of grew up around him like that.

John was useful to have as your front man; he could deal with
the bureaucracy, though there wasn’t that much bureaucracy in
those days. John’s contribution was always being kind of a rallying
point, a spokesperson. He always had the authority; when it came
to dealing with the BBC, we always felt they took John seriously.
Partly because he was best known; it’s partly his personality as well.
Everybody always feels that John’s really the prime minister in
disguise.

=] =] =]
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Colin “Bomber” Harris wrestling Colin “Bomber” Harris,
from Monty Python Live at the Hollywood Bowl.

550 SPLUNGEY 0

I'd Like to Answer This Question if | May in Two Ways:
Firstly in My Normal Voice and Then in a Kind of Silly,
High-Pitched Whine

you know where John is; Graham was always very intangible.

sincerely and seriously.

JONES: [ always loved Graham as a performer, from when I first saw
, him in “Cambridge Circus” and then in At Last the 1948 Show,
because you could never quite see what he was doing. I mean, John
I dearly love as a performer, but from the moment you first see John

I think Graham always played everything as if he didn’t think
anything was funny, [as if] he didn’t see the joke in anything, really,
which was just wonderful. Which was why he worked for the leads
in Holy Grail and Life of Brian, because he played it so straight and



PALIN: The characters that Graham played were again great Estab-
lishment characters. He would play a colonel exactly right and add
this wonderful mad streak throughout. I think Graham took more
risks than John, and I think when they wrote together, although
John I'm sure put together eighty percent of their sketches, the
twenty percent that Graham put in was the truly surreal and extraor-
dinary. Graham had a wonderful gift with words; I'm sure “Norwe-
gian Blue” for a parrot would be Graham’s. There’s something about
it: a Norwegian Blue parrot—that just sounds like Graham.

Graham as a performer had a quiet intensity which, if you look
at all of his performances, quite unlike any of the rest of us, is very
convincing whatever he does. That’s why he was so good as Brian,
so good as Arthur; here was a man who genuinely suffered, you
know, trying to get through this world—he just happened to be a
king, it wasn’t his fault—he was trying to do his best, and all these
people around him were just mucking him up. One really felt for
him. Graham could portray that very well, partly because I think he
was a little nervous as a performer, because he took to drink at one
time. By Life of Brian he had given it up, and he didn’t need that,
but he was always slightly nervous about it. There’s a concentration
in the way Graham does things which looks good, it comes across
as very natural and very right.

CLEESE: Graham was fundamentally a very, very fine actor. He
could do very odd things, like mime, and he did a very funny im-
pression of the noise made by an espresso machine, things like that.
He was a really, really good actor. But to understand Graham you
have to realize he didn’t really work properly. If he was a little
machine, you would take him back and somebody would fiddle with
it, and then it would come back working properly. So he was a very
odd man; he was in many ways highly intelligent and quite in-
sightful, in other ways he was a complete child, and not someone
who was really any good at taking any sort of responsibility and
discharging it.

His best function, and the reason that I wrote with him all those
years, is that we got on pretty well. We laughed at the same things,
we made each other laugh. And he was the greatest sounding-board
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that I ever worked with. When Graham laughed or thought some-
thing funny, he was nearly always right, and that’s extraordinary. For
example: when we were writing the “Cheese Shop” [sketch], I kept
saying to him, “Is this funny? Is this funny?” And he’d go, [puff puff
on his pipe] “It's funny, go on.” And that's really how the “Cheese
Shop” [sketch] was written as opposed to just being abandoned, because
I kept having my doubts. He was a wonderful sounding-board.

And the other side of that was that he was very disorganized—I
mean we were all a bit disorganized, but he was really disorganized,
and really fundamentally very lazy. His input was minimal; I remem-
ber working with Kevin Billington on a movie that turned out to be
called The Rise and Rise of Michael Rimmer. After a couple of
sessions, Kevin said to me very quietly, perhaps on a lunch break
when Graham had gone to the bathroom, “Does Graham usually
make so little contribution?” And I remember being quite surprised
by the question, because I'd gotten used to the fact that he made
so little contribution.

He didn’t say very much, but when he did say something it was
often very good. But he was never the engine; someone had to be
in the engine room driving something forward, and then Graham
would sit there and add the new thought or twist here or there,
which is terribly useful. But I remember saying to somebody once
that there were two kinds of days with Graham; there were the days
when I did eighty percent of the work, and there were the days
when he did five percent of the work.

To give you a real example of how bad it could be: when we
finished the first series of The Frost Report in 1966, David Frost
gave us £1,000 to write a movie script. With the money we went
off to Ibiza, and we took a villa for two months and decided to write
there, and a whole lot of friends came and stayed with us and passed
through, and that is when Graham met David Sherlock. I remember
that I would sit inside at the desk writing, and Graham would liter-
ally be lying on the balcony outside sunbathing, calling suggestions
into the room as I sat there writing.

And the funny thing is I don’t remember being cross about it; I
think I just accepted that writing with Graham I was going to have
to do eighty percent of the work and sometimes more. And it always
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slightly annoyed me when people used to come up to me on Fawlty
Towers and say, “Well, how much did Connie Booth actually write?”
And I wanted to say to them, “Certainly a lot more than Graham
ever wrote.” That used to annoy me, the assumption that because
Graham was a man he was obviously making a bigger contribution
than Connie as a woman.

SHERLOCK: Graham would have been a very good shrink, because
if nothing else he understood what made people tick. And if he
couldn’t understand, he would make it his job to find out. And his
interview technique, if he was looking for prospective interesting
people wanting to join his coterie, within five minutes he could
sum somebody up and sort them out.

However, I think he was far less astute financially than Cleese,
who had a great many friends who were accountants—hence a lot
of the sketches!—but he learned from them. Sadly those sort of
people bored Graham, I don’t think he was even interested [in con-
necting]. That’s why he lost money while others were gaining.

One of the most delightful sounds I've ever heard was Graham
and John writing. This was in the days when we lived in Highgate
in the seventies. I would often be preparing food for our large nu-
clear family (who could be anything from three to four to ten on
an evening sometimes, depending on who Graham invited back
from the pub or whatever). Part of my life consisted of keeping the
household kicking over. I didn’t do it very well, but it was fairly
Bohemian anyway, so it didn’t matter too much. But in the morning
if I was making coffee for them, I would often hear a delighted
shriek as they hit on some outrageous idea, often followed by the
thudding of bodies hitting the floor, and the drumming of feet like
a child with a tantrum, only this was the sheer delight of the idiocy
of the idea, which would absolutely floor either the people at the
BBC or the watching public. And they would howl screaming with
laughter before they could even get back to finishing the sketch.
Sometimes Gray [Graham| would go off to the pub for lunch, and
John would say, “No, I'm not coming,” and he would do his Alexan-
der technique exercises® on the floor and would want to borrow a

®A method of releasing muscle tension, focusing on the head, neck, and spine.
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couple of books to put under his head. I often wondered in fact
whether he needed that technique to get over the stress and strain
of rolling about and falling to the floor!

Graham’s work with John would start off with apparent normality
and then slowly chaos starts to seep in; all the time they try to drag
the character back to reality or they try to keep control of whatever
it is, but eventually it ends in chaos. I always see most of their
classic sketches to be about that. One thing that was very important
to them was a concrete time and place—even the maddest sketch
had to have solidity, a reality. The sets were as realistic as the budget
would allow and so were the costumes.

They had some extraordinary ideas when they were working to
pressure; everyone knew they had so many sketches to bring to the
table at the end of their writing time, half or two-thirds may be
completely scrapped. Well, in their case, they would often flip
through a paper while starting a very, very late morning. Mornings
would be very testy because sometimes there would be nothing done
at all other than playing with crossword, making umpteen coffees,
and searching for an idea for that very first thing. Once they’d got
an idea they were off and they could finish the sketch in record
time. On a good day, when they were working happily together,
they would work from eleven in the morning, have a proper lunch
break of an hour, and then work through till four in the afternoon,
sometimes six.

But of course Cleese was a great perfectionist; Graham is on
record saying that John could spend a day worrying about a single
word that was placed in each sketch; as far as he was concerned a
sketch was not finished until that word was placed or removed.

Cleese was definitely extremely disciplined. Graham was often
seen as a loose cannon. But that's not entirely true. When I was
working with Graham he would be very disciplined, but he could
do six things at once, which was pretty amazing. When working at
home he could often answer the telephone in the middle of writing
a sketch with a line half-finished or not even written down, and I
often as the scribe would find myself pen poised. He could come
straight back to that line having had an extremely complex conversa-
tion with an agent or whatever, and yet the whole shape of the
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sketch so far (even though it was very often with three wheels) was
[still] in his head.

But very often it was Graham who would absolutely throw John
by turning a sketch on its head or literally introducing some extraor-
dinary character or even an animal. It's very interesting, many of
the more bizarre sketches such as the “Pet Conversions” sketch,
where they'd doing absolutely hideous things to small furry animals
(“Terriers make lovely fish. Legs off, fins on, stick a little pipe
through the back of its neck so it can breathe, bit of gold paint . . .”),
have been Cleese and Chapman.

GILLIAM: Graham’s contribution was greater than I think John pre-
tended in a sense; he was so frustrated writing with Graham, yet
Graham would make those leaps that nobody [else] John has worked
with has done. Graham was just on another planet at times. Sud-
denly he’d say, “Splunge!” What, Splunge? And after that, you had
to then deal with it; it became] part of the comedy equation: E =
mc’splunge. i

Graham was there and he had to be dealt with in some way.
And that's what was so interesting in the end, becoming the best
leading man of the group. He was the one on films who was the
straightest in a sense, he just had a really interesting presence there.

SHERLOCK: I think in his biography (A Liar’s Autobiography) it was
plain that he was this extraordinary mixture. He came from a very
dedicated family. Their devotion to duty—it’s a very old-fashioned
term, and it’s almost died out as a human quality—was (and still is)
very strong. In some ways it was something [the Pythons] sent up.

Graham was a darn good sportsman. He was a good runner, he
played rugby, he loved climbing mountains particularly. Graham
was a very different mixture altogether from this rather reflective
[image]. My mother was terrified of him. She said, “He just sits
there smoking his pipe not saying much and I know he’s taking it
all in, every word! I know it’s all going to come out on the televi-
sion.” So that’s your average sort of middle-class attitude to what
Graham was like. But yes, there were definitely two sides to his
character, and the Jekyll and Hyde side, if you like, was very pro-
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nounced; it’s one reason why he drank as much as he did, because
he was very shy, and he knew that his shyness could totally override
everything unless there was some way of dealing with it.

Graham was fairly notorious as a boozer through the seventies,
and yet he could often start work eleven in the morning with a large
tumbler of gin and tonic beside him and work through the whole
day apparently sober, absolutely totally undetectable. He was a gen-
tleman drunk, rather like Jimmy Stewart in Harvey, sort of gentle.
The whole fun of that movie is that Jimmy Stewart is actually drunk
all the time and yet youre never quite sure. That was the same
with Graham.

When did his alcoholism affect his work?

SHERLOCK: It did affect his work, recording Python shows. It's an
aspect which really bothered the other guys. One of Graham’s best
friends, who was at St. Bart’s Hospital with him, became the medical
officer (or one of them) at the BBC during the time that Python
was being made. He remembers the set for the show—you know
how a TV studio works: you've got one set and it’s all built so that
one doorway leads through into another which is a totally different
set when viewed from the right angle—behind the flats, the actual
scenery, very often there’s a ledge which held the thing together,
on which at the end of a recording Graham could find behind each
set at least one tumbler full of gin and tonic still bubbling away.
Because there were one or two occasions when Graham'’s terror of
losing his lines, forgetting them completely, would be so much that
he would freak out. It is after all every actor’s nightmare, this thing
of losing lines. Graham did it once so spectacularly that I think he
had something like forty-eight takes. Now in a TV studio that is not
funny; with an audience, it's even more frightening.

When did you first recognize that Graham’s drinking was a major
problem?

CLEESE: | have one very, very, very clear memory, and it was the
day we were shooting the “Upper Class Twit of the Year” at some
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big sports arena in North London for And Now for Something Com-
pletely Different. Graham for some reason wasn'’t there, and we all
wanted to check a point in the script, and none of us could find a
copy, and Michael said, “Oh, Graham’s got a script in his briefcase.”
And Michael opened the briefcase, took the script out, and then did
a double-take, because there was a bottle (I think of vodka) in the
briefcase. And Michael looked absolutely stunned, and somebody
said, “What’s the matter?” And Michael said, “That was full when
we left this morning,” and it was like quarter past ten, and the bottle
was half empty. That was the moment when I realized that instead
of needing a bit of a drink now and then, he was seriously into it.
But my recollection is that his performing began to get affected in
the second series.

JONES: When he was drinking the worst thing would be he couldn’t
remember his lines, and lan would be quite remorseless with him
like in the studio shows, and make him go over and do it. I remem-
ber doing one sketch where we must have done about twenty-four
takes of something, and then we had a problem because when Gra-
ham eventually got the line right, the audience cheered; [just lis-
tening to it], you don’t know why there’s cheering! We tried taking
the cheer off [in the editing room] but we couldn’t quite do it. That
was a bit awkward.

I remember one time we were filming out in Glen Coe and
Graham had a long speech to do and you knew he wasn’t going to
get it. And instead of doing Graham’s bit before lunch, lan broke
for lunch, and of course it was a disaster. You say, “Please, you want
to do Graham’s bit first.” But no, no, no, he had to break for lunch.
And Ian was also drinking, and so you knew after lunch you weren’t
going to get a lot of sense out of lan, either. And they came back
and both were a bit squiffy. Graham couldn’t quite remember his
words, and Ian couldn’t think of how to do it without just plowing
on. But instead of just doing little snatches, Graham insisted on
doing the whole thing together. It was a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>