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FOREWORD


HandMade Films was born in mischief. George Harrison wanted to call it British HandMade Films but wasn’t allowed to. So one of the most successful British independent production slates was, thanks to bureaucracy, never allowed to proclaim the country it sprang from.


Mischief was afoot in London, too, in the spring of 1978. Lord Delfont, the head of EMI, finally got round to reading one of the films his minions had commissioned. It was called Monty Python’s Life of Brian, and what he read appalled him so much that he became determined to extricate his company from anything to do with it.


Unfortunately, it wasn’t as easy as that. A thousand miles away, on the Mediterranean shores of Tunisia, designers, art directors and carpenters were already building Brian’s Jerusalem.


Monty Python desperately needed a saviour. Eric Idle approached his friend George Harrison, knowing him to be a Python fan and having a few bob. So began one of the fastest bail-outs in film history. By the end of the summer, Brian was being chased through the marketplaces of a new Jerusalem and the pay cheques were coming in from a company which was being hailed as the messiah — HandMade Films.


Stories don’t usually end like that. The good guys rarely win so easily. But George persuaded his manager Denis O’Brien, who had once looked after Peter Sellers, that he was happy for considerable amounts of his money to be made available to a comedy group with, at that time, only two modestly performing movies to their credit. His reason was, as he said simply later, ‘I wanted to see the film.’ Generally, and inaccurately, portrayed as the quiet, retiring Beatle, George was always busy. He had a restless mind and a very sharp one, too. He felt a duty to instruct and encourage new talent and he had an uncomplicated fondness for comedy, especially of the Pythonic variety. So, in a sense, everything that drove George fused into HandMade Films, and though it was born in mischief, it thrived as a pretty complete reflection of George’s personality — a generous, engaged, committed and occasionally quite silly man.


While Denis took care of business, George remained true to his belief in the integrity of the artist, backing Mai Zetterling’s powerfully controversial prison film Scrubbers, and saving John Mackenzie’s classic The Long Good Friday (which introduced Bob Hoskins to the silver screen) when no distributor dared take it on.


To start with, George and Denis kept their cool and their principles intact, investing in projects that were by no means guaranteed earners — Terry Gilliam’s Time Bandits, Bruce Robinson’s Withnail and I, and Alan Bennett’s A Private Function — as well as keeping faith with Bob Hoskins in Mona Lisa and my own comedy, The Missionary.


There were bound to be mistakes. It just happened that one of them, Shanghai Surprise — despite bringing together the apparent dream-team of Sean Penn and Madonna — was not only a mistake, but also their most expensive film to date.


I have the feeling that George never quite recovered from that. He remained generous, but felt compromised and he began to draw back. Once that happened, the end was in sight. HandMade had many able people at the helm, but the spirit that drove the ship had to come from George.


Even allowing for a few flops, the HandMade record is formidably impressive. Twenty-three films made in ten years — films of extraordinary range and diversity — giving a huge number of actors, writers and technicians the chance to show what they could do, with the minimum of interference.


George believed in creativity. He was curious about where it came from and how it could best be encouraged, and this respect for the artist underpinned much of the success of HandMade Films.


I remain deeply grateful to HandMade for the faith they had in me, and I know there are many more like me who believe that, if there were a HandMade around today, the British film industry would be the better for it.


All the more puzzling then that, until now, HandMade’s achievements have been so overlooked. The gonged and medalled film establishment never saw fit to welcome George into their ranks, nor, to be honest, would George have wanted that. Speeches and self-congratulation were not his thing at all. This is why Robert Sellers’s book is so timely. It is, after all, the story of one of the most successful and original independent film producers since the war.


Read, celebrate... and learn.


MICHAEL PALIN







ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


It would have been quite impossible, and a plain waste of ink, for me to have even attempted to write this book without the enthusiastic willingness I received from so many people who wished to share their memories of HandMade Films. I should like to thank those who gave me interviews: Steve Abbott, Alan Bennett, Tony Bill, Michael Blakemore, Don Boyd, Ralph Brown, John Cleese, Dick Clement, Carol Cleveland, Robbie Coltrane, Sean Connery, Ray Cooper, Hilary Davis, Paul Freeman, Terry Gilliam, John Goldstone, Richard E. Grant, Richard Griffiths, Barry Hanson, Bernard Hill, Terry Hughes, Eric Idle, Terry Jones, Neil Jordan, Barrie Keefe, John Kelleher, John Kohn, David Leland, Richard Loncraine, Jonathan Lynn, John Mackenzie, Paul McGann, Patrick Meehan, Alan Metter, Malcolm Mowbray, Peter Nichols, Michael Palin (extra thanks for a great foreword), Wendy Palmer, Denis Quilley, John Reiss, Simon Relph, Alan Shearman, Brian Shingles, Mark Shivas, Jonathan Wacks, David Wimbury and Steven Woolley. Special thanks must also go to Doug Cooper whose idea it first was. One final thank you to Adam Newell, whose enthusiasm for this book has now seen it updated and republished.








	‘I have a sort of kamikaze side to me that is optimistic. I have to trust Denis O’Brien’s business sense and hope he’s not going to bankrupt me!’





GEORGE HARRISON, 1988







1


SAVING PYTHON’S BRIAN


Out in Tunisia, a couple of sand dunes along from where George Lucas shot Star Wars, the Monty Python team were preparing their own little contribution to late twentieth-century culture — Life of Brian. EMI, Britain’s leading film production company, had kindly stumped up the cash, a little over £2 million. On the cusp of flying out to the North African location, the rug was unexpectedly yanked from under them on the direct order of EMI’s 69-year-old Chief Executive Lord Delfont. The moment is still remembered with incredulity. ‘They pulled out on the Thursday,’ Terry Gilliam recalls. ‘The crew was supposed to be leaving on the Saturday. Disastrous! It was because they read the script... finally. Bernie Delfont hadn’t read the script. I just thought it was very good; at least the Jews were protecting the Christians, in Bernie’s case.’


Royally shafted by EMI, the Pythons found themselves marooned in pre-production limbo. Already in way too deep to back out now, there began a desperate scramble to raise new funds. Convinced there was no other way of financing it from within the UK, producer John Goldstone left for California with one of the Pythons, Eric Idle, who says of the trip, ‘We went to see several people, all millionaires and billionaires, companies and corporations, and we’d sit there and do our pitch. We got in to see these people because Python was kind of popular, but nobody was very keen to finance it’.


By coincidence, a recent arrival in town was George Harrison, a Python fanatic with a private library of records and film of just about everything the comedians had ever done. He also happened to be an extremely close friend of Idle’s. They’d first met in 1975 at a screening in Los Angeles of Monty Python and the Holy Grail.


Terry Gilliam remembers that he and Eric ‘went to some do afterwards and there was George Harrison and we were sort of plonked on either side of him and became friends.’ It was Idle, though, who maintained a much closer friendship than Gilliam. Eric says of his new-found friend, ‘We used to hang out quite a lot together... we had a lot of fun, a lot of drinks and a lot of laughs. He also helped me through a tough stage in my life [in 1975, Idle was in the process of divorcing his wife, Australian actress Lyn Ashley]... he was very, very good to me. We’d natter to each other, he’d go on about his recording and I’d go on about my writing. He did a guest spot on my Rutland Weekend Television show and we both got shit-faced afterwards.’


Upon hearing that George was in Hollywood, Idle instinctively got in touch. ‘I kept calling George, telling him that we were looking for money. I was just filling him in on what was happening and where we were at, and every time he’d say, “Don’t worry, I’ll get it.” And I sort of put that out of my head. I just didn’t believe anybody could actually pay for it. Then eventually he said, “Look, I’ll pay for this. I’m going to set this up.”’


Goldstone was dumbstruck at the possibility that one individual, be he a Beatle or not, could single-handedly finance a project on this scale, but time was pressing and he was willing to listen to any offers, however crazy they sounded. ‘We went up to see George at his house in the Hollywood hills,’ Goldstone says. ‘I can’t remember whether he’d read the script already or not... it didn’t really seem to matter... he said, “I’ll do it, I’ll do the whole thing.” I just couldn’t believe it, I felt... rock ’n’ rollers, no sense of reality at all. He said to get in touch with his business manager Denis O’Brien, who was in Switzerland at that point, in his chalet, but he was going to be back in London, and he’d work things out.’


Everyone was taken aback by Harrison’s generosity, not least Eric Idle. ‘This was totally unheard of. It was a spectacular move for somebody to say, “I will pay $4 million for this movie,” it was really unheard of, that’s like $40 million now, a huge sum of money, and without which Life of Brian would never have been made.’


The sound of jaws dropping on to the floor resounded throughout the entire film industry. Harrison later described his benevolence and desire to see the movie made as ‘the most expensive cinema ticket ever issued’.


When news reached the other Pythons that Brian was back in business, the mood was one of undiluted celebration. John Cleese particularly had begun to believe that the comedy might never be made and was actually on the verge of leaving for Vienna to make a picture with Peter Sellers. To some, the identity of their benefactor came as no real surprise. Terry Jones remarks, ‘When Eric rang George and asked, “What can we do?” George said, “Well, you know, when The Beatles were breaking up, Python kept me sane, really, so I owe you one.” All The Beatles had been Python fans. It was just happening at the time they were breaking up and George said they used to watch the shows, and they kept him sane, kept him going.’


Life of Brian went on to become one of the most successful and critically acclaimed comedies ever made. And perhaps the most controversial, too, guaranteed to offend anyone and everyone with delicate sensibilities from every minority. ‘Some of whom one would have wished to have offended...’ adds John Cleese. More crucially, it heralded the birth of HandMade Films, the creative amalgamation between the quiet Beatle and Monty Python, six of the finest British comics since the Goons. HandMade succeeded in establishing itself as the most popular and significant independent British movie company since Ealing. Eric Idle once said of their 1980s track record, ‘If you looked at the British film industry and took HandMade’s films out, there would be almost nothing left.’


Much of the company’s output still stands today as some of the best home-grown films of the last 30 years. And yet the company allowed itself to spiral out of control and broke itself apart amidst accusations of betrayal and financial wrongdoing.


* * *


Life of Brian’s origins go back to 1975 and a press conference in New York. ‘It all started as an ad lib,’ Eric Idle remarks. ‘The press asked us what our next movie was and I said, “Jesus Christ — Lust for Glory!” God knows where that came from. It was just a joke for ages and then we went off to Amsterdam for a publicity tour where Gilliam and I went out and got a little bit drunk in a bar and we did a lot of carpenter jokes. We loved the idea that Jesus was a carpenter and this cross had been very badly fixed and kept falling over and he was giving them advice on how to keep it erect. We did a lot of blasphemous jokes. Then when we came back, people said, well, actually this is quite an interesting area to do comedy because nobody ever dares tackle religion, because you get killed!’


Seized by the comic possibilities of a biblical parody, the Pythons approached the subject with methodical earnestness. Michael Palin remembers ‘quite a lot of group discussions, just what our feelings were about the shape and tone of the film, mainly tone. We all thought it was a great idea, but then we had to think, well, what do we really want to say? We all suggested various books that each other might read... it was a very academic approach. We read books about the Bible story and that period, the Dead Sea Scrolls and various new interpretations of the Gospels, that sort of thing, just because we all felt, well, we can’t just do silly jokes about people being knocked off donkeys, there’s got to be a kind of philosophical approach as well.’


Days were also spent sitting in a private screening room watching one or two reels each from as many biblical epics as they could endure — stuff like Samson and Delilah and The Greatest Story Ever Told — sanctimonious twaddle peddled by the Cecil B DeMille school of Hollywood religious movies that was ripe for send-up.


The first concerted writing session was held in December 1976 and the whole Life of Brian movie evolved just like any other Python project. John Cleese remembers writing ‘on our own or in pairs as we usually did. Me and Graham Chapman; Terry Jones and Michael Palin; and Eric Idle on his own. Then we would get together for read-throughs where Terry Gilliam would join us. Overall, it was a very easy project, it came together remarkably well because we all seemed to know almost instinctively what we were writing about and we got a story together that was a lot better than the stories we usually came up with.’


Very early in the writing process it was unanimously agreed not to single out Jesus Christ for personal ridicule. ‘We didn’t have any quarrel with Christ himself,’ Terry Jones said at the time. ‘My feelings towards Christ are that he was a bloody good bloke, even though he wasn’t as funny as Margaret Thatcher.’ So what started life as a Christ parody quickly turned into a far more warranted satirical rant against religion and religious authority. Eric Idle says, ‘By reading up on the Bible, we gained respect for certain things that are good in religion and realised where the target lay, which is in the churches and their ability to kill people in the name of peace. So it isn’t just “Let’s do a college revue sending up religion”, it is actually much more specifically focused on the problems of religion. Laughter is a way of finding the truth about things... you can make blasphemous jokes over dinner but that doesn’t hold up in a movie or any serious look at what the subject is, and religion is a very serious subject. It’s a good question and needed addressing and I think we did it in a pretty good way.’ Graham Chapman also saw the film as very much pro-Christ, but anti-church.


And so the character of Brian was born, a mythical counterpart of Christ born in a less lavish manger down the road. In early drafts he was the luckless thirteenth disciple who never quite got a mention in the New Testament because he was always late for miracles and managed to miss the last supper altogether because his wife had friends round that evening. Another rejected idea was someone pretending to be the Holy Ghost and getting the Virgin Mary up the duff, palming the unfortunate Mother of God off with lines like, ‘Don’t worry, darling. I’m a messenger from God.’ Early working titles included The Gospel According to St Brian and Brian of Nazareth. The story proper has the adult Brian, working at the local amphitheatre selling snacks like otter noses, badger spleens and wrens’ livers — ‘Get them while they’re hot!’ — suddenly hailed as the Messiah by an ignorant populace in the grip of religious fanaticism.


Having scored big with the immaculately conceived Fawlty Towers, John Cleese was the Python with the highest box-office value so might have been expected to take the lead role. Cleese says, ‘I was hoping to play Brian. I thought it would be much more interesting to try and sustain a role the whole way through a movie which, at the age of nearly 40, I’d never done. But, in the end, the others — and they were absolutely right — decided that it was much better to have Graham doing Brian and me doing the funny stuff. It was the correct decision on their part. I remember being disappointed for three or four hours, but it didn’t last, and I must say Graham did it tremendously well.’


The ‘funny stuff’ to which Cleese refers included roles such as a Roman centurion, a priest officiating at a public stoning as if he were a schoolmaster on an ill-disciplined rugby field, sending one of the crowd to the back for chucking a rock before the whistle (‘There’s always one, isn’t there?’) and, best of all, Reg, leader of the extremist People’s Front of Judea, a stinging dig at petty-minded, political, militant-style armchair revolutionaries who are all talk and no action.


The other Python members also play multiple characters; indeed, Monty Python’s Life of Brian boasts the best ensemble acting the team ever gave. Terry Jones is Brian’s putrefying hag of a mother Mandy (a Cleese/Chapman creation) and a hermit forced to break his 20-year vow of silence after Brian’s followers scoff all his juniper berries. Eric Idle pops up memorably as the endearing Mr Cheeky, described as ‘nice to the point of being brainless’, and a would-be transsexual revolutionary called Stan (though he prefers Loretta) who believes it’s every man’s right to have babies.


Terry Gilliam’s blood-and-thunder prophet and Neanderthal jailer are pure grotesques, which had been his stock in trade on the television show. He says of his acting, ‘I like not being recognised. I like hiding behind lots of make-up. I feel very ill at ease being me in a film or something that looks like me.’


Graham Chapman is the title character, Brian, a half-Jewish, half-Roman bastard, the result of his mother’s dalliance with a passing centurion. A keen drinker since university — an addiction that at its height saw him consume three pints of gin a day — Chapman was famed for his eccentric behaviour. Once, when presented with a showbusiness award at some swish function by Lord Mountbatten, Chapman crawled to the stage on all fours, clasped the prize between his teeth, squawked, then returned to his table. This was not normal behaviour, even for a comedian. On another occasion, he arrived for a university lecture dressed as a giant carrot, stood at the podium in utter silence for ten minutes, then left. Warned that if he continued drinking he’d be dead within a year, Chapman gave up the booze shortly before filming Life of Brian and turns in a truly memorable performance that’s all the more tragic since his fate was to be the most underachieving and underrated of all the Python team.


Finally, there’s Michael Palin, who steals the film from his colleagues with a veritable galaxy of memorable characters, notably an ex-leper finding it hard begging once Christ has cured him, but who still hops out of habit, and the effete Pontius Pilate who mispronounces his ‘R’s and defends his friend, Biggus Dickus, by proclaiming, ‘This man wanks as high as any man in Wome.’ How the actor kept a straight face handling such gems is a minor miracle. Well, actually he didn’t... Palin does admit to corpsing on film. ‘It’s when I’m talking to Chris Langham’s Roman sentry, you can see my mouth turn up as I’m biting the inside of my cheek trying to stop me laughing. One has to be professional about these things and realise that Pilate had to take himself absolutely seriously... there’s no glimmer of humour, except at his own jokes which were not really very funny.’


The first satisfactory draft of Brian arrived around July 1977 and proved so bulky that a great deal of material had to be jettisoned or else the film, joked the Pythons, would have lasted three-and-a-half days. In January 1978, the Pythons flew out for a two-week break in Barbados for some fine-tuning. Terry Jones recalls, ‘It had got by that stage very difficult to get everyone to concentrate. In the old days, people would come and spend the whole day and work, but it was getting increasingly difficult, people were always on the phone to accountants and other business partners. So the idea of shutting ourselves away for a fortnight... well, I thought it was a funny idea... but it actually worked out very well. We stayed in a very nice house all together so we could really concentrate, get rid of the rest of the world and just concentrate on writing the film.’


The odd interruption was provided by a steady stream of celebrity visitors like Mick Jagger and Keith Moon, a close friend of Chapman’s. The Who drummer and notorious hellraiser was to have appeared in Brian as a mad prophet, but sadly died a week before cameras rolled.


As luck would have it, Barry Spikings, Managing Director of EMI, who’d done rather well out of distributing Holy Grail, was holidaying on the island and got wind of the project. Back in London, he lost no time in telephoning John Goldstone. ‘I hear there’s a new Python film,’ he prompted eagerly. ‘We’d really like to see it and we’d be really interested in financing it.’


Goldstone told Spikings they were after £2 million, by far the highest budget any of the Pythons had worked with and considerably more than the paltry sum spent on Holy Grail, which was gloriously marketed as making ‘Ben Hur look like an epic’. Goldstone remembers, ‘Spikings called me back 24 hours later. He’d fallen out of bed reading the script he’d laughed so much and he wanted to make a deal.’ During the three-hour meeting, Goldstone insisted they were to have sole artistic control over the film and final cut approval, something EMI had never conceded before. Spikings agreed. The two men shook hands and celebrated the deal over a glass of champagne.


With backing secured, pre-production began in earnest and that meant finding a suitable location. Israel was out for a start, as Chapman was quick to inform reporters. ‘If we’d gone there with loads of crosses and nailed people to them, I think there would have been some objections.’ So the two Terrys, Gilliam and Jones, went on a recce of Tunisia and Morocco. Their biggest obstacle turned out to be a carpet Gilliam bought in Tunisia which he was busily tying up in the airport. Jones says, ‘We let somebody else go in our place in the queue as Terry tied up this carpet, and when it came to our turn they said, “Sorry, the flight’s closed.” I said, “What do you mean? We’ve been standing here, you can’t just close the flight.” So we couldn’t get on the plane to Morocco. I mean, I went berserk, eventually managing to demand to see the head of Royal Air Maroc and then started calling him names. I’d absolutely lost my rag at this stage and it ended up with the head of Royal Air Maroc taking his jacket off and we were about to have fisticuffs in the middle of the airport. Terribly funny now, but I was really livid.’


Driving around Morocco, it became clear that Tunisia was going to be the safer bet, not least because the President’s nephew had set up a film company next door to a series of grandiose sets left over from the television mini-series Jesus of Nazareth, which the Pythons brilliantly exploited, lending their film a look and scope that was truly epic but at little extra cost. Ironically, some of the locations scouted in Morocco Gilliam subsequently used for Time Bandits. Jones remarks, ‘Maybe Terry was quite keen to keep those places for himself, I don’t know. Anyway, we decided it was going to be simpler to do it in Tunisia.’


With the April start date looming, the pace of pre-production quickened. But there was to be a nasty surprise waiting in the wings. ‘We’d had a draft agreement from EMI,’ Goldstone recalls, ‘but there were still things to iron out, to clarify, but everything seemed to be going in the right direction. I’d set up a meeting with Barry Spikings really just to go through the final points of the contract. It turned out to be a very strange meeting. Barry seemed very negative about a lot of the points and I sensed there was something wrong. So I asked, “Well, what’s going on?” And he said that Bernie Delfont had given the script to Sir James Carreras, who was on the board and formerly the head of Hammer Horror Films and a Catholic, and Jimmy had said to Bernie, “Bernie, this is blasphemous, we can’t possibly make this!” And Bernie had instructed Barry to give us the boot. So it was a bit of a shock.’


EMI tried to claim their dramatic U-turn was due to Python’s dogged insistence on artistic control and the company’s own financial constraints. The recent hiring and firing of The Sex Pistols had cost the company dear, as well as making them look like idiots. Whatever the reason, Lord Delfont never regretted his decision, even when the film scored a box-office bull’s-eye, believing as he did ‘that there are some subjects not to make — however talented the film-makers’. The ultimate irony of Delfont’s snub and George Harrison’s rescue job was that Life of Brian played in EMI cinemas in Britain and reaped a fortune for the beleaguered company. Adding salt to the wound, Harrison once travelled back from New York on the same flight as Delfont. After reading the film’s encouraging box-office figures in that week’s Variety, Harrison waved the trade paper at Delfont triumphantly, remarking, ‘Thanks for backing out.’


The question of who should direct Life of Brian came with barbed thorns and considerable baggage. The choice was between Terry 1 and Terry 2. Making the TV series, Gilliam and Jones seemed always to be of the same mind when it came to how things should be done, particularly on the technical side, harbouring as they did ambitions to carve out post-Python careers as directors. When Holy Grail came along, the pair jumped at the chance to co-direct it. Gilliam says, ‘But in the course of directing Grail, two things happened: I discovered Terry and I weren’t always as much in agreement as we both thought; and I also found directing the group a pain in the arse because I knew what we were trying to make it look like and to do that required certain things sometimes, and the guys didn’t like getting into uncomfortable positions for a good shot. I had been so much on my own doing animation for so long that I had no skills in convincing people to do things that they don’t want to do. So I often just said, “Fuck this! All right, you wrote it, fuck it, if you don’t want to do it. I’m trying to salvage your fucking script here, you don’t like it, fuck it.” There was one day I just walked away and went off in a huff, lay in the grass and Terry took over, so the advantage of two directors was considerable sometimes. But, in the end, we kind of decided that he would talk to them and I would stay back with the camera and deal with how we were shooting it. And the design was all my influence. And it kind of worked out reasonably well, that relationship.’


But too often the opposing directorial styles of Gilliam and Jones caused rifts on the Holy Grail set. Carol Cleveland, who acted in the film, comments, ‘Having two directors was not a good idea... you’re working with two maniacs, really. One maniac director’s enough, but to have two of them... so there were lots of rows.’ Cleveland was Python’s resident actress, the seventh member in all but name.


Travelling up to Scotland to film her sequence as Mother Superior in Grail’s Castle Anthrax sequence, she noticed an assortment of long faces among the crew and a squalid on-set atmosphere. Something was wrong. ‘The crew were just about ready to down tools literally that very day. And I could see why, because the way Jones and Gilliam worked was to designate different scenes between them, and on this particular one Terry Jones was doing the first half and Terry Gilliam the second. So Terry Jones had been around all morning with the crew putting my set together and then later on in the day Terry Gilliam comes along, takes one look and says, “No, no, no, don’t want that,” and tells this crew who had been working on it all day to change it all. And they were literally pulling their hair out.’


By the time of Life of Brian, Gilliam had already branched out as a solo director with the uneven but pictorially majestic Jabberwocky. ‘I did that on my own. I said, fuck, this is great. I don’t really like working with Python, we know each other too well. So after doing Jabberwocky on my own, that’s what I wanted to do. I just really felt directing Python, so much of the work is dogsbody work, just dealing with rather recalcitrant people.’ So the deal on Brian was for Gilliam to act as production designer and the other Terry to point the camera and say ‘Action’ a lot. Jones felt ‘it seemed like a better division of labour really for Terry Gilliam to concentrate on the look of the film. Production design was something he wanted to learn about anyway, so it was useful for him to learn that side of it. And that’s his great gift.’


However, even here the relationship was strained as sometimes Gilliam would design a set to be shot a certain way then despair when Jones lined up his camera from a different angle. Gilliam admits, ‘I changed my title from designer to resigner. No, I mean I love Life of Brian, I just didn’t have the patience or skills to deal with the others enough. Terry loved all that. Terry is a great ball of energy, he just leaps in there and has so much enthusiasm. He doesn’t seem to fall into the dark moody bits that I fall into. I get really crazed.


‘Directing a film for me is just hard work because it never seems to be as good as the idea in my head, so I’m constantly getting depressed and having terrible states. And Terry’s just so bubbly all the time. He works perfectly with the group.’


Six months after the withdrawal of EMI, filming on Monty Python’s Life of Brian got under way on 16 September 1978. The 41-day shoot progressed remarkably smoothly. Cleese comments, ‘It was extraordinarily efficient. I’ll always remember on the first day I played the priest in the stoning sequence. We got out there at 8 o’clock and by lunchtime we had the scene shot and I was in the hotel swimming pool. It was most extraordinary to have that finished by lunchtime. Usually, it takes about three days ’til you get to know everyone on set, it’s like moving to a new football team, you don’t know how people play, but Brian was different. Terry Jones was very well prepared and the camera and sound people were working like a well-oiled machine. I enjoyed making that film; everything was pointing in the right direction and there was a sense that we knew what we were doing. God smiles on some projects and he smiled on that one.’ Looking back on it today, all the Pythons remember the filming with fondness. Palin recalls, ‘It was all reasonably pleasant. I remember Graham Chapman was also the unit doctor; he used to administer medicines to people, he was really enjoying it. It was the most organised of the Python films, the one in which everybody pulled together. It was quite different in that way from Holy Grail which had the problem of two directors and Meaning of Life which wasn’t a totally co-operative effort.’


An early visitor to the set was George Harrison, keen to watch his comic heroes in action and perhaps curious to see how his money was being spent. Cleese remembers George coming out to Tunisia at one point ‘and he stayed for a day or two and had dinner with us. Denis O’Brien came along, too, although we didn’t know Denis very well. George was very easy to be around; of course, he knew Eric well, so I think he felt comfortable with the rest of us. It always felt very comfortable around him.’


Harrison even appears in the film, a hastily written blink-and-you’ll-miss-it part as Mr Papadopoulis. As Michael Palin commented in a brilliant speech he made at HandMade’s tenth anniversary party, ‘It marked the beginning and end of George Harrison’s film career. George had been persuaded to appear in a short cameo and was given the little-sought-after role of 314th Jewish Man in Kitchen during the scene in which Brian returns home and finds a huge Messiah-expectant crowd lying in wait for him. For George, the shock of finding himself in a crowd mobbing someone else was too much and he took early retirement and went back to his previous career as a musician.’ Another familiar face among the crowd is Spike Milligan. The former Goon happened to be staying in the same hotel as Cleese and, before he could raise any resistance, found himself playing one of Brian’s obsessional followers in the scene where they find his discarded sandal and treat it as a holy relic. After taking the master shot, Jones was in the process of organising close-ups when a miscreant cloud manoeuvred itself across the sun, halting work. After an hour, it still hadn’t budged. ‘At this point,’ says Terry Jones, ‘Milligan said he’d had enough, he was really on holiday, so he pissed off. And I don’t blame him at all, but it meant that we had to shoot the rest of the scene without Spike being there, so I couldn’t get any close-ups of him.’


As was achieved with the medieval era on Holy Grail, the torture, filth and hardship of biblical times is convincingly realised. No nicely manicured Hollywood extras here. Much of the film’s humour derives from the juxtaposition of historical settings and modern-day characters. Palin explains, ‘We just looked at the sort of people who would be around nowadays, so you had the agonising liberal centurion, who I play, who’s actually completely hopeless, riddled with awful guilt about what he’s doing, and yet he’s the one who’s actually sending people off to be nailed up. And there’s Eric’s cheeky Cockney. So we just put in a lot of fairly modern sort of London characters and that seemed to carry it through.’


Photographically, Life of Brian stands as the most accomplished Python film. Amazing then to learn that something like 60 per cent of it was shot using a hand-held camera. Jones says, ‘For some reason, I had a thing against putting cameras on tripods in those days.’ One of the more grandiose images, of a crowd swarming up the mount to hear a sermon from Christ as the sun slowly sets, wasn’t planned and came about purely by accident. The crew had been shooting all day on a deserted hillside when at 4.00pm the extras suddenly disappeared. With most being local women, the excuse was that they had to go home and cook their husbands’ dinners. ‘But we haven’t finished shooting!’ yelled Jones, sending his assistant director off to herd the largely unwilling crowd back up the hillside. Eric Idle was beside Jones and tapped him on the shoulder. ‘It looks terrific,’ he said. ‘Turn the camera on them quick.’ Jones frantically spun round and reeled off as much footage as he could of this mass migration of people scrambling back up the mount. And that’s the shot they used.


Indeed, all the extras in Life of Brian were derived from the local population. Jones remembers, ‘They were all very knowing because they’d all worked for Franco Zeffirelli on Jesus of Nazareth, so I had these rather elderly Tunisian extras telling me, “Well, Mr Zeffirelli wouldn’t have done it like that, you know.”’


Another testing moment involving the locals was Graham Chapman’s nude scene. Famously, Chapman opens the shutters of his room stark-bollock-naked only to discover hordes of disciples waiting outside. The problem was that half of the 300 extras were women, and Muslim women to boot, whose law forbade them to see such wanton aberrations. ‘It’s absolutely forbidden for them to even think of viewing naughty bits,’ Chapman later recalled. ‘So when I flung open the shutters, half the crowd ran away screaming.’


In January 1979, a two-and-a-quarter-hour rough cut of Brian was screened in London to an invited audience and over the next few months scenes were jigged about, cut, reinstated, then cut again. Originally, the film was to have opened on three shepherds in a field nonchalantly discussing the merits of sheep, ‘...while in the background you get a star going across, you get wise men going past, you get the angel coming down,’ Terry Gilliam explains. ‘This great event is taking place while they’re facing towards camera talking about sheep.’ Very funny, but apparently not a rousing enough comedy set piece to start off the film with the requisite bang. So out it went.


Other cut scenes included Cleese dragged up as Pontius Pilate’s wife and, most significantly of all, Eric Idle’s Jewish terrorist Otto, recalled fondly by Gilliam. ‘Otto is this character fighting for a state of Israel that will last a thousand years; no riff-raff, no gypsies. He had this terrible armour and I was pleased I turned the star of David into a swastika. It was a big mistake leaving it out. I think Eric, who wrote the sketch and played the lead, was spending a lot of time in Hollywood and he suddenly thought too many Jewish friends were going to take offence at this, but I thought it was such a funny scene, it was outrageous.’


Idle, of course, recalls events a little differently. ‘I think Otto is what got the Jewish population very upset, mainly because old Gilliam had put a swastika on the star of David, which is like a red rag to a fucking bull. It was also out of place. I was responsible for pulling it out at the end and the reason was I felt the movie moved better without it because you suddenly had Otto come in at about the seventieth minute, a totally new character with totally new ideas and it was when the film is starting to wrap up and head towards the exit; it unbalanced it. If he’d been introduced in the twentieth minute, that’s fine.’


Four hundred years ago, the Pythons might well have been burnt at the stake for making Life of Brian. But this was, after all, the late twentieth century and the rather antiquated British blasphemy laws were something of an irrelevance. That was until July 1977, when Mary Whitehouse, self-appointed guardian of national morals and all-round spoil-sport, won a blasphemy libel case against Gay News for publishing a poem about a Roman centurion’s homo-erotic leanings towards the crucified Christ. It was the first successful prosecution for blasphemous libel since the 1920s and had a personal resonance within the Python camp, for Chapman had helped launch Gay News and was an ardent supporter of gay rights. The possibility of being found guilty of blasphemy over Brian was now a very real, if distant, threat, something that so enraged Cleese particularly that he publicly declared his wish to go to prison rather than yield to the Mary Whitehouse lobby. In such a climate, it was decided to open Life of Brian first in America where freedom of speech and religious choice is enshrined in the constitution. Or so it was thought.


Monty Python’s Life of Brian received its world première in New York on 17 August 1979, the same week as Apocalypse Now and The Muppet Movie. Critics cited the film’s extreme tastelessness, but neither were they blind to its obvious comic majesty. The New York Times’s description of it being ‘a nonstop orgy of assaults, not on anyone’s virtue, but on the funny bone’ was fairly typical. Newsweek loved it, too. ‘Though the pious will blanch, Pythonmaniacs should find this film a treasure trove of unborn-again humour.’


One of the few detractors was the noted New York critic David Denby who called Brian ‘a truly lousy movie. The boys try very hard to be outrageous but most of their work is dumb, repetitive and unfunny.’


The opening salvo in what became a heated and often surreal religious war of words arrived on 19 August from Rabbi Abraham Hecht, President of the Rabbinical Alliance of America, who claimed to speak for half a million Jews. Hecht denounced Brian as ‘blasphemous and sacrilegious’. Speaking in Variety, the film industry’s bible (no pun intended), he declared, ‘Never have we come across such a foul, disgusting, blasphemous film before.’ Hecht went on to make public his view that Brian ‘was produced in Hell’.


Hecht’s genuine if misguided fear was that Brian would weave a corrupting spell over the impressionable minds of young cinema-goers, leaving them with a contaminated view of religion. ‘This film is so grievously insulting that we are genuinely concerned that its continued showing could result in serious violence.’ This was no idle threat on Hecht’s part; already, patrons outside some New York cinemas were being barracked by placard-waving demonstrators. ‘Repent all ye who enter this place,’ the opponents would wail, ‘you are all vile sinners. Turn away from this film.’


After Rabbi Hecht’s denunciation, outraged religious leaders queued up to vent their spleen to any hack with a microphone, in stark contrast to other more liberal churchmen who defended the film’s right to be shown. The voice of Protestant protest belonged to Robert E A Lee of the Lutheran Council, whose tirade against Brian — ‘crude and rude mockery, colossal bad taste, profane parody. A disgraceful assault on religious sensitivity’ — was broadcast over 1,000 radio stations. Not to be outdone, the Catholic film-monitoring office rated Brian ‘C’ for ‘Condemned’ and implored its flock not to visit theatres where it was playing, it being a sin to do so.


Embarrassed by the gathering storm of controversy, Warner Brothers, the US distributor of Brian, issued a statement regretting any offence that may have been caused. ‘The film is a satire,’ it read, ‘and should be viewed in this context.’ Indeed, the Australian film journal Cinema Papers suggested that Brian was saved from blasphemy by its sheer vulgarity, dismissing it as merely an expensive piece of slapstick, ‘as if the writers of the Carry On films have teamed with the design staff of Dino de Laurentiis’.


And, if anything, the protests increased. Failing in their bid to bring a prosecution against the Python movie, assorted religious groups combined to march as one upon the Warner Communications building at the Rockerfeller Center. Gilliam says of that time, ‘I thought at least getting the Catholics, Protestants and Jews all protesting against our movie was fairly ecumenical on our part. We only missed out on the Muslims. And I thought that was pretty fantastic to see, marching in the streets with placards against Brian. We had achieved something useful.’


Naturally, the protests and marches only served to heighten Brian’s media profile and so increase its box-office take. Nothing sells better than when it comes attached to the whiff of notoriety. When the shit started hitting the fan Stateside, the original plan to open Brian on 200 screens nationwide snowballed to nearer 600. ‘They have actually made me rich,’ Cleese ribbed on an American chat show. ‘I feel we should send them a crate of champagne or something.’


Generally classed as Britain’s comedy bad boys, Python were no strangers to controversy, it’s true, so perhaps their reputation preceded them. But one should remember that, in America circa 1979, they were scarcely mainstream, more of a cult. ‘When Life of Brian opened,’ Terry Jones remembers, ‘we organised a party in our New York hotel and the only people who came were us.’ Perversely, the cause célèbre Brian provoked was probably what shot Python into the US popular culture spotlight. John Cleese adds, ‘You see, the first movie, And Now For Something Completely Different, had done no business at all in America, and Grail was only a very mild hit. We were beginning to get known and we were on television, but Brian moved us up a couple of divisions so far as notoriety was concerned.’


In September 1979, Life of Brian opened across America and trouble was quick to boil over in the southern states of the Bible Belt, where fundamentalism and reactionary politics is a way of life. Cinemas were picketed and theatre managers faced the prospect of prosecution for criminal blasphemy. Often, Brian would open only to close again due to local pressure. In at least two states, it was banned outright. In Columbia, South Carolina, Brian lasted just 24 hours before being pulled from screens, leading to counter-protests where pickets held up signs urging ‘Resurrect Brian. — Crucify Censors’. Neither was the madness restricted to the Bible Belt. In Waco, Texas, one theatre showing Brian received a bomb threat.


In Britain, the war against Life of Brian was fought a little differently. The most vociferous critics were the Nationwide Festival of Light, a watchdog association working in league with Mary Whitehouse, who opened the batting by lobbying the British Board of Film Censors to refuse Brian a certificate. They failed and it was passed uncut as an AA (the equivalent of a 15 today) after much legal advice. The then British censor James Ferman publicly defended the decision. ‘We took the view that 14-year-olds are quite capable of telling the difference between a lampoon and a serious attack upon people’s religious beliefs.’ Unperturbed, the Festival of Light, supported by the Church of England Board for Social Responsibility, began circulating anti-Brian literature and even encouraged their Christian members to pray for the film’s downfall.


With protest against the picture almost inevitable, distributors CIC moved cautiously, deciding to launch Brian in just one London cinema, waiting until after the religiously sensitive Christmas period before putting it out on general release. So Life of Brian opened exclusively at the Plaza, Lower Regent Street, on 8 November 1979 and, in spite of hymn-singing demonstrators outside, went on to break box-office records, raking in £40,000 in its first week, smashing the previous house record set by Jaws.


The film was backed by an ingenious advertising campaign in which each Python recruited either a relative or friend (Gilliam’s mum, Palin’s dentist) to present their own radio spot. By far the best was Cleese’s 80-year-old mother Muriel, who reads an appeal to listeners claiming she is 102 years old and kept in a retirement home by her son, and that unless enough people see his new film and make him richer, he will throw her into the streets where she will assuredly perish. The ad won a delighted Muriel an award for best radio entertainment commercial of 1979.


The press certainly were on Brian’s side, calling it the group’s most disciplined and consistently funny movie yet, running the whole gamut of Python humour from fourth-form gags to inspired lunacy and high satire. ‘At the risk of hellfire, I recommend it,’ wrote the Sunday People. ‘An incorrigible delight,’ raved the New Statesman. ‘You have to respect a film that can make as many enemies as Life of Brian,’ purred The Times. Perhaps the Daily Mirror summed it up the most astutely: ‘If anyone’s faith is to be shattered by an outrageously funny parody, then that faith is not worth a fig.’


The day after the London opening, John Cleese and Michael Palin famously appeared on a late-night BBC2 discussion programme hosted by Tim Rice, himself no stranger to religious controversy as the lyricist of Jesus Christ Superstar. Their inquisitors were Mervyn Stockwood, the Bishop of Southwark, and Malcolm Muggeridge. Both harangued Brian from the outset calling it ‘a squalid little film... tenth rate’, and no amount of measured argument on Python’s part would dissuade the pious double act of their firmly held belief that Life of Brian mocked Christ. Michael Palin recalls, ‘We went on that programme and we’d done our homework, thinking we were going to get into quite a tough theological argument, but it turned out to be virtually a slinging match. We were very surprised by that. I don’t get angry very often but I got incandescent with rage at their attitude and the smugness of it. And it was really the way they played to the audience that got me. We weren’t defeated in argument at all. John was brilliant. What they were trying to do was to sort of smirk at the audience and belittle what we’d done and that seemed so out of touch and so stupid and so mistaken. I mean, how do they think the film was made? That we go in there one night, write the script and the film’s made the next morning? They don’t realise we’d been working on it for two years, we’d studied, that we had an opinion and we had an attitude, but they wouldn’t let us have that. So it was their condescension that really got me irritated.’ Gilliam remembers having never seen Palin quite so pissed off before.


As the debate reached its conclusion, Stockwood, dressed grandly in purple cassock and pompously fondling his crucifix in a way that was devastatingly lampooned by Rowan Atkinson a week later on a Not the Nine O’clock News sketch, delivered his parting shot of, ‘You’ll get your 30 pieces of silver.’ Cleese sums up the affair best, observing dryly, ‘I always felt we won that one by behaving better than the Christians.’


It was only after the show that the Pythons learnt that both Muggeridge and Stockwood had turned up at a preview of the film late so had missed the first 15 minutes. Jones fumed, ‘So how they had the fucking cheek to sit there pontificating about “Of course, Brian is really Christ” when they’d missed the beginning. That’s actually typical, really, of people who were up in arms against it... usually they’d never seen the film.’ Chapman also felt aggrieved that most churchmen condemned Brian out of hand without watching it first. ‘But then,’ he argued at the time, ‘that’s the prerogative of a bigot, isn’t it?’


When Life of Brian opened across Britain in the new year, the battle lines altered dramatically and Python became a victim of regional censorship. ‘There was a loophole in the law,’ Palin says, ‘local authorities had power over certain cinemas through health regulations and they used this extraordinary clause to ban Monty Python because it was unhealthy. I don’t know if they thought it would spread diseases in cinemas. This was the obscure clause that they used, so it meant that local authorities could ban our film from their cinemas wherever it had been licensed. It was a very odd state of affairs, but it didn’t half help the film, as things like that do. I mean, a ban only really works if something disappears completely. It was banned in Swansea so people went to a little cinema in Porthcawl which was just about to go bankrupt and suddenly people were coming in coachloads, students coming out from Swansea.’


Life of Brian ended up being banned in Harrogate, parts of Surrey, East Devon (where councillors refused even to watch it, arguing, ‘You don’t have to see a pigsty to know that it stinks’) and Cornwall (where, after one screening, a local councillor rather overstated the case by arguing for all the participants in the film to be locked up in Broadmoor). Gilliam noted, ‘In Britain it was banned in different towns; what that meant was that people in those towns organised charabancs and went to the neighbouring town where it was showing. But in the States they banned it in the Bible Belt area and nobody went. You see, the British can’t be controlled and the Americans can... that’s what we learnt over that.’


Incredibly, Life of Brian remained banned in Swansea until 1997 when it was finally permitted to be shown in cinemas in aid of Comic Relief. Informed of the ban’s lifting, Eric Idle told the press, ‘What a shame. Is nothing sacred?’


With Brian raking in £20,000 a week in London’s West End alone, those renegade councils presented no problem financially speaking; indeed, their actions continued to keep the film in the media spotlight and helped it become the fourth most successful picture of the year in the UK, the only British-made film in an otherwise American-dominated top ten. Surely a case for some patriotic pride.


Censorship problems weren’t the sole domain of America and Britain, though. When Life of Brian went global, it was banned outright in Ireland, whose distributors didn’t even try getting the film past the Republic’s strict censorship laws. It was the same in Norway, where the country’s Film Control Board decided unanimously that Brian was both blasphemous and against Norwegian law. Not to be outdone, Python flogged it to Sweden with the slogan: ‘The film that was so funny it was banned in Norway’.


Even in 1985, Life of Brian was still courting controversy when the Independent Broadcasting Authority ordered Channel 4, who owned the television rights, not to go ahead with any broadcast as, ‘it would undoubtedly cause offence to a large number of practising Christians’. They said nothing about those who’d already got the hang of it. The decision infuriated Channel 4’s then Chief Executive Jeremy Isaacs, who later admitted that Brian was ‘the film I fought hardest for and lost every round over’. Finally shown in April 1991, Channel 4 was predictably showered with complaints, the main bulk of which it received prior to transmission.


It would be naive in the extreme to suggest that Python never anticipated some flak over Brian, but the sheer volume of the controversy did genuinely surprise all of them, Cleese included. ‘We thought a few people might be offended, but it’s the sort of offence that seems to last about 12 months and then they forget about it. Very frequently, the people who protest are the heads of organisations and they feel that they should protest in case any of their members criticise them for not doing so. It’s one of those slightly ritual dances that you go through.’


Eric Idle adds, ‘I didn’t expect that level of response because I thought we’d been quite good, we’d avoided being specifically rude to specific groups. But some people, they don’t want free speech, they don’t want people examining it because a lot of it is just rubbish. A lot of religion is good and a lot of it’s true, and a lot of it isn’t. Everybody can’t be right in religion; every one of the seven major religions can’t all be right, somebody’s got to be wrong. If you intimidate people by fear, use the word God, then you’re restricting their views, you’re saying, “We are the people who tell you what God says.” That’s obvious nonsense.’


Terry Gilliam agrees. ‘What always intrigued me was my mother who was a diligent churchgoer from year dot and she saw the film and didn’t understand what the problem was. She said, “Well, it’s not Jesus, it’s very clear, there’s the one born in the other stable, here’s the guy in the sermon on the mount. It’s not Jesus.” We were so careful about that.’


Terry Jones remembers when they started doing the script actually saying, ‘Gosh, you know we might get religious nuts taking pot shots at us, it could be quite tricky,’ adding, ‘But I have to say, after Salman Rushdie’s experience, I think we might have thought twice about it.’


Michael Palin observes, ‘What I’m proud of about Brian is it did actually force people to take up sides. Some people took up the wrong side and some people obviously thought a little more about it and took up the reasonable side. The wrong side was just saying, “This is a completely worthless film.” But I know vicars and religious people who’ve said since that they think it’s a really good film and they show it to their congregation because it tells you something about what real belief is — don’t be fooled by false messiahs, they can see it for what it is. So people who just dismissed it completely were made to look fairly foolish. The Bishop of Southwark was one of them... extraordinary! Malcolm Muggeridge, very intelligent man, another. Bernard Delfont, who refused to have anything to do with it. And the great thing is that HandMade was created by people’s inability to see that this was a reasonably well-thought-out, intelligent film. It was sort of born out of other people’s bigotry. So good for George. And George loved it, loved the idea that he’d taken on the forces of reaction and won. It was a very Beatle-ish thing to do.’


What drew the most criticism, of course, was the gloriously tasteless finale which even Mel Brooks might have balked at perpetrating, that of Brian and what seems like the entire cast being crucified. ‘We thought, How on earth are we going to do something so serious and important to so many people?’ Palin says. ‘It was difficult to do it in a way that wouldn’t have so many people throw up their hands in horror because the crucifixion is the most intensely felt part of the Christian religion.’ In the end, Palin, writing with Jones, finally cracked it. The approach was to accept the historical fact that crucifixion was a common form of Roman capital punishment long before it was invested with religious significance. Gilliam admits, ‘I love the fact that the Christians wanted to claim the crucifixion as their own, nobody else got crucified. It’s kinda like the Jews claiming the Holocaust as their own, there weren’t any gypsies or homosexuals in there. Wait a minute, there were a whole lot of people in there, folks, let’s not forget those people. It just becomes kind of an industry, the church, that cross is theirs and nobody else’s.’


It might have been an omen, but on the day the crucifixion sequence was shot fears were voiced whether it could be attempted at all after heavy storms overnight. Jones recalls, ‘What happens is that the wadis [dry river beds] flood and you get cut off. And as we were driving through this torrential rain about six o’clock in the morning to this location, lorry drivers were coming back the other way waving their hands saying, “Don’t go on because you’ll get cut off.” But we went on anyway, and when we got there the rain cleared up and we were able to get everybody up on the crosses to shoot it. But it was bitterly cold. You’ll notice John is wrapped in a blanket... everybody else is braving the cold.’


In fact, Cleese was suffering from a bad chest infection and had been bed-ridden for three days. ‘When I had to get up to go on the cross, I remember thinking, Having bad ’flu and then having to be crucified on top of it — not ideal.’ Nor was it particularly comfortable for the others. Idle says, ‘We were up on these crosses and we had three ladders and if you wanted to piss you had to scream, “Hey, I need to get down quick!”’


Blasphemous or not, this scene has entered film folklore, not least because of the foot-tapping ditty ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’ that the cast merrily sing as they dangle on a row of crosses. Idle explains, ‘We’d got to the point at the end of the movie where everybody is going to be crucified and we decided wouldn’t it be funny if we sing something. We realised it would have to be a very cheery song, ridiculously cheerful, and we started to giggle at the idea of people kicking their legs up and doing a dance routine. So I went straight home and banged it out; it didn’t take me very long. I used a lot of jazz guitar chords. I came back and sang it and people really liked it. And then I recorded it and I did it very straight, with a big jazz swing arrangement, but not a very convincing vocal from me. When I got to Tunisia, I thought, this is not really selling, so I got the sound guy to come with me and we took a room in the hotel and we put mattresses all up around the walls. I had a little bottle of wine and we had a drink or two and then I sang it live whilst the sound guy’s lying on the floor with the backing track. And I just made the vocal Mr Cheeky, and it suddenly changed the perspective of the song, sold it a lot better. So on the film that’s a live track recorded in the hotel.’


Astonishingly, years after Brian’s release, the song found a life of its own, much to Eric Idle’s delight. ‘It was re-discovered by the soccer fans in England who’d sing it on the terraces whenever they were being hammered five-nil, and my friend Gary Lineker said, “You know they’re singing your song.” And Lineker had a pal who was a DJ, Simon Mayo, who played it every morning on Radio 1 and then Virgin re-released it and it suddenly shot up the charts. It was amazing. There’s also a story that at the height of the Falklands conflict when HMS Sheffield was hit by an Exocet missile, and because they had nuclear weapons on board, the entire British fleet steamed in the opposite direction as a precaution. The sailors had about four hours to wait and they sat on the deck singing ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’, which is fabulous because, of course, that’s what the song is about, people facing death saying, “Oh come on, cheer up anyway.” The song has now become a standard, which is great.’


Life of Brian ranks high in the Python universe. Cleese says, ‘That’s our masterpiece. That’s what I’d like to be judged by in the future.’ Gilliam agrees, ‘I think it’s my favourite, for all of its flaws. It’s dealing with really funny things, intelligent things. I think it’s number one. Holy Grail probably goes two.’ And Palin adds, ‘I think it really holds up almost all the way through. I would say it’s the most satisfactory of all the films we made. I think Holy Grail and Meaning of Life have some terrifically funny and much more odd and surreal moments, but Brian has a thought going through it; it holds together as a drama, it has a great unity to it. It actually holds together as a sort of philosophy, if you like, as well.’


It was no real surprise when Life of Brian scored big with the public. And within the film industry, eyebrows were raised at how naturally George Harrison and, in particular, his business partner Denis O’Brien, took to film-making. John Goldstone says of this unlikely initiation in the world of film production, ‘I think they had fun on Brian, it was a real challenge. Both began to realise how interesting film-making can be.’


Intended as merely a glorious one-off, Monty Python’s Life of Brian instead became the foundation stone of a company that was to find itself, reluctantly perhaps, at the forefront of the renaissance of British film production in the 1980s. Gilliam says, ‘So it was Python, Denis and George, that was the company, that was HandMade. Then Denis said, “We need a logo.” So I went away and quickly devised a logo. And we were off.’


It was to be some ride.
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THE BEATLE AND THE BANKER


Eric Idle fondly refers to George Harrison and Denis O’Brien as ‘Bialystock and Bloom’, the characters played by Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder in the hit comedy The Producers. Michael Palin called them ‘among the most retiring film magnates in the world. They make Howard Hughes look like Jeffrey Archer. To look at them, you’d think they’d just had a pretty good year running a rubber goods shop instead of a film company.’


Harrison and O’Brien really were among the most unlikely movie entrepreneurs the industry had ever seen. Yet, incredibly, their partnership seemed to work. What strange alchemy was at play here.


George Harrison had already dipped his toe into the murky shallows of the movie business as a performer in those classic Sixties Beatles films. Richard Lester, who directed both A Hard Day’s Night and Help!, once told this author that Harrison might well have carved out some kind of future career as an actor. ‘On balance, I would say the person that was the most accurate of all The Beatles in terms of “give him a line and he will get the right elements in it without trying too hard” was George. In A Hard Day’s Night, if you watch George he just gets his lines right. Paul is all over the place, and John, sometimes it’s wonderful and sometimes it’s thrown away too much. George was just so wonderfully accurate.’


The famous Apple Corps Ltd, The Beatles’ own company which managed their finances and was also intended to fund worthy causes — the ‘“non-happening” of the late Sixties’, Harrison once joked: ‘Come all ye faithful, and we’ll give you all our money’ — also had a film division and one of the first recipients was George’s mate, the then struggling and largely unknown John Hurt. Harrison saw Hurt in the play Little Malcolm and his Struggle Against the Eunuchs and thought, Let’s do this as a movie! Noble indeed. ‘But we didn’t even get a distribution deal,’ Harrison recalled years later. ‘It was very depressing.’ Little Malcolm was Harrison’s first venture into film production and enough to put one off the movie business for life.


Like so many of his generation, George Harrison fell in love with cinema not so much because of the movies themselves but the actual physical act of going to see them. He remembers the first picture he ever saw, aged four — Bambi, and particularly recalls ‘the horror of the forest on fire’. Entering those majestic picture palaces was an event, not just another night out. ‘I spent most of my schooldays in the cinema,’ he told Time Out in 1988. ‘In Liverpool in the late Forties and early Fifties there were all these fabulous art deco cinemas with marble floors and goldfish in the foyer and a nice glow with the lights and just to go there was a turn-on.’ In the mid-Eighties, Harrison wrote an article in his local newspaper attacking Henley Council’s plan to demolish the Old Regal cinema in the town’s high street and replace it with a supermarket. He won his campaign.


As for Denis O’Brien, a graduate of Washington University Law School and the Faculté de Droit in Paris, he was a gifted accountant, business adviser and lawyer. Between 1967 and 1969 he practised Law in Paris before moving into merchant banking in London with Rothschilds. Subsequently, he went solo as a consultant, establishing a reputation for himself as a very tough operator indeed. A very intelligent man, almost a Wall Street banker type, he knew his way around the financial and legal communities on both sides of the Atlantic. He was also a keen sailing enthusiast with a passion for owning yachts... expensive yachts.


Both men were to a large degree naive in the way of movie enterprise, their amateur status reflected in the name they chose to christen their fledgling company — HandMade. Actor Denis Quilley thought it was a name that perfectly complemented their ethos, their attitude. ‘The very title HandMade is very endearing, as opposed to machine-turned.’


The name actually started out as a bit of a joke. Harrison had recently visited Wookey Hole in Somerset and been intrigued by its historic paper mill. Unable to resist buying a few rolls, he noticed an unusual watermark — ‘British Handmade Paper’. ‘I said, “Let’s call our company British HandMade Films,”’ Harrison told the Sunday Times magazine in 1983. ‘But when we went to register it, we were told, “You can’t call it British!” You can only call things British if everybody is on strike the whole time and it’s making huge losses. So we said, “Sod it — we’ll just call it HandMade Films.”’


The man Eric Idle dubs ‘the strange O’Brien’ was first introduced to George Harrison by Peter Sellers, whose own life was a cracked montage of surreal episodes. The year was 1973, not long after the dissolution of The Beatles. Denis O’Brien was a man of Cleese-like vertical proportions, bespectacled and the owner of a laugh reminiscent of a hyena having an orgasm. Gilliam says of him, ‘Denis was tall, I mean really tall, but with a very small head. All of his extremities were tiny — tiny head, tiny hands and tiny feet — and this big, long body in between.’


O’Brien’s first brush with showbusiness came in 1971 when Peter Sellers, at the suggestion of wife number three Miranda Quarry, hired the American to put his increasingly desperate financial situation in order. Subsequently, O’Brien became Sellers’ business adviser, agent and lawyer, negotiating film deals on his behalf, notably the last few Pink Panther vehicles, until an acrimonious split in 1977.


Sellers had known Harrison since the heady days of Beatlemania and, by the early Seventies, was very much under the influence of the musician’s Eastern-style philosophy. He habitually wore kaftans, practised yoga and took to chanting. Sellers informed Harrison how O’Brien had rescued his professional affairs and suggested he may be the man to sort out his own finances after the costly and messy collapse of Apple Corps Ltd.


The two men met in Los Angeles and, despite their contrasting personalities — O’Brien decisive and forceful, Harrison vague and retiring — rapport was instant. ‘George is an absolutely extraordinary individual,’ O’Brien said in 1988. ‘When we met, some kind of synergy occurred between two opposites. George was very centred and I walked away from that meeting thinking, This is the most powerful person I’ve met in my life. I’d do anything for this guy.’


As for Harrison, he was quietly impressed with O’Brien’s financial acumen and prudence and had no qualms in hiring him as his business manager. Within a year, O’Brien was handling all Harrison’s financial and tax affairs. Gilliam observes, ‘The way I was told it, the reason Denis had actually got George was that he showed him that there was all this money out there that had never been collected from all the songs and records. So Denis set up an operation to collect the royalties from all over the world, and suddenly George was in the money again.’ A handy situation to be in when the Python’s Life of Brian begging bowl came round.
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