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For Emilio, Marcello and Carmella.
 A small exchange for all the smiles.






The Cultural Omniverse: Books, Film, Art, TV, People, Receipts







And the award for the best award goes to . . . 


The slow movement of the first violin concerto by Max Bruch has just been voted the most popular piece of popular classical music from the romantic period popularised by Nigel Kennedy of all time. The poll was conducted among readers of Popular Music Popularised by Kennedy Music Magazine and was published in this month’s edition. The full results were: 1st, Bruch, Violin Concerto, Slow Movement; 2nd, Adagio (Slow Movement) from Concerto for Violin and Orchestra by Max Bruch; 3rd, Kennedy’s Klassics CD, track three (the slow movement of Bruch’s Violin Concerto).







Furore as ‘golfing’ voted most popular sport ending in ‘-ing’ of all time 


In a shock poll upset published this week, the sport of ‘golfing’ was voted the most popular ‘-ing’ sport of all time, above the favourite, ‘fishing’. The poll, conducted by readers of Sporting Reading Magazine, a periodical devoted to ‘-ing’-ending sports, has provoked a furious outcry  from sports enthusiasts, who claim that golfing is not a true ‘-ing’-ending sport.


‘The vote was fair,’ said editor, Coling Robertsing. ‘I know this year we’ve relaxed the rules slightly, but they’re still a true reflection of our readers’ interests.’


The final results were: 1st, golfing; 2nd, fishing; 3rd, hurling; 4th, curling; 5th, footballing; 6th, snorkelling; 7th, snookering; 8th, kissing; 9th, kicking; 10th, dining.







Dam in Dambusters voted greatest film wall of all time 


Readers of Utter Cinema Magazine have voted for the top hundred walls in cinema history. Surprisingly, the wall in the Pink Floyd-inspired film The Wall did not make it on to the list.







Prince Philip voted world’s least eligible bachelor, by readers of Tatler magazine 


He narrowly beat last year ’s winner, Madonna.







Historians declare ‘and’ most important syllable of twentieth century 


A panel of three historians has announced that, from an eligible 545 syllables, ‘and’ is the one that has done most by far to shape the course of the twentieth century. The three historians, who comprise the readership of Historical Prospects in Perspective magazine, voted overwhelmingly for ‘and’ in this month’s issue, saying that its occurrence in such crucial words as ‘Flanders’, ‘Bertrand Russell’, ‘Commandant’ and twice in ‘Normandy Landings’ already put it streets above other syllables by the end of the Second World War, but its role in shaping later  twentieth-century history was confirmed with the release of Nelson Mandela. It has also featured in many familiar icons of twentieth-century cultural life, such as Grandstand  and The Manchurian Candidate. Runners-up were ‘ol’ and ‘sud’.







David Dimbleby voted strongest anchorman in Europe 


In this month’s Men’s Total Fitness Magazine, a panel of thirty flab experts assessed the fat-to-body-weight ratio of a hundred political presenters across Europe, looked at muscle definition, age and imagined strength, and concluded that, if cornered and angry, David Dimbleby could probably knock his nearest rival, Andrew Marr, into kingdom come.







Wicker voted thing people feel nothing towards, one way or another 


Readers of the Sunday People were asked to vote for one thing out of everything there is. All the votes were then totalled, and everything put in order. The five things that were in the exact middle were then declared the top five things that people feel nothing towards, one way or another. The full results were: 1st, wicker; 2nd, barometers; 3rd, Phillip Schofield; 4th, lime; 5th, the Sunday People.







Golfing voted best thing ever by readers of Woman’s Own 


There was upset this week when the results of a Woman’s Own readers’ survey showed that golfing was the best thing ever, defeating the two clear favourites, cherries and northern Italy. ‘There’s no evidence our poll has been  sabotaged by outside golfing groups,’ said editor Kathy Faldo, ‘so we just have to accept most women like golfing over everything else there is in life of all time.’







Fight for your rights, you thick, fat, sad, golfing men 


I want to start a sex war. Yes, another one. I think it is time all men took to the streets with horns and whistles, scaled some hallowed public monument, such as the Albert Memorial or Esther Rantzen, and unfurled a large banner saying, ‘No to the consistent portrayal in greetings cards of men as fat, balding, beer-swigging idiots who spend all their time thinking about football and eighteen-year-old girls, don’t do any housework and can’t express themselves emotionally other than by means of childish and disruptive roof-top demonstrations.’ I have just about had it with the way men are portrayed in greetings cards. My wife tells me that it is nearly impossible to organise a ‘spontaneous’ Father’s Day card from my children because all the cards on sale contain messages along the lines of:Dad, as you sit and read your paper 
Beside your breakfast spoon and cup and saucer, 
Today remember how we think of you 
As a lecherous, fat, boozy old dosser.






And that’s one of the least poisonous ones. Birthday cards are even more consistent in their portrayal of us all as thick, fat idiots. Try getting a card for a man over thirty-five, and I defy you to find anything different from 
Have a great day, you birthday boy, 
And drink as much beer as you can.


What else can you do at your age, 
When your life’s gone down the pan? 
You thick, fat idiot.







Subtlety is not the outstanding feature of these cards, which are the essence of contempt for the male being. Their very look and feel shout loathing, even though that loathing has probably been manufactured by men in the greetings-card industry who think there is a huge market in articulating utter disdain for half the population. Maybe that explains why when you go into a card shop now, alongside the signs labelling standard categories such as Mother’s Birthday, Sister’s Wedding, or Family Funeral, more than half the shop is taken up with a large sign for ‘Thick, Fat, Sad, Golfing, Impotent, Slobby Men’. One is free to pick any card at random from this section; it will contain roughly the same stark message, such as:Happy Birthday, golf-git






OrOoops. Now you’re forty, you’re a sad sack of dust






OrAll the best, now your genitals don’t work






So consistent are card messages in portraying all men as barely functioning degenerates, that I wonder if the  greetings industry is not missing a trick here. Surely they can come up with more specific variations on the theme of male inadequacy? What about:Happy Birthday to a wonderful dad 
Obsessed with cars and electrical wiring; 
Too engrossed in engine oil to notice 
The divorce lawyer Mum is hiring?






OrDrunk, insensitive, narrow-minded and boorish 
Are adjectives some others would mention, 
But the one quality that sums you up as a partner 
Is your unwavering anal retention.






And why stop there? Why not produce a range of greetings cards for men that claims to express masculine emotions clearly and succinctly? For example:This Valentine’s Day, my darling girlfriend, 
My love burns with a flame that dances and 
flickers, 
My heart beats in unending rhythm with your soul, 
’Cos I’ll do what it takes to get into your knickers.






Or
To my darling wife, now our child is born, 
You’ve made me proud and excited and happy.
 So here’s to a new stage in our life together, 
One in which I’ll go nowhere near a nappy.








OrWith deep sympathy, my friend, 
At this time of your painful loss.
 Words can’t express my sorrow 
So let’s go bet on a horse.






This last example raises an even more worrying possibility:This is it. 
There’s nothing more to be said, 
Other than congratulations 
Now your male partner’s dead.











Man has decided to stay in and wait for the broccoli 


Up in space is a trillion-dollar superstructure built by five continents, the main purpose of which is to allow man to make valuable observations on what it’s like having nothing to do.


The International Space Station is probably history’s most ambitious construction project since the Pyramids, and, like the Pyramids, no one really knows what it’s there for. Nasa is mostly stumped trying to come up with a daily schedule of scientific experiments to divert the vehicle’s astronauts from thoughts of spectacular suicide.


A team of a hundred scientists somewhere in Houston devises experiments such as Measuring the Effect of Weightlessness on Mariah Carey, Seeing if the Time Taken to Read A Suitable Boy by Vikram Seth Is Reduced if You  Travel at Close to the Speed of Light, and When You Repeatedly Focus and Refocus a Telescope In and Out, Can You Make it Look Like the Universe is on Top of the Pops?


The Space Station’s main purpose is to look at the Earth, though if we’d sent up a gibbon with a camera in a hot-air balloon and spent the rest of the money on irrigation projects throughout the third world, the Earth might now look radically different and the gibbon would bring back more interesting pictures. In the end, though, the Space Station may serve one final useful purpose: to function as a perpetual reminder that humanity’s intelligence is not limitless.


The fact that we feel the need to build it, but have run out of ideas for its everyday use, signifies a terrible full stop in the history of human enlightenment. We have reached the end of what we want to know. While the Hubble telescope brings back snapshots from deep in space and back in time, we are stumped if we know how we can further improve the here and now.


A circuit in our brain appears to have been triggered over the past ten years or so that causes us to apply miraculous technology to the pursuit of the mundane. The communications revolution hasn’t made us get from A to B any faster: it’s simply meant that our trains are now full of people reading their phones.


The bulk of the trillion pulses of information shuttling through our atmosphere do not contain knowledge of medical advances or economic breakthrough, but are instead prized data on how to update your phone’s ring-tone to the theme to Channel 5 News.


We were told we could have all knowledge and information at our fingertips, and now we’re saying we don’t want it. All we need in life is some free games, porn and music, and the ability to have broccoli delivered to our door in a van. The lure of the interactive has been spurned. We don’t want to look at our screens and see all our choices and make our decisions at the push of a red, yellow, green or blue button. We’d rather they were made for us.


The invention of scores of new ways of voting in state elections, by post, by email, text message, pigeon or car-horn, has resulted merely in the miserable decline in the number of votes cast. Man, who spent millennia venturing forth into the unknown, charting dangerous waters and conquering towering peaks, is now deciding to stay in.


It may be that this capping of enlightenment is a good thing, perhaps the last throw of the evolutionary dice in our favour. When we do acquire fresh knowledge, we usually put it to bad use, mostly in the form of weaponry that will kill us all. We would breed animals that detonate if we could.


Is it, then, that Mother Nature has contrived for our brains to stop growing, so that we’ll survive that little bit longer, even if it means simply to spend more time performing pointless experiments on squirrels in space?







Don’t miss these TV treats 


In case you haven’t yet seen them, here’s the full programme listings for FourFuss, the new digital channel from Channel 4 that consists entirely of programmes commissioned just to cause a fuss. Highlights include: 

Celebrity Circumcision Live From Gordon Ramsay’s kitchen. Contains strobe effects.


 




Where Are Diana’s Knicker Elastics? What became of them, who’s got them and why are they hiding them?


 




Racist Bingo, presented by Jon Snow and Dr David Starkey.


 




Puppetry of the Foetus Dr Gunther von Hagens uses latest scientific mini-stick techniques to poke foetuses inside the womb into performing children’s tales with a bloody twist.


 




Balls of Testicles More comic capers from the bollocknaked team, who use their testicles to fool members of the public into thinking they’re bags of money.


 




Gerald Kaufman Says, ‘Fuck Golf!’ The popular but morose MP explains why he’s suddenly gone off the popular but pointless game. Contains swearing.


 




Coptic Collisions Atheist scientist Richard Dawkins proves that religion is nonsense by firing two representatives of the Eastern Christian Coptic Church at each other at high speeds to see if, at the point of impact, they forgive each other for their deaths. The programme is followed by a dramatisation of the subsequent court case.


 




What If Tessa Jowell Were A Lesbian? Dramadoc penned by Alistair Beaton imagining what it would have been like if  Tessa Jowell had been a lady-feeler for the last ten years. Starring Catherine Tate.


 




Carpet Bombing Never Happened With Julie Burchill.


 




Was Goebbels Nice? Yes, He Was Controversial documentary claiming that Hitler’s henchman was actually lovely.


 




Someone’s Eaten My Cannibal! New reality show in which two teams of celebrities go into the jungle and learn how to eat each other.


 




Fisting from Newmarket Account of life in a small town in Suffolk.


 




Radioactive Roustabout Entertainment show highlighting controversial new evidence that radioactivity is harmless by featuring a celebrity game of Laser Quest from inside one of Sellafield’s cooling towers.


 




I Love Having My Tits Sliced Off With John McCririck and Vanessa Feltz. Contains astonishing nudity.


 




House of Tiny Terrorists Small children are raised from birth to blow up densely populated urban areas, but are then reported to the police and arrested.


 




Ugly Botty People with misshapen backsides talk about what it’s like growing up with them. And then show them. (Also available in high definition.)













You won’t catch me on I’m a Celebrity . . . But, there again . . . 


There comes a tipping point in everyone’s life when they have to give up their dreams of ever again achieving a flatter stomach. The dam has burst, the levee has been breached, the poundage will tumble on, never to be removed in your lifetime. There comes a time in every person’s days when he must realise university students really do look thirteen and that the reason they do is because he is now forty-three. The runway to death is being taxied and the engines are revving.


There comes a moment, such a painful pinprick of a moment, when you find yourself actually raising one eyebrow in interest at the sight of the word ‘lavender’ on a jar of lavender honey. You’ve gone bourgeois, and no set of barricades and handbooks on squatting will reconstitute your now defunct revolutionary mindset.


What I’m saying is, there comes a point in life when you have to accept you’re no longer the person you like to think you are. Where the thing you might have liked about yourself no longer holds, and you have to admit it openly or live the rest of your life hunkered down in a lie. Even though I’ve been writing for newspapers for more than ten years, and occasionally turn up on telly or the radio, I’ve been telling myself I’m not a celebrity. Celebrities are dirty, stupid things. Their brains are in their wardrobes and their souls are parked outside the gates of hell.


They shag, divorce, get arrested, shag on telly, dry out and have weird shapes tattooed on their shoulders. How  can I be a celebrity? I’m normal. I do normal things like fill up the dog-bowl and look forward to buying strong cheese on Saturday.


Then I got an email asking if I’d be interested in being in the new series of I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here!. Suddenly, a series of simultaneous but radically different existential crises ran through my head. Does this mean I’m a celebrity? I thought. But also: Which kind of a celebrity am I? A C-list one, whose time has come? Or a Z-list one who’s in desperate need of a comeback?


And what does it say about how others perceive me? Does the world see me as someone so dead in the heart I’d be happy to wash my pants in an infected river and stick my arse in a bath of dung beetles so Ant and Dec can laugh at me crying? Do people who shape fashion and bleat on about cultural trends actually see me as someone perfectly relaxed about being filmed in the company of a retarded version of Cilla Black and the violinist from the Cranberries? For two weeks away from my wife and kids? And all my friends? And then return to them afterwards, when they’ve watched me do these things? And think I’d be perfectly happy and not broken inside like a vase under a rhino?


On the other hand, I thought, it might be quite a laugh. I was asked to come and meet the producers for a ‘no-obligation’ meeting. What ought I to do to these crack-minded people? I asked a friend for advice and he suggested I either turn up and, for a laugh, pretend to think I’m being offered the hosting job, or go along to the meeting, ask pertinent questions and then, once they’ve booked  me, say, ‘One thing. There won’t be any Jews, will there?’ My friend works in comedy, but that’s normal, isn’t it?







Reality suckers 


When I was asked to go on I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here!, I wrote a newspaper column about it, which I thought made it pretty clear why I was saying ‘no’. (It was because I think reality shows are stinking, manipulative psycho-sewers populated by emotional dwarfs and made by scum-smeared zombies with the brain power of a blood orange and the imagination of a bin.)


So it came as a complete surprise when, the following week, I got an email from another reality show saying they’d read what I had to say about reality shows, could see that I had something to say about reality shows and wondered if I wanted to go on a reality-show-based show to say it. Basically, I was invited on to Big Brother’s Little Brother.


What I don’t understand is, where in all this bile I threw at reality shows did the writer of that request find any redeeming phrase that would make him or her think, You never know, he might say yes? Anyone with an IQ above that of a spatchcock can surely see I don’t want to have anything to do with reality shows. But no. On they come, again and again, like the Japanese at Okinawa. I hate their shows. I hate the space they take up in my brain. I hate the images of men with stupid hats piggyback-riding naked women round an inflatable settee that spatter the newsagent’s counter each morning.


And I resent the notion that I could give these shows  the oxygen of publicity when so much more could be achieved chucking them the anthrax of publicity instead.







James Bond’s receipts 



• Small Moroccan marketplace destroyed. Thirteen chipped jugs and smashed shelving unit. Fifteen geese escaped from wicker basket: £350

• £433,000 gambled in South African casino to lure blackjack enthusiast into giving me secret code to rocket-launcher: £433,000, plus £23 entry fee

• Funeral arrangements for thirty-three men: £23,000

• Counselling services for ninety-two children, and widows of thirty-three men: £2600

• Memorial service for man eaten by shark: £3000

• Aids test: £100

• Speeding ticket, Lisbon: £40

• Destruction of Lisbon: £3 billion

• Use of thirteen snowploughs to tidy up ski slope, Lausanne, after chase: £56,043

• Cost of lifting snowplough from bottom of seabed (see my PA for explanation: it’s quite complicated): £23,000

• Cost of removing a further three snowploughs from the Moon: £4 billion

• Small operation on groin: £450 (covered by private health insurance)

• Damage to jumbo-jet window: £23

• Loss of jumbo jet: £49 million (may be able to include window-damage cost in this)

• I left three grappling hooks on the side of a building somewhere in New Delhi: £45 each. Can’t remember where because it was dark

• Loss of night-sight goggles: £670

• Repair to buckled Corby trouser press after being used to fry arm of hotel-room intruder: £34

• Replacement of small glass tumbler used to house toothbrush and razor in hotel bathroom; accidentally dropped as I fumbled in the night to switch light on only to find the bulb was broken and had blown a fuse: £3.50. (I have subsequently taken this up with the hotel manager and he’s likely to waive the charge.)








Orwell’s Newspeak is reborn: the new language of relentless optimism 


Someone on the telly once uttered a certain phrase and, in its utterance, signalled the end of proper communication as Western civilisation has known it for the past 2500 years. The phrase was ‘greenfield opportunity’. The man who said it probably didn’t realise he was initiating a radical paradigm shift but, then, why should he? He was just a spokesman for Capita, the company that runs London’s congestion-charge operation. There he was on the local news, explaining away the teething troubles that his company had experienced in trying to collect penalty payments from motorists. Why, he was asked, had there been some almighty cock-ups? Why were thousands of motorists getting off scot-free while innocent drivers were receiving demands for hundreds of pounds? He said it was because the congestion charge was in its infancy. Nobody had ever done something like this before. It was ‘a greenfield opportunity’. That was the end of the interview.


When he said ‘greenfield opportunity’, the newsreader didn’t bat an eyelid. A graphic failed to pop up on screen saying, ‘Huh?’ The reporter didn’t spray water from his mouth. The spokesman had turned potential defeat into a moment of rejoicing. We now live in a society that lets someone get away with the phrase ‘greenfield opportunity’ without being punched. And, therefore, we are becoming a people every bit as weak and as imaginatively constipated as the citizens of Airstrip One in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.


Orwell depicted a world constrained by Newspeak, a verbally clumsy and deliberately limited language whose very inadequacy stamped out the expression of inappropriate social and political thoughts. ‘Greenfield opportunity’ and other phrases like it (‘blue-skies thinking’, ‘beacons of excellence’, ‘refreshing the brand’, ‘placing innovation at the forefront of our strategy’, ‘the challenge of change’) may not be as explicitly connected to an arid ideology as Newspeak, but the attempt of these phrases to impose a fiction upon thought, to manufacture a world view from which it’s increasingly difficult to diverge, is just as deliberate. Language experts write articles about how texting is a new form of English that will eventually kill the current one.


But while we’ve all been staring at our phones, we’ve lost sight of the real threat to proper communication: the frightening and unchallenged conquest of our language by this new dictionary of upbeat, light-headed, fresh-faced optimism. Orwell’s spokespeople had a dry, non-decorative vocabulary; the greenfield opportunists speak a language of metaphor and vivid imagery that may seem more appealing but is just as dogmatic in its rejection of any word or concept that implies criticism or opposition. It’s a relentlessly, almost religiously, optimistic harangue. Someone like the Capita spokesman uses ‘greenfield opportunity’ as comfortably as an evangelist would preach to us about water and ‘the light of life’. ‘Yes,’ the spokesman is saying to us, ‘when we at Capita took this job on, we hadn’t a clue how it was going to work. But don’t you see how dull and mindless it would be to admit ignorance? Life is full of challenges; the  unknown must be seized with relish. The cock-ups and glitches signal the dangers that we brave fellows have taken upon ourselves.


‘But utter not defeatist talk of failure and heartache. Look to the eastern horizon, where the green uplands of an eventually smooth-running penal-collection system lie in wait for only those of us brave and noble enough to continue the journey to its end. Come, come with us; be on our side; see the bustling, but carefully regulated, drive-through Utopia beckoning. Journey alongside us with a shining heart, for before us lies a greenfield opportunity.’


The problem with the utopic language of these enraptured automata is that it’s almost impossible to translate into anything meaningful. You either have to accept word-for-word the kind of vision it’s selling, or remain one of the unelect, cast into the darkness. A couple of years ago I attended a television arts ‘brainstorming’ session, where one of the organisers got up at the beginning and said, ‘Above all, what today’s about is having fun. If you’re not prepared to have fun, then get out now.’ Out appears to be the only place to go if you’re not one of these individuals with a head full of manufactured optimism about the absolute correctness of what you’re doing. The language is carefully shepherded to exclude the possibility of complaint or criticism; the agenda never allows for an alternative viewpoint. Halfway through the brainstorm, disappointed and more or less struck dumb, I did get out and went home; it was the only meaningfully articulate thing I could do. I left because I felt as bewildered and slightly scared as a non-believer in a room full  of evangelists: they may shriek about Heaven and Hell and redemption and faith, but if you share none of their beliefs, you will not understand fully the concepts they’re hollering at you. The door will remain shut. Similarly, unless you buy into the new language of improvement, continued success and the enhancement of all things, you will be unable to communicate.


That’s why it’s possible now for a government to launch a Big Conversation and for you to feel that a dialogue isn’t taking place; there can’t be dialogue unless you both speak the same language. But to speak the language of the Big Conversation, you have to empty your head of its baggage of negativity; you have to leave behind all notions of doubt, difficulty, suspicion, blame and failure.


The language of ‘greenfield opportunities’ is not to be confused with the complex management-speak that broke out in the early 1990s. Redefining, say, a sacking as an ‘employment-opportunity launchpad’ was an easily spotted and parodied attack on communal verbiage that may have infected the workplace but never really spread further. Greenfield-speak, however, is proving more virulent. It may have originated as the language of corporate puffery, but it has infected the mainstream (‘mainstream’ is itself a common greenfield word). It comes into the home with any mention of ‘classic’ lifestyle choices or journeys to ‘a better you’. Your children pick it up if they have to pass a sign at their school gate announcing that they’re going through a ‘gateway of excellence for the lifeblood of the community’. The leaflets listing the swim-times at my local pool urge everyone to ‘activate your lifestyle’ with ‘full-on family fun’. Buses are ‘taking me to the heart of’ my neighbourhood, trains are ‘clasping the future towards me’, and traffic wardens are ‘bettering the streets for a smoother nation’. Burglars are presumably ‘working at night for a leaner Britain’, while prison warders on suicide watch are undoubtedly ‘at the vanguard of health choices’.


My fear is that we’re soon going to split into two separate communities: the Greenfielders and the rest of us. The Greenfielders will talk to each other, in an increasingly hysterical manner, about ‘furtherance and futurity’ and the ‘enhancement of bigness in the fuel of endeavour’, neither knowing what these phrases mean nor troubling to find out. The rest of us will be cast to the sidelines; we won’t be promoted, we won’t partake of the ‘unfurlment of opportunities’ because we won’t understand what they are. I go to the Capita website, and I’m told they’re ‘at the forefront of the evolution of business-process outsourcing in the UK, focused on service transformation through innovation’. I’ll never be able to enjoy their services, because I still don’t know what they do. Soon, Greenfield-speak will split off from everyday English and evolve its own grammar and lexicon. ‘Forefront’ will become a verb, ‘enhance’ a noun, and between them, they’ll give birth to a hundred new ways to express the wide-eyed deadness that lurks behind the forehead of the man who perkily speaks to us of ‘greenfield opportunities’.







TV in a hearse - that’s choice for you 


These are exciting and challenging times for the television industry. I know, because I’ve just been to a TV conference that said it.


‘Challenge’ is one of those words executives like to say at conferences. It makes them sound like they’re at the forefront of something. Words such as ‘modernisation’, ‘development technology’ and ‘the future’ are bandied about at any professional gathering, even if it’s one attended by just milkmen. The word that bugs me most at the moment is ‘choice’. Businesses and governments now say ‘choice’ as readily as a two-year-old says ‘poo’. Somehow our movers and shakers have got it into their heads that our lives are enriched by having available a vaster spread of options, but there are certain times when the last thing you need is a choice. When you’re ill, for example.


You want to go straight to hospital, without having to decide which one. Yet our administrators think it’s nice we can now choose the hospital we go to. It’s a false choice. If there are two hospitals nearby, a good one and a terrible one, there’s nothing to be gained from offering sick people the option of going to the terrible one. Better to knock it down or improve it. People who choose to go to the terrible one need their heads examining, although not at the hospital they’ve just chosen.


The TV conference debated new technology. Everyone’s rushing to make programmes available to items of equipment other than televisions. It’s all a bit complicated, but here’s a summary of what you can expect in the next few years:1. BSkyB announced technology that will allow people to access twenty-four-hour television on their mobiles. Reeling from this, the BBC  announced plans to allow asthmatics to download Rolf on Art directly on to their Ventolin inhalers. A BBC spokesperson said, ‘For far too long asthmatics have been penalised by not being able to watch quality television during an attack.’

2. BSkyB hit back with the launch of Para-vision, a new TV service aimed at road-crash victims waiting for ambulances to arrive. New technology means it’s possible to bring the crash victims a diet of up-to-the-minute celebrity gossip and business news, plus, of course, the latest road-traffic information. This is all at the touch of an interactive button, which, because it clashes with the blood, won’t be red.

3. Channel 4 announced its digital expansion with the launch of a new channel aimed exclusively at dogs. The new channel, called 4Legs, is to broadcast twenty-four hours of high-pitched sounds to dogs across the country, transmitting topical whistles and discussion shows about the undersides of cars.

4. Finally, everyone got together and announced the launch of a new network of channels for a long-neglected consumer group: recently bereaved people on their way to funerals. According to a spokesperson, Hearse-A-Tainment will ‘provide memorable celebrity gossip beamed to hearses and funeral corteges all across the country, as  well as, of course, all important traffic information’. The broadcasters say they based their content on surveys of what people want to watch in a hearse, as opposed to who people would most like to see in a hearse, which was Robert Kilroy-Silk.









Russell Brand died that Jimmy Carr’s python might live 




The Funny Day After Tomorrow - scenario for a Britcom disaster movie 


A plot I’ve been working on since I was inspired by watching the British Comedy Awards: three hundred comedians and their agents are in London Weekend studios. Unbeknown to them, al-Qaeda are, meanwhile, detonating a series of co-ordinated dirty bombs across Britain, releasing both radioactivity and a killer virus into the atmosphere. The entire population of Great Britain and Northern Ireland is wiped out in seconds. Those inside London Weekend’s studios are the only people left alive in the country.


In front of a hushed audience, a distraught Harry Hill rushes on stage and breaks news of the disaster outside, while also picking up an award for best entertainment performance. After a hurried consultation with ITV’s management, it’s agreed an Emergency Survival Committee will be set up during the next commercial break.


Back after the interval, Jonathan Ross is appointed Interim President of the British Population, with emergency powers to declare martial law and shoot anyone who breaks a newly imposed night-time curfew. Stephen Merchant is put in charge of the armed forces because he’s the tallest. All the army are dead, but there’s still some navy out at sea. Merchant orders them on permanent standby and receives details of three possible al-Qaeda training sites in northern Sudan. He sends three Trident submarines to the Horn of Africa and gives them four hours to prepare a missile strike. Leigh Francis, a.k.a. Bo’ Selecta, makes a joke about the Merchant Navy.


Meantime, for the comedians and their agents trapped inside the studios, thoughts now must turn to survival. With all food outside possibly radioactive for months, they must feed off whatever ’s on set. There’s nothing. An Emergency Food Committee is set up. Normally, there’s a celebrity chef up for an award but not this year: it’s been a bad year for celebrity-chef-led entertainment strands.


So, a three-man committee is appointed, consisting of three award winners, Ant and Dec and Catherine Tate. Unfortunately, Catherine couldn’t be there that night to receive her award, so she’s presumed dead. The committee meets and announces the immediate decision to kill and eat foreign guests.


Ant approaches Oliver Stone from behind, while Dec distracts him by saying, ‘Vietnam was funny.’ Stone is quickly felled with an award to the head, groaning miserably. His raw carcass provides much-needed meat for the desperate survivors, winners first. Madonna takes longer to kill and there’s very little on the bone.


Suddenly Jimmy Carr remembers there’s a large python backstage, brought on the show earlier as a bit of  fun. However, after protests from Russell Brand, the poor creature is spared and released back into the wild. Brand is killed instead, but nobody eats him.


Meanwhile, a breakaway group of survivors, led by me, Alistair McGowan and Robert Webb from That Mitchell and Webb Look, tunnels through to a second chamber, where sets are being built for a poorly thought-through game show.


McGowan, Webb and I use a large prop spider with the numbers one to eight on the ends of its legs and a photo of Al Murray on its back to climb up and remove an air-conditioning ventilation grille. I fall off, but McGowan and Webb manage to reach down and pull the spider prop up on to the outside roof of the building. Their plan is to use it as a makeshift satellite dish to transmit a distress signal overseas, although neither of them knows how.


Back in the main comedy-awards studio, a search party is now organised by Derren Brown to find the breakaway group. Time is running out. Rations are running low and it’s now really not funny. But then the building is stormed by Americans in radiation suits and the comedians are bundled into a van and taken off for decontamination and safety, winners first. McGowan and Webb managed to send a signal after all.


As the last few laughter-givers leave the tragic arena, a US marine announces the sad news that McGowan and Webb are both dead from radiation poisoning. They gave their lives so that we might laugh. Posthumously, they are both given awards, then their bodies are burnt by Jack Dee.







Cultural marvels that have left London speechless 


It has been my privilege over the past few months to witness a terrific number of cultural marvels in London, all manifestations of individual towering genius. I thought I’d describe some of them now so that people would know what they’re missing.




Mnemorabilia (Rickets Theatre, London) 


A fantastic theatrical event by internationally renowned performance bunch Theatre du Maurier, in which the universal topic of time, memory, space, rotation, annotation, Anna Karenina, chaos, shoes, chamber music, Serbian pottery, fax technology, armour, kissing, sponges and gasping is distilled into a hilarious half-hour within a three-hour drama about a man who is in love with his buttocks.


Theatre du Maurier is a collective formed in 1995, in which ‘a democracy of thought and improvisatory rehearsals within the community of performers comes together in a centralised homage to the unique and throttling genius of its main writer-director-designer-performer-accountant Simeon Majesty’.


In the play Mnemorabilia (‘though to call it a “play”,’ says Majesty, in the programme note, ‘is to risk ridicule for utilising the predictable and outmoded terminology of the theatrical thicko’), Majesty himself plays the three lead roles: (a) a man in love with his buttocks, (b) a woman in love with only one of his buttocks, and (c) the other buttock.


The fifteen other members of the cast carry props on and off stage for three hours, though, as Majesty explains: ‘This being a collective piece, we are all paid an equal share of the profits, though, as writer-director-designer-performer-accountant, I am entitled to at least eleven shares.’


International critics have heaped praise on Mnemorabilia , especially on the emotionally charged ending, in which the woman cuts off one of her own buttocks as a protest at someone in the audience coughing.




Footballers’ Wives. An opera by Nathaniel Mop (Royal Opera House, Covent Garden) 


This was that rare beast, a modern opera playing to packed houses, with tickets sold out long before it was commissioned. ‘We all remember the television series Footballers’ Wives,’ says conductor Sir Steven Tosca, ‘but no one could have believed that the extraordinary task of transferring it intact to the opera house could have been achieved so magnificently. This is entirely due to the unique and translucent genius of Nathaniel Mop.’


The opera, though costing £318 a ticket, is, like a football match, only ninety minutes long, with a fifteen-minute interval. Even so, it’s in twenty-two acts, each act portraying the lives and loves of a footballer’s wife, with the whole opera taking us through all the wives of the players in a game between Southampton and Newcastle.


The only set design is a large Jacuzzi big enough to take a chorus of two hundred, though in the performance I saw the chorus were protesting against staff cuts  by refusing to remove their shower caps. The stage design also utilises video screens, some of which play the original television programme to which the singers then mime. Season tickets are now on sale, priced £298,404.




Gervais! An exhibition of works of art inspired by Ricky Gervais (Royal Academy of Arts, Piccadilly) 


An amazing treasure trove of visual splendour seen for the first time in this country, Gervais! places the monumental genius of Ricky Gervais at the very centre of our civilisation. The visitor is greeted by a forty-foot model of Gervais, reconstructed from fragments of photographs of paintings of him that are now in the National Portrait Gallery. The penultimate room shows us how scientists imagine what the tomb of Gervais would look like if his sudden death were to shatter the nation. The final room is a chapel in which we can pray that that may never happen.




Stephen Poliakoff’s The Lost Prince Themepark 


A magnificent temple to the crowning genius of Stephen Poliakoff, The Lost Prince Themepark is a replica of Buckingham Palace, situated next to Buckingham Palace. Be sure to visit the animatronic Queen Mary and the Cave of Juddering Johnny.







Herd of wasps chase nuns covered with jam - a date for the diary 


Here’s a look at some of the cultural highlights of the forthcoming season.




21-28 July: the Coventry Large Actor Festival 


Another season of theatre for those with sight problems. Popular productions are put on with casts made up entirely of very large actors. There’s also a late-night comedy tent with giants doing stand-up. This year’s scheduled performance of The Big Friendly Giant has been cancelled; it fell over in rehearsals.




23 July: Ladies’ Crab Day at Newmarket 


A popular day in the racing calendar; all ladies are permitted to bring crabs into the steward’s enclosure.
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