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    INTRODUCTION




    360-DEGREE SWIVEL





    WHEN BRASS EYE WAS BROADCAST ON CHANNEL 4 IN 1997, Chris Morris came under attack on a daily basis, accused of pulling apart the very fabric of British culture, claims that would be made even more loudly in 2001, when the show’s Special was broadcast. One tabloid even printed his contact details and urged the public to phone him to tell him what they thought of his ‘brass eye’. Though he had become used to hearing that his work was unacceptable over the years, there was something personal and sustained about the reaction to Brass Eye. But rather than change his number, Morris simply recorded a new answering machine message.




    ‘Hello, you’ve reached the newsdesk,’ he said. ‘Please leave your message after the tone.’ It seemed as if the newspaper had printed its own number in error. The sputtering fury of callers was abruptly transmuted into the less immediately gratifying emotion of rather petulant complaint.




    ‘He was entirely nerveless,’ Morris’s friend, broadcaster Nick Barraclough, told one newspaper. Jo Unwin, Morris’s partner, read the piece and later told him, ‘You’ve got that so wrong. He’s afraid of the dark.’




    Charlie Brooker has been a writing partner of Morris and says, ‘He seemed to find it like an annoying change in the weather. He didn’t seem like somebody who was stressed or under house arrest.’




    The answering machine message was a classic piece of misdirection that echoed what Morris did best in his broadcast work. Programmes such as Brass Eye avoided easy targets and popular shots. If you noticed its creator at all, he would be standing to one side, subtly directing the unwary into traps that they had every opportunity to avoid. Celebrities, politicians, authority figures. Nobody was off-limits. No topic was untouchable.




    It divided the reception to shows like Brass Eye across unusual lines. As important as the humour was the question of whether or not you thought what Chris Morris did was allowable. Was it OK to use subjects such as drugs, sex and the decline of morals in society to make jokes about the way they were portrayed in the media? The answer didn’t come in generational terms. You didn’t have to be older to feel uncomfortable about the way he got stars to endorse entirely fictitious charities and, if you went through the whole series and the 2001 Special on paedophilia without thinking at least once that something, somewhere was indefinably, slightly, watch-through-your-fingers wrong, you were either doing very well or, more likely, hadn’t taken it all in on the first go and would later pay closer attention and pick up something ghastly and troubling. If still funny.




    For something so clear and loud, Brass Eye gave away almost nothing about its origins. Chris Morris never told you what to think, and he gave away little of his motivation. You could believe almost anything about the show and its creator – the two seemed interchangeable – and there were no shortage of theories. He was the tiresome prankster out to shock. He was a contemporary satirist who was presenting a critique of modern media. He was misanthropic, a loner who was too clever for his own good. It was as if Brass Eye arrived fully formed and perfected its mixture of shiver and laughter with the 2001 Special.




    The most obvious starting point for the style which he made his own is On the Hour, the show on which Morris made his first major national appearance some ten years earlier. And yet even this is not clear cut. This part of the story belongs as much to Armando Iannucci. It was he who pulled together a group of ambitious and talented young performers to pioneer the eerily accurate style of news comedy with Morris.




    Each member of the group was fiercely talented and ambitious and all went on to phenomenal success in comedy and elsewhere in the 1990s. But there was something compelling about Morris’s own story and the way that he would push at what was acceptable wherever he was which has made him such an enduringly fascinating figure. He developed his own style as much as his fellow On the Hour performers, but unlike them he had never worked on the comedy circuit. And so no account of his trajectory in the 1990s would be complete without a diversion to cover his early career in local radio, where he learned to love the medium and to tear it apart with a surety that came from intimacy.




    His is a chronology which is a career in reverse, launched with a conventional success in On the Hour and becoming ever less predictable and more inventive, working only to his own agenda. It’s not something that someone who wanted to be a star could have done. Morris didn’t join his colleagues as they went to even greater success with the various incarnations of Alan Partridge. Instead he stayed just under the surface of general popular awareness, still broadcasting, but returning to radio and rehearsing the techniques he would bring to Brass Eye.




    Morris himself has a reputation for being both hard to pin down and extremely approachable, rumours which are true in equal measure. It was hard to see how a book like this could work without his involvement. His circle of friends is very protective, and it seemed impossible to imagine that they would talk without his approval. Exactly one year after first being contacted, he arranges a meeting at his management company.




    In person, with his black trousers, a long scarf and coat to keep out a February chill and the hair that away from the smoothed-down anchorman style is a mass of curls, he retains the youthful air of a tall, enthusiastic student. The impression is of someone fascinated by people in general, by what motivates them, what they do and how they do it. We discuss comedy, books and how he feels about this one in particular. He’s not sure that he wants to revisit what were often draining episodes in his past. And, having greatly overrun our allotted time, we move outside, but continue talking halfway down the street, about what he’s doing, where he’s finding his inspiration at the moment. He thinks he’s unlikely to be interviewed. But the channels of communication are open, he promises, making a channel-of-communication kind of gesture as he disappears. He hasn’t responded to any further requests.




    His agent Chiggy was surprised by the silence, if only, she said, because he more usually declined such requests immediately. And that made it suddenly clear – this was as good as it would get. Morris was not saying ‘no’. I began to contact friends and colleagues, who all went back to him and were all given permission to contribute. Writer David Quantick received an email from Morris in which ‘in typical fashion he claims not to mind so long as I don’t tell any wildly inaccurate stories’.




    As a picture of him gradually came into focus, so, too, did it seem that as much as those around him knew him as he built his distinctive body of work over the 1990s, he didn’t share everything with everybody, even his closest allies. There was never a time when he had been completely open and in a way it would have been more misleading if he had been now. There was always some detail that nobody was aware of at the time, something he would be smuggling on to a programme or a legend about himself that he wouldn’t correct and that would lead to fresh misapprehensions. This reluctance to come into the open was a key part of what drove him to create programmes which were in a constant state of shift, challenging not only those who took part, but also the audience and frequently the broadcasters. It was an effect he called ‘360-degree swivel’. As much as an account of Chris Morris, this is also the story of the many plausible worlds he created – and how so many willingly followed him as he beckoned them in.
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    NO NEWS = GOOD NEWS: BALLS





    ON THE HOUR MADE A STRIKINGLY ASSURED DEBUT IN AUGUST 1991. You might even have listened to the first few minutes and not been entirely sure that it wasn’t one of the news programmes that it set out to parody rather than a comedy in its own right. The production was authentic in every detail, from music to the delivery of the presenters. It was only the absurdity of what they were reporting that gave it away. In its wake, topical comedies – taking a wry or, worse yet, a sideways look at the week’s news – suddenly seemed hopelessly outdated and unsophisticated when the medium itself was the subject. And not before time. Pretentious, self-important and riddled with parochial obsession, news programmes had never been questioned in such detail before. Let alone by a show that impudently assumed the slick confidence of its targets just to undermine them.




    The programme was presided over by Chris Morris’s demon presenter character, sharing his name and so believable that it was hard to tell where it ended and he began. There was an unassailable confidence to his performance which was apparent to those he worked with as much as it was to the audience when the show was broadcast. But occasionally the mask slipped. When he had to create an outside broadcast for the second series, Morris took his audio gear and a clipboard on to the roads around Broadcasting House. From here, the item called for him to be recalled to the studio as the result of a technical problem. He tapes himself barging back into the BBC and records a genuine exchange with a security guard who wants to see his pass – ‘I’m bursting with news – if you stop me, I’ll explode’ – and takes the lift without ever pausing for breath. But he later admitted to producer Armando Iannucci that while his fellow BBC employees stood in audible silence as he crisply reported on origami attacks in an art gallery, he’d felt rather silly.




    You wouldn’t have noticed any signs of discomfort in the broadcast programme. Iannucci says that Morris ‘acts confidence very well’. Throughout the two series, he bullied fellow presenters and punctured the conventions of radio news. He was by far the most prominent figure on the programme, only Steve Coogan’s Alan Partridge as memorable. To the casual listener it would have sounded very much the Chris Morris Show in all but name, but the idea to take the format of news itself had come from Armando Iannucci and it was he who assembled and drove the team that worked alongside them. The cast worked from the framework that the two would create and which Morris would use and develop in much of his work throughout the decade.




    Then twenty-eight, his invitation to join the show had come the previous year in the form of a speculative letter from Iannucci, a 26-year-old producer of such stalwart Radio 4 comic institutions as The News Quiz and Week Ending. Iannucci was extremely inventive and technically very adept and, like Morris, worked very much on his own terms. Yet he was more amenable to playing the bureaucratic constrictions of the BBC system and to accepting the conventions of publicity, obligingly trotting out the same anecdotes for different interviewers with polished charm. His self-deprecating tones were often employed to communicate the same kind of exasperation at the more ridiculous aspects of the media, but his character was more that of the eyebrows-raised insider who would subvert rather than sabotage. When he talks about working in BBC comedy but having to attend a general production training course at the insistence of the corporation, he expresses his attitude to the notion by emphasizing ‘training course’ in a Scottish lilt that suggests amazement at the existence in this world of anything so dull. And yet it was this course that sparked their revolutionary comedy.




    Participants learned about news, features, drama and documentary. They had had to make a ten-minute factual programme and Iannucci began to consider the comic potential of his 1990 course-work. ‘I thought why not make a short news programme which sounded absolutely authentic but which was gibberish,’ he said.1 Iannucci drew on the verbal tics of other programmes on Radio 4 – Today, drama, newsreaders – and the shows he had first listened to when he came to London from Radio Scotland, including The Way It Is on Capital Radio, a fast and furious news programme with a noisy soundtrack.




    Iannucci sent the resulting ten-minute piece to Jonathan James-Moore, the head of light entertainment at BBC Radio, who suggested making it into a pilot for a full series. The first task was to recruit cast and writers. Iannucci had come across Morris’s weekend DJ show on GLR – Greater London Radio – on which he regularly included nonsense stories delivered with authority. ‘There’s someone who, as well as being funny, is very technically competent,’ says Iannucci, ‘so understands how to make something sound like that rather than have to ask a number of people to try and do it.’




    Morris drove the ancient, battered Merc he’d had for years to meet Iannucci at BBC Radio in Portland Place. As Morris was illegally parked, they quickly went back to his car. A fruitless cruise for spaces around the block gradually turned into a mobile meeting and the start of a partnership which would last for years. ‘We spent about two hours driving around and around Broadcasting House,’ said Iannucci. ‘And I thought, Well, this is interesting. The fact that I can talk to him for two hours and it just feels normal is a good start, really. And we found we liked the same sort of comedy, so we just clicked instantly.’2 It wasn’t just humour, radio and an interest in news and politics that they had in common. As kids they had both been Jesuit-educated and discovered they shared a couple of the same teachers between their respective schools.




    The two worked on a pilot completed in April 1991. As a trusted producer, Iannucci was largely left alone to get on with a show for which there was little direct precedent. Comedy featuring the news tended to be either topical jokes about people in the news or the two Ronnies sat at a desk doing gags in their own voices. Even shows like Radio Active, which Iannucci cited as a favourite, alongside Rutland Weekend Television, had been recorded with an audience as a sketch show without going into the minutiae of the business of broadcasting news. The On the Hour team struggle now to recall much in the way of direct influences on the very specific take-off of the genre. There was nobody doing that improvisational, serious approach to spoofing – at least not in the UK. If there was anything at all, for the likes of Dave Schneider and Armando Iannucci, it was to be found from the US in the 1984 movie This is Spinal Tap, the closest cousin in terms of the approach. Its target might have been rock music – specifically heavy metal on the road being quite a ridiculous sight in all its self-regarding pomposity – but like On the Hour it seemed very much as if it could be true and clearly had an affection for the adolescent obsessions of metallers and a feel for the inherent tragedy of the ageing rocker.




    On the Hour was to be a magazine show featuring news, sport, weather, finance, environment news and special features. Morris was the anchor, the main presenter, and also played other reporters and interviewees. As in real news shows, his items would be edited and dropped in as complete ‘packages’. Then there was a team of writers and actors who worked almost exclusively with Iannucci. With the overall shape of the programme dictated by Morris and Iannucci, they created the rest of the regular reporters and characters. Ideas either supplied by the writers or less frequently worked up in rehearsals would be developed through improvisation in the studio, and the humour was to come through the contrast between the straight performances and the nonsense content. The choice of cast and writers was vital to the success of a show that was not going to rely on filling a half-hour slot with topical gags for its humour.




    ‘Most producers try to follow trends,’ explains comic and On the Hour writer Richard Herring. ‘Armando is really excellent at understanding what good comedy is and who is a good comedian.’ Iannucci didn’t just call in the latest sensations from the Edinburgh Festival or select from actors’ directories like Spotlight. He had amassed a bunch of friends through performing comedy since his days at university in Oxford and knew people through his production work, and he was equally prepared to search outside the industry to find exactly the right people for the job. Iannucci’s cast didn’t have to have a background in performing – one of the first to be involved wasn’t even interested in making comedy a full-time career. Andrew Glover had been a long-time friend and partner with Iannucci deep in the mines of student comedy but had given it up to follow his dream as a management consultant.




    Glover met Iannucci just days after starting at University College in Oxford. They wrote at college together and were in separate undergraduate revue shows at the 1985 Edinburgh Fringe. As Iannucci began work on a PhD the following year, they performed regularly as A Pair of Shorts. Even then Iannucci had a quality that marked him out from fellow student performers. ‘He was always a bit more demanding of himself,’ says Glover of the young comic. ‘If something feels at all obvious, he’ll want to put three twists in it.’ Having contributed some material for Iannucci who started his career at Radio Scotland, he supplied material for Week Ending when Iannucci helmed it. They continued the informal relationship into On the Hour, Glover enjoying the process of writing for the show without the pressure of it being a primary source of income. Amiable and smart, he would be relaxed about moving further away from the core of the On the Hour group as his very sensible career at washing-powder giants Procter & Gamble grew more demanding.




    Rather more serious about the idea of making a go of it was Dave Schneider, another Oxford graduate who had occasionally joined Iannucci in A Pair of Shorts after Glover’s departure. Schneider had studied modern languages after attending the City of London School. ‘Armando was bloody good. Voices, impressions, stupidness,’ says Schneider. ‘There is a slapstick quality to Armando as well, which people don’t associate with him.’ The two would bunk off the Bodleian Library to spend time in coffee bars chatting about comedy and friends who had gone professional. Among Schneider’s own comedy heroes was Danny Kaye, like him a Jewish comic with a physical aspect to his act which inspired Schneider as he included clowning around in his live show, wrestling with tables or playing a talentless magician. Both he and Iannucci favoured surreal material and Schneider started to research around Yiddish theatre for a PhD, but neither he nor Iannucci completed their higher studies. While Iannucci went to Radio Scotland, Schneider acted at the National Theatre and ended up on TV’s Up To Something!, a forgotten sketch show with Shane Richie for which Iannucci was also a writer. Schneider was around for the flickering initial ember of On the Hour that Iannucci made for his BBC production course and has a vague recollection of contributing an interview with a brain-damaged boxer.




    The permutations of friends from Iannucci’s Oxford days became more tangled with the addition of Stewart Lee and Richard Herring, two comics who had met at the university. Iannucci used masses of their material on Week Ending, a show the pair regarded with mixed feelings. It was good to have a professional outlet, but, although Iannucci had freshened up the format, they still found it embarrassingly formulaic. Worse, as new, young writers they were featured in documentaries about it. They got their own back with an On the Hour sketch ripping up what they saw as the old show’s worst excesses of predictable caricatures and groaning puns, ‘Thank God It’s Satire-Day’. The bile was real. After a year on Week Ending, Richard Herring had got to the point where he hid in one of the crates used to store newspapers in the writers’ room to avoid a meeting. ‘I just couldn’t face writing shit topical satire,’ he explains.




    Patrick Marber was another performer for whom On the Hour came at just the right time. He’d worked with Iannucci before, including a brief coinciding stint on the inevitable Week Ending. Marber’s own style of humour was much influenced by Ben Elton and Rik Mayall who he saw perform at his Oxford college in 1983. ‘Formatively, hilariously funny,’ says Marber, who also started out on the stand-up circuit. But he was always aware that he was just filling time.




    ‘I decided that I enjoyed doing this thing,’ he says. ‘“I want to be a serious writer, but I haven’t written anything, so I will bide my time doing comedy until I write my great work.” I think that was my general overview.’ He kept on what was becoming a performing treadmill, including a yearly stint in Edinburgh, but it was becoming painfully obvious to him that he wasn’t in the league of such contemporaries as Eddie Izzard. Marber took a year off around 1990 to live what he thought would be the life of a novelist in Paris, during which time Iannucci called up to ask him to be in On the Hour. Which turned out to be good timing, because Marber had failed to write his book and felt he was doing little more than standing by watching his friends preparing one-hour shows to propel them into stardom. ‘I didn’t have the talent to go all the way as a stand-up. I didn’t have the ambition . . . I just didn’t want it,’ he says.




    Iannucci and Morris’s show represented a particularly welcome change for Doon Mackichan. She had been appearing in Radio 1’s sketch show The Mary Whitehouse Experience, in its later series produced by Iannucci, starring David Baddiel, Rob Newman, Steve Punt and Hugh Dennis, and had found it a rather depressing experience. There were few enough good comedic roles around for women and Mary Whitehouse was no exception, the female performers feeling they were left with whatever the men didn’t want to say. If On the Hour had a male perspective, it was dictated more by the newsroom setting than by the rest of the cast. The production of the show would be a collaborative process in which everyone could get something in – as long as they spoke up loud enough. Rebecca Front was another occasional Mary Whitehouse performer who was recruited. Iannucci had also produced a radio series for a double act in which she appeared.




    In addition, Front knew Marber from a 1984 Oxford revue show called Stop the Weak, in which they’d done knockabout, physical comedy. And, independently of Iannucci, Marber and Mackichan knew of each other from the stand-up circuit, where both of them had come across the most well known of all the cast and writers, Steve Coogan. He was the one member of the team who hadn’t come across or worked with Iannucci in one of his many roles, but he came recommended. Coogan had been a great mimic from his childhood days, had started doing impressions as part of his stand-up while studying drama at the polytechnic in his home town of Manchester and walked straight into a contract to do voices for Spitting Image. By the time On the Hour came along, he had also appeared in the Royal Variety Performance and, like Patrick Marber, whom he had met at the Edinburgh Festival in 1990, was frustrated by the limitations of what he was doing.




    ‘I was known as a sort of cut-price Rory Bremner. Reliable, but limited,’ he said. ‘I knew that impressions made people laugh and were a short cut to approval from an audience, but I respected other comedians because they got laughs without doing impressions, which meant they had to work a lot harder, and that what they were doing was more substantial. It wound me up. I wanted that respect.’3




    Into this potent brew of youthful ambition, burgeoning success and sweaty impatience Armando dropped a couple of veteran New Musical Express writers. David Quantick and Steven Wells were a few years older than most of the others, had been working in the music press since the early 1980s and regarded their mostly lesser-known colleagues with a mixture of condescension and disdain. ‘I just remember thinking, What a bunch of losers,’ says Quantick. ‘These people will never make it.’ His partner felt the same.




    ‘I wanted to produce the show!’ Wells recalls. ‘I was an arrogant and incredibly frustrated rock writer.’ Although Quantick had also written for Spitting Image, he and Wells had been recruited on the strength of their NME column, called Culture Vulture, Ride the Lizard, or whatever they felt like each week once they’d got completely stoned and filled it with topical music parodies. An item in their column about classical music which included the assertion that it largely involved tiny guitars played under the chin particularly appealed to Iannucci, who felt it was good for the journalistic side of the show to have writers who were funny but as music writers weren’t primarily gag men: ‘More of a way of doing funny non-fiction,’ he explains.




    As an actor rather than a comedian, Rebecca Front also contributed to the straight feel of the show, though she was initially uncomfortable with the improvisation. ‘I thought I wouldn’t be funny enough,’ she explains, ‘but Armando talked me out of it . . . Well, sort of shoved a microphone in front of me and made me get on with it, to be specific.’




    In that first meeting, Iannucci handed out copies of his sketches and played an excerpt of the original programme he’d done for his training course. Richard Herring’s notes survive to reveal how advanced the thinking from Morris and Iannucci already was. Amid his doodles were ‘vox pops’, ‘news-clips – false – spurious’, ‘real clips’, ‘professional liars’ and ‘is it specially written or true. News events.’




    Armando Iannucci and Steve Coogan encountered each other for the first time when the cast first assembled in the studio. ‘I was slightly nervous because he was very quiet,’ said Iannucci. ‘Then we switched the microphones on and he was very funny . . . I now see that his strangeness was actually a matter of being a bit reserved with people he doesn’t know.’4




    For his part, Coogan felt what could have been a sideways move in going to radio had been vindicated. ‘Working with Iannucci was a revelation. He really did reshape things for me . . . I remember thinking, I’ve been looking for this all my life. We knew we were on to something,’ he later said.5




    From briefing to broadcast, the feel of the show remained remarkably unchanged, but Iannucci couldn’t be entirely sure of how the people he knew separately or in different permutations would work together. But his instinct had been spot on. They gelled almost instantly. It helped that, apart from Quantick and Wells, they were all in their late twenties. Less tangibly, the core members of the team were all Catholic – Morris, Iannucci, Coogan and Mackichan – or Jewish – Schneider, Front and Marber. As Armando recalls with a laugh, it was ‘the Judaeo-Catholic conspiracy against the English Establishment . . .’ Or the On the Hour conspiracy against the media mainstream – the cast had a track record in ignoring fashion even back when they were students. ‘Alternative’ was the buzzword and stand-up the most obvious route to fame when they were coming up in the mid-1980s and their Oxford revues and physical comedy had seemed almost wilfully out of step. It was a stubborn attitude to following their own instincts that informed On the Hour. They rejected the idea that you could have filler material as long as there was a better joke along in a minute. Easy laughs were dropped no matter how topical or populist they might be if it seemed they compromised the tone of the show – whatever that might turn out to be.




    The writers were in the dark, having to feel their way to what worked rather than rely on tested standbys. They might tell Iannucci they had ruled out a particular avenue because it didn’t seem to work, only for him to realize that was exactly what he wanted. Even the best initial ideas could be reworked through improvisation. It would be hard to work out exactly who was responsible for any one item.




    ‘It’s an approach I’ve always been keen on,’ said Iannucci, ‘being non-proprietary about your work. Not saying, “No, you can’t change that, because that’s mine and I’ve spent four months getting that line right.”’6




    Morris provided up to a third of the writing of most shows himself and hijacked unused GLR studios at night for his own performances, refining them, multitracking voices and creating his own effects, while Iannucci worked with the rest of the cast to structure the show and create the rest of the material. It was cheap enough to keep the tapes running, so he did, just in case there was a piece of genius that couldn’t be recaptured.




    ‘It was like being in a little lab, really,’ says Patrick Marber. Just like in a real news programme, sessions were edited down by Iannucci until the best bits remained. The technique formed the basis for the way that he and Morris would both work over the years.




    Working alone, Morris rarely needed to be in the main meetings. For much of the first series of On the Hour and into the second one he remained something of an unknown quantity to most of the cast and writers and an intimidating figure from a distance: ‘A bit daunting,’ confirms Rebecca Front, ‘because he is effectively a rather tall brain, but he’s charming with it, so that helped.’




    It wasn’t until the show transferred as The Day Today to BBC2 that Morris and the others integrated as they all had to appear in front of the cameras at the same time. The freedom of radio was that Morris could be spliced into the final programme without its being audibly apparent that he didn’t work his material in with the group.




    Carol Smith was Iannucci’s production assistant for On the Hour. ‘[Morris] would go off and he’d come back with a five-inch spool of tape and that five-minute piece would be on there, and then he’d play it to us in the studio and that was it,’ she says. ‘It was in, and we couldn’t touch it, because it was so densely produced and so layered and . . . you couldn’t get a blade in.’ It meant that Morris could get away with smuggling in material which nobody could then remove. ‘You literally could not get a blade in anywhere to edit and so, y’know, there were some extraordinary things in there, but they went out.’




    Iannucci was the one who cut across all the various groups – communicating the shape of the show to the writers and the cast. Patrick Marber recalls, ‘He said, “Look, there’s a way of performing comedy where the jokes are very much told and I want you to bury the humour. I want you to do funny voices but I don’t want them to be too funny. I want you to improvise funny things but don’t be looking for the humour, just trust that it will come.”’ Their very serious approach won On the Hour’s creators a reputation for being unapproachable. Inspired by the concept of the show, they did all seem as if they had a lot to prove.




    ‘We were all full of the flush of youth and we thought we were the young turks,’ said Coogan.7




    ‘I don’t think there was a single person there who wasn’t an alpha male,’ recalls Steven Wells. As self-confessed ‘ageing Trot’, he had marched with the Anti-Nazi League and seen The Clash perform for Rock Against Racism in Hackney’s Victoria Park in the late 1970s. While On the Hour wasn’t politically motivated, all of the team took inspiration from a clarity of purpose in the show’s concept which was as bold as any campaigning.




    ‘I think there is a lot of anger, I think it’s very accessible to comedians,’ says Dave Schneider, ‘and certainly to that group of comedians.’ They took their lead from the top. ‘There’s a sort of “from the pulpits” quality to them [Morris and Iannucci] . . . vengeful angels.’




    The approaches of the members of the cast didn’t always agree. Steven Wells identified the generation that Stewart Lee and Richard Herring belonged to as being more cynical than his as a punk – but individually each knew they had earned the right to be there and that the team worked well together. Armando Iannucci treated everyone decently and inspired loyalty – both he and Chris Morris were motivated by doing something interesting rather than only becoming well known, so the rest of the cast felt comfortable in trying out ideas even when they fell horribly flat.




    Morris wove the real world into On the Hour in the shape of phone calls he made in presenter character to such outsiders as the vet asked to comment on the news that dangerous dogs were to be fitted with rubber skulls – ‘It wouldn’t be able to bite a child’s face off, then?’ he asks, to the vet’s bafflement. The sound quality of the real interviews was virtually indistinguishable from scripted phone calls performed by the cast, Iannucci recording those through an actual phone rather than simply adding a filter effect to a microphone. Genuine archive recordings jostled with performed sports reports taped with real commentator lip mikes to give the voice an authentic nasal quality. Items from American reporters like Rebecca Front’s Barbara Wintergreen were compressed and distorted to sound like a cheap import.




    The organic production method meant that nobody could be quite sure what they had until the moment of broadcast. Some of the team hadn’t even heard Chris Morris’s contributions. Even he and Iannucci didn’t know how well it would work until the last piece had been completed. There was no laugh track, no audience, no punchlines and no traditional gags. That would be as true of the eventual series, which was commissioned to go out between August and September that year, as it was of the pilot. That sense of flux, that it was something that was going out live, helped to mark it out from other comedy shows.




    ‘It then felt like it was a whole world,’ says Iannucci, ‘and I think you can only do that if you genuinely get lots of different voices contributing.’ Up to a point – the overall parameters were not negotiable. ‘I think I once in my youthful brashness made some suggestions about how things should be directed to Armando,’ laughs Steven Wells, ‘but he probably just blinked and thought, Who the fuck are you? and took no notice whatsoever.’ On the Hour had come at a time when everyone connected with the show was ready to take the opportunity it represented. The rather unusual and protracted production process allowed the core team to create in a way they hadn’t quite worked out for themselves.




    ‘There was so much gratitude that we were in this thing,’ says Marber, ‘and Armando and Chris were the primary creative entities. Helping it be the thing it was, you know. They were gods to us. We just did what we were told, really. I was just coming up with gags that I thought were funny to support their vision. I never really thought about how the news was presented, to be honest. I didn’t really care. That wasn’t my agenda; mine was just to do the job.’




    When it came to doing the actual series, there was hardly any stylistic difference from the pilot. Ahead of the driving theme music, Morris set the tone with a gravelly welcome that got progressively more ridiculous over the two series, playing the main presenter as an amalgam of Jeremy Paxman and Today presenters, with the tragic tones of Michael Buerk at his most human-interested.




    ‘Everyone had done Paxman,’ said David Quantick, ‘but nobody had listened to the weird way Michael Buerk talks, his strange dying fall, and they picked up on all that.’8 Comedy clubs for years after echoed with stand-ups bolstering a weak gag by emphasizing the final words with that mock pathos.




    Each show started with the headlines with a realistic form and rhythm: ‘Life peer in wind tunnel disaster’, ‘International string lengths agreed’ or ‘Sri Lankan diplomat expelled for copying rice’. The news itself would often be read by Morris as an adenoidal Radio 4 continuity announcer, surreal stories with sound effects underneath distracting from the solemn tones. All the horrors of radio news in one show. Reports were faded up too quickly or not at all. Strange noises bled through from outside the studio, papers were rustled as attempts to read the news were continually interrupted and undermined.




    There was one noticeable absence. In the pilot, Morris says, ‘Now it’s time for Bill with some sports news’, and producer Iannucci makes a rare appearance, cutting in as editor from the control room to say there was no sports news. It wasn’t until they prepared for the main series that Iannucci asked Steve Coogan if he could do a sports reporter. Tempting though it was to do an impersonation, they wanted to focus, as with other aspects of the show, on the generics of the species. ‘And Steve opened his mouth and Alan Partridge flew out,’9 said Iannucci. The voice was defensive, someone who felt rather inferior to the other thrusting reporters on the show and as if he were anxious to prove he was a proper journalist. ‘It was very strange because . . . everyone in the room knew who it was. We knew the life story of this person, his frustrations at being seen as just a news reporter, when in fact he wanted to be taken seriously. But not so seriously he’d be seen as a serious news guy; he had more of a light entertainment ambition. Very quickly someone said he was a Partridge. And someone else said, “Yeah, and he’s an Alan.” Alan Partridge came out in minutes.’10 From the very beginning he was recognizably the character who would find fame with his own chat show and, more immediately, he proved to be a great foil for Morris. Their stilted newsroom banter became an increasingly strained and awkward highlight as the series progressed. Alan was quickly as strong a character as Morris’s presenter, for ever awkwardly interviewing female athletes, strangely obsessed both with the propensity for sportsmen and women to have groin strain – ‘I’ve been told it’s a bit like a guitar string snapping’ – and male athletes in their changing rooms.




    Alan soon had a back story. Items with him were often improvised, although Patrick Marber, whose writing partnership with Coogan was developing, would flesh him out with specific points to Coogan such as asking where he thought Alan would shop. Stewart Lee and Richard Herring wrote for his scenes, all the contributors engaging in absurdly detailed discussions about his life, down to the most plausible place he might come from (Milton Keynes was suggested as a comedy staple before settling on Norwich – a solid town, they decided, but also amusing).




    Other regular reports included environmental news from the green desk of Rebecca Front’s Rosie May, her segment complete with soothing new-age muzak and the plaintive songs of whales. There was a trite religious thought for the day from Patrick Marber as Monsignor Treeb-Lopez, and Morris brought Wayne Carr, a vacuous pop correspondent he’d been doing for years on his own radio shows.




    On the Hour was an immediate success, with overwhelmingly good reviews in all the nationals, and it would remain a favourite with its creators.




    ‘We had a real hoot doing On the Hour,’ Iannucci says now. ‘Because it was the first and it was fresh territory. Nobody had been there before. I have very fond memories of that time.’




    It sounded enough like a respectable Radio 4 show not to frighten the regular audiences but had an undercurrent of subversion you could pick up on if you were listening closely. You could be amused at the more affectionate aspects of its mockery of BBC radio or you could pick up on the harder stuff. There were a few listeners who thought the show was real and wrote into Radio 4’s Feedback to express their disgust at the mocking of religion, politics or sport. But this was balanced when an item about an evangelical American radio station offering an alarm to scare away liberals and homosexuals prompted a listener to congratulate the team on their stand against degenerates.




    The show proved popular in newsrooms with its degree of accuracy that BBC media correspondent Nick Higham calls ‘spooky’, though Morris thought its favourable reception was more to do with the way that its existence confirmed to reporters that they were as important as they had always believed themselves to be. On the Hour arrived at a time when news broadcasting was expanding massively. Rolling news was the big thing and its champions had marked Radio 4’s frequency as potential Lebensraum under the BBC’s radio news boss Jenny Abramsky and deputy director general John Birt. Sky had just started its rolling service in the UK, and CNN had been doing it for years in America. During the first Gulf War, in 1991, Abramsky diverted Radio 4’s FM frequency to what some parts of the BBC uncharitably referred to as ‘rolling bollocks’.




    Eventually, Radio 5 would be sacrificed to news, but the success of On the Hour gave the management of Radio 4 entertainment another handy ‘stick to beat news with’, according to radio historian David Hendy. ‘Though there were a few keen on the idea of more news,’ he says, ‘I think the majority among those running Radio 4 – and plenty among those making programmes – would have been very pleased by the show.’




    ‘There was just a general sense of newsiness being a bit loud,’ agrees Iannucci. The Gulf’s embedded journalists, endless expert analysis, time-filling speculation and the feeling that war had come to be presented as if it were a computer game provided material for On the Hour’s own war special, a highlight of a triumphant series.




    Jonathan James-Moore, an inspiration for many upcoming comics at the BBC, came down to congratulate the team during the first run. It could have signalled the first step on the road to a conventional comedy career for all of the team in the BBC, perhaps even to On the Hour becoming one of the station’s perennial favourites. But there would be only one more series of On the Hour before its creators turned their attention to other opportunities, not least taking on the tics of television news. Even then it would have to be on their terms.




    Morris would be instrumental in providing the confidence to keep true to the spirit of the show. There was a sense of apartness to what he did that even the casual listener could detect. His sections were the results of a practised radio professional working in his own medium to his own agenda rather than a comic performer working in collaboration. He wasn’t playing a role in the way that his fellow cast members were.
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